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Chapter 1

The sound of swords crashing against swords filled the air of the academy courtyard. Kate, Lyra, and I watched our two knight instructors, Darya and Keith, have a sparring match with great interest.

It was a good learning experience, well, at least for me. I wasn’t too sure how much Kate and Lyra could understand about what was going on with the fast-paced nature of the fight.

Neither combatant was holding back, and it was a sight to behold. Though Keith was Lvl 70, his age slowed him, and he wasn’t using any of the special skills he earned through his experience, just his raw skill with a blade.

Darya, by comparison, had youth and vigor on her side despite only being Lvl 19. There was a gleam in her eyes, a kind of battle-joy that came from being truly enthralled in a tough fight, that I couldn’t deny was a little bit hot.

The little demonstration came at the end of a long day of learning. Despite the soreness that lingered, the endorphins that rushed through me were enough to balance it out.

I had primarily focused on my swordsmanship, though I still spent time with Devon, the mage instructor, to hone my newfound ability to summon indigo buntings. I still wasn’t quite sure how he managed to get the dual title of Knight Mage, but he was a very good instructor.

Devon primarily worked with Lyra, but for some reason, she seemed rather skittish about actually showing off her abilities. There was an energy about her I couldn’t quite place when we talked about her studies, but I assumed it was just the normal jitters about learning a new skill.

Kate, on the other hand, had been quite excited to show off her growing archery skills. I admired the determination that drove her movements while she trained.

All in all, it had been four busy days since we’d returned from our most recent dungeon expedition, three of which were spent in dutiful training.

I was glad for the experience, but all the practice made me want to have a real battle where I could test all my skills. I understood why it was the case, but having to hold back from going all out made me antsy.

The sparring match seemed to be coming to a close. Darya panted heavily and was on the back foot, but she seemed all the more dangerous for it. Like an animal backed into a corner, she lashed out, and once or twice, Keith had to pull back from a strike to avoid getting hit while attacking his opponent.

Nonetheless, it looked like Keith had Darya right where he wanted her, and with a quick riposte to a too-aggressive strike from Darya, he had won the match.

We cheered for Keith, and Darya scowled at her loss. I shot her a sympathetic look when she glanced our way, and that seemed to ease her mood a little.

“Good fight,” I said as she walked over to us. “You’ll get him one of these days.”

Darya sighed. “The old man is a good teacher, but he can be frustrating to spar with for me. He already knows me and how I fight. If he didn’t, I think I’d have a better shot.”

“Teachers push us to be our best,” I said. “Sometimes that can be annoying as hell.”

I glanced up at the sky and realized with a start how late it was getting.

“I’d love to stay and chat more,” I said, “but we have business in the market I want to get done before the shops close.”

“Time waits for no man,” Darya said in response. “Will you return tomorrow?”

I glanced at my compatriots.

“We certainly intend to,” I said.

“Until tomorrow, then,” she said.

I nodded as my final goodbye, and we turned to leave.

Kenford was familiar, even though we’d only spent a few days here. We walked through the streets, and I waved to a man I’d bought bread from before, but I didn’t stop to buy any today.

Market stalls lined the busy street, and we moved back and forth between them as we looked at their wares.

“Ooh, doesn’t this trinket look nice?” Kate asked as she held up a necklace.

“That would look really good on you,” I replied.

“Sir, how much would this be?” she turned and asked the jeweler.

Her eyes widened when he told her the price, and she set it back down.

“You know, maybe it’s not that pretty after all,” Kate said in a strained voice.

I laughed softly under my breath as she put it back.

“I could save up to buy it for you,” I said.

“No, no,” she said as she shook her head. “You’ve been talking about how much we need essential supplies. I wouldn’t want us to not be able to buy something life-saving just because I wanted to look nice.”

“Well, I think you look stunning no matter what you wear.” I smiled.

“He’s right!” Lyra chimed in. “You could make a potato sack look like high fashion!”

“Aww,” Kate hummed. “Thank you both.”

The women moved on to another booth and continued to chat with each other, but I spotted something across the street and got an idea. I saw the women were too engrossed in their conversation to notice me as I slipped away for a moment.

When I returned to them, I saw Lyra holding a book and talking excitedly about what I could only assume were the contents. Even the bookseller looked impressed.

I cleared my throat when I reached them, and Lyra and Kate both turned to me.

“I got something for both of you,” I said and held out a flower for each of them.

Their eyes lit up as they accepted the flowers.

“For us?” Lyra asked.

“Thank you!” Kate smiled.

Kate looked down with joy in her eyes at the red flower I’d given her, and she held it up to her nose. Lyra, on the other hand, grinned at the golden flower and put it behind her ear. It matched the golden ring she had around the iris of her otherwise green eyes.

“How do I look?” she asked.

“As beautiful as ever,” I responded.

She giggled back at me and blushed. “Thanks.”

We walked around the market and wandered back and forth between the various stalls. I wished I had more spending money to spoil them with things, but I had a different goal in mind.

We neared the blacksmith, but that was not where I wanted to go, either. Instead, nestled right next to it, was the weapons shop. Both it and the blacksmith workshop had the same mark on the signs hanging above them, so I guessed they were run by the same people.

My assumption proved accurate when we walked inside, and I saw a fairy with familiar violet eyes sitting behind the counter. It was not the Blacksmith: Lvl 35, but a Shopkeeper: Lvl 12. Judging by her violet eyes and the striking resemblance, I assumed she was the blacksmith’s daughter.

“Welcome to the Smoothstone Weapons Shop,” she said as we entered. “Do you have anything you’re looking for, or are you here to shop around?”

I shot her a smile. “Hello, yes. I was interested in outfitting these fine women with some armor.”

Lyra and Kate waved.

“Oh, I see! Hm, let me…” she said, and she looked down at the ledger she had sitting on the table. “Ah, yes, we have some leather armor that should fit both of your professions. It will be leather, which we don’t primarily make in-house, but we do have a deal with a very reputable tanner. Though any pieces augmented with metal will be of our make!”

“Your father makes the metal products next door?” I asked.

“Yes! Have you–” Her eyes drifted down to the pommel of my sword. “Ah! You’re the customer who came in the other day! Father mentioned someone with an Emerald Precision. Tricky work, I’ll have you know! You were right to take it to him. A lesser smith might have broken the gem entirely.”

I wasn’t quite sure how much of her speech was genuine or not. It was clear she held her father in the highest regard, and my own experience with him backed that up, but I couldn’t help but get the feeling that a lot of it was merely her being an excellent salesman.

Saleswoman? I wasn’t too sure about the terminology here.

Either way, I was sure that, if she wanted to, she could rival even Jordan Belford from The Wolf of Wall Street in sales ability. Though she definitely seemed more good-natured than him.

The Lvl 12 shopkeeper, who introduced herself as Gisela, moved around the counter and brought us to a table that had different sets of leather armor on display.

“I would recommend the bracers and a cuirass to start,” Gisela explained. “Those tend to get the most effect for a reasonable price. There’s a range from the most basic to brigandines, and even some exotic leathers. Though those are typically only bought by high-level dungeon crawlers. If you want to commission a specific piece, we can get it to our leatherworker on your behalf.”

She rattled off a few other details, but I was more interested in the armor sitting before us.

I wanted Lyra and Kate to be as protected as possible. I’d become well aware that no matter how hard I tried, there would always be cases where they would be under threat, and any bit of armor could help.

The Leather Vambraces: + 3 defense was a bargain for the price. Meanwhile, the Leather Cuirass: + 5 defense was on par with my old cuirass while being slightly more maneuverable to fit their style. If not for my Emerald Precision and my newfound Malleable Armor, they would almost be as armored as I was.

“What do you think?” I asked them.

“I like them,” Kate said, but she frowned a little. “Shouldn’t you get something for yourself as well?”

I waved her off. “I’m still good for my level for now, and I’ll be fine with what I can find in the dungeons. You both need this protection more than I do.”

“But you always go up front and take the aggression!” Lyra protested. “It’s only right that you get more armored.”

“Even with your equipment,” I pointed out, “I’ll have a higher defense than you both. I’ll be fine, I’ve made it this far, haven’t I?”

Kate and Lyra looked at each other before sighing.

“If you’re sure,” Kate finally said.

Gisela grinned at us as she reminded us of the price, and I paid.

“Let me know if you find any parts of it uncomfortable or if you need anything changed,” Gisela said.

The women put on their armor and nodded.

“All comfortable here,” Kate said.

“Likewise,” Lyra added.

“Perfect!” Gisela said. “Now, is there anything more I can help you with?”

“Yes,” I hummed. “Actually, we were interested in getting Lyra a sword. She’s a mage but still needs a weapon while she gets better at controlling it.”

A pained expression flashed across Lyra’s face before it was smoothed back into a smile. That was strange.

“Excellent,” Gisela said. “We have quite a selection of swords. Unfortunately, none that we have in stock currently amplify mage abilities in any way.”

“That’s alright,” Lyra interrupted before I could speak. “Just a normal sword is fine.”

The shopkeeper nodded and led us to an assortment.

“I know mages tend to prefer lighter swords,” Gisela said. “What do you think of these?”

“I might like this one?” Lyra mused, but it came out as more of a question, and she looked to me for guidance.

Gisela held a Smoothstone Bastard Sword. I hummed as I considered it.

I was aware this kind of sword could be used with one or two hands, which could be helpful for a mage. I knew that, unlike summoners, they needed their hands to be freer to be able to cast spells. Hell, even I found it useful to have a free hand, especially for my energy shield.

“I think it would be good for you,” I said.

At my agreement, the tension in Lyra’s shoulders faded a little.

“Great!” she grinned.

I paid the price Gisela asked, and we began to make our way out of the shop.

She waved us off, and I nodded in farewell.

Once we were outside, I looked up to the blue sky above and felt a little better in my skin. I worried about Lyra and Kate and their safety. The fledgling archer wasn’t even strong enough to come inside the dungeons with us yet, and we typically had to leave her outside.

But it wasn’t like the outside was much safer. I had run into enough random monsters or scoundrels to know that. The more protected Kate was, the less I would worry, and the safer we’d all be.

Hopefully, soon enough, she’d be able to join us, and I could keep an eye on her. The academy was already helping her get better and stronger, but we’d need to be on the lookout for ways she could earn XP.

It was lucky that she was an archer in some ways because I could draw the attention of any monsters she wanted to fight while she could focus on hitting them from afar. I was good enough at defending myself that I was pretty sure something like that could work.

As for Lyra, she was higher level than I was, but she admittedly was not as good at fighting as me. I wondered how she might’ve gained so high a level without being a good fighter. Then I remembered all the shopkeepers and such with a high level who seemed like they didn’t know how to fight at all. I wasn’t quite sure how gaining XP outside of combat worked, if I was honest, but I figured there was XP to be gained in crafting and other skill-based jobs.

Lyra was a mage and had never mentioned any previous training outside of learning linguistics. She’d gone exploring with her scummy ex, I remembered. That was how she’d gotten into trouble with the pixies in the first place. Still, the way she talked about it was more of an academic expedition than anything else.

She’d been helpful in the dungeons we explored together, at least. I wouldn’t have felt comfortable going after Hard dungeons without her. Still, she needed all the equipment we could get her. Armor was important even if she were the strongest fighter in the world.

The bustle of the streets had lessened somewhat as the sun’s light dimmed. It was nice not to have to fight through crowds like during the busier times of day. It also let me take a better look at what kinds of people actually lived here. I rested my palm on Clive’s pommel as I let my gaze wander.

“You know, there sure are a lot of fairies and elves around here,” I murmured to him.

“Mm?” Clive yawned.

Which, honestly, I wasn’t quite sure how he managed to do. He was a sword, after all. It wasn’t like he had lungs. Well, he could talk, so I supposed it made sense. Regardless, yawning felt like such a living thing to do, and I struggled to wrap my head around his existence.

“Oh, yeah,” Clive continued. “Kenford has one of the highest populations of elves and fairies in Morseen, outside of the settlements, which are almost all of them, at least. Besides, cities are where all kinds of folks come and mingle. I thought you, Mr. ‘A city I went to has a park the size of the entirety of Kenford,’ would know that.”

I rolled my eyes. “I might’ve been exaggerating a touch, but it’s really not that wild of a comparison.”

“Mmhm, mmhm,” Clive hummed. “That only makes it worse that you didn’t know.”

“I know about diversity in cities, you bastard,” I snorted. “I was just asking about elves and fairies in particular. I’ve heard about traitorous subordinates, but I might be the first person afflicted with a traitorous sword.”

“C’mon, you know you love me,” Clive teased.

“Sometimes I wonder if I should get a new sword that doesn’t sass me so much,” I wondered aloud.

“Ow! You know I mean the best by it! You wouldn’t actually do that…” he paused for a long moment as he presumably stared at my scowl. “Right?”

I paused for a long moment before breaking into laughter.

“No, I wouldn’t.” I grinned. “But I think that’s the first time I’ve heard you actually get a little scared.”

“Hey! There’s not much that can threaten a sword,” Clive said. “Except maybe rust… that red grainy menace. It is the true enemy we should all be focused on!”

Lyra snickered, and it surprised me for half a second until I remembered other people could hear him now. I glanced around, and to my relief, there wasn’t anyone else who appeared to notice. Not even Kate. I wondered if elves naturally had better hearing than humans. It would have explained the pointed ears.

“Rust is quite the menace,” she agreed. “Don’t worry, brave Sir Clive. We shall protect you from that devilish threat at all costs.”

“Sir Clive?” I mouthed in confusion.

Lyra only smiled at me in response.

“Ah, at least someone here respects me!” Clive proclaimed.

“Traitors, the lot of you,” I grumbled.

“Hey, I’m on your side, Cole!” Kate said, but she looked a little confused about what exactly was going on, since she’d missed the beginning.

I gave her a smile. “Thank you, Kate. I’m glad to see I’m not completely abandoned.”

“Hey! All I did was sympathize with Clive!” Lyra protested.

“Treason is treason,” I said.

She stuck her tongue out at me as she pouted. I failed at suppressing a laugh, and it quickly spread to everyone else.

“Alright, enough of that,” I said with a grin still lining my face. “We should keep moving and get to the inn.”

We continued on, and I heard Kate quietly ask Lyra for an explanation of what she’d missed. The sun was close to setting, and it gave the sky a pretty pinkish glow.

As we were nearing the tavern, I spotted someone I hadn’t quite expected.

“Willa, is that you?” I asked.

Though her face was hidden in a book, or maybe a journal, I recognized her long, wavy, brown hair that reached all the way down to her butt. I supposed it was easier for her to do so, due to her short stature, but it was still an impressive amount of hair. The way it brought attention to the curve of her hips and rather large ass made me like it even more. Her green dress was cinched in a way that showed off her breasts.

She glanced up, and I was able to see her stunning eyes even through the dimness. The violet hue speckled with honey gold made my breath catch in my throat for a moment.

I realized after a moment that I was seeing her eyes in more detail than I really should have been able to. Had leveling up improved my eyesight?

“Oh, hello there,” she said in that deep, rich tone she always had. “You came into my shop the other day, didn’t you?”

She ended her question with a quirk of her heart-shaped lips.

“This is Lyra and Kate,” I introduced my ladies. “And I’m Cole, I don’t remember if I told you that when we met before.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you. Well, outside of my shop, anyway,” she said with a melodious laugh. “I don’t really count business as a proper meeting.”

“I agree,” I said. “We’re lucky to run into you like this. We were actually just headed to the nearby inn for a meal. Would you like to join us?”

Willa smiled. “I appreciate the offer, but I must refuse this time. Unfortunately, I have a meeting I must get to. I’m making preparations for an expedition, and time is of the essence.”

“Where are you going?” Lyra asked with a curious tone in her voice.

“I plan on sailing to the Morseen Islands and map them out.” Willa’s eyes sparkled with excitement.

“Whoa? Really!” Lyra said. “That’s so ace!”

Ace, I remembered after a second of confusion, was this world’s word for cool.

“I’ve heard they’re beautiful,” Lyra went on. “Well, when they’re not deadly stormy. Has anyone even mapped them out properly before? I heard there’s some property to them that makes them incredibly hard to explore, let alone map.”

“I plan to be one of the first,” Willa responded with pride in her eyes. “There have been partial maps before, but yes, it’s quite the treacherous voyage.”

Pride at her venture being respected seemed to flow out of her pores, and I could see how important it was to her.

“That’s very impressive,” I added. “What are you off to do now?”

“Ah,” Willa grunted. “There’s someone who owes me a not-inconsiderable amount of debt for a map I made for them. It should be enough to secure what I need to make the journey.”

“Good luck with that,” Kate said. “Chasing after people to pay their tabs was one of the most frustrating parts of working at a tavern.”

Willa nodded sympathetically. “Yeah… I’ve been lucky enough so far to have good customers who pay me on time, but I’ve heard some horror stories about delinquent customers from some of my friends.”

Willa looked up at the sky.

“I should really get going.” She frowned a little, like she wasn’t ready to leave, and then smiled at us. “It was nice to see all of you. Hopefully, I’ll be able to take you up on that dinner offer sometime.”

“I’d like that,” Kate said.

“Me, too.” I nodded.

We waved her goodbye and then carried on toward the tavern.

As we entered the tavern, the sounds of music greeted our ears. Sure enough, in the corner of the busy restaurant floor of the inn, was a musician playing away on her instrument. Well, bard would be more accurate, I mused as I looked up to see, sure enough, the title of Bard: Elf Lvl 09 above her head.

Kate utilized her skills as a former tavern waitress and slipped through the crowd to find us a table in no time. She waved us over, and we joined her. We didn’t have her ability to slip through the crowd like a fish through water and had to jostle and squeeze through where we could. I led the way and created a path for Lyra.

It was a nice spot, very slightly secluded to dull the worst of the noise but still open enough so we didn’t feel claustrophobic. It made hearing people talk a lot easier since we didn’t have to cut through the sounds of utensils against plates.

“Well, today was quite nice, don’t you think?” Kate asked.

She sighed as she leaned against the wall. The movement squished her boobs together in a way that distracted me for a moment.

“Yeah– um. It was pretty good,” Lyra said as she fiddled with a strand of her hair, and her eyes were planted firmly on the table. “My magic lessons went better than I thought they would. Devon was impressed with my progress.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” I said. “Will you let us watch you practice tomorrow?”

“Yeah, um, maybe,” she said without looking away from the table.

Something was off with her, but I decided to let it slide for now.

“I had a pretty good day myself,” Kate said. “I’m getting a lot better at hitting moving targets, though I haven’t been able to do an entire test without missing at least one of them.”

“I’m sure you’ll get it soon.” I smiled at Kate.

“Hopefully!” Kate said. “How about yourself?”

“I’m feeling a bit more confident about summoning my birds,” I said. “They’re coming out a lot faster than it took them the first time.”

“Ooh, ace,” Kate said.

The table lapsed into an easy silence after that.

A waiter came by and offered us all a bright smile. “Ah, welcome back! What will you be having for tonight’s dinner?”

“Hm, I’m not sure yet,” I hummed as I looked down at the menu.

While I was getting more used to the cuisine of this world, it was still jarring sometimes. I had a hard enough time deciding what I wanted to eat at Earth restaurants. There were definitely some foods I missed, too. What I wouldn’t do for a Klondike bar.

“I will have… the perpetual stew, please and thank you,” Kate said.

“Ooh, um, I’d like the bloodberry salad, please,” Lyra added.

The table turned to me, and after a long moment, I decided.

“I’ll have auroch schnitzel, please,” I said.

The waiter wrote down our orders.

“I’ll bring that back to the cook. Will you have anything to drink?” He asked and noted down our drink orders as well.

“The auroch schnitzel sounds good,” Kate said. “I almost got it, but it doesn’t come with many vegetables. It’s not a very balanced meal.”

I shrugged. “I’m excited for it. If I need any more vegetables, I’ll steal from Lyra’s plate.”

“Hey!” Lyra protested with a smile. “That’s my food, and you’ll have to ask nicely before I let you take any.”

“What if I try for it anyway?” I asked with a smirk.

Lyra put her hand to her forehead with a dramatic air but kept a straight face.

“Oh, no,” Lyra said in a deadpan voice. “I didn’t see your hand there at all. I am so, so sorry for stabbing it several times and pinning it to the table.”

I snorted. “Jeez, protective much?”

“I like you a lot, Cole…” Lyra grinned. “But if you get in between me and my bloodberries, I cannot be held responsible for what happens.”

“Noted,” I said with a small laugh.

“Would you please let me have some of your salad when it comes?” Kate asked sweetly.

“Of course, my dearest Kate,” Lyra cooed. “How could I possibly refuse when you ask me so nicely?”

“Hey!” I laughed. “I thought you’d said you would always be on my side, Kate!”

She fixed me with a doe-eyed look of innocence so powerful that it almost made me forget what had just happened.

“Whatever do you mean, Cole?” She batted her dark eyelashes. “All I did was ask politely.”

“I’m being ganged up on from all sides,” I grumbled under my breath, but my heart was light and full of joy at the playfulness between us.

“Fine, if you want some so badly, I could feed you some?” she asked in a teasing lilt that swiftly erased my faux-bad mood. “So long as you promise to keep your fork away from my plate.”

“Fine, I promise,” I said.

“Good,” she stated in response.

We drifted into a comfortable silence and listened to the music playing softly in the background. It almost sounded like a guitar, but there was definitely something different about it. What it was, I couldn’t say, but it sounded nice enough. It definitely made me feel like I was in a fantasy tavern.

Some time passed before something drifted over from the next table and caught my ear.

“I’m only telling you what I heard!” a man said in a voice with an almost whiny quality

“Really, a Nightmare dungeon with giggles echoing through it?” an older man asked in a condescending tone. “I’ve heard better horror stories from children.”

“Hey, sometimes truth is stranger than fiction!” the younger man insisted. “It’s only a two-day walk away. If you’re so skeptical, you go search it out.”

“And get eaten by monsters?” the old man questioned. “No thanks. What would that even accomplish? I’d just come back and tell you you’re a liar. Why go through all that trouble just to do something I can do right now?”

“I’m telling you,” the younger man continued. “I met the last survivor of an expedition out there! It’s called the Constricting Cavern!”

“Sure, I believe it was a dungeon,” the old man said and took a drag from his pipe. “Even a Nightmare. But either you’re yanking my chain, or they were yanking yours. Besides, you know how claustrophobic I am. I’m not about to go crawling around in the dark just because you weren’t born with any skepticism in your mind. Why don’t you just bring that survivor here to meet me?”

“Well… They’re gone now,” the young man admitted. “They went home after the horrifying experience. But I’m telling you the truth!”

“Whatever you say, kid,” the old man said in a disbelieving tone.

I looked across the table at Lyra, who’d definitely heard the same conversation based on the look on her face.

“So?” I asked.

“A Nightmare dungeon, Cole?” Lyra asked with heavy skepticism. “There’s no way we could do that at our level. Kate wouldn’t even be able to go inside.”

“Couldn’t go inside what now?” Kate asked with a confused expression.

“Some people over there,” I tilted my head in their direction. “They were talking about a dungeon that’s a two-day journey away. I’ve seen it on maps. It’s called the Constricting Cavern.”

“What, so it squeezes you to death inside its dark, cramped tunnels?” Kate’s face paled. “That sounds like a nightmare.”

Lyra laughed.

Kate elbowed her and rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. People who go cave diving don’t come back. Anyone who did it back home never did anyway.”

I paused for a moment to think.

“You sure that’s not because your cave system might’ve led to the dungeon nearby?” I suggested. “It was underground.”

Kate stared at me for a long moment.

“Oh, shit, you might be right,” she said.

“I mean, typically there’s only one entrance, and that was blocked up,” I said. “But the monsters from the dungeon could’ve found openings to the broader system.”

“Ah, whatever,” Kate huffed. “My point still stands. Going into tight spaces is a recipe for getting stuck. I don’t know about you, but dying from being crushed between two rocks isn’t exactly high on my list of ways I want to go.”

Our discussion was briefly interrupted by our food arriving. It came out smelling delicious. I liked schnitzel at home and was surprised to see it was a thing here, too. It wasn’t the most complicated meal, so I guessed it made sense. I took my first bite, and it tasted almost exactly like beef.

“Mm! This is even better than I thought it would be!” Lyra said in a happy tone before taking another bite of her salad.

“Their perpetual stew here is really interesting,” Kate said. “I can taste the main ingredients, but there’s a really delicious undercurrent to it that I’d love to know how they made.”

“What is a perpetual stew anyway?” I asked.

“Basically, it’s a stew that’s kept, well, stewing, for long periods of time.” Kate tilted her head like she found the thought amusing.

“So it takes a long time to make?” Lyra asked. “I’ve had it before, but I thought it was just a fancy name.”

“Not really,” Kate wiggled her hand. “It’s more like a stew that you never take off the heat. It’s perpetual. Instead of making a stew and using it all up, you just keep adding ingredients as you take bowls out. It leads to a really complex dish that is rarely ever the same. Different places pride themselves on their particular brand of perpetual stew. It can actually be a very well-guarded secret about what particular ingredients are used because it can often be hard to tell with more subtle yet important flavors.”

“Huh,” Lyra and I grunted in unison.

Kate blushed at our combined attention.

“You’re pretty interested in food, aren’t you?” I asked.

“I mean, you have to have some hobbies,” Kate said. “I wasn’t just the waitress. I helped cook some stuff as well.”

“You’ll have to make us something sometime,” Lyra said.

“Sure,” Kate laughed. “Next time we go out on an adventure, I’ll bring something to make.”

“Speaking of adventures… the cavern dungeon?” I asked.

“I think it’s a bad idea,” said Lyra. “I might be higher level than you, but with my magic… at the very least, we’d need to bring a third person along.”

“Fuck, you might be right,” I admitted.

“Why are you unhappy?” Kate asked. “You’ve gone into dungeons with other people before.”

“Well…” I sighed. “The last time we had outside help with a dungeon it ended in betrayal, so… I’m not super excited about the idea of pairing up with someone we don’t know.”

“Oh… right,” Kate murmured. “I forgot about that.”

“Well… we can just find someone we do trust?” Lyra suggested. “The knights we train with seem like good people. We could ask one of them.”

“Hm, maybe,” I hedged. “I’m still not sure.”

“We can at the very least ask them,” Lyra said with a growing frown. “I really don’t want to go into a place that’s too difficult for me and then let you down.”

There was a pang in my chest at the sight. “Alright. Finding someone else. We can do that.”
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Chapter 2

Bright and early the next morning, we woke up and headed down to the knight academy. It appeared to be slightly busier than usual, and it made me happy to see because in this world, people really needed to know how to defend themselves.

That had become clear enough to me after seeing how woefully underprepared Larkworth had been and the fate that befell Lyra before we managed to help her escape those bastard pixies.

It seemed like the newcomers were all pretty low-level people, and not a single one was stronger than Darya. The knights had told me the actual knight candidates had a different entrance they preferred to use, so it made sense that I would mostly see the people who took the more casual classes entering through the front.

I wondered how much of the knight academy was just about swordsmanship versus other forms of combat. They did teach archery and magic, after all. I knew they had another class that focused on different weapons like polearms, but I wasn’t as familiar with how that class worked. The fact that Devon was a Knight Mage suggested there was more than swords at play in their formal knight classes.

I spotted Keith standing outside the courtyard where we’d watched him spar. It seemed like he was giving some instructions to a kid with a wooden sword. As we got close, Keith patted the kid’s head and sent him off before he turned to us.

“Ah, welcome, welcome!” Keith said with a flash of teeth. “If it isn’t our most reliable students. It’s good to see you.”

I shot him a smile back.

“Good to see you, too,” I responded. “Is there anything different about today? I noticed more young people around.”

“Ah, yes,” he grunted. “Today, kids get to join in on lessons for free. Not to worry, though. It shouldn’t interfere with your training. The youngins will be split off into a different class.”

“Should children really be learning how to fight at such a young age?” Kate asked.

“It’s good exercise for them,” explained Keith. “They can burn off all that excess energy without causing mischief. Besides, teaching them to defend themselves is important. You wouldn’t believe what situations city kids can get into when they egg each other on to explore outside its bounds.”

“I see,” Kate said.

“Hmm, actually–” Keith stopped to look me up and down. “Cole, would you mind if I borrowed you for a demonstration? The kids love to watch a fight, and Darya’s fighting style can be a bit too fast-paced for them to keep up with. Plus, she’s caught up in something else at the moment.”

I considered the offer for a moment before I shrugged and nodded.

“Sure, that sounds like fun,” I said.

“Perfect,” he said.

“We’ll cheer you on from the sidelines.” Kate gave me an encouraging smile.

“I appreciate it.” I shot her a smile back.

Not long after that, I stood in the middle of the courtyard, surrounded by a crowd of children who were kept to the edges by some of the academy staff. A morbid thought flashed behind my eyes. I wondered how much more damage a horde of kids could do than my squirrels.

I shook off the thought. I did not want the thoughts of a bunch of children biting and scratching me to haunt my dreams.

Keith stood opposite me with a wooden sword in his hand. It was weird to be without Clive and his Emerald Precision, but Keith had pointed out that the boost it gave to my reflexes would defeat the purpose of the demonstration.

It was a fair point, but I’d wanted whatever edge I could get over the Lvl 70 Knight. I was confident in my skills, but he was a veteran with decades of experience and training.

No doubt I would eventually get strong enough to beat him if I stayed focused, and even now, with my furry knights, I could probably hold him off for a decent amount of time, but there was a reason I came to learn from him.

Keith had been showing off the basics of swordsmanship while I’d been lost in thought. It was simple things like how to stand, how to grip a sword, but they were the bedrock one needed to use a sword as more than just a metal stick. He turned to me, and that snapped me out of my thoughts and brought me back to the present.

“Now, since this is a formal match, the first thing we do is salute our opponent,” Keith explained, and he kept his eyes on me.

He brought the sword against his chest and raised his head toward the sky, and I repeated it back to him.

I’d thought it was a strange salute when I first learned about it. I was used to bowing and nodding as the usual signs of respect, but things were different in Morseen.

Clive had tutted at me when I mentioned it and explained that showing an exposed neck like that was a sign of respect. It sounded awfully like some animal behaviors I’d heard about. Then I remembered the explanation for handshakes back on Earth, and how they were supposed to display an empty hand when meeting someone

We lowered into our stances and approached one another.

“Now, look at how I’m walking,” Keith said in a loud voice so everyone could hear. “I’m being careful not to cross my legs as I’m walking. If I did, Cole here would be able to pounce on me, and I’d trip over myself.”

I waited for him to finish his sentence, waited another beat so as not to be predictable, and then probed his defenses. As I’d expected, he beat away my sword, and I stepped back before he could deliver a follow-up strike.

“Dueling is all about spacing, something Cole understands perfectly,” Keith continued. “You see how he didn’t need to worry about my strike because he was already out of range? Those who underestimate spacing are doomed to get struck.”

Now it was Keith’s turn to go on the offensive. Despite the educational nature of the spar, he didn’t go easy on me. He feinted a shot to my hand that I almost fell for, before he went for the deeper target of my chest.

I managed to get my sword in the way and bought myself enough time to back out of his range.

Keith explained the concept of feinting to the crowd, but I tuned it out.

Instead, I focused on my next approach. Keith may have been focused on two things, but he was no less of a threat for it. I tried to strike before he was finished talking, but he twisted my sword out of the way and turned it into a strike against me. Not a word was interrupted in his sentence, even as I managed to parry his strike and attempted a riposte.

In a fluid movement, he backed just out of reach of the tip of my sword.

“The sword can be deceptive,” Keith continued. “You can’t be entirely focused on it, or you will lose sight of what the person behind it is doing.”

His head tilted to the side to look at the children as he was explaining. His sword began to drop lower as well.

My first instinct was to rush at him and attack his head, and I was just about to when I remembered a stance Darya had mentioned to me. It was called the fool’s guard. He was trying to trap me under the guise of lowering his guard as he explained.

I stepped forward confidently and pretended to have fallen right into his trap, and I caught the glint of his eyes as he snapped his sword up in a sudden movement.

Were I a lesser swordsman, his apparent increase in range would have caught me off guard. Instead, I deftly stepped aside and aimed a strike toward his hands.

Keith’s eyes flashed with surprise, but he managed to twist his crossguard and narrowly avoided my hit.

“Clever,” he commented with a smile. “What happened there was that Cole noticed I was not as undefended as I appeared. The fool’s guard cheats your distance and makes you appear more vulnerable than you actually are. Hand shots may seem like cheap shots to some of you compared to the more obvious target of the body, but they are a valuable part of any swordsman’s repertoire. Your hand being disabled means you can’t hold your sword. If you can’t hold your sword, a strike to your head or chest is sure to follow.”

I smiled a little at the praise and mentally thanked Darya for letting me in on that particular trick.

It didn’t surprise me that the old knight would try that kind of move. His preferred teaching style for adults was to demonstrate a move by hitting you with it first. He claimed it was training for thinking on your feet, but I saw the twinkle in his eye every time he caught someone with a new move. I supposed for all the help he’d given to me and many others, he deserved his small, petty joys.

The spar continued, and Keith took every opportunity he could to explain different aspects of dueling. It was fine at first, it was what I had signed up for after all, but as time dragged on, the way he kept speaking through every exchange of blows started to grate on me. The tiny smug smile he wore on his lips didn’t help.

When we went for our next exchange, I decided to fix that.

I let him come to me, and I adjusted my guard slightly to appear as if I was making a mistake.

Keith’s eyes narrowed, and he pounced, but he didn’t break his lecture in the least. He wanted to get a hit on me, but I was more prepared than he gave me credit for.

I parried his attack, twisted my blade to slide down his, and turned it into a stab of my own.

He dodged to the side and got behind his sword, but I didn’t let up. I pulled my sword back and let the pressure he was putting on my sword to keep it away carry him out of position.

I brought my sword around his and pounced on him. His eyes widened, and for a moment I thought I had him.

With a clang, his sword clashed against mine. At the last second, he’d gotten his defense up. I tried to strike him again, but he managed to parry it and back out of range.

I let out a heavy breath and grinned. Though I hadn’t managed to hit him, I had managed to get him to stop in the middle of a sentence. That was a win in my book, and by the way Keith looked at me, he knew it was my win as well.

He lifted his head slightly in a show of respect before he turned back to the kids.

“That’s enough for this demonstration,” he announced. “I hope you all enjoyed it.”

A roar erupted from the crowd, and it crashed over me like a wave. I took a deep breath to soak up the adoration. I hadn’t been a part of many sports on Earth, but I had watched my fair share of games. If I knew how good it felt being on the other side of the cheers, maybe I would’ve joined a team.

I strolled over to where Kate and Lyra were watching, and they greeted me with wide smiles.

“Great job, Cole,” Lyra said.

“I really thought you had him there at the end,” Kate added.

“I was close,” I admitted. “I’m more proud that I didn’t get hit by him, honestly.”

“Yeah, Keith is scary with a sword,” Lyra said. “You’re incredible for hanging in there with him!”

“Thanks,” I replied with a smile.

The children were herded away into their own separate classes, and Devon waved us over from beside the door. We made our way over, and he greeted us with a friendly smile.

“We’re all set to do your lessons now,” he said. “Kate, I think your archery instructor is setting up the moving targets, and I can take you two over to my practice room.”

“Oh, um…” Lyra hesitated. “Are you sure both Cole and I can practice at the same time? It won’t stretch you thin?”

Devon opened his mouth to say something, then a light went off in his eyes, and he turned to me.

“Cole, maybe you could go with Kate for the moment?” he suggested.

“Sure,” I agreed, but I glanced at Lyra with a slight furrow in my brow.

She looked at me sheepishly but didn’t offer any other answer.

I let it go, but I needed to have a talk with her sometime about what was going on. It would be nice to see how Kate had advanced anyway.

I followed Kate to the archery range, and upon opening the doors, I spotted the archery instructor coming back over the long, grassy target range toward us.

I hadn’t paid much attention to her the last time I’d come to watch Kate practice, so I took a moment to look at her. She was an older woman with white streaks that stood out brightly against her black hair. I figured she was a little younger than Keith and was similarly retired from anything other than teaching.

Despite her age, there was strength in her shoulders and a sharpness in her eyes.

“Merida!” Kate called. “It’s good to see you.”

I blinked in surprise.

I was pretty sure that was a character from a Pixar movie. This Merida didn’t have red hair, and I assumed she didn’t have to deal with her mother turning into a bear, either. I could’ve always been assuming too quickly for this fantasy world.

I recalled the person with the word Werewolf above their head, whom I’d seen the other day. Werebears were a thing in Dungeons and Dragons, after all, and there was so much about Morseen I still didn’t know.

Above Merida’s head, I saw the simple moniker of Knight: Human Lvl 67. She was not a werebear then. Probably.

Merida strolled past the firing line to join us.

“I’ve got it all set up for you, Kate,” Merida said, and she looked at Kate with anticipation. “Do you think today’s the day?”

“I sure hope so,” Kate responded.

“I’m sure you’ll do great,” I added with a thumbs up to show my support.

Kate gave me a smile, took a deep breath, and then walked up to the firing line. She pulled out her Morph Bow, since it was a much more traditional bow than the Feathered Boomerang Bow she had also gotten. She was still wary about using the latter, and Merida had told her to focus on the fundamentals.

Merida motioned to an assistant, and the targets at the end of the range began to move. They appeared to be the simple bullseye targets I was familiar with, but they were tied to some mechanism or magic device or something that allowed them to move back and forth.

“You got this,” I reassured Kate.

Kate took a deep breath and let her shoulders relax. She grabbed an arrow, nocked it, and prepared her stance.

“Begin,” Merida said.

Kate pulled the string back and breathed out before letting the arrow fly with a twang. The thud of impact announced the first shot was a successful hit.

The test didn’t take long, but with each shot, I was more and more impressed. Kate was hitting every shot she made. Sure, the targets moved in a linear fashion, but compared to where she’d started, it was incredibly impressive.

Kate took her time with each shot, and it seemed like time wasn’t as much of a factor in these tests. Since she was only Lvl 03, I could understand why.

Before I knew it, Kate was down to her last shot, and I recalled what she’d said last night. If she hit this one, she would complete the entire course perfectly for the first time. I knew the etiquette was a bit like golf, but I couldn’t help but whisper support under my breath.

“You got this, Kate,” I breathed. “I believe in you.”

She sent the arrow flying with another twang, and I held my breath.

Thump. Another hit.

I cheered, then realized I wasn’t the only one. Merida was grinning widely at Kate and clapping.

“I’m proud of you,” Merida said.

“I couldn’t have done it without you,” Kate replied with sincerity in her voice.

I put a hand on Kate’s shoulder, and she turned around and wrapped me fully in a tight hug. I embraced her back and planted a kiss on her cheek.

“Good job,” I whispered.

“Thanks,” she whispered back.

She let me go, and she was still grinning wider than I’d ever seen her smile before.

“Let’s go tell Lyra,” Kate said, and she ran off ahead of me.

I followed at a more leisurely pace.

The mage practice room wasn’t far, and I was able to catch sight of Kate as she burst into the room. A startled scream erupted from the room, and I saw the remnants of a sphere of water fly through the door. Sure enough, when I caught up, Kate was soaked, and Lyra was looking at her with a horrified expression.

“You startled me!” Lyra said in a half-angry, half-apologetic tone.

Kate spat out a bit of water from her mouth. “So you decided to attack me for it?”

“It was a reflex,” Lyra deflected.

I spotted Devon, who was barely managing to keep his laughter in, where he was sitting cross-legged next to Lyra.

“That’s one way to channel your abilities,” Devon said, and amusement seeped into every word.

“That’s not what I meant to do!” Lyra protested. “This exercise is all about control, you told me that!”

Devon shrugged. “Being able to launch the water was the next step anyway. You’re a natural at this. I really don’t understand why you haven’t had training before.”

Lyra mumbled something I couldn’t quite hear.

“Yeah, yeah,” Devon sighed in a sympathetic way. “I get it.”

“Well, as I was saying before I got so rudely attacked,” Kate started. “I was able to hit all my shots on the moving targets today!”

“Really?” Lyra jumped to her feet. “I’m so happy for you! Good job.”

Lyra went to give Kate a hug, but she pulled back. Her green eyes scanned down to Kate’s dripping clothes, like she’d suddenly remembered Kate was still wet. Kate, on the other hand, grinned and completed Lyra’s aborted embrace.

“Ah!” Lyra shrieked and failed to pull away from Kate. “Mean!”

“It’s just payback, my dear Lyra,” Kate replied with a snicker.

The hug itself looked nice on its own, but getting soaked alongside it was definitely not an upside.

Lyra eventually managed to wiggle her way out, but the damage was already done. Judging by the frown between Lyra’s eyebrows, she wasn’t enjoying it, but I certainly was. Lyra had forgone her armor for today and was wearing her usual flowing white, off-the-shoulder blouse that was now wet and close to see-through as it clung to her perky breasts. Kate’s shirt wasn’t faring that much better.

I cleared my throat and swallowed the rush of desire that had risen in my chest.

“So, uh, training went well then?” I asked, and I tried to pretend I wasn’t briefly distracted.

Kate wasn’t fooled, and I caught her knowing look.

Lyra shook out her shoulders, which, to my slight disappointment, made the shirt cling not as tightly to her skin.

“Aside from that little… accident. Yeah, it went well,” she assured me.

“I’m glad to hear it,” I said.

Devon rose to stand, and he seemed to pay more attention to me than the women.

“I could help you test your summoning, Cole,” he said. “I want to see how many birds you can summon, and how strong they are.”

“Oh, sure,” I agreed. “If you’re done with Lyra’s lesson.”

Lyra gave me a reassuring nod.

“Alright,” I said. “Let’s do this.”

I closed my eyes and focused. I tried to imagine myself in that forest again. How the wind felt as it ruffled through my hair, the feeling of dirt beneath my feet, how the squirrels chirped, and the birds sang.

I took a slow, steady breath as I reached out with my mind and magic to call for the indigo buntings, and the swirling black-and-green portal materialized beside me.

I poured my energy into summoning as many little birds as I could muster, and fifteen buntings soared out of the portal before it closed up and disappeared.

“That’s more birds than you’ve ever summoned before!” Lyra remarked.

“They’re as cute as ever,” Kate said.

Devon didn’t say anything, and he simply looked at the birds with a contemplative gaze, and then toward me.

“Do you think you can summon any more of your deranged squirrels?” he finally asked.

“Hm,” I hummed. “I think so. Calling on the squirrels feels more… natural for some reason. It’s different at the very least.”

He motioned for me to do so.

I didn’t need to draw as deeply this time. As soon as I began to will it, the black-and-green swirling portal opened, and Bug was the first through.

He eagerly darted up my leg and torso and propped himself on my shoulder.

I gave him a scratch on the head as I kept the portal open while more of my furry knights came scurrying through. Eventually, I pulled it to a stop. The squirrels stood at attention before me, like my personal army of buck-toothed warriors. Though the birds were about as wild as could be, the squirrels were more attuned to me. They were still wild animals, however, and as soon as they saw I had no orders for them, they scattered to explore the room.

Lyra cooed as one of them began to climb up her leg, but her eyes widened as a few more did so.

“Ah! Cole! Can you call them off?” she begged.

“Hey, guys,” I called to the squirrels. “I understand you’re excited, but you’re being menaces. Three squirrels per person, max.”

I smiled and inclined my mind for them to try to avoid mobbing anyone too much.

“This is very good, Cole.” Devon appeared deep in thought. “Could you direct your attention to the birds for me? I have a few things set around the room for them to try to pick up.”

“Sure,” I said.

First, he indicated a small pile of sticks. I tried to will the birds toward it, but they seemed uninterested. The squirrels, on the other hand, rushed toward the sticks.

“Oops,” I muttered, and I told the squirrels to back off.

I focused specifically on the feeling I got when bringing out the birds, and urged them toward the pile. First, only one flew over to pick up a stick, but then more and more seemed to join until all fifteen held a stick in their beaks.

“Can you get them to drop at the same time?” Devon asked.

“Drop them,” I commanded.

The sticks clattered to the floor, not quite in unison, but they were more in sync than I thought they would be.

“Good, good,” he murmured. “Now the cloth?”

He pointed to a large piece of cloth. With a flex of my will, the birds flew over to the cloth and began to pick it up. It was tough, and I was having trouble coordinating them, but we managed to pull it off the ground more or less.

“Impressive,” Devon said. “Now for my last test. Can you try to have them pick up a squirrel?”

I tilted my head as I considered the possibilities of that skill. If I could get my animals to work together, it could be a very useful battlefield tactic.

I locked eyes with Skye.

“Hey, buddy…” I pointed toward a small female squirrel with dark gray fur. “Try and lift her.”

Skye dove down and tried his best to lift the squirrel up, but he flapped his wings to no effect. Eventually, I told him to let go.

“Hm. Not unexpected,” Devon noted. “Do you think you’d be able to do a similar thing with the cloth to pick up a squirrel?”

“Maybe?” I tentatively replied. “It’d take a lot of focus, and I don’t think I’d be up to it right now, but I’ll definitely try it out at some point. No matter how well the squirrels listen to me, I doubt they’d enjoy being grabbed by a bunch of bird talons. Particularly birds whose wings might hit each other.”

Devon nodded in understanding.

Lyra shot me a meaningful look and glanced over to Devon. I wasn’t quite sure what she meant, but after a moment, it hit me.

“Ah, Devon. You’re not retired, right?” I asked.

“That’s correct,” he said. “Unlike Keith or Merida, I still go out on missions and such.”

“Great,” I said. “Would you be at all interested in joining us to try and tackle a Nightmare dungeon we heard about?”

“Sorry.” Devon twisted his lips. “I really can’t take time away from the classes right now, and I tend to have my own party that I do things with.”

I nodded in understanding, though I was a touch disappointed.

“I understand,” I said. “Do you know anyone who might be available?”

“You could try to ask Darya for help,” he suggested. “That’s just a shot in the dark, though. I don’t know her schedule well.”

“Ah, that could be a good idea,” I said. “Thank you for helping us today.”

“Oh, it’s no problem.” Devon shot me a smile. “I do what I can. It’s my job after all.”

We wished him goodbye and walked out of the classroom.

“Hm… where do you think Darya is?” Lyra asked.

I quirked my lips. “I’m really not su– oh. There she is.”

It was a surprising turn of good fortune to see Darya turn down our hall. I waved to her, and she walked over.

“Hey, Darya,” Lyra said.

“Hello, Lyra, Cole, Kate,” Darya said to each of us in turn. “Did you need something?”

“Uh, yes, actually,” I said. “I wanted to ask you a question.”

“What is it?” Darya asked with a raised eyebrow.

“We heard about a Nightmare dungeon,” I explained. “Lyra and I, on our own, aren’t a high enough level to attempt it. Would you be willing to come with us?”

Darya frowned slightly. “Unfortunately, I was just assigned a mission that will take me north. I would join you otherwise.”

“Damn,” I muttered.

“Though… if it’s leveling you’re worried about,” she continued, “I actually know of another dungeon about the same distance away that’s merely Hard.”

“Really?” Kate asked.

“What’s it called?” Lyra inquired.

“Why, nothing less than the Tower of Doom,” Darya said with a playful smile.

“Ominous,” Lyra murmured.

“It’s a higher level than any one of you individually…” Darya tapped a thoughtful finger on her chin. “But you said you’ve survived Hard dungeons before, is that correct?”

We nodded.

“You could probably even bring Kate along,” Darya said. “I’ve seen your progress here at the academy… As long as you’re careful, you should be able to accomplish it.”

Kate looked a little nervous at the suggestion, but we thanked Darya for her advice and encouragement. We went back to the inn, and Kate was quiet through our meal.

It wasn’t until we were in our room again that she finally asked what had been weighing on her all evening.

“Do you think I’m ready for a dungeon?” Kate asked.

“You don’t have to come if you don’t want to,” I reassured her. “There are other ways to gain XP, but yes, I do.”

Kate took a deep breath before she looked at me with a sense of determination in her eyes.

“I want to do it,” she stated. “You both need me to get stronger. I need me to get stronger. I want to get strong enough to be able to watch your back no matter where you go.”

“You already help us,” I reminded her, because I wanted her to be sure about her decision and not feel pressured into it. “This doesn’t have to be the path you take.”

“No, it doesn’t,” she agreed. “But it’s the one I want to take.”

I looked at her and smiled. “Alright. Come along then.”

I took a step forward and wrapped her in a hug.

“I’m proud of you,” I murmured.

“Thank you,” she whispered back. “I would never have had the courage without you.”

We looked at each other with smiles on our faces, and it looked like we had a new plan. The rest of the night was spent making our plans and figuring out what supplies we needed, and I was ever-grateful for our unicorns.

Night was as reliable as he was the day I first met him, and Ina was proving her worth as well, even when we loaded her up with all our camping gear the next morning.

The journey to the Tower of Doom was a two-day walk, but with our trusty steeds, we cut the travel time down significantly. We still had to spend a night on the road, since we were leaving later in the day.

We hoped to be able to leave the dungeon and make it back to Kenford in a single day. That was the plan, at least. If the dungeon took more time than we expected, it was possible we’d have to revise it.

I looked down the path as we traveled, and I could already see the mountains we were traveling toward.

Not quite halfway through our journey, we were forced to cross a river. The road, naturally, had a bridge over it. It seemed to be in perfect condition, and we didn’t even have to fight a troll or anything when we crossed.

Further into our journey, I noticed how much more hilly our surroundings were. It lifted my spirits because the further we got into the foothills, the closer we were to the dungeon.

After we crested one last hill, we were there.

“Oh,” Kate breathed.

Before us, the gaping maw of the mine ushered us into its inky-black depths.
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Chapter 3

It was a little surreal to have to go under the earth to reach a tower, but the mines through the mountains were our only chance to make it to the Tower of Doom.

“There really isn’t any better path around?” I asked. “Why would a tower even be all the way out here? Why not some kind of cavern dungeon?”

“I don’t know why dungeons exist the way they do,” Clive explained. “I’m not sure if anyone does. They just exist, they’ve always been part of this world.”

“You said something about the path being special, right?” I asked. “What kind of thing do we need to do?”

“Yes,” Clive said. “There should be a hidden mineshaft that we must find to get to the tower.”

I cracked a grin. “So there’s a secret tunnel?”

“Yes, a secret tunnel,” Clive confirmed.

“Through the mountain,” I sang before I let out a laugh.

The others looked at me with bafflement. Clive somehow gave me the worst expression of all, despite the fact that he didn’t have a face to express it with.

“Oh, is that another reference to the stories from your home?” Kate asked.

“Yeah,” I sighed, a little disappointed there was no one who would ever understand my references here. Avatar: The Last Airbender was basically my childhood, but it wasn’t like I could make a television here. Maybe I could do a reenactment with squirrels, I thought with a laugh.

“May I go on?” Clive asked.

“By all means,” I said.

“As I was saying…” Clive cleared his non-existent throat. “It is imperative that you keep a close eye on the cave walls. Many a dungeon crawler has attempted to find the Tower of Doom to no avail.”

“We won’t be tricked like them,” I said.

“Because you have the power of friendship on your side?” Clive asked sarcastically.

“Because we will keep vigilant,” I shot back. “And because we have an excellent guide to lead us.”

Clive was silent for a long moment before he spoke. “Well, now I feel like an asshole.”

I failed to suppress my laughter.

As we walked, I was glad that the mine passages we had to travel down were rather roomy. We couldn’t ride on our unicorns, but we were able to lead them behind us so they could carry our stuff. It was much better than some pictures I had seen where miners had to constantly duck to get around a room that was shorter than most people

I led the way with a torch blazing in my hand. I was careful not to get it too close to any of the wooden support beams that were keeping an entire mountain from falling on our heads.

While most of what we saw around us was merely gray stone, it was occasionally broken up by minerals of different colors. It was a strange experience. I’d gone caving a few times before with my dad, but it was never in a mine. I couldn’t tell how much of the difference was from the fact that this was a cave in a fantasy world, or from the different kind of vibe that a mine had.

The dark around us felt like it was ever-encroaching, and if my torch went out, we’d be plunged into its depths. There was no sun or moon here to light our way. The fact I had to rely on something like a torch instead of flashlights made the threat of the dark all the more real.

I was grateful we’d packed extra torches.

We continued walking and made idle conversation to fill the silence and keep the rising anxiety at bay.

Eventually, I spotted something strange about the cave wall beside us.

“Is that what I think it is?” I asked.

The others looked confused before I pointed it out.

Hidden right behind a wooden support was a divot in the cave that almost looked like a handle.

Previously, we’d spotted holes in the wall or uneven spots. They’d likely been valuable mineral formations or something similar before they’d been dug out, but this looked too purposeful and defined to be anything other than the way to access the secret tunnel.

I was surprised, and a little impressed with myself, by how quickly I spotted it, considering how well it was hidden. If we’d been walking from the other direction, it would have been nearly invisible, and from our direction, if I hadn’t looked right immediately after passing the support, I would’ve been similarly lost.

I had the advantage of knowing a passage existed in this general area and was on the lookout for it, but I would’ve completely passed it by if I’d been unaware. Even with us on high alert, the monotony of walking through the mine helped the passage hide even more.

I put my hand inside the divot, pressed a small button hidden inside, and pushed. Sure enough, the stone wall gave way to a new expansive tunnel.

“Whoa,” Kate said.

“Incredible,” Lyra echoed.

“That was some pretty useful information,” I said to Clive. “Nice to know being sharp isn’t the only thing you’re good at.”

“Hey!” Clive objected.

“I’m just teasing,” I said with a slight smile on my lips.

“I take back my comment about feeling like an asshole,” Clive responded. “Clearly, you never really believed in me, and all my jabs at you are justified.”

“Hey!” I said.

Clive just laughed in response.

After we got the unicorns inside, we closed the secret door behind us and continued on our way.

Almost an hour passed before I noticed something strange off in the distance.

“Does anyone else see a little bit of light down there?” I asked.

“I see it, too,” Lyra replied.

We continued on our path, and the light got brighter and brighter, until we turned a last curve and were met with an exit.

It was not, to my displeasure, the entrance to the dungeon, but it was something almost as good.

“Ooh, we can set up camp here,” Kate suggested.

Before us was a small oasis in a clearing.

A stream ran down the middle, and there was actual dirt beneath our feet. It seemed to be a small flat area where two mountains met. Our secret tunnel continued at the opposite side of the clearing, but it was, quite literally, a breath of fresh air.

While three sides of the clearing were walls of mountain, the fourth side was a wide-open cliff. It was far enough away for us to feel comfortable stopping here, but it was something I kept aware of. If we were somehow attacked by a monster, it would be able to drag us right off the cliff.

Fortunately, after I took a good scan of the area, I concluded that there were no monsters like that nearby.

The cliff itself provided a gorgeous view that reminded me of the time my dad took me all the way to the Rocky Mountains. There’d been a crystalline-blue lake below us that must have been fed right from a glacier.

The valley around Kate, Lyra, and me only made the mountains shooting up into the sky seem that much taller. We were lucky it wasn’t winter, because we probably would’ve been pretty fucking miserable, even with good supplies. At the very tops of the mountains, there was still snow.

“Whoa,” Kate said in awe. “This is the most beautiful thing I’ve seen in my life.”

Lyra took a deep breath. “Wow. Yeah, this is quite something.”

After we did our fair share of looking at the beauty of nature, I got the tent set up while Kate and Lyra got the campfire started. Kate had taken the suggestion of her making some food seriously. While traveling meant she would be limited in her ingredients, she’d promised she would still be able to make something we’d love.

The light from the sun had dimmed by the time we got our camp finished. Kate didn’t allow us to watch her cook, and she said something about wanting to surprise us, even though it was clear she was making some kind of soup. She’d also been the one to pack our stuff up in the most efficient way for the unicorns to carry.

Though the fire had already been long since started, Lyra was still playing around with the flint and steel.

“What are you up to?” I asked, and I tilted my head to see her hands better. “Pretty sure one fire is enough for us.”

“It’s not for that,” she said. “It’s a training exercise for my magic skills.”

“Mmm,” I hummed. “I thought you primarily worked with water?”

Lyra shook her head. “No, mages don’t work like summoners. We’re much more general in our abilities. I can manipulate what’s available in the world around me, instead of summoning specific things.”

I furrowed my brow. “Didn’t you summon water? I didn’t see any waterskins around you when you were doing that.”

“No, that wasn’t summoning,” she explained. “I was taking the moisture from the air and collecting it in my hands. It’s easier to affect many small things than a large, singular object. Air counts as one thing, but the water in that air counts as many, many small individual things. Well, that’s not quite accurate for air because there’s a lot of complicated stuff going on with it, but that’s a long-winded tangent I don’t really know enough about to feel confident in explaining it.”

“Did Devon teach you this?” I asked. “That seems like a lot of information for the time you’ve been learning from him.”

“Some of it,” she said. “I did learn some of this as a kid.”

“Why didn’t you learn your magic more as a kid?” I asked with genuine curiosity.

“I’m… not quite sure, actually,” she admitted in a sheepish tone, but she didn’t look up at me. “I don’t have the best memory of my childhood. There was an accident when I was young that left me bedridden for months. I still have scattered memories, but mostly… It’s just fragments. My dad always got a look in his eyes and changed the subject whenever I brought it up, so, eventually, I just… stopped asking.”

I put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s alright.”

She looked up at me and smiled. “Thanks.”

“What were you trying to do with this?” I asked.

“Oh, well…” She cleared her throat. “Basically, the water training method was about precision and control. I was able to float it and throw it with my magic. The next training method is about sparks. This focuses more on speed and learning how to use my magic to amplify objects. If I’m too slow, the spark will fall to the ground and die out. If I manage to control it, but can’t push my magic into it, it runs out of fuel and dies.”

“Interesting,” I mused. “That’s a lot more structured than my lessons with Devon.”

“Summoners are weird,” Lyra said with a smile.

“Hey!” I protested.

“It’s true!” she insisted. “You’re specialized, so every summoner has different ways of training that work best for their particular kind of magic. What’s worse is that you’re a new kind of summoner. You’ve got some overlap with some brands of creature summoning, but Devon is mostly throwing stuff at the wall with you. Plus, Devon is a mage, not a summoner, so he’s more familiar with my brand of magic.”

“You have a point,” I said. “Do you want any help with your training? It looks hard to have to make sparks with the flint and steel and channel your magic at the same time.”

“Yes, please.” Lyra shot me a relieved look. “I managed to catch the sparks a couple of times before in training, but I haven’t been able to do it at all this time.”

“Well, then, I am at your service,” I said with a smile.

I helped Lyra train her magic for about half an hour before Kate called us over for the meal. I was proud of the progress she made. She went from being able to rarely catch a spark to being able to do it more than half the time.

The delicious smell that had begun filling the clearing only got stronger as we walked over, and I licked my lips with excitement.

The soup consisted primarily of root vegetables and jerky. I spotted some things that looked like potatoes and what must have been blue carrots among the ingredients.

“I hope you enjoy it.” Kate smiled shyly as she filled our wooden bowls with our servings.

“It smells great,” Lyra said as she looked eagerly at her own bowl.

“Thank you for the food,” I said.

We dug in, and my first bite tasted delicious. Not only that, but it was the perfect temperature to warm our bones as the cold night’s wind began to blow. We cuddled up around the fire and ate away.

“You really are an amazing cook,” I said.

“Absolutely,” Lyra agreed.

Kate blushed and hid her smile by taking another spoonful of her soup.

“I hope you can cook for us again,” Lyra said.

“Well, with this kind of reception, how can I not?” Kate laughed.

I took a deep breath in and out. Sitting around the fire made me remember my dad so clearly. I missed him a lot, but having the company around me that I did, I wasn’t sad. He would’ve been proud of me. Though this certainly was not what he might’ve imagined I would do with my life. I’d helped people and formed amazing relationships with the people here in this strange new world.

I slept that night with a smile on my face.

The next morning, we broke camp and packed it all back up on our unicorns. I took one last deep breath of the fresh, outside air before we marched into the tunnel once more.

We were lucky that this tunnel wasn’t as long as either of the other ones, and soon enough, we were faced with a large black door that was at least three times my height. The words that hovered over it left no doubt as to what it was.

Tower of Doom: Hard.

As I got closer, I realized that what I’d thought was just a strange pattern carved into the stone of the door was actually too many doorknockers to count, and each one hung on a hook. They weren’t only on the doors, but the walls of the cave opening were also covered in knockers. For all the knockers there were, there wasn’t a single doorknob in sight.

“What the…” Kate said as she looked up in awe.

“This is weird,” Lyra agreed.

I was confused for a long moment before I looked back at the door and noticed that there was a place in the center that was clearly meant to hold a doorknocker. Above it, words were carved into the stone of the door, and I spotted white paint flecks that clung to the corners. It explained why the words were so hard to see at first.

“It looks like there’s a riddle here,” I pointed out

“Wait, this really is our first trial?” Kate asked.

I shrugged. “I suppose so. Strange, I’ve never seen a dungeon like this before. Actually, hey, Clive?”

My sword grumbled as he stirred.

“Yes?” he yawned.

“Since you are such a great and amazing guide whom I have never insulted once in my life,” I said with a too-sweet smile. “Do you know the answer to this riddle?”

“Don’t try to backtrack now,” Clive laughed. “Besides, that’s not how those work. While there are dungeons that go away after someone has conquered them once, many dungeons reset. When they have puzzles like these, the inherent magic within the dungeon changes the puzzle every time the portal back to the beginning is used. At least, that’s how it was in my adventuring days.”

“Huh, interesting,” I responded. “Well, do you have any tips on how to solve it?”

“I’d try reading it,” he said in a sarcastic tone.

I rolled my eyes. “Thanks.”

“Any time, buddy. Any time,” he said in a gratingly satisfied tone.

I sighed and turned to Lyra.

“Do you understand it?” I asked.

She studied the words carefully for a long moment.

“I believe so,” she said. “It says, ‘Bushy tail and beady eyes, in the tree is where I hide. Up and down the bark with pride, I carry knowledge deep inside. But torn from the one for which I was named, I have no targets for which I can shame. Matted fur and bucked tooth. A legend writ small lurks under this roof.’”

I stood there in silence for a long moment.

“You’re kidding me, right?” I asked.

Lyra looked confused. “No, that’s about what it said. It translates surprisingly directly.”

“I’m going to be completely honest,” I said. “That sounded a hell of a lot like you’re describing a squirrel to me. Bushy tail, beady eyes. Lives in trees. Bucked teeth and fur. I have no clue what most of the middle and last part meant, but all the physical descriptors match.”

Kate gave me a skeptical look, but then, slowly, she gave a begrudging nod.

“It does kind of make sense,” she allowed.

“But it can’t be!” Lyra said. “All that stuff about knowledge, targets, and a legend isn’t there for nothing.”

“Well,” I started. “Let’s start from what we’re supposed to do with the riddle once we answer it. It has to be something about the doorknockers.”

“They all appear to have carvings of animals, monsters, or similar,” Kate commented as she inspected one.

“So…” I looked closer at one of the carvings. “We match the riddle’s answer to the animal it corresponds to, grab that doorknocker, and put it in the center?”

“That would make the most sense,” Lyra agreed.

“Hm, well.” I rubbed my chin. “Do you have any other ideas for what it might be?”

“It could be referring to a kind of bird?” Kate suggested. “The bushy tail could just be a way of describing a particular bird’s feathers.”

“No, it mentions fur and teeth,” I pointed out.

“The fur I get, but some birds have teeth,” Lyra contradicted.

“Wait, they do?” I asked. “That’s definitely not a thing on Earth.”

“What you call a bird and what we call a bird are kind of different,” Lyra commented. “I’ve never seen a bird quite like your indigo buntings.”

“Huh. Well, any other guesses?” I asked.

“It could describe a kind of predator,” Lyra said. “It says nothing about the size, and some creatures can climb trees faster than you could believe.”

“That’s true,” I responded. “Let’s just start looking. Maybe an idea will come to us when we look at the creatures.”

As I looked at all the knockers, the idea of just trying out a bunch of different ones quickly fell out of my head. There were simply too many to brute-force this riddle. Besides, I had no idea if there would be some kind of punishment for getting the answer wrong. It might be like that scene in Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade when the floor fell out beneath his feet.

As I looked at all the different carved representations, I got a clearer picture of what a wide variety of creatures that lived in this land looked like. There were a lot more allegories to creatures that I knew from Earth than I’d expected.

I’d learned that aurochs were basically just bulls or cows and that robarts were the bastard cousins of chickens, but I recognized similar features in more animals than I’d expected.

Morseen seemed to be a world with some ties to Earth in one way or another, because the monsters here were the things of myth or stories back home. I wondered briefly if the mechanism that brought me here also randomly kidnapped different monsters from Morseen and brought them to Earth.

But that was a tangent I’d have to explore later, and I turned back to the task in front of me.

It took a while to search, and while Kate or Lyra sometimes called me over to ask if a particular doorknocker might be the answer, we didn’t have anything I was confident in. Then, right between a griffin knocker and a knocker that looked like some weird kind of snake, sat an oddly familiar carving.

“That’s just a squirrel,” I stated in disbelief.

“What did you say, Cole?” the women asked in unison before I waved them over.

“That’s just a squirrel,” Lyra echoed when she looked at it.

“That…” Kate paused. “Yeah. That just looks like a squirrel to me.”

“Squirrels… don’t exist here?” I pointed out, but it came out as more of a question.

“They definitely don’t, at least not before you came here,” Lyra confirmed.

“Oh, shit!” Clive suddenly cried out. “That’s what it was. Wow, I thought the riddle sounded familiar.”

“Wait, do you know what this is?” I asked.

“Yeah, it’s the ratotoskr,” he replied.

“And why couldn’t you have mentioned this earlier?” I asked in a strained tone.

“Well, it’s a ratotoskr, to be precise,” Clive continued. “There’s no way it’s the real original one. That would be impossible and way too strong for a mere hard dungeon.”

“You’re going to need to explain more, buddy.” I tamped down my impatience.

“There’s an old legend about the tallest tree that ever existed,” Clive started to explain. “Depending on who you ask, it’s either a real tree you can travel to, or the entire world is just one branch of the tree, or something like that. Anyway, the ratotoskr is one of the supposed residents of this tree. He runs up and down the tree and carries insults and knowledge back and forth between a snake at the roots and a griffin at the top.”

“And why does he do that?” I asked.

“Because he’s an asshole who likes to stir trouble,” Clive explained.

“A very complex reasoning,” I muttered.

“Yup,” Clive said with a laugh. “I had heard a rumor that a dungeon-crawler had come across a monster bearing the name of Lesser Ratotoskr, but I assumed they were just trying to boast. Even a lesser form of such a grand legend would be incredibly formidable.”

“I mean, if it’s lesser, then how strong can it really be?” I asked.

“Consider that if there was a monster the size of a mountain, a lesser form of it might only be the size of a large hill,” Clive explained. “Do you think that just because it is comparatively smaller, that means it’s no big deal?”

“Fair enough,” I admitted.

I turned my gaze toward my two lovers. “Have either of you heard anything about a ratotoskr or anything like it?”

“I’ve never heard any of the stories Clive is talking about,” Lyra said. “How strange.”

“Me, neither,” Kate added.

“A question for another time,” I said. “We have our answer now.”

I walked over to the black stone door with the knocker in my hand. I wasn’t quite sure what would happen if we got the answer wrong, but I hoped it wasn’t the Indiana Jones-level booby trap I’d imagined.

I looked up for a moment just to make sure there wasn’t a boulder waiting to fall on top of us and chase us out of the tunnel. I was pretty confident in our answer, at least. Hopefully, the only things that would try to kill us would be the things normal to find in a Hard dungeon.

I placed the doorknocker in its designated spot, and it sank into place like it was always meant to be there. We held our breath and waited, but nothing happened, and I realized we had to knock.

“Alright, before we knock, are you both ready to go into the dungeon?” I asked.

Both had dressed in their leather armor after we woke up, and I could see their weapons hanging off their bodies, but it didn’t hurt to double-check.

Lyra patted her Smoothstone Bastard Sword before she nodded.

Kate, on the other hand, had a few more things to check.

She pulled her quiver of arrows over her shoulder and lifted her arrows to check they were all still in working condition. After she seemed satisfied with that, she checked her Morph Bow. That morning, she’d talked with me about whether she should bring along her Feathered Boomerang Bow, just in case, but as she’d only really practiced with her Morph Bow. I’d suggested that bringing along the other would only slow her down.

I took a deep breath and checked myself over. I had my Malleable Armor, my Basic Chest Plate, and of course, my trustworthy Ancient Sword, outfitted with his Emerald Precision. I could also summon my new bird allies to dive on my enemies.

I realized with a start that this would be the first time I would be using them in combat, and I hoped my training had prepared me well.

I shook myself out and turned back to the ratotoskr knocker. I reached out and clasped it tightly before I brought it down hard against the door three times. The collisions echoed far louder than I thought was natural.

For a long moment, nothing moved. I wondered briefly if I had to knock more times, or if I’d been mistaken after all, but then a creaking sound replaced the sound of knocking. The door slowly opened inward and invited us inside its inky-black depths.

“Once more unto the breach,” I muttered under my breath before I took the first step in and unsheathed my sword.

As I pierced through the dark veil, I could see nothing but more floor beneath us. I turned around to check and was slightly reassured to see my women were still behind me.

My relief diminished when the large stone door slammed shut behind us with a bang. It wasn’t unusual for dungeons, but something about how the door shut unnerved me.

There was a flash of light above us, and I blinked as I tried to regain my vision from the sudden transition. I looked up and spotted several lanterns that had turned on when the door closed. They seemed to be magically powered. Lucky us, it didn’t look like we would need my torch. Lucky me, in particular, since I would be able to use my energy shield without worrying about having something in my hand.

The walls around us were not made up of the same black stone as the door, but were instead bricks carved from a material that looked like limestone. Aside from that, there was nothing of interest within the entranceway. There was no furniture, no enemies, nothing.

I almost laughed at the absurdity when I realized what else was missing.

There was no other entrance or exit.

“Uh, are we stuck?” Kate asked in a timid voice.

“Maybe it’s another hidden passage,” Lyra suggested. “Like the one that led to the tunnel?”

“There could be something invisible,” Clive added.

“We should start by searching the walls,” I said.

Kate started to move away, and I grabbed her by the shoulder before she could go more than a step.

“We should stick together,” I said. “We don’t want to get separated if some monster or threat suddenly appears.”

Kate paled and nodded in understanding. Together, we moved to the wall opposite the door, and I made sure to keep watch for anything of note, including signs of danger or means of escape.

I opened my mouth to say something, but I caught myself before I did. If I said that it was quiet, something would surely come out to prove me wrong.

That was when the floor moved under my boots, and a click echoed through the room. The first panicked thought that rushed through my mind was that we were about to fall into an endless void, but the floor remained solid. The room sat in a dead silence.

“What was that?” Kate asked in a scared tone.

A distant rumbling started to grow louder. Something was moving toward us.

“I’m not sure, but get ready for anything,” I said in a warning tone.

I settled into a fighting stance and looked around for any monsters we might have unleashed. Something was off. The sound was too uniform to be a single large monster rushing toward us from some secret passage.

At last, the rumbling led to a crescendo, and the threat, at last, arrived. It was not a monster, or even multiple monsters. Instead, a gush of water crashed down from some hidden openings in the ceiling.

We were going to drown.
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Chapter 4

“I can’t swim,” Kate said in a mortified voice.

I barely managed to make out her words above the crashing of the water.

I turned to her. “Look at me. I will get you out of here. Safely.”

She looked back at me, and her face was pale. Terror ran deep in her eyes, but she gave me a jerky nod.

“I trust you,” she said in a shaking voice.

I glanced over at Lyra and saw she wasn’t doing much better.

“I can swim, but how are we going to get out of here?” she asked, and fear laced her tone. “Even if we tread water, it’ll eventually reach the ceiling!”

I noticed both of them were beginning to hyperventilate.

“Hey!” I called. “One step at a time. Deep breaths. Fear will shut you down, and I need both of you to be aware. Breathe in deep with me.”

Though I advised calmness, fear sat deep in my stomach. The water was already reaching our knees and was not slowing down. Calming them down was the most important thing right now. Panic would get us killed.

I took a deep breath in, and they imitated me.

“Alright, good.” I nodded. “Now, I’m going to help you, Kate– Kate?”

I snapped my fingers at her to snap her out of her daze, and her eyes focused back on me.

“Kate,” I said. “I’m going to hold you up and help you tread water. I need you to stay calm as we do this. If you start flailing, you’ll drown us both. Even if you go underwater, try to stay calm. Can you do this for me?”

Kate took a deep breath and nodded.

“Okay, good,” I said. “Now, Lyra, look– Concentrate. Can you spot any way we can get out of here?”

“If I had, I would say so!” she snapped back and immediately looked horrified. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that.”

“It’s okay,” I said back in a soothing voice. “Just try to stay calm.”

She nodded.

The water was already halfway up Kate’s body.

“I’m going to be helping Kate,” I began again. “So what I need you to do is keep an eye out for anything that looks like an exit or something we can use to access an exit. We might be able to spot something that we can’t see now as the water level gets higher.”

“Maybe we could get out through where the water’s coming from?” she speculated. “It’s not like we can swim up a waterfall, though.”

I left her to her task and focused back on Kate. The water was almost at her shoulders.

“Okay, remember,” I said. “Whatever you do, do not flail. Next thing, try to float on your back.”

“How do I do that?” she asked with desperation in her eyes.

“Just try and lie back like you’re in bed,” I explained. “I’ll help keep your head above water. Do you trust me?”

“Yes,” she replied.

“Good,” I said. “Now just follow my lead. Try to lie back.”

Kate still looked at me with fear and uncertainty in her eyes, but her trust in me won out over both. She laid back, but kept her arms stuck to her side down in the water.

“Put your arms up, in line with the water,” I corrected. “I’ll wrap my arm under yours and help pull you up.”

She quickly followed my instructions, and as the water crested above my nose, I went underwater, put my arm under her arm, and wrapped it around her torso. I began to kick and tread the water.

It was awkward at first, and Kate’s head slipped under the water. Luckily, she stayed true and didn’t flail, and I managed to adjust my position and bring her back up.

“Any luck with that escape, Lyra?” I called out.

“The uh–” she hesitated. “The place where the water is coming from appears to be grated. Even if we make it up there, we’d be trapped.”

“Fuck,” I muttered.

Lyra was treading water well enough from what I saw, and she kept searching for any other answers or clues.

The water kept rising higher and higher. Before I knew it, the room was already halfway filled with water, and I was starting to feel tiredness nipping at my limbs.

“Lyra, what are you thinking?” I called out.

“Would we be able to break a hole in any of the walls?” she asked.

I thought through our abilities, but none seemed like they could work. Stone wouldn’t yield to squirrels, birds, or arrows.

“Not unless you have some magic trick you’ve been holding out on us about,” I called back.

Lyra cursed, and Kate stiffened in my arms.

There was a long pause, and I kept trying to spot what I could, but there was only so much I could do while focusing on keeping Kate afloat.

“Lyra!” I called. “Can you look underwater?”

She looked at me and nodded before she dove underneath the surface.

I waited and hoped, but after the room had filled three-quarters of the way, Lyra returned above the water.

“No luck,” she called, and despair had crept into her voice.

I wanted to swear, but kept it in to keep the others a bit calmer.

“You’d better have a way out of here, Cole,” Clive spoke up. “I do not want to be left here to rust for the next who knows how long.”

“Not helping,” I said through gritted teeth.

Another long moment passed.

“Wait,” Lyra said. “I think the water is passing through a grate that looks a little rusted.”

“You think we could pull it down?” I asked.

“Well… we could,” she hesitated. “But the water would still be a problem. It’s not like we’d be able to do anything afterward, right? The water would just keep falling, and it looks like there’s a tunnel.”

“Okay.” I scowled. “Can you see how long the tunnel is? Can you see anything on the other end?”

“I don’t…” she shook her head. “Wait!”

My heart slammed in my chest as I waited for three agonizing seconds before Lyra spoke again.

“It’s not long!” she shouted. “I think there’s a light on the other side, but I can’t tell if it’s a torch or sunlight or what.”

I racked my brain as I tried to come up with a plan.

“Could you do anything with your magic to move the water?” I asked. “Stop it long enough that we could swim up it somehow?”

“It’s too much,” she replied in a mournful tone.

“Damn,” I muttered.

The water was almost to the top of the room, and we were almost in reach of the grate. Kate looked panicked but kept herself still as promised. If there was one good thing about the situation, it was that she was handling herself remarkably well.

“I’m just going to try to pull anyway,” Lyra finally said. “Not much point in not trying.”

She propelled herself up higher and tried to hang and pull on the grate with all her weight, but it was no use. Not only was she unable to pull it down, but the rushing water forced her away after only a few seconds.

She surfaced again and let out a scream of frustration.

I hummed and looked closer at the ceiling and the room around us to figure out what was going on. I wondered if there might’ve been something Lyra missed.

That was when I noticed two vents in the ceiling on opposite sides of the tunnel where the water was pouring out. I swam closer to the nearest one and tried to get a better look.

Dungeons had to have a way through. They were rated by difficulty, and an impossible dungeon wouldn’t be rated as anything, or at the very least would only be rated as the greatest difficulty.

There had to be a way out, so I kept scouring the room for details I’d missed.

My eyes went wide as I noticed a waft of dust particles get sucked up into the vent.

“Airflow,” I gasped.

“What?” Kate asked.

“The air is going up as the water is coming down,” I nearly shouted. “They’re trading places! There has to be another room, probably of a similar size, right above us! The water was there, now it’s coming down, and the air is going up. So we–”

“Follow the air!” Lyra shouted.

“But how?” Kate asked.

That was the part they weren’t going to like.

“Lyra, Kate,” I said. “You’re going to need to trust me on this.”

“Oh, no, what do we have to do?” Kate asked.

“Take a deep breath,” I instructed, and only after she did, I explained my plan. “We’re going to let the room fill entirely.”

“What?!” they both called in unison.

“Trust me!” I responded. “Get next to this grate. We’re going to keep breathing the air for as long as we can, and when it reaches the top, take a really big breath.”

“What then?” Lyra asked.

“Then I’m going to pull off the grate,” I replied.

“I already tried that!” Lyra called back. “It was too strong, and the water made it even harder!”

“Trust me!” I said. “This time it will work. I’m a lot stronger than you, and we’ll be able to swim up when the water stops flowing.”

“Okay,” she responded.

“Trust me, Kate,” I said as I looked down at her.

“I do,” she replied with a touch more confidence in her tone than Lyra.

The water was already so high, we had to tilt our heads up to breathe, and I swam extra hard to make sure Kate’s mouth stayed above the water.

I took one last breath, and the water filled all the way to the top. I opened my eyes and saw Lyra had swum up next to me. Kate’s cheeks were puffed up, so I knew she had gotten a last gulp of air. I handed Kate off to Lyra and took to my task.

I swam up to the grate and grabbed onto the metal bars. I pulled hard, but it didn’t move. I braced my feet against the ceiling and pulled again. I pulled on every last ounce of strength I could, and the metal strained under the force of my hands.

It gave the tiniest bit, and I paused for a tenth of a second to reset myself before I pulled with everything I had.

With a muffled thunk, the grate came free.

I let it sink and motioned for Lyra to swim up through the passage with me while I pulled Kate along like a little tugboat. Several lights shone down on us from above as we pushed ourselves up the tunnel.

I’d had to take a gamble that the water would fill enough of the tunnel for us to reach the top, but even if it didn’t, we’d have air and time to come up with another plan. I clung to the truth that dungeons had to be survivable, or what was the point?

After I swam up for a moment that felt like forever, I broke the surface. I gratefully gulped the new air. Kate surfaced right behind me and sputtered and coughed as she tried to breathe in.

Lyra gasped for air a half-second later, and my heart clenched with relief.

I spotted an elevated stone platform and dragged Kate over to it. First, I helped her up onto it, then climbed up myself, and Lyra followed shortly behind.

We all laid there on the cold, wet stone for a long moment, and I savored each gulp of air.

Finally, I turned to them and grinned.

“I told you… you could… trust me,” I said with heavy breaths.

Lyra and Kate smiled brightly back at me, and they both lifted themselves up and dragged themselves over to me before they wrapped me up in a hug.

“Thank you,” Lyra said.

“I would have died without you,” Kate whispered.

“I won’t ever let that happen to you,” I promised. “Not as long as I’m still breathing.”

“You’re so strong!” Lyra said. “When I tried, it felt like it would never move!”

“It’s all about leverage,” I explained. “Water doesn’t give you anything good to brace against, but once I was buoyant because of the water, I braced my feet against the ceiling and used my entire body. It was still insanely difficult, and I don’t think you would’ve been able to do it under the best circumstances.”

“You’re incredible,” Lyra murmured, and her green eyes wandered lazily over where my wet shirt clung to my chest.

Heat flared through me like a wildfire for a second, but I tamped it down. It wasn’t the time to lose perspective.

We lapsed into silence, and I looked around us. There was a door not far from us that looked like it would lead us to the next challenge, and I wagered we were probably safe to take a rest.

It was about ten minutes before we all felt rested enough to move on. In the meantime, we double-checked our weapons and other gear. Luckily, none of it was significantly damaged enough to put a damper on our expedition.

“I think there’s a monster in the next room,” Lyra said. “Probably that ratotoskr, based on the riddle.”

I was confused for a moment about how she knew, before I remembered she was an elf and thus had superior hearing.

“Are you all prepared to face that?” I asked.

Kate and Lyra both checked themselves one last time before nodding.

“Alright…” I took a deep breath.

I flexed my will and brought forth my squirrels. They hopped through the swirling black-and-green portal. I could have called on my buntings, but I decided to hold back for now. They could be a surprise attack against the foe.

The squirrels lined up before me, with Bug standing at the head.

“Alright, my brave knights,” I spoke to them in a quiet yet inspirational tone. “We are to go into battle once more. This will be against a beast that will look a lot like you, but significantly larger. Don’t be scared. I trust that with our powers combined, we will be able to bring down this giant. Join me, and we shall be victorious!”

Though my speech was for the squirrels, Kate and Lyra looked at me with a mix of emotions. One part of them seemed amused, but the other seemed genuinely inspired by me, and I shot them a smile.

“Now, onward to victory,” I said before I turned to the door and opened it.

The stone door creaked open in a way not dissimilar to the larger door we’d first entered through. Beyond the entranceway was a wide circular room with a large tree sprouting through the stone in the center. Several pillars were arranged around the tree in a wide circle. They reminded me of Ancient Greek or Roman architecture, but were made of black stone instead of white marble. They did not connect to anything and stood freely at regular intervals.

I could not spot the ratotoskr from behind the door, so I marched inside with my squirrels and lovers following behind.

It wasn’t a surprise when the door slammed shut behind us. It wasn’t just the boom of the door that we heard, and it was joined by the sound of leaves rustling in the trees.

Suddenly, a blur of movement leaped from one of the branches and landed in front of us with a slamming noise. Before us stood the ratotoskr. In that brief moment before everything started moving again, I took the creature in.

The title “Boss Creature: Lesser Ratotoskr Lvl 20” floated above its head and confirmed Lyra’s suspicion. Just as Clive and the carving led me to believe, it was a massive beast that looked just like a squirrel.

Unlike my squirrels, who had healthy coats of fur, the ratotoskr was balding in some places and matted in others. Its beady eyes were red, and its body was even thinner and more ferret-like than squirrels’ were. It looked almost feral and seemed to be deprived of some kind of basic need.

The ratotoskr let out a screech that sent a shiver down my spine. Its buck teeth were yellowing and chipped, but they still looked sharp and strong. It stared at me with a deadly glare and then charged.

“Forward, my knights!” I called.

My squirrels charged at the ratotoskr. Meanwhile, I rushed to the side toward one of the pillars to hopefully interrupt its charge.

I took a deep breath as they were about to meet. I willed my squirrels to focus on keeping themselves alive. It would do no good for them to be crushed underfoot.

Just as I worried about that very thing happening, however, the ratotoskr reeled back and stopped before the wave of squirrels. It let out a confused chirp. I was confused, too, but I didn’t let the time my squirrels bought go to waste.

“Kate, stay toward the edges,” I ordered. “Hide behind the pillars when you can. Lyra, you’re mine and the squirrels’ backup. Keep wary of any opportunities to strike. Get its attention if we look in danger.”

I glanced at them only long enough to see them rush into action. I turned back to the ratotoskr and saw it was still stopped. It chirped in a strangely deep way, and Bug, who was right in front of it, chittered back.

The ratotoskr’s head dipped down and looked closely at Bug. I wondered for a moment if it saw my squirrels as babies of its kind. If so, it was a mistake. Without even needing my say-so, my knights jumped into action in unison. Bug led the charge and jumped right for the ratotoskr’s eye.

The large beast screeched and reared back, but more of my furry knights rushed up its legs before it could move away.

I smiled and rushed up behind them. The ratotoskr was too distracted to notice me until it was too late. It moved enough that my planned strike to the neck turned into a blow against its shoulder, but my attack was deep nonetheless.

It let out a ferocious squeak that only grew louder after an arrow impaled its backside. It didn’t hit a crucial area, but I could see Kate had aimed away from my squirrels, twenty of whom still clung to the beast’s side.

That number was quickly diminished when the ratotoskr shook itself and launched many of them off. Bug was flung away, and I clenched my teeth as he skidded across the floor. He stopped and shook his fur out, and I was relieved that he was okay.

I did not let that go unanswered and rushed to strike at the ratotoskr again. This time, however, it was prepared.

I had to rear back to avoid a major strike from its claws. I caught sight of the spot where Bug had taken his fair share of flesh, but he hadn’t been able to blind the ratotoskr’s eye.

Whatever sympathy or curiosity the ratotoskr had for my squirrels before was long gone by now. I directed my squirrels to go for another charge, and I told them to scatter before the ratotoskr’s claw sliced through them.

My companions hadn’t wasted the time my squirrels and I had bought them. Another arrow sliced into the crook between its neck and body, while at the same time, Lyra rushed in from behind and managed to cut deep into the ratotoskr’s back right leg.

“Keep watching me, you big ugly thing!” I yelled at it and feigned a strike to keep its attention from falling on Lyra.

I retreated slowly, enough for it to continue to focus on me, and thought. My squirrels wouldn’t survive if they kept going at it the same way, but the arena we’d landed in wasn’t without useful features.

“To the tree, guys! Climb!” I called as I ducked under a claw strike.

My squirrels rushed to follow my orders, but that left me as the ratotoskr’s sole target. I dodged, but the ratotoskr followed me. Its large, sharp teeth were bearing down on me, and fear poured into my bloodstream.

The sound of a bowstring firing sang through the air, but I knew it would not be enough to dissuade the half-bald creature from completing its attack.

Just before its mouth closed around me, I managed to summon forth my energy shield. Its teeth closed around the shimmering shield, and to my horror, they sank in and held it. I quickly had to withdraw my hand, and the air shifted unpleasantly over my skin as the beast’s teeth barely avoided severing it entirely with its powerful bite.

My breath caught in my throat, but instead of continuing to follow me, the ratotoskr screeched and whirled around. I was relieved for a moment before I realized it was now focused on Lyra.

“Go to the tree!” I yelled at her.

Kate quickly followed my advice, and she managed to land another shot. That one did seem to slow the monster down a bit, but not enough to get Lyra in the clear.

“Now!” I yelled.

Like rain, my furry knights dove from the branches of the tree.

The ratotoskr still managed to bring its claw down on Lyra and knock her down, but it was prevented from following up thanks to the bloody mess my squirrels were making of its back.

Lyra managed to scramble back to her feet, and I didn’t see any blood on her. The strike must have been absorbed by her armor.

The ratotoskr seemed to come up with a different strategy of shaking off my squirrels and bounded toward one of the pillars. It rubbed up against the black stone like a bear scratching against a tree, and half of the squirrels who’d landed on it were brushed off.

It quickly repeated the action on the other side.

I realized with a start who the beast was now closest to, and I rushed toward it as desperation filled my heart. Unfortunately, the ratotoskr also noticed and decided to get rid of its arrow problem.

Kate sprinted back, and I cursed.

With a flex of my will, another portal opened next to me, and fifteen birds darted out.

Kate tried her best but was not as fast as the ratotoskr. It caught up to her, but she managed to duck behind a pillar. The ugly beast focusing on her bought enough time for the birds to catch up.

I urged them to go for the eyes, and they followed with gusto. However angry the ratotoskr was with my squirrels, it was twice as angry with my birds. I ran as fast as I could toward them to catch up, and I noticed Lyra was just a little bit ahead of me. We shared a look and nodded.

Lyra went for its back leg that was not currently bleeding and managed to score another strike while it was distracted.

I caught up, but its legs were not my target. I slipped around to its flank and tried to get where I thought its heart would be.

The ratotoskr turned, which ended up being a mistake. I almost had to jump back as its legs failed it, and its back half collapsed. It screeched, and the sound made the birds back off for a moment. Then it turned its half-blinded eyes on me.

The hatred in its eyes told me it wanted me dead, even if it was to die in the attempt. Before it managed to gather its strength and round on me, an arrow flew into the side of its face and pierced its cheek.

I urged my birds to descend once more and rushed for my target with them. Distracted as it was, its flailing strike in my direction was easy to dodge. I slipped around it, got to its side, and slipped my sword in between its ribs.

The ratotoskr let out one final, piercing screech before it collapsed in a heap. The death felt like a strange sort of mercy for it.

There was a long moment of silence, then there was laughing.

“Fuck, that was close,” Kate said before laughing again.

I took a deep breath in and out. “But we survived. We did it.”

“That we did,” Lyra agreed with a relieved smile.

The tattoo on my arm glowed with a familiar warmth. I looked down, and a familiar golden glow greeted me. I’d gone up to Lvl 09. I glanced over at Lyra, and sure enough, she’d gone up to Lvl 10. Kate had managed to jump up to Lvl 04.

We moved toward each other, and I wrapped my arms around them both in a group hug. I squeezed them tightly before giving each one a kiss.

“You both did amazing,” I praised them with a smile.

They both blushed.

“You and your knights took most of the attention,” Lyra commented. “We couldn’t have done it without you.”

“Yeah!” Kate chimed in. “You managed to save me from its grasp at the last moment.”

Skye swooped down and landed on her shoulder.

“Looks like I’m not the only one who appreciates you,” I said with a laugh.

Kate giggled and petted Skye’s head, and the indigo bunting crooned a song at the attention.

I was distracted from the sight when someone swatted at my leg. When I looked down, I spotted Bug with a gold coin in his mouth. As soon as I spotted him, he turned and rushed toward the tree. I followed and discovered what he wanted me to see.

Nestled in a hollow, just low enough that I could reach, our treasure was waiting inside. I gained two hundred gold and withdrew two items.

One was a bright, silver-colored throwing dagger, by the name of Silver Flicker Dagger. The other was a dark gemstone that was black at the edges but glowed a ruby-red hue in the center. It bore the name, Ruby Life Gem.

I’d take a closer look at them later, but for now, I stuffed them inside my bag.

Not far from the hollow, I spotted the portal button to exit the tower.

“Are you both ready to go?” I asked.

Both of my beautiful lovers nodded and joined me. I opened my portal and let my loyal animals go back through to their home, and when the last of them had gone, the three of us pressed the button in unison.

We found ourselves standing once more in front of the door of a hundred knockers. I untied our unicorns from where they had been hitched, and we walked back down the tunnel we’d come from. In the clearing where we’d stayed last night, I got a good look at the time, and it seemed it was only a little past midday.

“I think we’ll have enough time to get back to Kenford,” I said.

“Could we have a small break here?” Lyra asked.

“I can make us some lunch,” Kate added.

I agreed, and we had a quick lunch before we ventured down the last part of the tunnel. The time zipped by, but I was grateful when we finally left the mine and were able to mount Night and Ina again.

We rode for a while before the sun set, and it grew dark. I was beginning to worry that we wouldn’t be able to make it back to the village before the light was completely gone, but in the distance, I spotted the lights of the city.

We made it back to the inn, had a quick meal, and collapsed on our bed when we got to our room. For all the day had exhausted me, an energy still buzzed through my limbs. By the look of it, Lyra and Kate were the same way.

“I don’t know if I’ll be able to sleep easily,” I said.

“Oh, we can find something else to do.” Kate grinned in a way that lit a fire inside me.
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Chapter 5

Before I was able to react, Kate pounced on me. She straddled me, wrapped her hands around the back of my head, and pulled me into a deep kiss.

Her mouth was soft, and I couldn’t resist the urge to bite her lower lip.

She let out a soft moan.

I got my hands up around the back of her head, and my fingers threaded through her hair.

I caressed my fingers through her hair as I explored her mouth with my tongue. Kate’s tongue darted against mine, and I could taste the desperate hunger that was churning inside her.

I looked over to see Lyra with hunger in her eyes. She winked and slipped her fingers under the hem of her shirt. Ever so slowly, she pulled it up to reveal more and more of her skin.

A chill washed over my heated skin as Kate climbed off me and moved behind Lyra. She began to trace her fingers up Lyra’s side, and her hazy eyes locked with mine.

“Aahh,” I breathed out heavily and couldn’t take my eyes off them.

Lyra teased me with barely a sliver of the perfect underside of her breasts. The image of her wet shirt pressed tight against her curves flashed through my memory, and a deep need for more curled in my gut like a sleeping beast.

I knew from the look in her eyes that she knew exactly what she was doing by teasing me. I shifted toward her, but before I could move any closer, Kate intervened.

Kate had been caressing Lyra’s hips, and now she shot her hands up under the elf’s shirt and pulled it over her head. Lyra let out a shocked cry as her perfect, perky breasts were revealed to the cool air, and her nipples hardened.

Kate smiled at me and continued my show.

Lyra’s gasp of shock turned into a moan as Kate cupped her breast and began to rub her nipple. With her other hand, Kate continued to strip the white shirt from Lyra’s body, and the white-haired beauty was so lost in her arousal that it looked like she hadn’t even noticed.

My cock throbbed and strained against my pants, and I couldn’t resist the urge to move to the edge of the bed. The thought of going over there and taking them both flashed through my head, but I controlled myself and let them continue their show. It wouldn’t be right to ruin Kate’s fun when she was displaying Lyra so beautifully for me.

Kate kissed Lyra’s neck, and she trailed kisses down her shoulder, along her waist, and to her hip. My brunette archer hooked her fingers into the waistband of Lyra’s pants and brought them down in one fluid movement.

Lyra shivered with needy anticipation, and her panties were already dark with wetness.

That was when Lyra turned the tables. She slipped out of Kate’s arms and nudged the brunette toward me.

I raised my arms to catch her, but Lyra pulled Kate back before she could fall onto me. Kate was still so close, and I couldn’t resist the urge to reach up and kiss her neck.

“Oohh,” Kate moaned loudly in my ear.

“Help me undress her,” Lyra whispered in a conspiratorial tone.

I obliged eagerly and hooked my index finger around the hem of Kate’s shirt.

She looked like she was about to protest her new status as Lyra’s and my plaything, but it was trampled by another moan erupting from her mouth as Lyra pulled Kate’s head back by her hair and sucked on her neck.

I leaned down and licked the exposed skin under her shirt. I took my time and trailed kisses up her stomach with each inch I pulled her shirt up. My other hand snaked around to grab her plump ass.

“F-fuck,” Kate gasped.

Lyra and I shared a look, and in unison, we lifted her shirt the rest of the way. I ran my tongue around Kate’s nipple and massaged her other breast with my hand.

“Ah, hell,” Kate moaned.

I glanced up and saw her eyes had grown unfocused from all the pleasure. The sight sent a shiver down my body and made my cock strain against my pants even harder.

Lyra was taller than Kate and used that to her full advantage as she played with the barmaid’s neck. At one point, she cupped her hand around Kate’s cheek and turned her head so they could kiss. Their tongues danced around each other, and I teased Kate’s nipples to make her moan into the kiss.

With Kate distracted, I hooked my fingers around the waistband of her pants. She stiffened in surprise, and that only encouraged me. I lowered her pants and trailed kisses down her thighs. The obvious wetness on her panties brought a devilish grin to my face, and I reached up to stroke her through the material with my middle finger.

“Oh, Cooollle,” Kate let out a deep moan, and I savored the sound.

I kissed around her thighs and lower stomach. She’d teased me with that little show, so I teased her right back.

Kate moved a little, and when I looked up, I saw both her and Lyra had fixed me with hungry gazes.

“It’s not fair you’re the only one with their clothes on,” Kate whispered.

Lyra released Kate from her grasp, and the barmaid didn’t wait to use her newfound freedom.

She grabbed my shoulders and pulled me into a deep kiss. Her teeth found my lower lip, and I buzzed with the rush of desire in my veins.

Lyra hopped onto the bed and slipped in behind me. She nibbled my earlobe, and both of them went for my shirt. Before I knew it, they’d torn it off, and Kate began fiddling with the button to my pants.

She pulled my pants and underwear down in one motion and released my cock from its prison.

“You’re so hard, Cole,” Lyra breathed next to my ear. “Is that all just from seeing us?”

Kate ran a finger up my cock, and she seemed to savor the way it twitched. She grazed the head and grinned as a trail of precum coated her fingers. I’d had enough of it and grabbed her shoulder to bring her close.

“Oh!” she gasped.

“That’s enough teasing,” I demanded in a quiet tone.

Kate’s eyes went wide before her smile once again returned to her face. She obliged willingly and dropped to her knees.

I shivered with desire as she kissed the head, then took me deeply into her hot mouth.

“Fuuu–” I moaned.

Lyra pushed my head to the side and devoured my lips before I could get the rest of it out. Her tongue battled against mine while Kate began to take me deeper down her throat. One of my hands drifted to the back of her head, while the other caressed Lyra’s cheek as we continued to kiss.

I lost track of how long we stayed in that heavenly position. Time was meaningless in the face of such pleasure.

Lyra eventually broke our kiss and looked down at Kate before biting her lip.

“Enough kissing,” the elf demanded in a husky tone. “I want in on this.”

Kate pulled away from my cock, and immediately, I missed her presence.

“Please,” my archer pleaded.

I was not so selfish as to deny such a beautiful request. I stood, and Kate hopped on the bed. Her gaze turned toward Lyra, and the elf’s eyes widened.

“Don’t think I forgot that little stunt where you turned the tables,” Kate playfully scolded Lyra.

“You should pay her back for that,” I suggested with a devilish grin. “Give her a little torture, too.”

“Happily,” Kate responded.

Kate crawled onto the bed on her hands and knees before she turned and spread her legs for us. Kate grabbed Lyra’s wrist, and my mage squeaked before Kate pulled her to the edge of the bed so she was between us.

Lyra braced her hands on the mattress and looked back at me with heavy-lidded eyes that did not hide her lust. She kept her gaze locked on mine as she lifted first one leg and then the other to kneel on the edge of the bed. Her beautiful ass hung temptingly right in front of me.

“You know what to do,” I urged.

Kate crooned and guided one of Lyra’s hands between her legs.

Lyra obliged and hooked her fingers into the waistband before she pulled them down Kate’s toned legs. Kate’s pussy glistened beautifully in the low light. Lyra hesitated, so I decided to help her along. I put a hand on the back of her head and gently guided her down to Kate’s waiting pussy.

“Fuuuuck,” my archer let out a guttural moan.

As she licked Kate’s pussy, Lyra’s ass shook temptingly back and forth in front of me. I teased myself by keeping my hands off for several long seconds, but soon I couldn’t resist any longer.

I caressed my hands down over the perfect globes of Lyra’s ass, and I squeezed the delicious underside of her cheeks.

I leaned closer, and my cock rubbed against Lyra’s soaked panties. She moaned, but it was muffled by Kate’s pussy in a way that satisfied something deep and primal inside of me.

Kate and I shared a look before I pulled down Lyra’s panties and set the head of my cock against her entrance. Kate tried to grin, but it was interrupted by a moan of pleasure.

I leaned down and kissed Lyra’s back.

“You’re doing so well for us,” I whispered to her. “And for that, you deserve a reward.”

Goosebumps rose on Lyra’s skin, and I let out a hum of satisfaction as I slid the tip of my cock through her slick pussy lips to spread her juices around. My eyes rolled into the back of my head as a shudder of anticipation rocked my nervous system.

A long, soft groan rumbled out of my chest as I pressed the head of my cock between Lyra’s swollen pussy lips.

“Fuuuck,” I grunted.

One slow inch at a time, I thrust steadily into her sweet tunnel until I was buried up to the hilt in her luscious body.

Lyra let out a throaty moan before Kate pushed her head back down.

“God,” I moaned. “You’re both so beautiful.”

Kate’s eyes dragged up and down my torso.

“Look who’s talking, handsome,” she shot back.

I started slow, but with how wet Lyra was, I hardly needed to. I was going to be gentle. She already seemed a little overwhelmed by all the sensations, based on how much she was moaning.

I leaned over her and kissed her shoulder blades as I slowly thrust in and out of her quivering sex. My hand snaked around her body and found one of her perfect, perky breasts, and I began to fondle her. Her moans sounded as beautiful as any instrument.

“There’s something about fucking after a fight–” Kate paused to moan. “That makes it so much better.”

“Oh, fuck,” I growled. “You’re right about that.”

I thrust deep inside Lyra, and her muscles squeezed around me. I leaned back and put my hands around her waist as desire whipped through me. Every cell in my body craved more, and I needed to go deeper inside her. I pulled her back against my pelvis, and she gasped as she was fully impaled on my cock.

“Fuck, Cole,” she groaned. “You’re so deep inside me.”

Kate gave me a look. “If you want to go deep, you’d better be pushing her toward my pussy.”

“My apologies,” I said with a grin.

I thrust forward and pulled her back on my cock at the same time, but then I pounded into her so hard that she was jolted forward between Kate’s supple thighs. Lyra’s squeak of pleasure was muffled as she once again was buried in Kate’s pussy. I tilted my head to the side to enjoy the view, and her face was covered in the barmaid’s juices.

“Muuuch betteerrr,” Kate moaned.

I found a steady rhythm, and every time I pushed Lyra more and more into Kate’s pussy. The archer’s eyes shone with appreciation and mounting lust.

Lyra let out a noise, and I let up enough for her to get a deep breath.

“Fuck,” Lyra moaned. “If you keep going like this, I’m gonna cum.”

Kate and I shared a look while Lyra panted heavily. Once she caught her breath, I redoubled my efforts and thrust into her faster than I had before. Kate, on the other hand, had taken to caressing Lyra’s head like she was the most precious thing in the world.

Lyra’s hot tunnel tightened around me more and more, and she quivered with pent-up ecstasy.

I reached around and began to rub her clit in tight, little circles. Her moans almost turned into screams of pleasure. I knew deep within my soul that I needed to make her cum on my dick. I needed it like I needed air to breathe, water to drink, or food to eat.

She was my nourishment, and her moans were like a symphony in my soul.

Her ass bounced and jiggled as I thrust faster and deeper. It was almost hypnotic in how gorgeous she was. Lyra tried to talk, but her words were all muffled and slurred by the pussy she was eating.

“Fuck, that’s so good,” Kate mewled.

I leaned over and whispered. “I need you to cum for us, darling.”

Lyra let out a moan so loud it bordered on a scream. Her pussy tightened around my cock like it was the only thing anchoring her to this realm. Her back arched, and she began to shake as anything resembling a coherent word was lost to her.

I pounded into her again and again as she rode the waves of pleasure. After a long moment, she collapsed.

Kate looked at me with hunger in her eyes.

“Fuck, I want that inside me next,” she uttered.

I grinned back at her. “As you wish.”

I gently pulled my rock-hard cock from Lyra, and she shook a little at the friction. She was still moaning and slurring unintelligible words, but this time it was from the lingering pleasure and not her being half-smothered by Kate’s pussy.

Kate crawled forward beside Lyra’s shivering form and laid on her back with her ass at the foot of the bed to present her gleaming pussy to me. I took in the sight as one would the Mona Lisa.

“Don’t keep me waiting,” Kate pleaded.

“I won’t,” I promised. “I’m just taking in the beauty that’s you.”

Kate blushed even pinker than she already was.

“You’re such a charmer,” she said in a sweet voice. “Now put your cock inside me.”

“Don’t have to ask me again,” I chuckled.

I leaned over her and looked her straight in the eyes as I stroked her pussy with the head of my cock. Her eyes widened, and she bit her lip. I lingered there for a long enough moment until her eyes started to turn impatient before I thrust into her in one long stroke.

“Oh, wow,” she moaned in a dazed tone. “I almost forgot how amazing you feel inside me.”

“Mm,” I hummed. “You feel pretty incredible, too.”

Kate smiled at me, but it was washed away as I sank my dick further inside. Lyra had felt amazing when I entered her from behind, but it sparked something inside me to see all the tiny ways my woman reacted to my touch. I grazed her body with my hand, but Kate grabbed me by the wrist and put it on her breast.

The boldness of her demand sent fire swirling through my gut, and I struggled to breathe for a second as I cupped her tit. I grazed her nipple with the rough pad of my thumb a few times before I rolled the tight bud between my fingers.

Kate squirmed under me and clearly enjoyed every moment of it. Her head lolled to the side, and through half-lidded eyes, she seemed to spot something. Her eyes widened, and a grin spread across her face.

I glanced over, and Lyra was watching us with entranced eyes.

“If you can stare like that, you can join us,” I remarked.

Lyra squeaked, but she didn’t deny me. She crawled over and began kissing me.

Kate let out a noise, and I realized I’d briefly stopped thrusting. It was a mistake I could easily fix, and Kate confirmed that by moaning deeply a second later.

I cupped Lyra’s face and brought her deeper into the kiss.

“Lyra, come here,” Kate ordered. “You can keep kissing him while you ride my face.”

Lyra let out a breathy sound and nodded. “I can do that.”

Lyra quickly repositioned herself and straddled Kate’s face.

I leaned in and kissed her, and I could tell the exact moment Kate’s tongue made contact with Lyra’s still-wet pussy.

“I’m still sensitive,” Lyra whined, but her tone was filled with ecstasy.

“Good,” I said before bringing her back into a kiss.

Kate’s pussy tightened around my cock, and she moaned in pleasure.

Electric bliss shot through me like a fierce lightning storm, and I wondered if I’d spontaneously combust and burn the inn to the ground. It would be a good way to go, that was for sure.

“God, you’re both so amazing,” I said.

Kate began to laugh, but I took it as a challenge. I lifted her legs and put her ankles on my shoulders.

She let out a gasp, and I thrust even deeper inside her.

I looked back up at Lyra, and she was swimming in her own realm of pleasure. I noticed with some amusement that Kate seemed to be timing each lick of her tongue to my thrusts. She used my own motion to help eat Lyra out, just like she’d been on the receiving end of before.

Kate’s insides were as hot as an inferno, and the heat was spreading to me. The pleasure mounted to the point where I could see stars.

Lyra broke through the cloud that had descended over my eyes to slip her tongue inside my mouth. I lifted a hand and ran it through her long, soft hair.

Lyra looked like an angel even more than usual. The moonlight through the narrow gap in the curtains shone on her hair, and the way she squirmed made her tits bounce in a very enticing way.

“Mmm,” Kate hummed. “I don’t know if I can last much longer.”

The desperation and lust in Kate’s tone filled me with hunger.

I was getting close, myself, but I wanted to make every second of bliss count. I slowed my thrusts but focused on making sure Kate could feel my entire cock sliding in and out of her, inch by inch. I pulled back to the point of almost exiting entirely, pressed slowly and steadily until she looked like she couldn’t take any more, and then I thrust even deeper.

The knowledge of exactly what I felt like at each point inside her pussy would be engraved on her soul by the time I was done.

Lyra seemed like she was in the same position as Kate. Her moans turned deeper and fuller, in a very similar way as before. I would have smiled at the intimacy of it all, but I was too overwhelmed by the pleasure I was feeling.

Kate’s pussy was slick and tight around my cock, and every stroke was like a heady drug in my veins.

I steadily picked up the pace, and each thrust got slightly faster every time I pounded inside her. I put my hands around Kate’s waist once more and pulled her in harder.

The moans were so constant, they were almost background noise, but I loved to listen to them too much to let them fade away. I savored each moan my ladies made, every shiver, and every look of absolute pleasure I’d brought to them.

“Fuck, you’re so good,” Kate moaned in a voice muffled by Lyra’s thighs.

“Keep letting me hear you,” I told her. “I want to hear you cum.”

“Oh, fuck,” she cried.

Her insides got hotter and hotter, and the pleasure radiated through me with each thrust. She constricted even tighter around me and arched her back as she neared the brink.

It was too much for me to handle, and my orgasm was begging to be released. The pleasure thrummed so loud, I could hear little more than my own heartbeat.

Kate’s thighs tightened around me as she came. If I’d had any thought of pulling out, it was long since gone as she locked her legs around me and pushed me even deeper inside as she ground her pelvis against mine.

“Fuck,” I groaned.

It was the last straw.

Something inside me snapped, and the ecstasy exploded into my bloodstream like a billion shining diamonds. Stars flashed through my mind as my soul was carried away on wave after brutal wave of pleasure.

The trembling sensation of Kate’s orgasm rippled around my cock and milked me for everything I had. I ground my hips into Kate as my hot seed shot into her dripping pussy. Finally, my neck drooped, and through the ringing of my ears, I managed to make out Lyra’s moans.

I blinked through the lingering haze and saw my fallen angel squeeze her thighs around Kate’s head as she came once again.

It lasted shorter than her previous one, and she collapsed on the bed long before she stopped shaking.

I sympathized. The rush of pleasure was keeping me upright, but all the exhaustion of the day was quickly catching up to me. I leaned down and gave Kate a kiss.

“Am I alright to pull out?” I asked in a low tone.

Kate opened her mouth and tried to say something, but all that came out was an unintelligible noise of consent. I suppressed a laugh and carefully pulled myself free from her body. My dick was covered in a cocktail of juices. Kate’s, mine, and likely some left over from Lyra.

I took a step to the side and collapsed against the bed with my lovers.

I took one long blink, then opened my bleary eyes to see that Kate was no longer beside me. Instead, she was looming over me, and she lowered her head to clean off my cock. The friction so soon after I’d cum had me instinctively flinch, but Kate was not deterred. After a moment, it became pleasurable, and added to the waves of good feelings that rushed through me.

Lyra made a noise like she was stretching.

“I’m gonna be so sore tomorrow,” Lyra said with a laugh in her voice.

“First the combat,” I started. “Then hiking and riding unicorns for the rest of the day, and this for dessert. You might very well be right.”

I let out a laugh.

“Fuck,” Kate moaned and collapsed beside me. “It was worth it.”

“God, you can say that again,” I said.

“It was worth it,” Lyra giggled.

I let out a snort and rolled my eyes. “Smartass.”

“I like to think of myself as smart,” Lyra noted, “and you seemed to very much enjoy groping my ass. So I think I’ll take that as a compliment.”

I laughed again, and I reached over to tickle her side a little.

We shifted around in bed so we could all lie beside each other like the bed was meant to be used, instead of the chaotic mess we had ended up in.

Kate took a deep breath in and out.

“You know…” she started. “I’m really glad we’re all okay. That was… a pretty scary dungeon, and I was horrified I might lose one of you.”

“It’s okay.” I reached up and touched her cheek. “We all get a little scared sometimes about that stuff. Fighting is a scary thing, as much as it can be fun, but you don’t have to worry about it. I’m here to protect you. As long as I’m here, nothing will be able to hurt you.”

Kate paused before she spoke in a low tone. “But what if something happens to you?”

“That’s why I’m helping you train,” I explained in a soothing voice. “I promise I plan on staying around here for a long time. There should be no reason I won’t be able to protect you, and if something were to ever separate us, I know you’ll be able to protect yourself. At the very least until I make it back to your side.”

“You promise?” she asked in a vulnerable tone.

“I promise,” I swore.

“Good,” she said before cuddling up next to me.

“I’ll be there to help you out, too,” Lyra added.

“Thanks,” Kate said with a smile in her voice.

I wrapped my arms around both of my lovers, and they cuddled up next to me. It was nice to be able to have them beside me like this. I hadn’t cared for anyone back on Earth the way I cared about them. I wanted to protect them and make sure they were happy, even if it cost me my life. I wouldn’t give them up for anything.

We fell asleep cuddled together in a state of satiated peace, and there was birdsong outside my window when I woke up.

I hadn’t even realized I’d fallen asleep. I shifted and quickly discovered my arms were pinned. I glanced over and found my lovers were still asleep on top of them. It was very cute, and I couldn’t bear to move for a moment.

It took some careful movement and a little time, but I managed to free my arms without waking either of them up.

I took a deep breath and sighed with contentment.

Life was good.

I laid in that spot and listened to the sounds of the birds and people as they moved around on the street below. It sounded comforting in that way that I could imagine someone would put it on in the background while they focused on studying or working.

Eventually, Lyra stretched and yawned loud enough to wake both of them up.

“Mmm,” Lyra hummed. “Good morning.”

“Good morning to you,” I replied. “Feeling as sore as you expected?”

Lyra stretched before answering. “Not quite as much in my limbs, but in other places…”

The implication hung in the air, and animalistic pride welled up in my chest alongside some humor.

“Traveling on the unicorns probably doesn’t help,” I said. “Even my thighs are a little sore from that.”

Kate gave me a deadpan stare. “Boohoo for you.”

I laughed. “Sorry about that.”

“No, you aren’t,” she mused with a smile.

“No, I’m not,” I admitted.

“Eh, it was worth it,” Kate concluded before she leaned her head against me.

“I’m very much glad it was,” I said, and I gave her a kiss.

“Wow, Lyra can use her tongue,” Kate remarked.

The elf blushed red.

“Well, she did study linguistics,” I joked.

Their laughter filled the room.

“You were as incredible as ever,” Kate added.

“I could tell,” I said with a smile.

Kate rolled her eyes, then pecked my cheek before she lifted the blankets to roll out of bed. Her bare form stretched out before me, and my head buzzed with lingering desire at the reminder that we’d slept naked beside each other all night.

I hoped the inn washed their bed linens well, for the sake of the next guests at least. As Kate went to get dressed, I turned to Lyra.

“So, do you have any thoughts about what the plan is from here?” I asked.

“Hmm,” she hummed. “Well, we still can’t go for the Constricting Cavern until we find a suitable and trustworthy companion to join us. We could check if Darya is back from her mission, but I doubt she’d be back so soon. The way she talked about her mission sounded like she wouldn’t be back for some time.”

I nodded. “We can keep training at the academy in the meantime. We could also go out monster hunting to help Kate level up.”

“That might be a good idea,” Lyra agreed. “I remember you telling me about your time before meeting me. You were able to level up without needing to go to any dungeon at all one time, weren’t you?”

“Yup,” I confirmed. “Though it’s definitely a bit more up to chance than the dungeons. Say what you will about their difficulty, but at least you can roughly gauge how strong the monsters in a dungeon will be. There’s no such guarantee out on the road. Plus, there’s a lot less of a reward for randomly killing things.”

Lyra hummed her agreement before she got up to get dressed.

“What do you think about going out to kill random monsters?” I asked Kate.

She considered for a moment before she responded.

“I might be interested in doing that,” she said. “It could be a good way to level up.”

I smiled. It would be nice to help her out like that.

I figured it was probably time for me to get dressed as well, so I rolled out of bed and stretched.

“Any ideas for breakfast?” I asked.

“Ooh, there was this cute little breakfast spot I saw the other day,” Kate suggested. “I forgot to bring that up with the whole gearing-up-for-a-dungeon thing.”

“That could be nice,” I agreed. “I want to explore what they have to serve here outside of the inn.”

“Hey!” Lyra protested. “I like the inn’s food.”

I snorted. “You get the same three things every day we eat here.”

“Of course!” she insisted. “Why explore when you already have something great in your hands?”

Kate scoffed as though she was scandalized. “You are a disgrace to the art of eating.”

“What? No! I didn’t mean it,” Lyra pleaded with a playful look in her eyes. “We can go to the breakfast spot.”

I laughed and shot Kate a look, but she responded with only a mysterious smile.

“Maybe there is hope for you yet,” Kate mused.

“I want to keep eating your yummy food,” Lyra said under her breath.

“I think you’d like anything if they dumped copious amounts of sugar on it,” I said to Lyra.

“Hey!” she called. “While that may be true, it is also very rude.”

Kate and I laughed, and Lyra joined us a heartbeat later.

“Does it count as having a sweet tooth if all of your teeth are sweet?” I wondered aloud.

Lyra laughed. “Yeah, yeah.”

I strode over to my clothes, and when I leaned over, Kate lightly slapped my butt. I grabbed my clothes and shot her a look and a raised eyebrow.

“You can do that again,” I said with warning in my tone. “But if I start, I don’t think you’ll be able to make it to your breakfast place before it closes.”

“Nevermind!” Kate yelped, but there was a mischievous glimmer in her eyes.

“Mmhm,” I hummed. “That’s what I thought.”

I slipped into my clothes and put on my armor. I preferred to be safe than sorry, and with my Morph Armor, I hardly noticed the difference. I also suspected Kate and Lyra quite liked the look of me in my armor.

We stepped out into the fresh morning air. There wasn’t a cloud in sight, and the road was bustling with activity. I spotted some familiar merchant stands that had already been set up and were calling to passersby in an attempt to sell their wares.

Kate took Lyra’s and my hands and led us through the crowd. I swore she had some supernatural ability to know how best to weave through a mass of mingling bodies.

I knew it was just a lot of practice as a barmaid, but she was from a small village, and I was surprised at how well the skill translated to the big city. I supposed she could’ve also been naturally talented at it.

It would probably serve her well as an archer. I knew archery was often tied to scouting and being light-footed and stealthy. At least, I remembered Legolas and all the other elves from The Lord of the Rings being that way.

If Kate could weave her way through a battlefield the way she did through a street, then God help anyone who tried to attack her. She’d already impressed me with how she conducted herself in our last dungeon, and my musings made me only more confident about her future as a fighter. With time and XP, she’d be a force not to be trifled with.

Kate eventually led us to a short building with a delicious scent wafting from it. I immediately understood what had drawn her to this place. If I’d noticed the smell before, I would’ve dragged us here as well.

Kate led us into the shop, and the inside was just as cozy as I’d imagined it would be. Plants hung from the ceiling, and the staff all had kind smiles on their faces. Despite the outside and the cozy nature of the building, I was surprised at how large the cafe was and how many tables there were. They were laid out in such a way that it didn’t make the cafe feel crowded. It was a clever setup with nooks and other subtle segregations to make the place feel more cozy and intimate than it actually was. I could see why they needed so many seats. There was barely any open space left.

Luckily, there was indeed one open table.

We were led to our table and presented with a menu which I glanced at up and down. I’d been getting better at understanding the different foods of Morseen, but I was surprised at how few I could still identify. Near the bottom was something that made my eyes go wide.

“They have pancakes?” I asked in awe.

“Of course they’d have pancakes,” Kate commented. “What self-respecting breakfast place wouldn’t have pancakes?”

“Your tavern didn’t have pancakes,” I pointed out.

“Now, listen–” she started. “We weren’t a breakfast place, and I made plenty of pancakes at times when you weren’t there.”

“How do you even know so much about what different restaurants are like?” I asked. “You didn’t travel outside of your hometown.”

Kate mumbled something I couldn’t quite hear.

“What was that?” I asked.

“I said,” she grumbled. “That I would ask people all about their food experiences at different places, and even sometimes I would get them to bring me something from different places.”

“Wouldn’t they be ruined by then?” I asked with a curious tone.

“Well, it was only one guy really,” she explained. “I… don’t actually remember his name, but he had some kind of skill that made him able to store meals away in stasis, and he was able to bring them to me that way.”

“Huh, and he just did this for you?” I asked.

Kate blushed and avoided my gaze.

“He might have been interested in me,” she admitted. “I uh… didn’t like him back and may have strung him along so I could keep getting to explore the culinary world.”

I barked out a laugh. “Harsh!”

Kate scratched her head with a sheepish look on her face.

“Yeah,” she admitted. “It wasn’t my best moment. But hey, this was when I was pretty young.”

“Still, it’s pretty funny,” I said.

I glanced over at Lyra when I realized she’d been silent the whole time. She appeared to be staring intently at something. When she noticed my gaze, she cleared her throat.

“Is that Willa?” she asked, and she pointed over to where she’d been staring.

I looked where she was pointing, and sure enough, Willa sat there by the window.

“Shouldn’t she be off traveling by now?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Lyra said. “I thought so.”

Willa really didn’t look too happy about something.

“I think I’m going to check in on her,” I said, and I rose from my chair.
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Chapter 6

As I approached her, Willa’s emotions became clearer.

There was a tension in her shoulders, she’d balled up her hands, and her jaw was set in a way that would make it unmistakable to anyone that she was in a bad mood.

“Willa, is that you?” I asked.

She turned and looked at me. Her eyes were as stunning as ever, but there was a piercing quality to them when they locked on my face. If looks could kill, her eyes would’ve been as deadly as swords. Lucky for me, her anger seemed to abate somewhat when she must’ve recognized me.

“Cole?” she asked. “Funny coincidence.”

Her tone lacked any humor, but she didn’t seem unfriendly toward me, more just generally angry at the world.

“Did something bad happen?” I asked.

Willa huffed. “You could say that.”

“I’m an open ear if you want to rant,” I offered.

Willa took a deep breath and paused for a long moment.

“You know what,” she finally said. “That sounds nice. Take a seat.”

I pulled out the chair across from her and gave her my best understanding and patient expression.

“So,” she began. “You know that guy I was going to pick up payment from last time we spoke?”

I nodded, and I had a bad feeling about where this was going.

“Turns out he’s a no-good scoundrel with less money than sense,” she said, and anger laced her every word.

“He refused to pay?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she confirmed. “But I’m a generous woman. I knew his career was the kind with big but rare payouts. According to everyone I’d spoken to, he had a steady history of paying his debts. Additionally, my map was supposed to help him get a more reliable income.”

“That sounds like you did right by him,” I mused.

“Yeah,” she agreed. “I was more than kind. Only… Yesterday was the day when he promised he’d pay. He had more than enough time to gather the funds, and I know for damn sure that he’d been out purchasing things he didn’t need only a day before I knocked on his door. He gave me some speech about how he just needed a little more time, but I wasn’t having it. I planned my trip around his payment because I thought it was a reliable investment.”

I groaned. “That’s the worst.”

“Mmhmm,” she hummed. “When I left and came back with a representative from the banking guild, he changed his story completely. He started rambling on about how he’d already paid me, and that I was trying to extort him for more money!”

“Did you have any written agreement?” I asked.

“No,” she sighed in defeat. “I was an idiot. There was some mix-up with paperwork on my end, and he managed to talk me into letting him give his seal at a later date. Then he just had convenient excuse after convenient excuse, and now I’m stuck. I don’t have nearly enough gold to cover my expenses, and unlike that asshole, I actually honor my business agreements. So my expedition has to wait.”

“Hmm,” I hummed. “Do you think I could swing by his place and help convince him to give you what’s yours?”

“Thanks,” she said. “But it’d be no use. He already skipped town.”

“That’s shitty,” I muttered.

I sympathized with her predicament, and we sat there in silence for a long moment.

That was when footsteps approached from behind. I turned, and Kate and Lyra had positioned themselves behind me.

“Would you mind if we joined you, Willa?” Kate asked.

Willa’s face softened a little more when she saw my lovers.

“Sure,” she said. “Take a seat.”

“Good,” Kate responded. “Because I may or may not have already told the waiter we’d be joining our tables.”

I raised an eyebrow, but Willa only let out a laugh.

“Might as well,” the fairy said.

“Willa was just telling me about how some asshole snuck out of paying her,” I explained.

Kate groaned. “That’s the worst.”

I grunted in agreement.

The waiter came by and took our orders.

We lapsed into silence again, and I thought about how I might be able to help Willa. My eyes drifted to Lyra, and suddenly, an idea sparked in my head.

“How good are you at fighting, Willa?” I asked.

She raised an eyebrow. “I can hold my own. Though if you’re suggesting that we go and track that guy down and attack him, I don’t think I can do that. As satisfying as it might be.”

“Not that,” I said with a dismissive wave of my hand. “Lyra and I were thinking about going to this Nightmare dungeon not that far from here called the Constricting Cavern. We’ve been asking around to see if anyone might be interested in joining us, but we haven’t gotten great answers so far.”

Willa paused for a moment and considered my offer.

My gaze flicked up to the impressive Lvl 51 that hung above her head.

“You could be quite the addition to our team,” I said.

“My eyes are down here,” she joked. “But yes… I could potentially be interested in that. We’d be heading off pretty soon?”

“If that would work best, we can,” I agreed.

“I would prefer not to wait around,” Willa said. “My plans have already been delayed enough.”

“Completely understandable,” I said.

“That sounds alright to me,” Lyra added.

“So would I stay behind?” Kate asked with a bit of disappointment clear in her tone.

“I think that’s what’s best,” I said. “A Nightmare dungeon is too far above your level. Lyra and I are close enough that with a high-level dungeon-crawler’s help, we can make it work. I’m sorry, it’s just not safe.”

“I understand,” Kate sighed. “But what am I supposed to do while you’re gone?”

She pushed out her bottom lip in an adorable little pout, but I knew she was only a little sincere.

“I could call on some of my friends,” Lyra offered. “They wouldn’t go that far from the city, but the short excursions you’d likely be doing in the hunt for more XP, they might be able to join you.”

Kate considered the offer for a moment before she nodded.

“Okay, that sounds like a plan,” Kate said.

“Good,” I said. “I promise, after this mission, you’ll be able to join us for what we do next.”

“Alright,” Kate agreed. “But I’ll hold you to that promise.”

“Have I ever broken my word?” I asked.

She shook her head and smiled at me with love in her warm, brown eyes.

“Then you don’t need to worry,” I said.

I turned back to Willa and looked her over.

“Do you have your own gear?” I asked.

“More or less,” she said. “Cartography requires a lot of traveling, so I’ve got what I need to defend myself if I run into a bump on any of my expeditions.”

“So you’ll join our party?” The words fell off my lips with a strange, magical quality to them.

“I will,” she confirmed.

Just like that, my tattoo tingled faintly, and when I pulled up my stats, Willa had been added to the party.

“I saw the knife strapped to your belt,” I began. “Is that what you primarily use when fighting?”

“Oh, this?” she asked and unsheathed it to show it off. “I mostly use this to open letters.”

It seemed like a pretty simple knife, but it had what looked like a green gemstone embedded in its hilt. I wasn’t holding it, so I couldn’t see the stats or name, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it said something like Letter Opener. It did seem a touch long and combat-oriented for a mere stationary tool, and something seemed off about the groove that ran down the center of it, but I supposed it was meant to serve a dual purpose.

“Do you have any other skills?” I asked.

“Yes,” she responded vaguely with a smile on her face.

“Alright then. Keep your secrets,” I quoted, even though I knew no one knew who Frodo Baggins was. “Just knowing you have some is good enough for now.”

“For now?” she questioned with an interested look.

“I prefer to know how best to fight alongside my companions,” I clarified.

“I’ll tell you before we get into the dungeon,” she said.

That was when our breakfasts came.

The familiar scent of pancakes wafted up to me and ignited memories of home. I glanced around at what the others had gotten.

Lyra had followed me in ordering pancakes and was in the middle of pouring more red-colored syrup on top than was warranted. Not that I could judge her too much. I liked to drown my pancakes on occasion as well.

Kate had gotten a spread of toast, red eggs, and sausages. Willa, on the other hand, had opted for eggs and what looked like hashbrowns.

“Do you come here often?” I asked Willa.

“Mostly when I want to treat myself to something after a bad day,” she admitted in a quiet voice. “A good breakfast the next morning always seems to wash the lingering tiredness and bad feelings away.”

“Oh, I absolutely agree,” Kate said after swallowing some of her food. “Nothing picks you up like a good meal. Especially when you haven’t eaten in a while. You’d be shocked at how many patrons would come in angry as hell and would turn to the sweetest people after they had time to eat. It happened even without alcohol.”

“Oh?” Willa asked. “You worked in a restaurant?”

“Yeah, I was a barmaid,” Kate responded. “The archery thing is pretty new.”

“Are you any good at cooking?” Willa asked.

“The best!” Lyra cut in before Kate could answer. “We’ve been bugging her to make us more. So far, she’s only really cooked one proper meal for us. Though we have been on the road a lot, so there’ve been fewer opportunities for cooking a good meal.”

Kate blushed at the praise. “I can make good meals while traveling. We just didn’t have the ingredients for it before.”

“I’d love it if I could try some of your cooking after we returned,” Willa said.

Kate considered it before she answered. “I could probably put something together while you’re all gone, but I won’t let it cut into my training.”

“Whatever you make us, I’m sure it’ll be great,” I said.

“Speaking of,” Willa began. “I actually have some business I still need to attend to later today. Would first thing tomorrow morning be a good time to set off?”

“After breakfast,” Kate cut in.

“After breakfast,” I agreed.

“Sounds like a plan,” Willa responded.

We lapsed into a comfortable silence as we ate our food.

The pancakes were everything I had hoped for, but I did wish I could get my hands on some classic maple syrup. Real maple syrup, the stuff that needed to be kept in the fridge. Instead, I had the same red syrup that Lyra had waterboarded her meal with.

“So what is this stuff anyway?” I asked and pointed to the bottle.

“I’m surprised you couldn’t tell,” Lyra responded. “It’s made primarily out of bloodberries, but every place has their own recipes on how they make it.”

“You sure do love bloodberries,” I chuckled.

“They’re definitely up there.” Lyra shrugged. “But it’s also what’s in season right now. Snowberries are actually my favorite.”

“I haven’t heard of them,” I said.

“Oh, they only grow during the winter,” Lyra explained. “I think it has something to do with the kinds of animals that eat them? I’m not sure exactly why it’s the case, but they’re easily one of the most delicious things that exist in the world.”

“Really?” Kate asked. “I’ve always preferred a simple stew as my favorite food. They’re very homey and fill me with warmth.”

“I don’t think I have just one favorite food,” Willa remarked. “I like things that fill me up. Maybe more savory foods if I had to put a word to it?”

I had a brief thought of joking that my lovers were my favorite food, but I managed to bite my tongue.

“I think a good steak is best,” I added. “But the seasonings have to be right, and I’m not as familiar with the spices here.”

“Are you from far away?” Willa asked. “You don’t have much of an accent.”

“Something like that,” I responded.

Willa raised an eyebrow and looked like she was going to ask what I meant, but she closed her mouth.

“I guess we all have stuff we’d prefer to keep on the quiet side,” she said after a second.

“Perhaps,” I said and smiled at the vagueness of my own answer.

“So who else will be joining us?” Willa asked.

“Just you, me, and Lyra,” I said.

“Are you sure you’re up to the task?” Willa raised an eyebrow. “You’re both rather low level to be taking on a Nightmare dungeon, even with my help. I’d thought we’d have at least one more person joining us.”

“Cole’s amazing in a fight!” Lyra insisted. “He might only be level nine, but he punches far above his weight with his abilities.”

“Is that so?” Willa hummed. “What kind of summoning is Earth Summoning anyway?”

“I can summon animals from another world,” I explained. “So far, I can only summon little beasts called squirrels and some birds.”

“Creature summoners are quite strong from what tales I’ve heard,” Willa said with a thoughtful nod. “What kind of fights have you been in before?”

“Well, I’ve completed several Hard dungeons already,” I started. “There was even one where Lyra and I were betrayed by one of our companions, and we still made it out unharmed.”

“That is impressive,” Willa responded. “Can you use that sword on your hip as well?”

“Oh, he’s great with it,” Kate cut in. “He takes the monsters’ attention while we support him most of the time. He’s been training at the knight academy and looks to be one of their best non-knight students in regards to swordsmanship.”

“I’ve gotten some lessons,” Lyra added. “I’m still not great at it, but the head instructor requested Cole’s help with a demonstration!”

Willa turned her attention to Lyra. “And how good are you with your magic?”

Lyra withered a little under Willa’s piercing stare.

“I– Uh– Well–” she stammered.

“She’s making significant progress,” I said to come to Lyra’s aid. “She has excellent control and is progressing rapidly. Lyra might not be the best at fighting a creature head-on with a sword, but she knows when to dash in to strike while things are distracted. I believe in her.”

Lyra shot me a grateful smile and blushed a little at the praise, but I noticed her hands as she fidgeted nervously with the edge of her sleeve.

Willa gave us a long, hard look. There was a glint in her eyes that made me wonder if part of her skills amplified her eyesight more than normal. Her eyes were stunning, and it took less of a leap of imagination than I’d expected to come to the conclusion that there might very well be something magical about them. I had no doubt they were enthralling even before such changes.

Skills gained through leveling seemed to mostly enhance what was already there, rather than adding completely new things. Even special abilities were born from some connection to what the person was already good at, even if it seemed unrelated at first.

For instance, I was a protective person, and it made sense to me that such a quality would manifest itself in the form of my energy shield. At least, that’s what I’d put together about leveling and classes so far, but I was far from an expert on the matter.

“I don’t want to get swindled out of my share of the payment,” Willa started. “Since I’m the highest level, and you need me, I want a higher cut.”

I thought for a long moment before I gave a nod of agreement.

“That sounds fair,” I responded. “Especially since you need the money after that situation with the scam artist. But I would ask a favor in return.”

“What sort of favor?” Willa raised an eyebrow.

“Oh, I’ll keep it open-ended,” I explained. “If you want an example… Maybe we could accompany you to your destination.”

Willa’s eyes flashed with something before she grinned.

“You’re better at this than I thought you’d be,” she said.

I shot her a smile back. “I do what I can.”

“Alright,” she said. “I could be open to something like that, but I have a condition.”

“What might that be?” Lyra asked.

“It’s nothing too much,” Willa started. “Just that you prove yourself during the dungeon. If I have to do all the heavy lifting, then you won’t get that favor, and I get to keep my larger share.”

Willa negotiated harder than I had expected, especially when she seemed to agree so easily at first. I guessed it was probably something to do with the fact she’d been so recently burned. While she knew us vaguely, she probably had known that customer better. Despite the fact that she started this conversation by admitting she’d been duped, the fact that she took it so hard and never had to deal with it before told me something.

Willa was clever, if nothing else. I’d bet good money that she’d suspected something about that customer and only moved forward with the deal because so many people had vouched for him. Perhaps he was also a particularly good liar, whoever he was.

In the context of how skilled she was at this part of business dealings, her frustration took on a new light. She wasn’t just angry at the scammer for duping her. She was furious with herself for letting herself be duped in the first place.

There was something else about Willa as well.

From the glint in her eyes, I had a suspicion that she was interested in me. Or at the very least, was curious about my abilities. The way she’d reacted to my suggestion of potentially accompanying her told me a lot.

Her role wasn’t combat-focused, and she likely needed allies to get to the places she wanted to go.

With the conditions she’d added to our deal, she’d lined out a test for us. If we passed that test, we would be able to accompany her to a place we wouldn’t get to explore with such an expert as our guide otherwise. Based on what I’d heard about the Morseen Islands, accompanying her would be the best chance we’d get to visit them in a long time.

All in all, it seemed like a fair deal to me, especially since I was confident I would be able to meet or even surpass her expectations.

“You have a deal,” I agreed.

I could respect someone who looked out for their own interests. In truth, it only made her more interesting to me.

“I have business to attend to elsewhere,” Willa said as she nudged her empty bowl away from herself. “But I shall meet you here tomorrow morning, an hour after dawn.”

“Until then,” I said with a smile.

“It was nice talking with you,” Lyra said, but her voice wavered somewhat.

“See you later,” Kate added.

Willa tossed a few coins onto the table to pay for her meal and left us. As soon as she did, Lyra turned to me.

“Are you sure she’s our best option?” Lyra asked. “Weren’t you worried about trust? She seemed pretty untrusting to me.”

“She did just get scammed,” I pointed out. “Was it the negotiating that put you off?”

Lyra nodded.

“If anything, that made me trust her more,” I said.

Lyra’s eyes widened. “How so?”

“She was up-front and honest with us,” I explained. “A trickster would’ve buttered us up with flattering words and gotten us to lower our guard. She knows who she is and what she wants, and she was willing to walk away if we couldn’t meet her where she was.”

“Oh, I think I get what you mean,” Lyra said. “Sorry, I’m not the best at dealing with people sometimes. If they’re honest, I can empathize, but if they’re not, that empathy can lead me to getting stabbed in the back.”

“We all have our weaknesses,” I said in a soothing tone. “I’ll be here to spot people with bad intentions, don’t you worry.”

“Thank you.” Lyra squeezed my hand.

We finished our meals and paid for them. There was nothing much we needed to do for the rest of the day, but I wanted to make sure Kate was set up for success while we were gone.

The knight academy was a done deal, but Lyra had mentioned her friends might be able to help on some small hunting excursions, and I wanted to check them out before I entrusted Kate’s safety to them, even for a small thing.

“Where did you say your friends were?” I asked Lyra.

“Oh, I can show you the way,” Lyra answered.

We ducked off the main street and into a much more residential area. It was a surprisingly short walk, and soon, we stopped in front of a townhouse. Lyra knocked on the door, and luckily, they were home.

Before me stood two people, an elf and a half-elf. The elf had red hair that was pulled into two long braids that fell down her shoulders. The hairstyle reminded me a little of the Wendy’s girl. She wore a large coat that reminded me of a hoodie, though she had pulled up the sleeves because of what I could only imagine was the heat. On her exposed skin, she had large scars that seemed uneven and irregular. I wouldn’t be able to tell what they might’ve been from even if I had a gun pressed to my head. Above her head, her stats read, “Archer: Elf Lvl 8.”

The half-elf had dark skin and a streak of blue in her otherwise light brown hair. Her stats read, “Speardancer: Half-Elf Lvl 9.” She had a long, flowy dress on that, combined with her class, made me picture it spinning around. It would be quite a beautiful sight if I had to guess. Her eyes seemed to linger on people’s lips more than what I’d consider normal.

“Hi!” Lyra said with a wide smile.

“Lyra!” the redhead said.

“It’s good to have you visiting us again,” the half-elf remarked, but the way she pronounced the words seemed slightly off.

“I’m glad I got the chance,” Lyra replied. “These are the two I’ve partied up with. They were the ones who saved me from the pixies I told you about the other day. This is Cole and Kate.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you both,” the redhead said.

“This,” Lyra indicated the redheaded elf, “is Bernadetta. The other is Petra. Petra’s a little bit deaf, so she uses a lot of lip reading to get by, but she might ask you to repeat yourself.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Kate said.

“It really is,” I added. “After what Lyra’s told us about the people she’s known, I’ve been a little worried for her. Well, Tamrin seemed nice enough when we met him, but I didn’t get to know him very well.”

“We try to look out for her,” Bernadetta replied.

“I tried to warn her off from her last partner,” Petra added. “She wouldn’t listen.”

“I will listen to your sage advice in the future,” Lyra said with a sigh. “You’ll like these two.”

“I hope so,” Petra said. “Already they seem nicer than him, so that’s a bonus.”

“They’ve barely even said anything,” Lyra replied.

“It’s about energies,” Petra said with a mysterious smile.

I smiled at the exchange.

“I heard from Lyra that you both do some excursions into the local forests?” I asked.

“That we do,” Bernadetta confirmed. “I’m a hunter by trade, but I mostly go for small game so far.”

“I tend to just keep her company,” Petra admitted. “But I’m useful with a spear if something bigger comes along. At the very least, I ward them off.”

“Lyra and I are heading out to do a dungeon that Kate’s not a high enough level for,” I began.

“I suggested she could accompany you two,” Lyra finished.

Petra gave Kate a good look up and down. “We could probably do that.”

“It’d be nice to go out hunting with another archer,” Bernadetta added with a shy smile. “We could probably look for some bigger creatures to hunt if XP is what you’re aiming for.”

“Why don’t you travel out beyond the local forests?” I asked in a curious tone.

“Oh, well…” Bernadetta fidgeted. “Despite my job, I’m a bit of a homebody. I get nervous when I go out around a lot of people. The woods are nice, but I need somewhere safe and comfortable to retreat to. Inns and stuff just don’t work for me.”

“That’s the big reason we don’t travel,” Petra admitted. “I also head up a local dance school. It’s mostly just hobbyists, but we help out with celebrations and stuff.”

“Wow, that’s so ace!” Kate said.

“It seems pretty interesting, yeah,” I agreed.

An agoraphobic hunter seemed like a bit of a strange combination, but I wasn’t one to judge. It explained why they stayed in Kenford despite both of them having combat training. That was my biggest worry when I first heard Lyra’s suggestion. After all, if they couldn’t be there for Lyra, why would they be there for Kate? An anchor to their home explained it well, and keeping Kate close to town was kind of exactly what I had in mind.

“Are you sure you’ll be able to keep Kate safe?” I asked.

“We promise,” Petra said in a serious tone. “I may not be the highest level, but I’ve been able to buy enough time for us to flee from something that was level twenty. I couldn’t kill it, but I’m very good at evading and drawing attention.”

I considered them for a moment. “What do you think, Kate?”

“I think training with them could be fun,” Kate said. “Being around them would at least make me feel a bit less lonely while the two of you are away.”

“Well, that’s something, too,” I said. “Alright, sounds like a good plan to me.”

Kate nodded. “I could swing by a little after noon tomorrow?”

“That sounds perfect for us,” Petra responded. “See you then.”

We left their townhouse, and a weight had come off my chest. Kate stood a bit taller as well. She seemed excited about the prospect of going out on a hunt with another archer, and I hoped she would get some good advice from Lyra’s friends. Being able to work alongside a peer of the same class in the field was a lot different than learning from a teacher in a classroom.

To my relief, the stress that had been lingering in her faded away.

I made sure to spend a lot of time that afternoon with Kate and bought her a small bracelet from a stall I passed. Together, Lyra and I gave Kate the best night we could before we left. We explored the places in the city she wanted to see, and we went to a strange little restaurant with food that even Lyra was a little weirded out by. Kate seemed to love it, however, and that was all that mattered.

The next morning, we ate our breakfasts at the place we had the day before. Then we said our goodbyes to Kate when Willa strolled up outside, and I gave her a kiss before we headed off.

Willa floated outside the entrance as she waited for us.

She looked pretty similar to the way she had the day before, but she was outfitted in some protective armor. It seemed to maximize flexibility even more than Lyra’s armor did.

Willa didn’t bring any more weapons that I could see, but she carried a bag with her that might’ve held more. All she had on her belt was her dagger and a cute little holder for her pens, with one that stuck out from the top for easy access.

“All ready?” I asked.

“Yes, I am,” Willa responded.

Willa looked surprised and very happy to see that we would not have to make the trek on foot. I rode atop Night while Lyra and Willa took Ina. I wanted to make sure I could ride ahead of them and quickly dismount if there was a threat.

The road to the Constricting Caverns led us in the opposite direction from the Tower of Doom.

By complete accident, I realized the time we set out was perfectly set to make sure the sun wasn’t in our eyes as we rode. It would eventually turn on us, but I figured it was good to start with. Especially since we would likely want to make camp before it was completely dark.

We would potentially have been able to make it all the way there and complete the dungeon before the day was over, but then we would be going into a fight after a long day of traveling instead of when we were freshly rested.

Eventually, we broke through the trees, and I was greeted with the familiar sound of a rushing river that echoed louder than I would’ve expected. I didn’t know how the rivers in this part of Morseen connected, but it had always seemed a little odd to me. I’d come across some scribbled anecdotes in my hunt through the archives about the rivers being affected by magic. Maybe that was why it didn’t branch off from mountain glaciers, but I wasn’t sure about the truth of it.

We approached the bridge, and it looked roughly the same as the one we’d crossed before. It made sense, since the river was still about the same width, and they weren’t that far apart. We started to cross the bridge, and I kept my eyes on the water that was rushing below us.

When we were about halfway across, I noticed something strange. The shadow the bridge cast on the water was wrong. At first, I thought it was just some support structures, but it didn’t make sense. I opened my mouth to say something, but before I could, a guttural grunt echoed out.

In the next second, a large hand grabbed the side railing, and a grotesque creature pulled itself up onto the stone bridge.

“Answer my riddle or pay the toll!” the troll demanded in a deep and strangely whiny voice.
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Chapter 7

“Oh, fuck!” Clive shouted. “A baby troll!”

“That’s a baby?” I asked, and shock strained my voice.

The troll was at least nine feet tall, hunched over.

“Some people say they can grow as tall as mountains,” Clive added. “This is definitely a baby.”

“Oi!” the troll called in a voice that sounded strangely like a British hooligan. “I’m no baby! I’m an adol-sessent”

“Adolescent?” I asked before I could stop myself.

“Yeah, somefing like that.” The troll nodded. “I ain’t been a baby since I was, uh– a baby!”

Above the troll’s head, his stats said, “Creature: Troll Lvl 18.”

I glanced at my companions. Lyra seemed fixated on the troll while Willa shot me a baffled look.

“Now, you folks gots to pay the toll!” the troll insisted. “Pay the toll ‘cause I’m a troll, and dis ‘ere’s my bridge. I claimed it myself and everyfing.”

“How much is the toll?” Lyra asked.

“Mmm…” The troll raised his large hands, with fingers almost the size of my wrist, to stroke his chin. “It’s gots to be big. ‘Ow about, ya gots to pay me for every ‘air on your ‘ead!”

It was almost hard to understand him with how he dropped his ‘h’s and slurred his words.

“What?” Willa said. “That’s way too much!”

“Nonsense!” the troll insisted. “We’s just gots to make a deal. If ya can’t do ‘air, you could just give me all of your stuff! That’ll be enough.”

“Cole,” Lyra shot me a look. “What are we going to do?”

I sighed. Haggling over price was clearly going nowhere, so I just needed to go around it.

“You mentioned we could also answer a riddle?” I asked.

“What? ‘Ow’d you know that?” the troll demanded.

“You said it when you climbed up here,” I deadpanned.

“Oh. Right.” The troll tapped his chin again. “‘Ow did that one go again? Uh– yeah! I’ve got a box, but there’s no ‘inges. And it– uh. Has treasure? But uh–”

The troll started mumbling to himself, and it was even more incomprehensible than he already was.

“Did he just forget his own riddle?” Willa asked in a dumbstruck tone.

“I think so,” I said with a snort.

“Fine, that one’s a bust,” the troll admitted. “You folks are in trouble, ‘cause I’mma come up with an even better one! What’s green and blows in the wind? It grows out of the ground. It loves water, and when you stomp on it, it goes all smush-like, but sometimes stands back up!”

There was a long pause.

“Are you talking about grass?” I asked.

“Uh, yeah! ‘Ow’d you guess that!” the troll demanded. “You musta cheated! That one don’t count. I’ll give you another.”

I exchanged a long-suffering look with Lyra, and Willa groaned.

“What’s tiny and dumb-lookin’,” the troll started, and its eyes studied me closely. “And has black ‘air, a metal toofpick, and is a dirty rotten cheat?”

“Is that one supposed to be me?” I asked. “I’m not short, you’re just freakishly tall.”

“Ha!” the troll proclaimed. “So you admit you’re a dirty cheat!”

“That was also wrong,” I said. “It was just pretty obvious I was who you were trying to make a riddle about. You’re really not good at this.”

“Oi!” the troll protested. “You can’t mock me! I’m just a baby!”

“I thought you were an adolescent?” I asked.

“Oh– Yeah,” the troll responded. “Right. I’m that, so you can’t mock me. And my riddles are great! You’re just a dirty cheat. Don’t matta. I’ll come up with one that’ll be so great, even cheatin’ you ain’t gonna get it!”

“You promise if I answer this one, you’ll let us pass?” I asked.

“Yeah, fine,” the troll agreed. “But it won’t matta! ‘Cause you ain’t gonna get it! You’re just a stupid dummy.”

“Hit me with your best shot,” I deadpanned.

“Right,” the troll grunted. “If I stand… on a bridge… No, wait. If I am the bridge of world, what will I become if… I… Okay, if I am a box of light that shines on Morseen, but not glowy or burnin’, I am moon…”

The troll shook his head at that.

“Let me try again,” he insisted, but he was becoming increasingly angry and frustrated. “What is the color of the realm if colors don’t exist, but smell is very smelly?”

I tried my best, but I couldn’t stop my laughter. The fact that Lyra and Willa’s laughter joined mine made me feel a little bit better. It wasn’t just me who was baffled by this strange troll.

“Oi!” the troll called. “No laughin’! Unless you’re laughin’ outta terror, it’s not allowed!”

“Sure,” I said through chuckles. “It’s terror. We are just in awe of your mighty riddle-making skills.”

“You should be!” the troll insisted. “I learned from a great teacher! He was even smaller than you, and kinda ugly, but he knew riddles!”

“Don’t you remember any of them, then?” I asked. “Is there one about the airspeed velocity of an unladen swallow?”

I couldn’t help but grin at myself. Even the bridgekeeper from Monty Python and the Holy Grail was a better riddlemaker than this troll.

“I, uh–” The troll blushed, or did what I assumed was the closest thing it could to blushing. “I was tryin’ with that first one. Not my fault teacher was a geni– gener– Ah! Smart! Uses fancy big-words and everyfing!”

“Can’t you give us another riddle with an actual answer?” I asked. “You promised you’d let us pass if we answered the next one.”

“I changed my mind,” the troll said. “I want your goodies.”

“No, no,” I said. “We had a deal.”

“Ugh, fine,” the troll said in a way that reminded me of an angsty teenager. “What ‘appens when a group of three dumb dummies gets on my bad side?”

“I feel like this is a trap,” I admitted.

“Yeah, you said you’d let us pass!” Willa insisted.

“Answer the riddle, pay the toll, or die,” the troll demanded.

“Fine, let me guess,” I said in a resigned tone. “You attack us?”

The troll gasped and put a hand to its chest. “‘Ow dare you! I am a bridge-troll of my word! I think I might gut ya just for that!”

I let out a long sigh. “What was the answer then?”

“It was that I stick to my rules!” the troll cried out. “I let you pass even if you’re dummy folk I wanna stomp.”

“Was it really?” I asked. “Or were you going to attack us no matter what?”

“You can’t prove that!” the troll said. “And that means you can’t say I broke my rules!”

“I’m still gonna say you did,” I shot back with an amused smile.

I knew I wasn’t exactly going to win points with him at this point in the conversation, but it had become increasingly obvious that he was just going to attack us no matter what we did.

“You can’t!” the troll cried. “Ya’d get me kicked outta riddle class!”

“You attend a riddle class?” Willa asked in disbelief.

“I think you’re getting a failing grade in that class anyway,” I said.

“You’re a mean little dummy,” the troll said. “I’m gonna smash you!”

“Who could’ve seen that coming?” I rolled my eyes.

For all I’d done to prepare for a fight, I was not accustomed to fighting on horseback, or unicornback for that matter. The bridge was wide, but not large enough to comfortably maneuver with such a large animal and such a large foe opposing us.

I glanced over at Lyra, and fortunately, she seemed to have the same thought I had, and she quickly turned her horse around. I moved to follow her, but the troll was running too fast for me to make my escape.

Luckily, I had an answer for that.

With a flex of my will, I summoned my indigo buntings, and a black-and-green swirling portal materialized right in front of the troll’s path. Several of my birds, led by Skye, flew through the portal.

The troll either didn’t notice the portal or maybe thought it wouldn’t matter if he smashed through it, but that ended up being a major mistake. Instead of being easily pushed away, the portal was immovable.

The troll let out a massive grunt of pain as he rammed himself into it. His eyes went wide, and his fuzzy caterpillar-like eyebrows rose in surprise. The troll fell back but quickly picked himself back up again. He frowned and looked at the portal with confusion as it fizzled out of reality.

I used the time I’d bought myself to retreat to the end of the bridge, and I dismounted Night.

“You cowards!” the troll called. “C’mere and die! Or better yet, give me your goodies and then die!”

“A very generous offer!” I called back. “But I’m afraid I’ve got a different offer for you.”

“Oh, yeah?” the troll asked. “What’s that?”

“You just go back under the bridge,” I started. “Then we pass by without you harassing us.”

“Now why would I do a stupid thing like that?” the troll asked.

“If you let us pass…” I paused dramatically. “I won’t tell your riddle class that you were lying!”

“Now there’s just one problem with that,” the troll countered. “If I kill ya, then you ain’t gonna tell anyway!”

“Come on,” I said. “If you make us fight you, then we’ll have to kill you, and you’ll never get any better at riddles.”

“Oi!” the troll protested. “I’m the best at riddle-ing!”

“Then you leave us no choice,” I responded.

I glanced up at my birds. They were hovering just out of the troll’s line of sight, and I ordered them to dive. Immediately after, I charged and let out a loud yell to keep the troll’s focus entirely on me.

“Ha!” the troll crowed. “Come and di– Ow!”

The troll flinched back as the first of my birds dive-bombed him. Some went for the eyes, while others I ordered to attack his ugly neck. He waved one of his massive hands and brushed the birds away from his face, but the ones on his neck continued to peck away.

A shock of anxiety shot through me as I saw the birds get hit by the troll’s strike. Skye even looked like he would crash into the river. Just barely in time, he managed to right himself and swoop back up.

I turned my focus back to the troll.

From what I could see of the attacks my birds were doing on his neck, he must’ve had thick skin because they were barely drawing blood. I huffed and decided it wouldn’t be worth risking them getting smooshed for so little gain. I called off my birds and instructed them to linger. They might not be able to penetrate the troll’s hide, but they could serve as a distraction or take advantage of an opening.

The troll swatted at my birds once again but met with no success. Fortunately for me, I’d finally gotten close enough to strike.

Clive’s blade shone in the sun as I brought him down on the creature. I struck the troll’s shoulder, and even though the blade cut the troll’s skin a little, it was mostly ineffective.

“Fuck,” I grunted.

I hopped back away from the troll’s arm as it tried to grab me in retribution.

“That wasn’t very nice, Mr. Toofpick Man,” the troll said. “I’ll get you for that.”

The troll lunged faster than I would’ve expected for a creature of his size and wit. Luckily, I was quick on my feet and kept my weight on my toes, so I was able to dodge out of the way.

“Duck!” Willa called.

I ducked and backed away from the troll while I kept my sword in a defensive position. I was prepared to parry the next strike, and I watched the troll’s torso closely for any clues to his next move.

Before he could take a step, a jet of black liquid shot over my head and straight into the troll’s eyes.

The troll let out a cry of agony and started to rub his eyes. I spared a glance behind myself, and there was Willa, but she wasn’t holding the dagger she kept on her belt.

Instead, it was a large, fancy ink pen. Ink dripped from the end of it, and I quickly put two and two together. I wondered for a moment if the ability to spray ink like a squid was a property of Willa’s pen or if it was a skill she possessed through her high level in Cartography.

Unfortunately, the troll was still in front of us and was angry as ever, so I didn’t have time for questions.

I returned my gaze to the troll and rushed forward to try to get a strike against him. His eyes were still blinded from both Willa’s ink attack and his own efforts to wipe the black liquid away. He must’ve heard me coming because he let loose a sweeping strike with his free arm.

The troll dropped his hand and glared at me with his bloodshot, sunken eyes that looked too big for his head. They looked irritated, and black streaks stood out against the whites of his eyes.

“What the hell was that?” the troll snarled.

“Ink,” Willa said with a smirk in her voice.

“You little dummies come to my bridge,” he started. “You refuse to pay my reasonable prices. You cheat my riddles. You mock me. That’s it!”

The troll took a deep breath in, and his stomach started to grow.

“That can’t be good,” I muttered.

I rushed forward to try to stop whatever the troll was doing, but before my sword came down on him once more, he stopped breathing in and let out an ear-splitting roar.

It only stunned me at first, but then the wind emitted from his mouth grew harsh, and before I knew it, I was tossed back several feet by the troll’s scream attack.

“No more playin’ around!” the troll declared.

He reached back over the side of the bridge where he’d first climbed up. He pulled out a large club that looked more like a fallen tree stump than any carved weapon.

He roared again, but it wasn’t powerful enough to blow me back. Then he charged at us once more with his tree stump gripped in his massive hands like a baseball bat.

“I won’t let you hurt them!” Lyra called from behind us.

I glanced back and saw she had a pan filled with water in her hands. Lyra’s eyes narrowed into a deep focus, and I recognized the way she moved her hand as some of the symbols she made to control her magic. I scrambled to my feet and turned back to the charging troll, but before he could reach me, an orb of water shot at his feet. The troll didn’t seem to pay it any attention, but as soon as it struck, the troll slipped and faceplanted into the stone bridge.

The troll picked itself back up and glared at us. The ink was clear of his eyes, but it lingered on the skin around them, and it reminded me of the paint hunters or football players put under their eyes to lessen the glare of the sun.

Thanks to Lyra’s attack, the black ink was joined by a large welt that would surely turn into a bruise.

The troll roared again and began to get up to his feet, but to add insult to injury, I willed one of my birds to swoop at his eyes again. While his hands were busy lifting himself back up, my bird had free rein to scratch out one of his eyes, and he collapsed back to the ground.

The troll let out a scream of pain, but my bird managed to escape before he swatted at it.

That was when I noticed something strange. While my strike on the troll’s shoulder had not been very deep, it was deep enough to cause not-insignificant bleeding. But now all the bleeding had stopped.

The wound was still a scabbed-up mess, so it wasn’t like I hadn’t struck him at all, but it had healed way faster than seemed reasonable.

“Fuck,” I muttered. “Does it have a regeneration power?”

“To make up for how monumentally stupid they are,” Clive chimed in from my hands. “Trolls have incredibly tough hides and are among the fastest healers while they’re young. It’s a side effect of how large they can grow, and it means poisons can more easily spread inside them.”

“You didn’t think to mention this before now?” I asked.

“I thought you knew!” Clive said in a defensive tone.

“You and I need to have a talk about what’s necessary information to know before a fight,” I grumbled. “Is there any way to stop it?”

“You could try fire,” Clive suggested. “Or just killing it fast enough that it won’t matter if it regenerates.”

“Oh, yeah, I’ll just summon fire,” I sarcastically bit back. “Oh, wait, I summon squirrels!”

The troll was now standing, and he looked carefully at us with his one working eye. He held his club in a way that he could swipe us off the bridge entirely if we tried to approach him without a plan.

“Lyra?” I called.

“Yeah?” she answered.

“Any chance you could do your spark thing and put a lot more energy into it?” I asked.

My question went unanswered as I ducked under the swing of the club. With a quick thrust, I was at least able to pay the troll back. Even with its thick hide, my stab to his fingers must’ve hurt. I was grateful for my Emerald Precision and how it sped up my reactions enough to make my strike possible.

“I can try,” Lyra said, but she sounded extremely uncertain.

“Good enough,” I muttered.

It was time to put the monster on the defensive. I wasn’t sure how much I would be able to damage him, but he was probably stupid enough not to realize he could just tank my attacks and not defend.

When the troll took another swing, I seized my opportunity.

Even with how big the troll was, the weight of his club put him off balance. I noticed that after the swing, he would have a moment where he had to pause to get the momentum under control. I used this knowledge to dash forward without fear of being hit.

I slid under his legs and slashed at them as I passed by. Without the structure of a proper strike, it didn’t do as much damage, but it drew blood. That was all I needed at this moment. It was a game of buying time, and I wasn’t going to lose.

I turned and saw that Willa was not sitting idle. Just before the troll turned to face me, she brandished her pen and sprayed a shot of ink at the troll’s head. He turned enough to protect one eye, but the ink still got into his good eye and accomplished its job.

“Gah!” the troll screamed. “This isn’t supposed to go this way! You dummies are supposed to be dead by now!”

The troll swung blindly at me, and that made it all the easier to slip under and into the troll’s space. I put all my might behind my thrust and went for where the heart would be on a human. My sword sank in halfway before the troll managed to slap me to the side.

I crashed against the railing with a grunt. I was glad my armor absorbed some of the blow, but it still hurt. My bigger problem was that my sword was still lodged inside the troll’s chest.

“Not so big without your toofpick,” the troll muttered with a laugh.

He went to grab me, but I threw myself to the side in time to dodge him. It was lucky for me that his depth perception was thrown off by the damage to his eye, but the bleeding had already stopped, and I had a feeling that it wouldn’t be long before it would be functional.

“You’ve made one mistake there, my friend,” I retorted as I stood back up.

“Yeah? What’s that?” the troll asked in a laughing tone.

I grinned. “My title is not swordsman.”

It was getting easier and easier to summon my squirrels. Within two seconds, the portal had appeared, and my horde of furry knights charged out like the cavalry riding to save the day.

While I knew my squirrels likely wouldn’t be able to kill the troll, with how thick its hide was, that wasn’t my primary goal right now. I needed to buy time, and my squirrels could definitely do that.

“Stay quick and keep yourselves safe!” I ordered them. “But go for the squishy bits!”

“What’s this?” the troll cried out as he tried in vain to prevent the squirrels from climbing him. “Get off!”

He tried to wipe them off, but his hands were slow enough that my squirrels simply hopped on top of his hands. He dropped his club against the railing to better attempt to get the squirrels off of him.

That sparked an idea.

I used the troll’s distraction and apparent inability to keep track of multiple things at once to dart to where the club waited. It was much too heavy for me to lift and use effectively, but that’s not what I wanted to do. Instead, I simply lifted the club high enough that the top-heavy weapon tumbled over the side of the bridge, and it went down into the depths of the river.

A massive splash erupted, and I was sprayed with water. Unfortunately, as satisfying as it was, it also attracted the troll’s attention.

“Oi!” he yelled. “That was mine! You ain’t seen me throwin’ your things in the deep, do ya?”

I opened my mouth, but then shut it again. It wouldn’t be good to keep him in the mindset of throwing stuff in the water if I wanted my squirrels to stay on the bridge.

“Well, you took my weapon first!” I retorted and pointed at Clive.

“What?” The troll looked down and saw my sword sticking out of him. “You stabbed me with it! That don’t mean it was stealin’!”

“You ripped it out of my hands,” I pointed out.

“That don’t count. I was just movin’ my body!” The troll scowled at me.

In his distracted state, he somehow forgot about the squirrels that were currently gnawing at his thick skin. He was idly brushing them off like a horse would swat at flies, but he didn’t appear to be putting much thought into which squirrels he was brushing off. It was a mistake because, apparently, my squirrels decided to interpret “squishy bits” as the troll’s dick.

At least I assumed he had a dick because his crotch was covered in a loincloth. For all I knew, he might’ve had a cloaca or some other weird animal genitalia.

Whatever he had, he screamed like a banshee when my squirrels chomped down on it. He started slapping at the squirrels and seemed not to care about hurting himself in the process.

In a rush, I silently commanded my squirrels to move out of the way, and I lunged forward and grabbed my sword. I kicked the troll in the chest and used the leverage to pull my sword out.

The troll stumbled back and looked at me with hatred in both of his eyes. The injured one had healed back to normal.

“Jeez, Cole,” Clive said. “I thought you were gonna leave me in there!”

I let out a laugh. “You don’t get to be rid of me that easily.”

The troll cracked his knuckles and rolled his shoulders as he strode toward me.

“Lyra!” I called. “Any minute now with that fire would be nice!”

I caught a glimpse of Lyra, and all she had were tears streaming down her face. There wasn’t even a spark of her fire in sight.

“I’m sorry, Cole,” she cried in a wavering voice. “I just– I can’t get it to work.”

Shit.

I took a few steps back and reconsidered my options. Slashing didn’t work. Stabbing worked a little better, but was liable to get my sword stuck. Squirrels and birds were good for disabling and setting up attacks, but wouldn’t be able to land the kill or anything close to it. I could go for another killing blow at the neck or heart, but it would be hard and risky.

That was when an idea struck that maybe I could just lure him away. He was stupid enough that he might follow me off the bridge, and Lyra and Willa could join me on the side we were trying to get to. I thought it over for a second and scowled. It didn’t seem like it would work. Even if it was successful at first, the troll would keep following us, and it would eventually outpace or outlast us.

I backed off a little bit more and gave myself more room to think. The troll lunged forward and swung at me, and I jumped back before I tried another stab at his fingers. I drew blood but pulled back more instead of following up.

“Oi!” he called. “You keep being a coward, and I’ll just hafta go smash in those girlies’ heads! You can dodge all you like, but I’ll get my toll!”

“Coward? Me?” I called. “That’s a lie!”

If I didn’t have an idea, I could still stall for time.

“What’re ya doin’ there then?” the troll asked.

“Why, luring you into a trap, of course,” I lied with a smile on my face.

“What? A trap?” the troll scoffed. “You puttin’ me on? You ‘aving a laugh at me? ‘Ow could you ‘ave a trap over ‘ere when you ain’t ever been over ‘ere before!”

“Well, that’s what’s so brilliant about my trap,” I continued. “I set it up right before your very eyes.”

“And why are you tellin’ me this now, huh?” the troll asked.

“I’m giving you one last chance,” I explained. “Let my companions cross without issue, and I won’t have to trigger the trap that will lead you to your certain doom.”

“If you ‘ad a trap to kill me, you woulda done it already,” the troll retorted.

“Or perhaps I needed time to set it up,” I said. “Good things come to those who wait, after all.”

My bluff wasn’t going to last much longer, no matter how stupid the troll was. Even so, my mind was coming up blank for what to do.

“I think I’m just gonna kill you,” the troll decided.

I took a deep breath in and let it out. I was going to need to try to get lucky and strike a fatal spot.

“It’s your funeral,” I said and crouched back into a fighting position.

The troll raised his fist, I raised my sword, and then the troll fell over dead.
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Chapter 8

“Cole, what did you do?” Clive asked in an astonished voice.

“He didn’t heed my warning,” I joked as I tried to figure out what the fuck just happened.

I stared at the troll’s fallen corpse for a long moment. He didn’t seem like he was getting back up again or regenerating from whatever injury had befallen him. It didn’t seem likely that it was any of my blows that had done it. The only possible case I could see was that my attempted stab to the heart had been successful, and his regeneration powers just slowed down his death.

That was when I noticed the dagger embedded up to the hilt in the troll’s back. At first, I thought it was the dagger that Willa carried around, but the gemstone in the pommel was clear, not green.

Perhaps some magic was at play. It was always doing weird shit that didn’t make much sense.

I glanced up and sure enough, Willa was walking toward me with a slight frown on her face.

“I’d hoped I wouldn’t have to use that until we got to the dungeon,” she muttered.

“You killed the troll?” I asked.

Willa shot me a grin and walked over to the knife. She put her foot against the troll’s corpse for better leverage, then pulled the knife out.

“It’s my Scorpion Tail Dagger,” she explained. “I only get one proper use of it before I have to refill it.”

“Well, at least it gets you a kill with that one use,” I said.

Lyra was returning to us, and she was leading Night and Ina behind her.

“It’s a last resort,” she said. “I’m not like you. I don’t plan on staying in fights and beating people. I have my Scribe’s Pen that sprays ink in an enemy’s eyes so I can run away. I have a few other tricks I can do with it, but the dagger is supposed to be used in the rare circumstances when my first lines of defense don’t work.”

“I get wanting to save it for a last resort,” I said. “But why’d you wait so long to use it?”

“Well,” she started. “I thought Ms. Mage over here might be able to control fire enough that we could take it down without having to use it.”

Lyra frowned and looked away. There was a pink flush to her cheeks, and her features tightened into a wince. She picked at the edge of her sleeve with one hand and balled the other up into a fist.

“Lyra’s trying her best,” I said. “She’ll get it in time. I trust her, even if you don’t.”

“Sorry,” Willa apologized. “I didn’t mean to be so harsh.”

“No,” Lyra said. “You were just stating a fact. I let us down.”

I stepped toward her and brought her deep into an embrace.

“Keep practicing, and you’ll get it,” I encouraged her.

“I’ll try,” she muttered quietly, but her tone betrayed her relief at my comforting words.

“Still,” Willa continued. “You did much better than I thought you would, Cole. I thought your friends might’ve just been talking you up, but now I see it was the truth. Anyone who can last that long against an opponent with that high of defense and regeneration has my respect. Your critters were really useful, too.”

“You’ll continue with us, then?” I asked.

“I think I can trust you, Cole,” she agreed.

“Good,” I replied.

I looked up at the sky and realized we’d lost more time than I’d thought. The sun hung low in the sky, and it became obvious that we would not make it to the dungeon before we would have to make camp.

I pulled out my map and looked it over. There was a town nearby that we could hopefully make it to and be able to sleep in an actual bed. It would be a bit of a toss-up whether we could make it to the town, and the idea of camping was a lot less enticing now that we were missing Kate to make us a delicious meal.

That was when I remembered I had an expert in my company.

“Willa,” I began, “do you think we could make it to Falside before we have to make camp?”

“Hmm,” she hummed and glanced around, first at the sun, then at the unicorns. “I didn’t travel by unicorn the last time I took this path, so I wouldn’t be able to say for certain, but based on how fast we were going so far and the approximate distance to town from here, we should be able to make it before nightfall. Probably? I’ll admit I’m not sure how fast the sun will set today.”

“I thought you were supposed to know all things geography,” I teased with a smile to show I wasn’t serious.

“I’m a cartographer, not an astronomer,” she retorted in a light tone. “I know distances and the factors I can keep track of. I don’t keep track of the lengths of days, nor do I know how to survive in every environment I find myself in. I mean, I know a fair amount about edible plants and mushrooms, especially around here, but I’m not an expert.”

“Fair,” I acknowledged. “Did the troll have anything we could take?”

Willa gave the corpse a once-over before she shook her head.

“Unless you want to go diving for that club you threw into the river,” she suggested with a grin.

I laughed. “I think I’ll pass on that.”

“Even with how strong you are,” Lyra said, “I don’t think you’d be able to pull it out.”

“Probably not.” I stopped and thought for a moment. “Huh, we were probably the first ones to pass over the bridge since the troll set up shop there.”

“I mean,” Willa began, “He could’ve just eaten the others. It’s not like he was exactly reasonable with his toll.”

“Yeah, but he would’ve kept their stuff,” I pointed out.

“Fair point,” Willa said.

“We should get going if we want to make it to Falside before dark,” I said.

I got on Night, the ladies got on Ina, and we headed off.

We weren’t far down the road before I got curious.

“Say,” I began, “how exactly does that Scorpion Tail Dagger work anyway? I noticed the gemstone wasn’t green anymore. Is that where the poison is stored?”

“Got it in one,” Willa confirmed. “At a baseline, it can store a Poison Vial, but it can be loaded up with more lethal or specialized toxins as well. Even if it doesn’t kill, the poison usually incapacitates them enough for me to either kill them or escape.”

“I noticed the groove was off as well,” I said. “Is that how the poison gets delivered?”

“Yeah, it works best if I stab a creature with it,” she said. “People who coat their blades with poison are idiots. Sure, it can be useful, and if you don’t have a usage for the poison otherwise, it makes sense why you’d do it that way. It’s just so much less efficient. The poison drips away or dries quickly, and less of a dose gets injected into the person that way.”

“You seem to have strong opinions about poisons,” I said with a grin. “Should I worry about my food around you?”

Willa laughed. “No. I have a strict no-killing-friends rule.”

“Good to hear,” I replied.

“I’m not even that much into poisons,” she continued. “It was just something my dad passed down to me so I could protect myself.”

“Well, that’s rather sweet,” I said.

But then something she’d said came back to me, and I paused for a moment in thought.

“Wait,” I said. “Didn’t you say you opened letters with that thing?”

Willa did not reply, but her smile stretched a little wider.

“Please, tell me that’s not the truth,” I asked.

“I mean…” she trailed off, and her voice was heavy with implication.

“Willa!” I cried. “Are you trying to poison yourself?”

“Don’t worry!” Willa laughed. “There’s a button I have to push before it gets activated. I have to push it, then stab. Or, well, push it then throw it in this most recent instance.”

I let out a sigh. “I suppose that’s slightly better.”

“Don’t worry, I haven’t died yet,” she replied in a cheery tone.

“That’s not the defense you think it is,” I said with a laugh hidden in my voice.

I glanced over at Lyra when I realized she hadn’t said anything. She didn’t look upset. She just seemed focused on the road.

It could’ve been that she was thinking about something intently. Maybe it was the mention of Willa’s dad? I knew Lyra’s father had died, and that it was a loss she still carried with her.

We lapsed into an easy silence. The sounds of the unicorns trotting and the rustling of the wind through the grass were all that filled the space.

We continued traveling for a long time. The path was well-trodden, and all around us were grassy foothills. There was the occasional tree, and there was a decent amount of bushes everywhere, but in general, it was surprisingly featureless.

Off in the distance, a small mountain range loomed. They reminded me of the Appalachian mountains I was more familiar with, rather than the Rocky Mountains-esque scenery of the Tower of Doom. It filled me with an odd sense of nostalgia, even if it was a little strange to see two different kinds of mountains so relatively close to each other.

The sun dipped enough as we rode that it shone into our eyes more and more. I’d hoped to avoid it, but the troll had thrown a wrench into my plans.

“So, what was up with that other male voice?” Willa eventually asked.

“Oh, me?” Clive piped up.

Willa blinked. “Uh… yes?”

“I have a haunted sword,” I explained, and for a moment, I debated on how honest I should be with her before I figured there wouldn’t be much harm. “It’s inhabited by a ghost named Clive.”

“That’s right,” Clive said.

“Huh,” Willa huffed. “I don’t think I’ve heard of a ghost haunting a sword before. Aren’t they usually hostile to life?”

“I was too cool to lose my mind like the other ghosts,” Clive said.

“Whatever you say, buddy,” I said with a smile.

“Hey!” Clive protested. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing, nothing,” I insisted.

“Maybe you’re the one hostile to life,” Clive grumbled.

“Ow,” I deadpanned. “My poor heart.”

“Serves you right,” Clive said in a gloating tone, despite my sarcasm.

“Who were you in the past, Clive?” Willa asked.

“I was a dungeon-crawler not unlike Cole, actually,” Clive replied. “I lived over a hundred years ago, maybe even hundreds of years ago.”

“How can you not know?” I asked. “Wait… You’ve never actually been specific before.”

“Listen,” Clive said with a nearly audible roll of his nonexistent eyes. “It’s pretty hard to keep track of time when you’re a ghost. Especially when you were trapped under the earth for the vast majority of your undead life.”

“I guess that’s understandable,” I acknowledged.

“Was there a reason you were able to possess the sword?” Willa asked.

“Well, it was my sword originally,” Clive said. “Cole released my spirit from being trapped in the dungeon, and I was able to latch onto it, instead of… whatever else would’ve happened to me.”

“Oh, so there was an emotional and personal connection?” Willa asked.

“Yup,” Clive said. “Also, I really wanted to see the world again. I think that helped.”

“You can see?” she asked in a somewhat surprised tone.

Clive went silent for a long moment.

“Yes?” Clive didn’t sound certain.

“You’ve definitely seen stuff before,” I said. “Don’t act like it’s some big mystery.”

“Well…” He hesitated. “I can do something that is basically like seeing, more or less, but it is definitely different.”

“How so?” Lyra asked before I could.

My spirits lifted a little when I looked at Lyra. She was doing alright and could contribute to the conversation. She seemed a little less out of it than she had before.

“I really don’t know how to describe it,” Clive admitted. “It’s close enough to vision that it’s the best word I can use. It’s like trying to explain colors to a person who’s been blind since birth. It’s just something you know through experience.”

“That’s super interesting,” Lyra remarked.

“Well, I’m an interesting person-sword-ghost-thing, so thank you,” Clive said.

I rolled my eyes, but there was a fond smile on my lips.

We continued our trek, and eventually, the sun started to dip beyond the horizon. We would have a bit more light, but the reality that we might have to set up camp was looming over me.

“We have what we need to camp, in the worst case,” I said to no one in particular.

“I think we’re getting close to the town,” Willa said. “Based on how close we are to the mountains and how fast our pace has been with the unicorns, I’d make a good guess that we’ll make it in time.”

“Cartography skills save the day.” I smiled.

“Something like that,” Willa responded in a proud tone.

Through the dim light of the setting sun, I was able to make out a dusting of blush across her features.

I decided to put my trust in Willa, and we continued on. I got a little nervous as the sun slipped lower and lower down past the horizon until it was finally lost behind the mountains. It would be harder to set up a tent if we were forced to do it in the dark. The first stars began to show, and it was somewhat of a marvel to behold. Even with what light lingered from the sun, the lack of light pollution allowed the stars to come out much sooner than I was used to.

As we crested the hill, I could see the lights that could only come from the village off in the distance.

We clopped into town about ten minutes later, and I amused myself by imagining what someone looking at me might see. Night was so well-named, and it might take a moment for someone to realize I wasn’t floating in the evening air.

The tavern was easy to spot. It was situated right next to the road and right at the entrance of the village. There was no doubt in my mind that they’d placed it there so travelers would be able to find it immediately. We stabled our horses, unpacked the things they were carrying to make sure no one could steal them, and wandered inside.

The tavern was quiet, but there were a couple of men off in a corner who seemed to be a little drunk. They were playing a card game I didn’t recognize, but then someone laid down his cards and cheered before he dragged in the wooden tokens that sat in the middle. The familiarity of the scene brought a small smile to my face.

Behind the counter stood an older man with white hair and only faint strands of brown. He had a small, well-kept beard and glasses. He glanced up from the book he was making notes in and looked at us with kind eyes.

“Welcome, travelers,” he said. “You’re coming in quite late, aren’t you?”

The old man’s voice sounded folksy in a rather endearing way. The passage of time had likely only enhanced his voice. In some way, he seemed to be the perfect archetype of a sweet, old man.

I offered him a smile. “We knew we were close enough to the village to keep riding instead of spending our time setting up a camp.”

“Riding?” he asked. “You’ll have stabled your unicorns then. How many do you have?”

“Just two, and we’ll need a room for the night as well.” I glanced at Willa. “Two rooms might be preferable?”

My question was directed more at Willa than at the innkeeper, and she nodded in response.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” he apologized. “I’m afraid we only have the one room to offer.”

“Ah, okay,” I replied.

I paid him for the room for the night and the stable fee.

“Are you still serving food?” I asked.

“Sure are,” he responded. “Though it’s a limited menu now. Your options are the stew and the salad.”

“I’ll have the stew,” I said.

“A salad sounds good to me,” Lyra answered.

“I’ll have the stew as well,” Willa said. “It’s been a long day.”

“Sounds great,” the old man said with a smile. “Take a seat, and I’ll bring it out for you.”

“Could we store our traveling supplies with you?” I asked. “At least until we get up to our room?”

“Certainly,” he said with a jovial twinkle in his eye.

I put down the supplies I’d carried in, and that was when I remembered. I’d gotten items from the dungeon but hadn’t stopped to inspect them. I’d meant to once we’d gotten back to town, but the fun night we’d combined with our unexpected meeting with Willa had completely taken it out of my mind. I retrieved the Ruby Life Gem and the Silver Flicker Dagger, and I brought them along as we took our seats.

We took a table on the opposite side from the gamblers, and I positioned myself so I would still be able to watch them and their game. It wasn’t the largest tavern, and I was still able to see them pretty well.

“Oh, are those the items we got from the Tower of Doom?” Lyra asked.

I nodded and looked at the dagger.

Silver Flicker Dagger: This dagger will return to its owner after being thrown.

“It’s a throwing dagger,” I said. “It returns to the owner after it’s been thrown, but it doesn’t say how.”

“Could I have a look at it?” Lyra asked.

I handed over the dagger. Lyra looked at it attentively and turned it around in her hands.

“This is really pretty,” she said. “Do you think you’ll use it?”

“Well, you’re the one without a special weapon,” I said. “You should try it out. See how it feels.”

Lyra looked around a bit nervously. “We’re inside a tavern.”

I glanced around and snorted as I spotted a wall that already looked like it had plenty of knives thrown at it. Maybe it was the board of a knife-throwing competition, but I wasn’t sure.

“Over there.” I pointed to the wall behind Lyra. “Looks like it has enough indents that they won’t mind another.”

Lyra looked at Willa. “You’ve been here before. Would that be alright?”

“You’ll be fine,” Willa assured her. “Just don’t hit anybody.”

Lyra took a breath. “Okay.”

She turned around and looked down at the knife for a long moment before she threw it. The silver dagger soared through the air and embedded itself with a thunk into the wall. There was a long pause, and then the dagger seemed to flicker out of existence and appeared back in Lyra’s hand. The mage let out a small noise of surprise.

“Great shot,” I said with a smile.

“That should be helpful,” Willa remarked.

“Sorry I didn’t give it to you before,” I said. “I don’t understand how it’s going to be a good weapon, though. Silver is so soft. It can’t possibly hold up against a steel blade.”

“Oh, I can answer this,” Lyra said. “Silver is especially conducive to magic, so it is often used for magic weapons specifically. The magic works with the qualities of the silver, and they strengthen each other.”

“Huh, that’s pretty interesting,” I said.

“What’s the other one?” Willa asked as she eyed the gemstone closely.

“It’s a Ruby Life Gem,” I said and went to inspect its stats.

Ruby Life Gem: Saves the holder after they receive a grievous injury.

“Looks pretty useful,” I said, and then I held it out to her. “You look like you want to hold it.”

Willa quickly scooped up the gem from my hand and held it up to the light.

“Wow,” the fairy uttered. “I think this is a savior item.”

“What’s that?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

“They’re a classification of items that helps get you out of a bad situation,” she explained. “I’m not familiar with the gem ones, unfortunately, but I know a little about them. When you’re at a high-enough level, people start to offer you rare items out of the blue. A lot of them are scams, so if you get that high a level, you should be aware. Savior items are one of the more useful things that those kinds of merchants sell. Many just use the ones they find in dungeons. Some can act as a portal to get you out of a dungeon without having to beat the boss. Some are powered-up antidotes that can cure any poison or venom. Some boost your strength or stamina.”

I let out an amused exhale at the last one. “That one just sounds like an energy drink.”

“They’re really important items to have,” Willa said. “This one is life, so I’d assume that by ‘saving’ it means that it would heal an injury or something like that.”

“Huh,” I murmured. “It definitely sounds important.”

Willa handed the Ruby Life Gem back to me.

“The downside to savior items,” she said, “is that they can only be used once. You should keep that one safe. You never know when you might need it.”

“Thanks for your advice,” I said with a smile. “You’re very helpful.”

“I’m not a great fighter, but I’ve traveled with people who are,” she admitted. “So I’ve picked up a few things.”

The old man walked up to our table and gave us our food from the tray. The stew was still steaming and had more meat in it than I’d expected. The salad consisted primarily of greens, nuts, and a generous helping of berries. It was topped with a kind of salad dressing I couldn’t identify, but it had a light, fresh scent. It looked delicious, and I didn’t doubt Lyra would like her meal.

“So, how’d you decide to become a cartographer?” I asked.

Willa gave me a look that I couldn’t quite decipher. The low light made her look even prettier than usual. Her violet eyes turned into a deeper shade of purple, yet somehow it made the gold flecks in them stand out all the more brilliantly. Her full lips made me briefly imagine what kissing them would feel like.

“Tell you what,” she started. “If you tell me more about how you became an Earth summoner, then I’ll tell you about my backstory. Deal?”

I considered her offer for a moment. “Sure.”

“Did you train from a young age to be one?” she asked. “If I’m honest, you seem a bit low level for how dedicated you are.”

“No, I didn’t have these powers even a year ago,” I said.

Willa raised an eyebrow. “You’re one of the sudden revelation types?”

“Something like that,” I responded.

“Uh-uh.” She shook her finger at me and smiled. “If you want me to be honest, I need you to be honest. No hiding the truth from me.”

The deep, molasses-rich tone of her voice made it hard to want to say no to her.

“I’ll tell you,” I said, “but only if you promise you won’t think I’m crazy.”

Willa’s smile grew. “Interesting. Sure, I’ll grant you that.”

“I can say, he’s not making it up,” Lyra added.

“Tell me,” Willa said and leaned forward.

“I come from another world called Earth,” I revealed. “It’s the same place where my squirrels and birds come from.”

Willa quirked her head to the side as she considered my words. I could tell she hadn’t been expecting that answer.

“Interesting,” she finally said. “I think I believe you. It would explain a few things. I’ve heard some pretty crazy stories in my time as a cartographer, so I can’t see why this couldn’t be true.”

“I got sent here by what I can only assume was a portal,” I explained. “But I can’t go through my own portals.”

Willa hummed. “It makes sense you wouldn’t be able to. The magic is tethered to your body, so if you were able to move through the portal, the portal would collapse in on you. Not to mention the complexities of creature summoning that I’m not knowledgeable enough to speak on.”

I was suddenly grateful that my portals were nothing but an impenetrable wall to me.

“I’ve been searching for more on portals to better understand my power,” I explained.

“Do you want to return to your world?” she asked with a curious tone to her voice.

Lyra looked at me intently for my answer.

“I don’t,” I said. “This place has become my home, and there are people I don’t want to leave behind. But I still want to learn more about my power, and I think understanding more about what brought me here would be a massive step forward with that.”

Lyra looked relieved, and I shot a smile at her.

“I’ll admit, I’m a bit curious as well,” I added. “Coming here was one of the best things that’s ever happened to me. I want to know what caused it.”

Willa nodded. “That’s a pretty good story. I don’t know much about portals. I’ve heard about portals to other worlds or strange places from children’s stories. One of my favorites was about one that led to a floating island, but I thought they were just that, children’s stories.”

“That gives me some hope, actually,” I said.

“Oh?” she asked.

“Even children’s stories start from somewhere,” I explained. “It won’t be the same as how it was presented, surely, and it’s not like most of them are all that grounded in reality. But some elements of them can lead to truths. Maybe this is one of those. I already know portals to other worlds can exist, so it’s not the strangest possibility.”

Willa got a glimmer in her eye. “I would like to explore a floating island. If you ever find a portal to one, you’d better come back and tell me where to find it.”

“Maybe you’ll be beside me when I find it,” I suggested. “You did say you needed companions.”

Willa smiled. “I still have to see how you handle yourself in the dungeon. There’s no way for me to travel without defeating it. At least not anytime soon.”

“We’ll be sure to impress,” I said.

“Yeah!” Lyra chimed in. “We’ll be great.”

“Was that an honest enough story for me to hear yours?” I asked.

Willa took a deep breath. “A deal’s a deal.”

She took a spoonful of her stew and ate some as she gathered herself.

“I became a cartographer because my father was one,” she said.

“Family business?” I asked.

Willa smiled sadly. “Something like that. My shop used to be his, actually. He named it after me, which I suppose was convenient for recognition afterward.”

“That’s sweet,” Lyra said.

“Yeah,” Willa sighed as she reminisced. “He was the best cartographer around. He created the Morseen Positioning System in my shop that’s so expensive. It would’ve been impossible to make without his work. The ability for the magic to sense where you were was revolutionary. Still is.”

I raised my eyebrows. “That’s impressive.”

“He always was,” she said. “His next great challenge was something even grander. He decided the Morseen Islands needed to be mapped, and he thought it would only be possible if he did it. The MPS was a great accomplishment, but Morseen had been mapped before. No one had mapped the islands, however.”

She took a deep and shaky breath and ate another spoonful of stew before she looked ready to continue.

“He got a crew together,” she finally said. “He took on a sailor named Norweg, whom he’d known for many years as the captain. Then he got on that ship and left.”

Willa cleared her throat. I offered her a sympathetic smile and reached my hand across to hers to give her some comfort.

“That was the last time I saw him,” she finally said. “We can be almost certain he died. Some of the remains of his ship, the Imo, were found. From what they could gather from the bits of wreckage that washed up on a nearby coast, there was some fault in the rigging system of the mast. The sea around the Morseen Islands is unforgiving.”

“And that’s why you want to travel there,” I said in a soft tone.

Willa nodded. “I need to carry on his legacy. I had my mind set on it ever since we had his funeral. My mom warned me against it. She said I was unprepared, and I was. I decided to get some experience under my belt. I went out for some less risky expeditions. My mom didn’t want me to. She wanted me to stay home. She was nervous about me being out in the world… Then one day, when I returned from one of my expeditions, I found out she had died while I was away.”

“I’m so sorry,” Lyra breathed, and grief laced her tone.

I squeezed Willa’s hand, and she gave me a sad smile.

“She left a letter saying she understood the need in me to travel,” she continued. “She said I was just like my father. That she was worried for me, but that she was so dearly proud of me. She wanted me to be safe and wished me well on my attempt to map the islands when I was ready for it. She added a note to remind me to double-check the masts.”

Willa let out a laugh that was tainted by the tears that welled up in her eyes.

“And then,” she continued, “I was going to make my first shot of exploring the islands, and well… you know the rest.”

I took a deep breath in and out. Silence hung in the air for a long, heavy moment. Then I looked at her with a determined glint in my eyes.

“I’ll help you reach your dream if you let me,” I said with utter sincerity in my voice.

“You will?” she asked.

“I promise,” I swore.

“Thank you.” The way she smiled provoked a warm feeling to stir inside my chest. “Thank you so much.”

The rest of the night was spent in cheerier conversation until we eventually retired to our room. There was only one bed, and it was only big enough for two people, so I volunteered to sleep on the floor. Willa needed the space, and I was a gentleman.

The next morning, we awoke and had a filling breakfast. There seemed to be just as few options as the night before, but they tasted good. Not long after that, we mounted our unicorns and began our trek to the Constricting Cavern.

The sun shone on our backs, and there was a chill to the air as we rode. A tension grew in my chest, but so did the faint sense of anticipation and excitement for the upcoming dungeon. There was no paved path, but there was a dirt path we were able to follow that took us through some bushes. I was glad the innkeeper had told us what to look for, or we would’ve had to spend a lot more time searching around.

We reached a cliff face, and for a moment, I thought we had strayed off the path somewhere. Then I spotted it.

There was an opening that almost looked like nothing more than a shadow. It was certainly small enough to disguise itself as such. It was only when I dismounted and walked over to it that the words appeared.

Constricting Cavern: Nightmare.

We tied our unicorns to a nearby tree and gathered around the dungeon’s entrance. I took a deep breath and wondered if it would be the last one I would have in a while.

I volunteered to go first, and I lit a torch and crawled into the hole. I tried to take in a breath and found I was right. The space was so tight and close that I couldn’t take in anything close to a deep breath.
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Chapter 9

I’d never longed for a flashlight more in my life than I did in that moment.

Crawling through the constricting tunnels was hard enough because I had to breathe out before I could move forward each time. A flame that blazed on a stick in my hand only added to the challenge. The only thing that would’ve been worse than having the torch was not having it and being plunged into the inky darkness.

As a child, I’d always gotten a thrill out of horror stories. With how abundant caves and caverns were in my area, there was no shortage of horror stories that featured people being lost in caves that seemed to change every time they looked away and were host to monsters that would stalk them in the dark.

Hell, I’d even watched The Descent last Halloween. It all seemed so much less amusing when I was crawling through a tunnel, without anything more technologically advanced than a torch, in a cave that I knew had monsters in it.

I tried to take a deep breath to calm myself, but instead I was reminded of how tight the passage was.

I gritted my teeth. I wouldn’t let myself get psyched out now. I’d defeated dungeons before, and I could defeat this one, too. If I lost my nerve before I even saw a monster, the dungeon had already defeated me. Every fiber of my being raged and protested at the very thought.

I grinned through the exertion and pushed onward.

It sounded like Lyra and Willa were having a little bit of an easier time moving through the tunnel behind me, and the soft scraping sounds of their clothes and gear against the tunnel kept me focused.

The tunnel refused to be a simple, straight line, and instead took us down a winding path. It veered left and right and forced us to climb up steep inclines and down declines that threatened to make us lose our grip on the stone and cause us to get injured.

I was both grateful for my armor and hated it at the same time. It protected me from getting scraped against any wayward stone, but it made me have that much less space to breathe.

I felt a little like Orpheus in the underworld because I couldn’t look back to check on Lyra and Willa. It was only the faint sounds of scraping and their muffled grunts of effort that emanated from behind me and let me know they were still there.

I furrowed my brow when something about the ambient sound changed.

I stopped crawling forward for a moment, and I heard it. The sound of a small child giggling echoed from somewhere in front of me, and a chill ran down my spine.

“Did you hear that?” Lyra asked in a strained voice.

“Yeah,” I replied in as loud a tone as I could muster. “It’s just trying to mess with you. Focus on what’s in front of you. Take it one inch at a time.”

“O-Okay,” Lyra responded.

Fear still lingered in her voice, but there was a definite tone of determination that combatted it.

My advice had helped.

I pushed forward. The faint, childlike laughter continued to echo through the tunnel ahead of us with no rhyme or reason as to when. Sometimes it mixed with the sounds of scraping against stone to the point where it was impossible to hear where the scraping ended, and the giggling began.

It was a massive relief when the cavern opened up ahead of me. Soon enough, I dragged myself out of the last stretch of the tunnel and was able to stand. I took a deep breath, and it felt like freedom. As much as could be had in a cramped tunnel system, anyway. I was grateful that the portal at the end of the dungeon meant we wouldn’t have to come back through that tunnel again.

I helped Lyra crawl out of the tunnel and stand up, then did the same for Willa, who emerged shortly after. I brushed myself off and looked into the suffocating darkness ahead of us. We wouldn’t have to crawl, but we had to continue forward nonetheless.

I waited for the ladies to collect themselves and then walked further into the cavern. The walls closed in tight on either side, but I was able to walk without having to twist my shoulders, so I was happy enough with the width. Beggars couldn’t be choosers in a place called the Constricting Cavern.

For several minutes, we walked in silence before we came across a fork in our path. The cavern split off in two directions, and on the walls of each offshoot, someone had written messages in a suspiciously red medium. The left said “Way Out,” while the right said “Not Way Out.”

“There’s no way it’s that easy,” I said in disbelief.

“It could be a bluff?” Lyra guessed. “The dungeon wants to trick us into going down one path when really it’s the other.”

“But it could go either way,” I countered. “They write which path we should take, and it could be reverse psychology or reverse reverse psychology. Bluffs built on bluffs.”

“It’s impossible to really know which one is right,” Willa groaned.

The situation reminded me strangely of a trick I’d learned about Rock, Paper, Scissors on one of my late-night YouTube rabbit hole dives. If someone asks their opponent a question before they play, their opponent is much more likely to pick scissors.

I had a feeling there was something similar to this trick with the paths. If there weren’t any messages, then it’d be a fifty-fifty chance we’d pick either way, but by adding an element of psychology, the simple choice became one of trying to guess whether or not to trust the words.

The strange, disembodied giggles echoed through the cavern once more. It took me a moment to realize it had come from behind us this time, and the realization sent a shiver down my spine.

“Maybe we should go down the ‘Not Way Out’ path?” Lyra suggested. “I don’t trust creepy messages written in red to tell the truth.”

I took a deep breath in and out as I contemplated the answer.

“I think we have to go with the one that says ‘Way out,’” I finally said.

“What makes you say that?” Willa asked in a curious tone.

“The presentation,” I explained. “Everything about how this situation is set up is done in a specific way to provoke fear, uncertainty, and suspicion. There’s a creepy laugh that haunts us and puts us on edge, a dark and too-tight tunnel, and two messages that appear to be written in blood. They’re stacking the deck to make it more likely that people don’t trust the message and walk themselves right into trouble.”

Lyra looked at me with awe, and Willa grinned at my explanation.

“That’s enough reason for me,” Willa said.

“Okay,” I said and took a breath. “Let’s go.”

The laughter echoed again as soon as we entered our chosen pathway. It was only more evidence to me that the dungeon was trying to provoke uncertainty. Confidence was the way to cut through the games it was trying to play.

I continued forward, and nothing seemed to change for many minutes as we were walking. I would’ve bet anything that the other pathway looked exactly the same, but perhaps with more fatal deathtraps.

I shook my head and let go of thoughts of the other path. I’d made my choice. One step at a time was all I needed to focus on.

The cavern’s passageway remained annoyingly cramped. Unlike the crawling section, this path wasn’t up in our faces about it, but it was still ever-present. It was a subtle kind of cramped that let me grow used to it until a small reminder of the discomfort sprang upon me once more.

One misstep knocked my shoulder into the wall, and some part of the back of my mind whispered that the walls were closing in on me. They whispered that I needed to run.

I stayed calm and measured with my shoulders to confirm it was indeed the same width as it was previously. While I was set on being confident, I refused to be so foolish as to ignore the fear entirely and thereby miss something critically important. For all I knew, the walls would close in on us at some point during our passage, but so long as I had a reliable way to check, I could keep myself strong. I needed to show I was unafraid because I knew Lyra and Willa were both looking to me for strength. If I stayed strong, we’d all stay strong.

Eventually, the path started to slope gently downward. We continued until our path stopped entirely. Now all that was ahead of us was a flat stone wall and a wooden trapdoor that jutted out from the floor right in front of it. I glanced back to make sure we were all ready.

“It looks like we’re going to be entering a new level,” I said. “Make sure you’ve got all the things you might need accessible.”

I checked my sword and scabbard and made a note of which pocket I kept the Ruby Life Gem.

“You’ve been awfully quiet, Clive,” I said.

Clive made a sound like he was waking up.

“Hm? What’d you say?” he asked in a sleepy voice.

“Were you sleeping?” I asked in an incredulous tone.

“Of course I was,” he responded, like it was the most natural thing in the world.

“You’re not the least bit put off by all this?” I asked.

“What exactly would scare me about this situation?” he retorted. “I lived in a cave for countless years.”

“It wasn’t this tight, and there wasn’t creepy laughter in your cave,” I said.

“I’m a sword, I don’t need to breathe,” he said. “What would be laughing anyway? A ghost? I’m a ghost, too. Now, don’t get me wrong, ghosts can be assholes–”

“You can say that again,” I muttered.

“I’m a peach, I’ll have you know,” Clive retorted. “As I was saying. Ghosts can be assholes, but it’s not like they can do much to me. What are they gonna do, kill me? I’m already dead. It’s not like this is even a watery cave, so it’s not like I’m going to rust.”

“I can’t believe you managed to sleep,” Lyra piped up.

“Eh.” Clive somehow did the audible version of a shrug. “If I’m being honest, this feels more like returning home to sleep in my own bed after being on the road for a long time.”

I let out a laugh despite myself.

“I am also dragging your scabbard against the stone,” I reminded him. “Not on purpose, there’s just not much room in here.”

“That’s true,” he said. “But it feels like sleeping in a hammock or a boat.”

“I’m glad one of us is enjoying this so much,” I said with a grin on my face.

“Somebody’s gotta do it,” he said. “So it might as well be me. Everyone in a party being on edge during a dungeon is one of the classic mistakes.”

“Thank you, oh, wise one, for providing this valuable service,” I deadpanned.

“It feels good to be appreciated,” Clive replied in a too-cheerful tone.

I laughed and whispered a more genuine thanks to him before I straightened myself up and put my game face on.

“Alright, are you both ready?” I asked the women.

“I think so,” Lyra replied.

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Willa said with a smile.

“Let’s go,” I said.

I turned around and crouched down to lift up the trapdoor, and it opened with a creak.

“Why is everything in a dungeon creaky?” I asked.

“It’s not like people are coming by and oiling the hinges,” Clive drawled.

I began to roll my eyes, but I stopped and frowned when I saw the underside of the trapdoor.

“What the…” I muttered.

The underside was not wooden, like the rest of the trapdoor, but instead was a pristine mirror. The reflection showed that every inch of the path down was covered in the exact same kind of mirror.

I furrowed my brow and poked the mirror, but the oils and grit on my finger didn’t stain it. There was some magic going on, sure enough.

“It’s like some freaky funhouse,” I muttered to myself.

I glanced back, and Willa and Lyra seemed as ready as ever, even if they did look as befuddled by the sudden appearance of mirrors as me.

I sat down on the edge of the hole. It wasn’t a deep drop. I could tell that at least with how the reflection of the roof above and my own appearance stared back at me from the mirrors on the ground below.

After I’d landed with a thud, I took a step forward and sure enough, there wasn’t any stain from my boots left. A pebble that had come loose from my boot was sitting there, however, and it was a solid marker for the location. It was heartening to see that we could mark our path by leaving objects behind.

Willa hopped down, and she was shortly followed by Lyra. I wasn’t even surprised when the trapdoor creaked shut behind us and left us completely trapped in the mirror room.

I looked around and realized “room” wasn’t accurate. By the way the reflection of my torch looked, it seemed likely we were in some kind of labyrinth filled with funhouse mirrors. I wondered briefly if we’d run into a minotaur, but the idea of letting something like that loose in a place like this made me think of the old adage about bulls and china shops.

That thought sparked an idea.

I drew my sword and slammed the pommel into the nearest mirror. The metal bounced off with a clang, but it left no visible mark. The clang sounded wrong as it echoed through the maze, not like I’d hit a mirror or glass, but like I’d hit stone.

“What was that for?” Clive asked.

“These mirrors seem hard to destroy,” I answered. “Going around smashing all of them until we find the way out doesn’t seem like the most viable solution. By the way it resonated…”

I trailed off and walked back over to where the trapdoor was. The pebble marked the spot. I looked up and then looked at Lyra.

“Would you mind throwing that dagger of yours at the trapdoor above me?” I asked.

“No problem,” Lyra responded.

She grabbed her Silver Flicker Dagger and walked closer to me. I took a step around her and stood behind her. I trusted Lyra, but on the off chance the dagger didn’t do what I thought it would, I didn’t want to be standing right under a falling knife.

Lyra drew her arm back and threw the dagger at the trapdoor. It flew like a dart and landed with a woody thunk that, again, sounded quite unlike the sound of metal hitting a mirror. The dagger stuck into the trapdoor, but the mirror didn’t shatter or anything. The dagger simply stuck out of it like it was always meant to be there.

“Whoa,” Lyra muttered. “But your sword didn’t damage that other mirror at all?”

“Just wait a moment,” I said.

After a short pause, the dagger flickered out of existence and returned to Lyra’s hand. I stepped around Lyra and inspected the spot where it had stuck. Sure enough, there was an indent left where the dagger had been, and inside that indent, the material was still reflective.

“That’s curious,” Willa muttered.

“How is that even possible?” Lyra asked.

“Simple,” I said. “Despite how they look and feel, these aren’t mirrors.”

“What are they then?” Lyra asked.

“The material of the cave, most likely,” I said. “Just with a spell or magical effect of some kind cast over it all. The walls are still stone carved into a flat surface, and the trapdoor is still wood. The insides merely reflect like mirrors.”

“What does that mean for getting out?” Willa asked.

“I’m not quite sure yet,” I admitted. “But I have a feeling it’s important. At the very least, it should be helpful in understanding our situation.”

“That’s true,” Willa said. “This looks like some kind of maze to you, too, right?”

I nodded.

“I think I should be able to help here,” Willa said.

“How?” I asked.

“It’s a cartographer skill,” Willa replied with a smile. “You don’t get to level fifty-one without picking up some neat tricks. In this case, I always know which way is north. It’s a truth written in my soul. You could spin me around countless times while blindfolded, and I’d still be able to tell you. After I stopped vomiting, presumably.”

Lyra and I let out a small laugh.

“That’s quite useful,” I mused. “I imagine you’re also impeccable at recounting your steps?”

“More or less.” Willa shot me a mysterious smile. “Though I will warn you, I’m not immune to magical interference. If something is messing with my senses or the layout or something like that, my senses might start to lead us astray.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I replied. “But you should lead the way.”

“Gladly,” she said.

Willa smoothly drew her Scribe’s Pen from its pouch. She rolled it around her ink-stained fingers in an impressive display of dexterity with a practiced ease. It settled in her hand, and she held it with the weight and care one would hold a weapon with.

I smiled to myself. I supposed with a pen as magical and useful in combat as that, Willa might manage to make it literally mightier than a sword. Willa had implied it had more uses than just spraying ink like a squid, and I believed her. The troll seemed like it’d been a poor opponent to display its skills against.

I handed Willa the torch and let her take the lead. She examined the area around us closely. Her gorgeous purple eyes glimmered in the low light as she did so, but whatever she got from it made her frown.

“Something is certainly off with this dungeon,” she mused aloud.

“You can say that again,” I murmured.

There was a straight path from the trapdoor to the first fork in the road. There were two options. Straight left or straight right.

Willa chose the right side and seemed to hug close to the right wall of not-mirrors. I was grateful the mirror enchantment hadn’t somehow made us invisible. If we weren’t able to use our own images as a marker for how close or far we were from a mirror, traversing this maze would’ve been a lot harder.

We went down the path and slipped through an opening on our right. I followed closely, and when we reached another fork, Willa chose right again.

After that, we hit a dead-end, turned around, and then we went down the other path.

I recognized her strategy. It was one I was familiar with. If one stuck to one side of the walls of a labyrinth and followed it, it would lead down a lot of dead ends, but it would also, inevitably, lead to the exit. Or in magical dungeons in Morseen, serious danger, but that was the risk of dungeon-crawling.

We hit another dead end and turned around. Back onto our original path, it was.

The darkness around us seemed ever-encroaching. Despite how the mirrors dispersed the torchlight around, the darkness seemed to defy that common convention.

We turned down another path and hit another dead end, but just as I reached it, there was a flash of some dull red creature over my shoulder. I whirled around to look behind me, but all that was there was Lyra, who was notably not wearing any red whatsoever.

The disembodied giggling echoed loudly through the mirror maze. More than being creepy, the giggling was starting to annoy me. With some of the fear drained from it, it just sounded obnoxious.

We continued and followed the winding pathway of right turns as we ran into dead end after dead end. Flashes of movement continued to shadow me, but I wasn’t able to spot any details, not even a splotch of color.

Some time later, Willa muttered something to herself.

“What was that?” I asked.

Willa turned back. “It’s nothing. Probably.”

Despite her words, I wasn’t convinced.

“You sure?” I asked. “Two minds are better than one.”

“Alright,” she said in a reluctant tone. “It’s probably nothing. It’s somewhat natural considering the method I’m using, but…”

“But?” I prompted her to continue.

“We keep returning to the same pathway,” she said. “Maybe it’s just a trick of perspective and the mirrors throwing me off, but it’s the same path.”

“I don’t really get what you mean by that,” I admitted.

“It’s probably nothing,” she said again. “It just feels like there’s one path that they all branch from. Unlike a normal maze, the path stays relatively the same.”

“We’ve turned once or twice,” I pointed out.

I’d begun to recognize the same pattern. We kept returning to the same jagged path more or less. We went right, found a bunch of dead ends, then returned. There were never any forks in the main path, just detours. What was even more strange was that there were almost no left turns, and the one we finally came across was the one exception to the pattern that I’d noticed. At least that’s what I thought was happening. The mirrors were starting to give me a headache.

“You’re right,” she confirmed. “We’re headed in a different cardinal direction than we were at the start. It’s just… a strange feeling. I suppose it doesn’t make too much sense.”

“Could it be another trick of the dungeon?” Lyra suggested. “Like the fake mirrors?”

“Probably,” I said.

I was surprised and a little happy with myself that I’d gotten our directional turns correct. Despite being the one who guessed it, I’d had little confidence in it beyond a hunch.

“There’s nothing to do but to keep forging ahead,” I said. “The exit might be hidden away in any one of these pathways. It wants to trick us. Lull us in and take advantage of our assumptions to keep us trapped.”

“You’re right,” she agreed.

We hit a few more dead ends, and when we hit another one, I let out a long sigh and pinched the bridge of my nose. After a moment, I opened my eyes.

“Boo,” a high-pitched voice said straight into my ear.

The ugly, dull-red form of what looked almost like a little devil figure mixed with features that resembled a gargoyle suddenly flashed in the mirror. I twisted around rapidly and tried to grab the creature, but it had disappeared in the time it took for me to turn around, and my hand grasped at nothing but air.

“Fuck,” I muttered with a scowl.

“Cole? What happened?” Lyra asked.

“There was a thing that popped up right behind me and said ‘boo’ in my ear,” I responded. “Did you see it?”

Lyra and Willa shook their heads.

“Sorry, I think we were both looking at each other,” Lyra said.

I described the creature to see if that would be any help, and Willa’s eyes lit up.

“That’s an imp,” she said.

“It sure looked like it would be,” I grumbled.

“They’re annoying little creatures,” Willa said. “They can turn invisible, and they cause mischief and havoc wherever they roam, unless someone has bound them magically. I’ve heard of dungeons having them to add chaos and confusion to the environment.”

“Do you think that’s what’s been giggling?” I asked.

“Seems likely,” she replied. “I’ve never encountered them myself before, but it does fit with the descriptions I’ve heard of them.”

“I just hope I can stab its stupid, ugly face,” I said.

The disembodied sound of booing filled the maze.

“Your boos mean nothing to me,” I said. “I know what makes you laugh.”

We kept walking, and luckily enough, the imp seemed to have gotten the message that I was more than willing to stab it and was playing it safe. It was only a little less of a nuisance, instead of going away entirely, but I could live with it.

We explored another path, and it was a little disappointing to reach another dead end. It didn’t even have a turn, but was just a straight path and a wall. I was about to say something when I noticed something strange.

“Wait,” I said. “Is that the pebble scratch that was left at the start?”

Willa’s eyes blazed with victory and rage.

“I fucking knew it!” she called out into the air. “Agh! I hate this stupid, shitty maze and my stupid need for thoroughness and consistency.”

There was a long pause.

“What did you know?” Lyra eventually asked.

“This entire thing is a loop,” Willa responded. “It’s not even a maze! I mean, technically it sort of is, but really it isn’t.”

“Because we went through all the passages and there was no exit,” I said.

“And there’s a big hole in the middle where there are no paths,” Willa finished. “Ugh! No wonder that imp was snickering so much. We were literally walking in a giant loopy circle.”

As if to confirm her suspicions, the annoying laugh rang out again.

“Joke’s on you!” she called out after it. “I’m gonna solve this thing!”

I smiled. It was fun to see Willa so fired up.

She took a deep breath in. “Okay, first, check suspicions. Follow me.”

Willa took the lead again and, after she took the first right, she stuck to the left wall. She sprayed a blot of ink at every intersection, marked the directions we were going, and took every left turn we could. Sure enough, we ended up back at the start once more.

Willa’s face was the clearest expression of vindication I’d seen in a long time.

“So… it’s a square,” I said. “What does that mean? That the entrance is somewhere along that hole in the middle?”

Willa grinned. “That was my guess, too. In fact, I think I spotted something.”

We took another walk around and took two left turns. We were about halfway down the third path when Willa suddenly stopped.

“This one,” she said as she pointed at a wall that looked exactly the same as all the other mirrors.

“You sure?” I asked.

“Yes, look,” she insisted.

I looked closer at the glass and finally saw something. The mirror seemed somehow darker than all the others, and, after a moment, it almost seemed to fog up.

“I think you might be right,” I said.

The sound of something large moving erupted through the caves, and then the mirror shattered as an ugly creature lunged out to attack us.
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Chapter 10

I put my arms up to block the shards of glass that flew at my face and jumped back from long, sharp teeth that were about the length of my forearm. I glanced and saw that Lyra and Willa had dodged in the opposite direction from me, and we were now separated by the monster.

A loud hiss echoed through the space. Above the monster’s scaly skin, its stats read, “Boss Creature: Giant Constrictor Snake Lvl 28.”

Giant was right, the snake looked like it could swallow a person whole without much effort.

I took a breath and considered my situation. The snake appeared to be recovering from its failed sneak attack upon us, but it had managed to split us up. I let out a frustrated noise. It first happened with the troll, and now this thing had separated us again. I refused to accept it.

The snake drew back into the hole it came from as it prepared to strike once more. Lucky for me, that meant it was no longer completely blocking my way to reunite with Lyra and Willa. Now it was only mostly blocking it, and also was preparing to swallow me whole.

Its head turned in my direction, and while I could see it had eyes, they looked clouded and unfocused, like it was blind. Nonetheless, it wanted to eat me. I focused and was able to see exactly when its muscles tightened right before it lunged at me.

I exploded into a sprint like a track star.

The snake’s gaping maw was going to intercept me, but instead, I dove to the ground and slid across the floor using the mirror’s slippery surface to propel me out of the way. I was very glad the enchantment had transferred how the mirror behaved as well as the reflection. If I’d tried that slide on stone, I would’ve surely been pierced by one of the snake’s fangs.

The snake let out an annoyed hiss as it once again met nothing but air.

I was much happier as I reunited with my party, and I got back to a fighting stance.

To my displeasure, the snake recovered from its failed strike much faster this time. As the snake’s head turned to us, I glanced at the hole it broke through.

The snake had a long body, but the cavern it had been hiding in was much larger. I was filled with a sudden certainty that that was where we needed to go. In the tight passages of the mirror maze, we wouldn’t have the space to dodge the snake’s attacks and strike back at it. It would be able to fill almost the entire opening with its mouth, and the only choice we would have would be to run back.

Willa sent a jet of ink flying through the air, and even though it landed right in the snake’s eyes, it didn’t so much as flinch.

“It’s blind,” I said. “Fall back.

“Fuck,” Willa said with a grimace before following my order.

We turned and booked it.

I glanced over my shoulder, and the snake was following us intently. There was one benefit of the tight hallways, it seemed. The snake was unable to slither as fast as it could otherwise because the tightness of the walls inhibited it. The only reason why it had been able to turn at all before was that it had been able to back up into its cave.

Unfortunately, if we weren’t able to get out of this hell of mirrors, all it meant was that, instead of a quick death by fangs, we were faced with a slow, ever-encroaching death by fangs.

“Where are we going?” Lyra asked with panic clear in her voice as we turned the first corner. “We can’t just run around in circles.”

“We only need to do one circle,” I said. “We’re going to lure it away and go into its lair.”

Lyra glanced at me as we were running.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” she asked. “Isn’t that, like, its home territory?”

“It is,” I acknowledged, “but it’ll give us the space we need to actually fight it.”

Understanding dawned in Lyra’s eyes.

We continued to run and made it to the second turn. This one had the option to continue straight past the turn we took, but the snake followed and kept right on our tail.

I grunted in frustration. “It definitely has some way of detecting us. Would it just be hearing and smell, or could it have more?”

Lyra glanced over her shoulder and gasped.

“I think I know what kind of snake it is,” she said and breathed heavily. “I don’t know if it’s just a part of its hearing, but this kind of constrictor can sense the vibrations through the ground!”

“At least it’s not venomous,” Willa muttered.

Lyra let out a noise of displeasure. “I’m pretty sure this kind is.”

“Well, isn’t that just great?” I muttered and turned another corner. “Constricting wasn’t enough. I suppose it makes sense. Not much room to constrict in this place.”

I glanced over my shoulder and was horrified to see that the snake was slowly gaining on us. No matter how much it was slowed down by the tight corridors, it was a massive creature with a lot of power behind every one of its movements.

“Lyra,” I said. “Use your dagger. Throw it down its throat.”

Lyra’s eyes widened as she’d forgotten about her new weapon. She pulled it out, glanced over her shoulder, and waited for the beast to open its mouth once more. The snake got closer and closer, and finally, it opened its mouth.

Adrenaline spiked into my brain, and everything seemed to slow down for a split second.

Lyra grunted fiercely as she chucked the blade down the monster’s throat. It wasn’t the most skillful or perfectly-aimed throw, but with how large the target was, it didn’t really matter.

The snake let out a pained noise and recoiled as we slipped around the final corner. The dagger returned to Lyra’s hand as we ran, and that was when I got an idea. The unnatural darkness was covering it up now, but there was glass strewn across the floor ahead of us.

“Lyra,” I began, “do you think you could control broken shards of glass?”

“I– Uh–” she stammered. “Yes… Some of them?”

“Good enough,” I responded. “If you can get them inside the snake, they’ll keep cutting it up as we fight it.”

Understanding dawned in Lyra’s eyes before she schooled her face into one of focus. We’d be coming across the glass soon, but it wasn’t guaranteed that the snake’s mouth would be open when we did. There wasn’t that big of a window.

I sucked in a deep breath to steady myself.

“God,” I muttered. “I guess I’m the bait.”

The glass glinted ahead, and I intentionally slowed myself down to tempt the snake into opening its mouth. Sure enough, it took the bait.

“Now!” I yelled as I turned away from the beast.

At first, it was only the smallest shards that began to float and then soared back toward the snake.

The muscles in Lyra’s shoulders bunched and tensed as she tried harder, and soon, larger shards the size of knives began to float and shoot back at the snake, one after another.

I couldn’t look back to see if the shards were having an effect. All I could do was run.

There were sounds of pain, but they were far too close for my comfort. My eyes widened as one headed directly for my face. I quickly ducked out of the way, but another one came flying and sliced my cheek.

I grunted in pain, but ahead of me, Willa had helped Lyra slip into the opening to the new cavern. Lyra kept the shards flying, and I had to dodge two more before I managed to get to the gaping opening.

Torchlight was emanating from my left side, so that was where I jumped to avoid the snake’s lunge.

My adrenaline fueled my laugh as I realized with a chill how close it had been to getting me. If I’d jumped a moment later, I would’ve been snake food.

A loud bang erupted from deeper inside the cavern.

I jumped to my feet and prepared to dodge out of the way of the massive snake again, but to my surprise, it didn’t seem interested in attacking us right away. Instead, it slithered away from us in a curving fashion. It seemed to be more interested in whatever had made that noise.

Willa let out a breath. “Good thing I brought that noisemaker.”

The cavern we’d made it into was massive and lined with glowing crystals that dimly lit the entire area. As tight and constricting as the tunnels and mirror maze had been, this passage was that much more open. Not only was it a large cavern area, but there were several tunnels that led off in many directions. Unfortunately, it also stank like rotten eggs.

At the end of one, there seemed to be a cavern almost as expansive as the one we were currently in. I almost scoffed at how roomy it was for the Constricting Cavern, but I was far too aware of the Giant Constrictor Snake to do so.

We’d traded suffocating walls for a suffocating monster, but at least the walls didn’t move or seem to view us as food.

“Oh, no,” Lyra said in a horrified tone. “Did I hit you with one of the shards of glass?”

I raised a hand to my cheek, and my fingers came back stained with blood.

“Just a scratch,” I replied. “Keep your head in the fight.”

Lyra looked like she was going to say something, but she paused before she spoke.

“I will,” she said.

“Good.” I turned my attention to Willa. “Do you have any tricks that might help us out?”

“If I had my poison,” Willa muttered to herself before she shook her head. “I’ll try to get under its scales. My dagger isn’t useless without its poison. I should be able to do some damage, but it won’t be easy.”

The snake seemed to lose attention in the noisemaker. It didn’t, however, immediately turn to attack us. It slithered toward us and positioned itself between us and one of the new tunnels. It was a strange maneuver that made me think the beast was trying to hide something.

“I think it’s trying to protect something from us,” I said as I dropped into my fighting stance.

“If it is,” Willa started. “That could be useful to manipulate it during the fight.”

The snake let out a hiss and charged us.

“Split,” I ordered.

We all broke off in different directions. Unlike the bridge or the hallways, we had enough space to move that we could reunite without too much hassle. If we grouped up, the snake would be able to attack us all at the same time. The snake seemed inclined to follow Lyra, so I intervened.

“I’m right here, you big dumb ugly snake!” I yelled.

It turned its attention toward me, and the reward for my success was the opportunity to run from the snake’s gaping maw. At least this time, I had the potential to strike back against the snake.

The cavern wasn’t all flat ground. There was a pile of boulders and stretches of raised stone that I could climb up like the world’s most awkward staircase. I dashed toward it with the snake hot on my heels.

I made it to the wall and glanced at the snake. It was rearing back and was about to pounce.

Adrenaline shot through me, and I vaulted up the stones as quickly as I could. I managed to dodge the snake’s bite, but the edge of its open mouth managed to hit my foot and throw me off balance. I was barely able to guide my fall onto the shelf, and I managed not to fall back down. The snake barreled into the wall behind me, and it shook the shelf.

I quickly stood, and the snake seemed slightly stunned from how hard it hit the wall.

The cavern shook a little, and I noticed dozens of stalactites growing from the ceiling above us. From my elevated position, I could see that Lyra and Willa had not sat idle.

Willa had her dagger out and seemed to be prodding the snake’s defenses. The scales seemed tough, but Willa managed to dart in and drive her dagger under one of the scales and retreat before the snake’s tail whipped at her in revenge.

Lyra’s efforts were less successful. She appeared to be relying on her Silver Flicker Dagger, but her inexperience with the weapon showed. The dagger skidded off the scales with little more than a scratch, but she was attacking the snake more frequently than Willa.

Based on how it looked, the way we would kill the snake was death by a thousand cuts, and I had just the magic to help speed that up.

I called forth my squirrels, and they dashed through the swirling portal and jumped off the ledge I was standing on to land on the back of the snake.

The snake seemed like it had recovered, and it was evidently intent on not letting me get away. It drew itself back for another strike but only let out a pained hiss.

In the dim light, I could see some small trails of blood making their way down the snake’s back and sides. My squirrels were finding the weak points in its armor.

The snake somehow looked angrier than it’d ever been before and abandoned pursuing me. I’d been preparing to jump, but I was glad I didn’t have to risk it.

The snake turned around and headed off toward one of the tunnels. Willa tried to get another stab at it, but the snake whipped its tail and sent her flying backward. It was only through the help of her wings that she managed to stabilize herself and avoid colliding hard against the ground. She would certainly get bruised from the strike regardless.

I realized with a start that the tunnel the snake was heading toward looked to be quite tight.

“Squirrels!” I called out. “Abandon ship!”

Relief flooded through me as my squirrels managed to jump and scurry away from the snake before they were smashed against the wall into a bloody pulp.

“Whew, that was close,” I breathed as I hopped down from the stones to the cave floor below.

The snake’s flight from the field of battle gave us a moment to regain our stamina and regroup. Fights usually didn’t involve so much running.

I joined the women, and Willa no longer had the torch in her hand. It seemed like it’d been lost somewhere while she’d fought. Luckily, the glowing crystals in the tunnel lit the way well enough. I was also starting to suspect the crystals were the source of that rotten egg smell that pervaded the cavern.

“Do you think it’ll come back right away?” Lyra asked.

“I’m not sure,” I muttered. “If we don’t go after it, it’ll probably come back for us eventually. It is a Boss Creature, after all. I think it would be best if we didn’t wait that long.”

“I agree,” Willa said. “There’s more to this system of caverns than just what we see.”

“We might be able to find something important to help us defeat it,” I added. “It was trying to protect something, it looked like. It wasn’t the tunnel it went down, either. I think we should see what it doesn’t want us to get.”

“That’s a good idea,” Lyra said.

We walked over to the tunnel the creature had gone in, and at first glance, it looked exactly the same as all the others. We walked down the tunnel, and a faint sound was echoing from somewhere. It sounded like the snake was moving, but there was no direction to it.

We reached the end of the tunnel and found ourselves in an open cavern. It was a little smaller than the one we’d just come from, but otherwise, it looked the same. There didn’t seem to be any particular reason why the snake would care more about this one than the other caverns, but then I noticed there were two more tunnels.

“Looks like whatever it was protecting wasn’t in this one,” I said.

“Let’s look around first,” Willa suggested. “It might be hidden, but there aren’t that many things to hide behind.”

I nodded, and we spread out to search the cavern. I split my squirrels into teams and sent them to guard the entrances. They wouldn’t be able to stop the snake, but they would alert us if it managed to sneak up on us.

The cavern was uneven, and it had a few more boulders than the last one. I moved to the one I was closest to and looked around it. There was something that looked like moss growing next to a cluster of the crystals alongside some weird-looking mushrooms, but aside from that, there was nothing there.

I wondered for a moment what possible things the snake would even care about. Boss Creatures seemed driven to protect their treasure, so that was an easy guess, but I got a feeling there was something more. The only other thing I could think of was that it was protecting a clutch of eggs.

I turned around and saw Willa and Lyra were both checking behind boulders and outcroppings of stones. It seemed like they had about as much luck as I did. Willa was closer to me, while Lyra was on the other side of the cavern.

That was when the rumbling of the snake’s movement started to grow louder. I glanced at each of the three entrances, but none of the squirrels were sounding the alarm. They looked anxious, likely because they heard the rumbling as much as I did, but they didn’t seem able to identify where it was coming from.

It was coming for us, that much was clear.

I darted to the center of the cave, and both women tried to do the same, but that was when a loud cracking sound filled my ears. A moment passed, then one of the stone walls exploded into smaller pieces as the snake crashed through it.

I whirled toward the sound, and it was right next to Lyra. She was running toward us, but the snake was much faster.

“Shit!” I cried out as I broke into a sprint to try to reach her in time.

The snake seemed to have enough of its failed attempts to swallow us whole, and it decided to circle Lyra and cut off all her paths to escape instead. It showed us exactly why it was called a constrictor.

I managed to reach it before it tightened around her, and I drove my sword into it as hard as I could.

My blade slipped underneath a scale and drew blood, but the snake kept going. Clive was not ripped from my hands this time. A moment of panic flashed through me before I took a deep breath, and I knew what to do.

I flexed my will, and a portal opened up. I tried to summon as many indigo buntings as I could and poured whatever energy and focus I could into the effort.

The blurs of blue feathers rushed past me and flew over the snake.

“Go to the head of the snake,” I ordered them. “Then, in unison, let out as loud a screech as you can.”

They flew over to do as I bid, and I steeled myself as I crouched down. I allowed myself one millisecond to prepare, then I burst up into a jump. There weren’t exactly any handholds on the snake, but I drove my sword down into its flesh and managed to hang on to that.

From my new vantage point, I saw that Lyra was desperately trying to keep the snake at bay, but it wasn’t going to work for long. The snake flinched away as she threw her dagger at it again, but then it rushed in to crush her.

My indigo buntings managed to arrive just in time.

The snake started to press on Lyra, but my birds let out a collective screech so loud that the snake stopped entirely and screeched in irritation.

It was blind, but had great enough hearing to sense vibrations in the ground, but that sensitivity could just as easily be turned into a weakness. I wished for a moment I had a massive stereo, but my birds would have to do for now.

“Climb up!” I yelled at Lyra as I rushed toward her.

She managed to shake herself from her own shock and tried to climb, but she lost her grip and slipped. The snake started to shake itself out of its stupor as I managed to reach Lyra and grabbed her arm to pull her up onto the snake’s back.

“I was going to die,” Lyra said in a horror-filled tone.

“But I saved you,” I replied. “Come on. We need to move.”

The tone in my voice shook Lyra out of her stunned state just as the snake started to move again. She almost slipped off again, but I managed to hold onto her and stake my sword into the snake’s backside to keep us both from falling.

The snake hissed a nasty, hateful sound. It darted into movement again, but something was different. I realized suddenly that the snake was flipping over.

“Jump!” I cried out.

I pulled my ancient sword out of the snake’s scales and managed to jump off before I was crushed. I scrambled to my feet and glanced over to check if Lyra was okay. I didn’t see any injuries, but she was shaking slightly.

“Lyra,” I said in a sharp tone. “We need to move.”

She looked back at me and nodded. We dashed away and, with a thought, I told my birds to attack the snake. It didn’t matter if they couldn’t hurt it. I only needed them to be a distraction.

Sure enough, we managed to put some distance between the snake and us. I finally spotted Willa, and she was putting some work in against the snake. She continued to dart in and stab the snake when she spotted weak spots, and the snake was now sporting several new holes that were leaking blood.

“Stay with me,” I instructed Lyra as I rushed to help Willa.

I debated whether I should tell her to hide, but if I wasn’t near her, then it would be much harder to help her. After what just happened, I wasn’t ready to be separated from her.

I charged at the snake to make sure Willa wasn’t on her own, but she was some distance away.

The snake hissed and tried to circle around Willa, but she was too agile for it and managed to slip out of the noose. The snake seemed enraged at its second failure and loomed over Willa with its fangs. Just as quickly, Willa managed to dodge out of the way and even managed to carve a deep slit into the corner of the snake’s mouth as it rushed past her.

Lyra stayed back and threw her Silver Flicker Dagger at the snake and managed to score a hit on its side while I charged in with my sword.

I planted my feet and plunged my sword into its side as hard as I could, and it sank in with a satisfying sound. Its tail whipped around, and it was only thanks to my heightened reflexes that I managed to dodge it.

As I steadied myself, I looked at my surroundings and saw that Lyra had retreated from the tail flick that was aimed at her, and she’d ended up close to the wall. We were right next to the hole where the snake had burst through, and there were several large stones scattered across the ground.

I glanced around, and Willa ended up not too far away from us. The snake drew back to the other side of the cavern, but then turned to face Lyra and me. With our backs to the wall, it couldn’t constrict around us, but it still had its venomous fangs to fall back on.

Lyra breathed heavily next to me, and from my peripheral vision, I could see how tired she was. A pit sank in my stomach as I wondered whether she had enough stamina to finish the fight.

“Run,” I told her. “I’ll keep its attention.”

Lyra let out a noise that sounded halfway between a sob and a growl. A green light began to swirl around her hands, and her eyes glowed the same color.

Numerous stones from the broken remains of the wall that the snake had charged through rose in unison. None of them was larger than a softball, but the sheer number of them was staggering. She hadn’t been able to lift more than a few of the glass shards at a time.

“Just go away!” she screamed at the snake.

The stones shot at the snake, but their trajectory was pretty inaccurate. Many of the stones were nowhere close to hitting the snake. Not that it mattered too much, since the sheer number of projectiles worked in her favor. The rocks pelted the snake’s side. They didn’t slow it down at all, but the snake pivoted and swerved away from us.

Instead, the snake headed directly toward Willa.

Her stamina hadn’t had enough time to recover, and now the snake’s full attention was barreling down on her.

My eyes widened, and I sprinted toward her to try to help, but the snake was too fast. I wouldn’t make it in time.

Willa, to her credit, stood with a resolute look in her eyes and held her knife tightly. She faced off against the beast with immense bravery shining in her purple eyes.

Time seemed to slow down, and I managed to sprint faster than I’d ever gone before in my life, but it didn’t matter. The snake’s jaw unhinged, and it lunged to attack Willa.

She jumped to the side, but she also wasn’t fast enough. Exhaustion weighed too heavily on her, and while she was able to avoid most of the attack, the snake’s fang caught her left shoulder and tore through it.

Willa let out an ear-piercing scream, and her agony mixed with rage. She brought her knife hand around, stabbed savagely into the snake’s face, pulled it out, and stabbed again.

I finally managed to get close enough to help and drove my sword through the snake’s bottom jaw.

The pain of my strike seemed to be too much for the snake, and it reared back with a screeching hiss and set Willa free.

Willa collapsed to the ground, and the snake turned and fled down a tunnel.

I ran to Willa’s side, and she coughed up blood.

“Fuck!” I exclaimed. “Hey, stay calm.”

“Poison,” Willa managed to get out. “Fucker got me.”

“No, no, no,” I disagreed, but panic shot through me until I remembered the health potion I’d hastily bought during my last supply run. “Wait!”

I rifled through my inventory for a second and pulled out the potion bottle.

“Here, drink this,” I said.

“No.” Willa shook her head. “That’s a standard potion… It won’t stop the venom.”

“The gem!” Clive called.

Clive broke me from my panicked worries. He was right. I had the Ruby Life Gem. There was a chance.

I drove my hand into my pocket, and the hard edges of the gem felt better than anything I’d touched before in my life. I closed my fingers around it and shoved it at her.

“Take it,” I said. “Grab it. It’s yours.”

Willa’s eyes had been staring at the newly-created hole in her, but they snapped back to me. She lifted a shaky hand and grabbed the gem from me, but there was no glow of activation or any sign that it was going to do anything.

“No, no, no!” Lyra screamed from behind me.

She moved toward us and leaned over our injured companion. Lyra looked nearly as drained as Willa. It seemed the feat of hysterical magical strength had taken a lot out of her.

“Fuck,” she cried out, and tears streamed down her face. “What do we do? Fuck!”

Every word that left Lyra’s mouth was filled with panic, and I put a hand on her shoulder.

“We have the gem,” I said. “It’ll heal her wounds or save her or something.”

It had to.

Willa brought the gem up to her face. She stared at it with a look I couldn’t recognize.

Then she disappeared into nothingness without a trace.
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Chapter 11

I took a second and tried to take an objective look at the situation.

I was Lvl 09, Lyra was Lvl 10, and we were facing off against a Lvl 28 Boss Creature that had possibly just killed Willa, who was Lvl 51.

She might not have been dead, I hoped she wasn’t, but no matter if the savior item saved her, it didn’t change anything about the fight we were currently facing. I had my squirrels and birds, but neither of them could deal serious damage to the Giant Constrictor Snake. I’d killed higher-leveled monsters than me before, but even with our levels combined, it was only nineteen. A nine-level difference wasn’t anything to scoff at.

I’d started this fight with the idea of killing the snake by a thousand cuts, but it seemed a lot less possible now. That kind of strategy took time, and when one mistake meant death, each attempt at a strike would put us at risk. The risk had been acceptable with the three of us, but now the math changed.

I’d need to find another way to end this, especially with Lyra so out of sorts.

I looked at my mage, and silent tears streamed down her face. She was muttering something, but I couldn’t make out what it was. I put my hand on Lyra’s shoulder to try to soothe her.

“Hey, Willa’s alright,” I said. “She’s going to be okay. The gem will work.”

Lyra sniffled and put her hand on mine.

“But I– I messed up,” she cried. “I pushed the snake toward her. It’s my fault!”

“No, it’s not,” I insisted. “The snake was coming down on us. We had to act.”

“I should’ve been better,” she said and turned her eyes to look at the ground. “I should’ve controlled my magic and– Without control I’m just– I should’ve never– I was– I’m–”

Lyra’s words devolved into panicked hyperventilation.

“Breathe with me,” I ordered her in a firm voice.

Lyra slowly looked back up at me, and I took a slow breath, in and out. She tried to copy me, but she struggled.

“One more time,” I whispered.

I took a deep breath, in unison with her. I paused for a second, then let all of the air out, and Lyra followed my lead. She sniffled, and I brushed a tear away from her cheek and smiled softly at her.

She offered me a brave grimace in return.

“That’s better,” I said. “Right now, we need to focus on survival.”

“What’s the plan?” Lyra asked in a shaky voice.

“We need to keep exploring,” I said. “There’ll be something here I can use as leverage against it. It’s just a matter of finding it.”

“Yeah,” Lyra said. “Alright, that sounds like a plan.”

“Are you good to stand?” I asked.

“I feel better now,” she said. “I can walk. Let’s go.”

“One foot in front of the other,” I said, and I helped her to her feet. “We can deal with everything else later.”

The snake had slithered away into one of the tunnels we hadn’t been down, but I was curious about the hole the snake had come through. The walls were made of stone, and it wasn’t like the snake was particularly equipped with the horns or teeth needed to burrow through hard material. I doubted it was able to make an entirely new tunnel.

The lip of the hole was above the ground, but I was able to climb up without trouble, and I helped Lyra up behind me.

It became clear upon first inspection that the new entranceway the snake had made was not a new tunnel at all. The snake had simply burst through the walls between the cavern and an already-established tunnel.

The new tunnel had a slight upward slant instead of being flat, and a small stream trickled down the middle of it.

“Moisture,” Clive said. “Now I know why it’s a Nightmare dungeon.”

His tone wasn’t as light as it usually was, and I wasn’t surprised, given our situation, but it still brought a small smile to my face.

“Don’t worry, buddy,” I said. “I’ll protect you from the evil stream just as much as I’ll protect Lyra from the snake.”

“What would I ever do without you?” Clive asked in a subdued yet dramatic tone.

“Rust, probably,” I responded.

Lyra let out an amused exhale, and my spirits lifted.

I turned to move up the incline. The stream was something different, and if I could find where it came from, I might find whatever I needed to kill the Giant Constrictor Snake.

That was when loud bangs began to echo from somewhere down the tunnels in the distance. The snake wasn’t in the best condition, either, based on how it sounded like it was hitting the walls of the caves as it moved. Though the caverns were large, it seemed the tunnels between them were on the small side for the snake.

We reached the end of the tunnel, and a cavern greeted us. It was wide, but much shorter than the other caverns we’d seen. To one side, there was a section that was cut off from the rest of the cavern by several rock piles that were loosely stacked near each other. The other side had less debris on the ground, but long stalactites grew down from the ceiling. Below them was a small pond that appeared to be made from the water that dripped down from the stone formations. They were the source of the stream we’d followed. There was another tunnel that led to this room, and it was the only other exit.

I walked over to the piles of stone and peered around them. Behind them was a large clutch of eggs. That was what the snake was protecting. I was sure the other tunnel would eventually lead to the cavern we’d departed from.

“How’re you feeling?” I asked Lyra.

“Better,” she replied.

“Good enough to fight?” I followed up.

Lyra considered for a moment before she nodded.

“Good.” I listened for a moment, and the sounds of thudding were still distant for now. “The snake will come back here. We still have a moment, but we’re near its eggs, and it’ll want to protect them. It’ll be angry, but that also means it’ll be more reckless.”

“You have a plan?” she asked with a hopeful tint to her voice.

“I think so,” I said. “The snake was powerful enough to break through the stone wall. You were close by, the cavern around you shook when it did that, right?”

Lyra nodded.

I glanced up at the sharp stalactites. “We can loosen those stones up there, and then we might be able to get them to fall if we can lure the snake into ramming the wall hard enough.”

“That might work,” Lyra said with a hopeful note to her voice. “How are we going to loosen them?”

“How are you going to loosen them?” I corrected. “With your knife. Correct me if I’m wrong, but doesn’t being magical make a weapon very resistant to dulling?”

“You’re right,” she said and looked down at the knife in her hands.

“You handle weakening the stones,” I said. “And I’ll handle luring the snake into the trap.”

Lyra started the work. Her knife clanged against the stone with a loud noise, but it managed to make a dent, and I smiled. Even with the magical resistance, it was likely to ruin the blade in the process, but it was worth it to get out of the caverns alive. We could always buy Lyra a new blade.

I turned and saw my squirrels and indigo buntings had followed us up the path. They’d been following us the entire time and waiting for my next set of instructions, and their loyalty touched my heart.

“Alright, we’re on watch duty,” I told them. “Birds, you can fly faster and more silently than the squirrels will be able to move through the tunnels. I want a few of you to fly down each tunnel and return as quickly as you can when you see the snake coming.”

The birds flew to do my instructions, and I paused for a moment. It would be helpful if the squirrels were somehow able to help loosen the stalactites, but even as skilled at climbing as they were, I doubted their ability to cling upside down on stone.

“You stay by me and help with distraction duty,” I finally decided. “You can scurry around, but as soon as the snake starts to come, you come back to me.”

My squirrels followed my command. Bug and most of the squirrels seemed ecstatic to explore the area, but Bridget, Red, and a couple of others stayed by me. There was no harm to it, and I figured there was a small chance they might even be able to find something for me.

The sounds of the snake’s movement echoed through the tunnels and grew louder. My birds had not flown back yet, so we still had some time.

I glanced over to where Lyra was continuing to throw her Silver Flicker Dagger at the stones, and it seemed like she was making good progress. The loud noise it made was very likely to attract the attention of the snake, but there was no way around it. The snake would’ve come here either way, at least this way we had a plan to counter it when it did.

I waited and kept both tunnels in my peripheral vision. Any sign of movement, and I would know where to go.

As I waited, I wondered for a moment whether I should try to help Lyra in her efforts. However, I quickly discarded the idea. My sword wouldn’t return to my hand after I threw it, and I needed to be ready for when the snake arrived. Clive would also probably yell at me if I did it, but that wasn’t that big of a downside.

The steady clangs from Lyra and the rumbling of the snake’s movement were all that broke the silence.

A flash of blue caught my eye from the tunnel with the stream. My birds had returned. I turned toward the tunnel and adjusted my stance before I flexed my will to order the birds from the other tunnel to return. Then I ordered my squirrels to gather near me and for some of them to flank the tunnel’s entranceway.

“It’s coming!” I called to Lyra. “Get ready to duck out of the way.”

“Will do!” Lyra called back.

There were three more clangs of Lyra’s dagger against the stones before the snake burst into the tunnel.

The snake had seen better days. The damage Willa and I’d done to the snake’s face was not insubstantial. The right side of it was covered in bleeding wounds like a teenager with acne from all the stabs Willa had delivered, and they were complemented by the deep gouges I’d carved further back.

The snake rose up as much as it could in the cavern and hissed loudly at us. It looked like it was trying to scare us off, probably because it didn’t want to fight near its eggs. When its hiss didn’t work, it tried banging its tail against the stone walls.

“Come in and die,” I spat back at the snake. “Attack!”

The squirrels hidden by the sides of the tunnel sprang out and climbed on top of the snake. The grooves of its scales gave them the perfect footholds to scale up its form.

The snake let out a cry but seemed to have learned from its last encounter with my squirrels. It moved to flip itself around, and my squirrels were forced to jump off its back.

“Shit,” I muttered. “Lyra, do you think the rocks are ready?”

“Almost!” she called back.

“I’ll buy you time,” I said. “Please, hurry.”

This was going to be stupid, but it was the best way to get the snake’s attention.

I turned, ran toward the eggs, and yelled at the snake. “Come at me, you fucking asshole!”

That certainly got its attention. It darted toward me with a hiss of anger, and I tried to ignore the flicker of fear in my heart as I pushed my legs faster.

I managed to make it to the rock outcropping and leaped through an opening. The eggs on their own went up to my shins, but they were stacked together, so the pile was almost my height. I circled around them to put something between the Giant Constrictor Snake and me. It had just slithered over the rock piles that formed the boundary between its nest and the rest of the cavern.

The snake let out another mighty hiss, and as soon as its head peeked around one side of the egg pile, I broke into a sprint in the opposite direction.

My gamble halfway paid off.

The snake was more cautious around its eggs and slowed itself somewhat as a result. Unfortunately, it was still fast enough to be gaining on me. I quickly came across the tail of the snake. It seemed like the snake was wrapping itself around the eggs to protect them. I gritted my teeth and swung at the tip and managed to take a hunk off the very end of its tail.

The snake hissed in pain, and I booked it back for the opening. If I stayed, I wouldn’t have lasted, but the rush to exit the nest was almost the end of me.

The shadow of the snake cast from the glowing crystals overtook me, and dread filled my heart. I barely managed to make it to the outcropping and threw myself to the side before the snake lunged and closed its fangs around nothing but air.

I willed my birds to dive and strike at its face. It was dangerous, but I needed the snake away from me and far enough away from the wall that it would be able to build up the momentum we needed for it to crash and make the jagged stalactites come crashing down.

“All done!” Lyra yelled.

I worried for a moment that the snake might try to make her its target, but my gambit with the birds paid off. My birds weren’t able to pierce the snake’s scales, but the wounds from the battle offered my feathered friends a way to get around them.

One of my indigo buntings even braved being close to the snake’s mouth. It deftly dodged around the snake’s fang and swooped toward the stab wounds left by Willa. As quickly as it could, it flew in, tore a piece of snake flesh out with its beak, scratched at another wound, and then flew off in the opposite direction from our stalactite trap.

I was filled with an immense amount of pride for the bird, and I swore that I’d give it a name after this was all done.

The snake let out an enraged hiss and chased after my indigo buntings as fast as it could. As soon as what remained of the snake’s tail passed me by, I ran for the shallow pond and the trap. Lyra stood under the stalactites and seemed to be quickly inspecting her work to make sure there weren’t any flaws.

“Go hide!” I called out to her.

“Okay!” She immediately darted for the other tunnel.

I took Lyra’s spot and glanced up at the dripping stones. Lyra had dug away at many of the stalactites with her knife in a large horizontal area. It seemed she wanted to maximize the chance that if the snake hit anywhere on this wall, at least one of the stone formations would fall and skewer the snake.

I took a deep breath and steeled my nerves.

“Lead it to me!” I ordered my birds.

The birds whirled around, and one almost fell back close enough to get chomped by the snake, but it barely managed to get away.

“I’m right here!” I yelled at the snake at the top of my lungs. “I was near your babies! Don’t you want to protect them!”

My birds peeled off in different directions, and the snake continued to barrel toward me. I stared down the snake and let out a guttural yell.

The world around me slowed slightly as my Emerald Precision activated. The gem amplified my aim, but it did nothing to speed my actual movements. I had to time this perfectly.

I stared at it and did not dare to even blink.

The moment came.

I launched myself to the side with every speck of power I could muster, but the snake lunged even faster than it had before. Its fangs raced toward me, and horror clamped around every neuron in my brain. In the split second before it closed around me, I managed to conjure my energy shield. The fang that would’ve gotten my arm scraped along my shield, and the snake slammed into the cave wall behind me.

The bang resounded throughout the room, and for a horrifying moment, nothing happened. Then, with a crack, the stalactites broke loose and came hurtling down. I flicked my arm above my head and managed to block the stone that had my name on it with my shield, but the snake had no such luck.

One stalactite sank into the back of the snake’s head. A fountain of blood splashed out from the impact, and some landed on my energy shield. Another one fell, and then a third.

The snake let out a choked and agonizing hiss.

My eyes flicked across the roof, and there were no more stalactites that could fall in my path. I rushed toward the snake and brought my sword up. I would be sure to finish the job.

The snake’s head was pinned to the ground by one of the stones, and I took full advantage. I brought my sword up high above my head before I plunged it down into the snake’s brain. Blood and bits of gray matter splashed up from the wound, and whatever last tension was remaining in the snake gave out.

I breathed in and out heavily and leaned against my sword for a moment.

It was done. The snake was dead, and we were alive. I let out a relieved laugh. A Nightmare dungeon was defeated by my hand. The snake was an enemy well beyond my level, but I did it anyway.

“You did it!” Lyra shouted.

The sound of her footsteps rushed toward me, and then she threw her arms around me. I turned around fast enough to catch her in my arms and squeeze her back.

“We did it,” I replied. “We won.”

I pulled back enough to lean in and kiss Lyra. Her lips were slightly chapped and salty from the exhaustion of the battle, but somehow it made it all the sweeter. It was a reminder that she was still alive and breathing, despite all we went through. The sadness that had taken over her face after Willa’s disappearance was all gone now, and it had been replaced by the elation of survival.

I pulled her in deeper before I let her go. Then I turned around and wrenched my sword from the snake’s skull. It felt a little like I was King Arthur pulling Excalibur from the stone. I certainly felt victorious enough for it.

I let out a long sigh, and the familiar sensation of leveling up filled me as the golden light flared all through the cavern. I’d gone up more than a full level and reached Lvl 11, and Lyra went up one level to Lvl 11 as well. I smiled at the coincidence.

“Alright,” I said. “Now we need to find the treasure.”

I thought for a moment and whistled. My squirrels came running and assembled themselves before me.

“You all were skittering around for a bit,” I said. “Did any of you find the treasure?”

Bug stood at the front of the pack, and at my words, he turned his head and squeaked.

It was so cute, I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Of course you did,” I said in a fond tone.

Bug scampered off toward the snake’s nest, and Lyra and I followed closely behind. Sure enough, in a corner I hadn’t seen before, the treasure was nestled right under the exit portal button.

I leaned down and touched the gold. “Gold: + 600,” appeared before my eyes. I looked over the rest of the loot and examined it closely. First was a silver ring with a gemstone that looked blue with hints of violet. I examined it closer, and the stats popped up “Increase Iolite Ring: This ring increases XP gain by 30%.”

“Hmm,” I hummed. “Kate would benefit from this a lot. It increases XP gain.”

“Oh!” Lyra exclaimed. “That would be helpful. She’ll be able to catch up with us much quicker that way.”

Malleable Sheath of Returning: This sheath pairs with returning weapons and serves as an alternate place for the weapon to return to.

I handed it over to Lyra, and she read it quickly.

“That seems pretty specific,” I said. “Do you think the dungeon knows who you are?”

I’d intended it as a joke, but Lyra didn’t laugh.

“Maybe,” she replied. “I’ve heard that dungeon treasure tends to correspond to the people who enter it more often than seems to be a coincidence. No one really knows for sure how it works.”

“So the dungeon looks into our souls or something?” I asked in a disbelieving tone.

Lyra shrugged. “Dungeons are one of the great mysteries of the world. Who’s to say how they come to be how they are? Of course, there are people out there who’ll swear to you they know the real truth, but nobody takes them seriously.”

“Huh,” I huffed.

I looked at the last piece of loot, and it was a quill and a vial of ink.

“Score two for spooky all-knowing dungeons?” I muttered under my breath as I picked it up.

Self-Writing Quill: This quill is able to make parchment float alongside it and take notes on said parchment as directed by the owner.

The vial of ink seemed to be normal, everyday ink, and its item name was simply “Ink.” The reminder of Willa made my heart pang with uncertainty. I hoped she was okay. I looked back at the ink for a long moment.

“Hmm,” I hummed. “I think I have an idea.”

I poured the ink out, put the vial away, and ran over to the corpse of the snake. I wrenched the snake’s mouth open with one hand and, with the other, I used my sword to cut into where I knew a normal snake’s venom gland was. I hoped this monster was similar enough to its Earth counterpart, and I was quickly proven right.

As soon as I punctured it, I dropped my sword, grabbed the vial, and put it under the cut. I waited until the venom filled up the vial, then recorked the vial. I stepped back from the snake and examined the contents of my vial. Sure enough, it read, “Giant Snake Venom.”

I returned to the nest, and Lyra had secured the sheath to her belt.

“Looks good,” I said.

“Thanks.” Lyra smiled. “What do you have there?”

“Snake venom,” I replied. “It should be able to refill Willa’s dagger.”

Lyra’s face flickered for a moment at the mention of Willa. I took a step forward and put a hand on Lyra’s.

“She’ll be alright,” I soothed. “We’ll see her out there.”

“But what if we don’t?” Lyra asked. “What if–”

I pressed a kiss to Lyra’s lips to quiet her worries.

“She’ll be there,” I promised.

“I– just–” Lyra took a deep breath. “I remember now.”

“Remember what?” I asked.

Lyra’s face contorted as she seemed to consider how to phrase what she wanted to say.

“Well, I sort of knew already,” Lyra started. “Kind of– I mean– Gah! It’s frustrating.”

I took her hand in mine, and Lyra smiled a little.

“Start simple,” I suggested.

Lyra took a deep breath. “I can do that.”

I rubbed her hand to comfort her.

“It has to do with my magic,” she started. “My abilities with it. I’m a mage, you know what that means for how I got my magic, right?”

“You’re born with it,” I answered.

“Right,” Lyra confirmed. “Mages tend to be weak when they’re born, and then as a part of puberty, their magic blossoms to its full potential.”

“Tend to?” I asked as I guessed where she might’ve been going with it.

Lyra gave me an uncomfortable look. “My dad always said I was a precocious child. My magic blossomed when I was only eight years old, and, well…”

Lyra took another breath as she seemed to collect herself. Then she looked me in the eyes.

“Even when mages bloom during early puberty, it’s considered dangerous,” she said with a vulnerable tone to her voice. “Manageable, but still dangerous. My mother was an early bloomer, too, apparently. Being a mage doesn’t have to follow blood, but it’s more likely to.”

Lyra hesitated, and silence reigned for a moment.

“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” I assured her. “I’ll support you either way.”

“Thank you,” Lyra said with an unending amount of gratitude in her eyes. “I– I want to tell you. I think… maybe getting it off my chest will help.”

“Alright, I’m here to listen.” I gave her a warm smile.

“My mom… I’ve never had firm memories of her,” Lyra explained. “She’s always just been flashes in my mind. I asked Dad about her, but he refused to talk about her.”

“She left when you were young?” I asked.

Lyra shook her head, and tears sprang into her eyes. “She… She died when I was eight. She wanted to help me to control my magic. Then… Then I–”

She clenched her teeth so tightly together that I worried she’d crack them, and finally, she finished.

“It was my fault,” Lyra said as her tears slid down her face. “I messed up, and my mom died because of it.”

My mouth dropped open, and sympathetic pain squeezed my heart as I stared at her. It was an accident, surely, but it was clear how little that distinction mattered to Lyra. I leaned in and wrapped my arms around her.

“Oh, Lyra,” I whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

“I buried the memory for so long,” Lyra sniffled. “But it wasn’t ever gone. Not really. It appeared in my nightmares, and when I had flashbacks during the day… I just rationalized them away as being memories of my nightmares. I didn’t… I didn’t want to face the truth.”

Lyra trailed off, and I gave her a squeeze.

“Willa’s okay,” I whispered. “She’s not your mom, and you’re not a little kid anymore. This wasn’t your fault.”

“It all came rushing back to me,” Lyra whispered back in a broken voice. “The same feelings rushed through me, and for a moment, I was living through that day again, and it was too real.”

I stood there in silence and tried to provide what support I could by holding her.

“Willa got hurt because of me,” Lyra insisted. “I should’ve never tried to learn my magic again. I was stupid, and my aunt was right when she left because of it.”

“Hey,” I said, and I took Lyra’s chin in a firm but gentle grip. “You’re progressing so well in your training, and you’ll only get better if you keep working at it. We all go into dungeons knowing what the risks are.”

Lyra chewed on her bottom lip as the logic in my words started to sink in.

“We do our best in dungeons,” I continued. “That’s all I can ask for from my party, and it’s what you did.”

“But–” Lyra tried to argue.

“No.” I shook my head. “Beating yourself up about this isn’t going to do anyone any good. It will only leave your mind clouded next time we’re in a dungeon again.”

Surprise flashed in Lyra’s eyes like she hadn’t even allowed herself to consider going into another dungeon in the future.

“Keep your head in the game,” I said. “Keep training. All this crap you’re feeling right now, use it to fuel your training.”

Lyra took a broken breath in, nodded, and wiped the tears from her cheeks.

I smiled at her and kissed the tip of her nose, where it was adorably pink.

“I’ll help you practice,” I said. “You keep building up your skills. You keep building up your control. Then you’ll be strong enough to save lives and fight to protect the people you care for.”

“You promise?” she asked with her green eyes wide like a small child.

“I promise,” I said with enough meaning in my tone that she couldn’t doubt it.

“Thank you,” Lyra whispered. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“I care about you,” I said. “I’ll shoulder whatever burdens you need me to.”

Lyra sniffled, and I loosened our hug so I could kiss her once more.

Her green eyes shone with tears and gratitude. It was a look I never wanted to forget. I knew in that moment that I would do anything if it meant being able to protect her.

I stood there for a long moment and allowed myself to be her anchor as Lyra collected herself. After another moment, she looked at me with steady eyes and nodded.

“Alright,” she said. “I’m ready to go.”

I nodded and smiled at her. I took her hand in mine, and we walked over to the portal button. We pushed it in unison, and we were transported outside.

For a panicked moment, I couldn’t see Willa, but then I spotted her as she lay on the ground twenty feet away from us, but something was wrong.

Instead of being Lvl 51, Willa was Lvl 50.
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Chapter 12

“Willa?” I called with concern in my voice.

Willa’s head tilted back to us. She looked pale and exhausted, but I didn’t see any blood on her, which was a relief.

“You’re back,” Willa said in a relieved, tired voice. “I was worried.”

“We made it through alright.” I walked closer to her. “But what about you? What happened?”

Willa moved to sit up and let out a groan as she did so.

“The gem worked,” she said. “I’m relieved to be alive, but it did come with some drawbacks.”

“Like you going down in level?” I asked.

“Yeah.” Willa scowled. “But not just that. It took a thousand of my gold, too! The whole point of this was to get more gold, but now I’m even further from my goal.”

“Well,” I started, “we got some things from the dungeon that might cheer you up.”

I pulled out the Giant Snake Venom and the Self-Writing Quill and handed them over to her.

Willa accepted them gratefully and looked them over, and as she inspected the pieces, the tension melted from her face. Appreciation and tiredness took their place, and she looked up at us with a weary smile.

“Thanks,” she said. “I appreciate it. These will be useful.”

“We could also give you the gold we found,” I offered. “It’s only six hundred, but it would make up for some of your loss.”

“No, that wouldn’t be right,” Willa said. “I used your savior item, and I wasn’t there to help you beat the boss. I don’t even feel great about taking the items.”

Lyra frowned. “But it wasn’t your fault. It was–”

Willa cut her off with a motion of her hand.

“It wasn’t yours, either,” Willa said. “Shit happens in dungeons, I’ve heard enough stories about them to know that. It was bad luck, that’s all. If I’d been more aware, I could’ve dodged it.”

Lyra fiddled with the end of her sleeve, and while her frown lessened, it was still present on her face.

“Still…” Lyra took a breath.

Willa moved to get to her feet, but struggled and let out a small groan of pain. I helped her up, and she shot me a grateful half-smile.

“I’m not happy about it,” Willa admitted. “I’m frustrated as all hell, actually. But you didn’t do anything wrong. You were lagging, and the snake was coming at you. We just got unlucky.”

“I’d argue we got very lucky,” I countered. “We were lucky enough to have the exact thing to save you. That’s the unusual part here. Life-threatening situations are the normal part of dungeons.”

“If you say so,” Lyra said.

Lyra heaved a massive sigh. There was still tension in the corners of her mouth and knitted between her eyebrows, but it looked like she was finally accepting the situation for what it was.

“How are you feeling, Willa?” I asked. “You look pretty out of it.”

“Yeah.” Willa let out a hard laugh. “You could say that. My injuries healed, but I still feel sore as hell. It’s like all the low underlying pain of healing a wound got sped up and is hitting me all at once. It’s not debilitating, but moving is not fun right now.”

I grimaced at the description. “I can only imagine.”

“Are you well enough to ride?” Lyra asked.

Willa considered for a moment.

“I think so,” she finally said. “Most of the soreness is in my upper half. I probably won’t want to hold the reins.”

“You can ride with me,” I offered.

Not only did I want to make sure Willa was alright, but I figured that Lyra would appreciate the space to think.

“Sounds good,” Willa said.

We walked over to our unicorns, untied them, and climbed on. Willa winced as I helped her mount Night, but after she settled in, she seemed to be alright. Willa wrapped her arms loosely around my stomach so she wouldn’t fall off, and we began our journey back.

I looked down at the Increase Iolite Ring I’d slipped around my finger. I didn’t expect that we’d get into a fight soon, or at least I hoped we didn’t, but it was better for someone to wear it than for it to sit in storage. I wasn’t the lowest-level member of our current trio anymore now that I’d caught up with Lyra, but she definitely was closer to leveling up than I was.

Besides, I wouldn’t lie. I also just wanted to get stronger. I needed to protect the people I cared for. If we hadn’t had the Ruby Life Gem, then things would have gone very differently from the way they had.

I took a breath, and the arms around my stomach reminded me that Willa was still alive.

I needed to be strong enough to make sure I could protect her. That I could protect all of them. I wanted to help them be the strongest they could be, whether I was with them to help or not.

The raw power Lyra’d shown in the dungeon was awe-inspiring. She’d be an asset, I had no doubt about that. She just needed more time.

We were a bit down the road, and Lyra had pulled ahead of us somewhat when Willa spoke to me in a low enough voice that only I could hear.

“You know…” she started. “I’ve really enjoyed traveling with you and Lyra. Good traveling companions are rarer than you might think. I’ve liked a lot of this trip.”

“But?” I prompted her to continue.

“But I died, Cole,” Willa whispered, and her voice broke a little. “I felt my heart slow and my energy flee me. I was saved by the gem and taken out of the dungeon, sure…”

Willa’s hands began to shake.

“It’s not something I can just brush off,” Willa continued.

“I don’t think anyone expects you to,” I responded in a gentle tone.

“And my plans have been complicated even more now,” she said. “The arrangements I made are going to all fall through, and… I just feel stuck.”

“One step at a time,” I said. “We can help you figure out a new plan.”

“Yeah,” Willa sighed. “One step at a time.”

We lapsed into silence, and I let my thoughts wander as I guided Night back to the city.

I couldn’t say I’d ever helped someone through almost dying and then being saved by a magical item before, but I could be an anchor.

Time helped heal most wounds, or at least soften them, and someone who stood beside in support while that happened helped immensely.

I didn’t know if Willa would even want to continue traveling with us, and honestly, I wouldn’t blame her if she didn’t. My instincts yelled at me to protect her and help her. I wanted to keep her close, and it wasn’t only for her enrapturing eyes.

Dungeons had a weird way of forming a bond between those who fought through them together, but it was more than that.

The way she talked about going to the islands and exploring them made me remember my dad and the bond we had. I understood the bond she spoke of because I’d felt it, too. If there was some grand, unfinished adventure that my dad never managed to do, I knew I would’ve needed to complete it for him.

I hoped she’d be willing to travel with us because I wanted to help her reach that goal, but as much as I wanted it, I couldn’t push.

Willa wasn’t in the best state right now, and what she needed was someone to lean on. I wouldn’t make her feel like that was conditional on her continuing to adventure with us.

I’d do what I could for the rest of this journey, and with luck, she’d be willing to let me continue to help when we got to our destination, and perhaps even beyond that.

Eventually, we made it back to the inn we’d stayed at the night before. We stopped, had a hearty meal, and took a break from traveling to recover. Lyra and Willa were both grateful for the opportunity to rest.

It was already well into the afternoon by that point, and we made the decision to suspend our travels and stay at the tavern for the night.

The Constricting Cavern was the most time-consuming dungeon I’d ever been in. At times, it really seemed more like an endurance test than anything. We had to crawl for who knows how long, then we were able to walk, but still had to travel quite a distance. Then it was the maze that was quite literally designed to slow our progress and waste our time. The snake, too, had retreated several times and drawn out the fight. In the end, it all meant we spent much more time in the dungeon than I’d first guessed.

One look at Willa and Lyra confirmed how badly they needed rest. The emotional and physical exhaustion of the day weighed down their features.

I slept well that night. The exhaustion from the day caught up with me, and I fell asleep within five minutes of lying my head down on the pillow.

At breakfast the next morning, Lyra and Willa looked much improved from the night’s rest.

We returned to our unicorns and soon enough were on our way. Warm food filled my stomach, and the morning sky was beautiful with just enough cloud cover to keep the glare of the sun out of our eyes. I breathed in the fresh air and was grateful for it.

I liked dungeon-crawling, but there was something about being in the wide-open rolling plains after the trek through dark, cramped tunnels that felt like a cold drink of water on a hot summer day.

The wind blew through the tall grass, and I spotted several flowers I hadn’t noticed on the way to the dungeon. Petals of blue and yellow stood out brightly against the greenery.

“The world is so beautiful,” I said to no one in particular.

“It really is,” Willa agreed. “Even the easiest to overlook parts of it can hold such great beauty. It’s one of my favorite parts about exploring while I do my cartography. I get to really experience the world in all of its wonderfully varied ways.”

I knew exactly what she meant. There was a pastoral simplicity to traveling through the countryside. As opposed to traveling by car, riding on our unicorns allowed me to really look at the nature surrounding me. The flowers on the side of the road were more than just a blur. They were something I could admire for a moment before they slipped out of view.

“I traveled a lot before I came here,” I said. “We weren’t the richest, but my dad would take me to as many different places as we could afford. I’ve seen snowy mountains and hot deserts. Even though he’s gone, when I slow down and really look at the world around me. When I really feel the nature and simplicity around me. It feels like he’s here.”

Willa’s arms wrapped tighter around me.

“You understand then,” she said.

“I do,” I replied, and I didn’t need to say any more.

Willa let out a contented noise, and the sounds of trotting hooves filled the serene silence that lingered. I glanced over at Lyra, and she seemed not to have heard our discussion. She looked like she was deep in thought, and I didn’t want to interrupt her.

“There are a lot of places I want to go,” Willa finally said. “There’s more than just the Morseen Islands that I hope I can see.”

“Tell me about some of them,” I asked.

“Well, let’s see,” Willa hummed. “Last night I dreamed about one of them, though honestly I’m not even sure how real it is.”

“Oh?” I breathed.

“It’s probably a lot different than the stories say, at least,” Willa said. “But the stories make it sound amazing. It’s apparently called the City of Dreams, but I’ve heard a few different names for it. I’d be surprised if there was a single tavern in Morseen that hasn’t had someone tell its tale at least once within their halls. They speak of streets of gold where everyone can afford the kinds of luxuries that only a rare few outside of the city’s walls can ever dream of. Some say even finding the place grants you a reward of gold. Others say even the simplest jobs pay well.”

“Sounds a bit like some rumors I’ve heard from Earth,” I said in an amused tone. “El Dorado, the city of gold. The stories are rather conflicted about it, and no one ever managed to find it, despite a lot of exploration.”

“It’d be nice if it were real,” Willa said in an amused tone.

“It would,” I agreed. “Who knows? El Dorado wasn’t real, but the City of Dreams might very well be. There weren’t trolls or dragons or dungeons back on Earth, but there are here. If those can exist, a city of gold might very well exist as well.”

“No dungeons?” Willa repeated. “That does sound like a strange world. What, did it not have any rivers, either?”

“There are rivers,” I said with a laugh. “I suppose there technically are dungeons, but they were not anything like the ones here. They were places where nobles imprisoned people. They were simple human constructions. No boss creature, no treasure, no puzzles. Well, unless you counted the nobles and their money, but those were firmly separate from the dungeons.”

“Strange,” Willa said. “You truly come from a fantastical world. Your squirrels were my first sign, but I hadn’t quite imagined what else it might be like.”

I laughed. “I suppose it’s all a matter of perspective, really.”

“The City of Dreams,” Willa mused. “Maybe if I were able to find it, the gold I gain from there could fund my explorations for the rest of my life.”

“That’s the dream, isn’t it?” I sighed. “But keep an eye out for volcanoes. I’ve heard they can send you spiraling into all kinds of shenanigans.”

“Pfft, like what?” Willa asked.

“You never know,” I said. “Maybe it’ll explode at just the right time to make everyone think you did it, and then they’ll declare you a goddess. I mean, you’re beautiful enough for it.”

Willa laughed hard, and where she had leaned her cheek on my back grew warm.

“How do you even come up with that?” she asked.

“It happened in a, uh, play we had back home,” I said. “It was really fun.”

“I can only imagine,” Willa said.

I hummed a few notes from “It’s Tough to be a God,” from The Road to El Dorado.

The journey continued well from there. We eventually came upon the bridge where we’d fought the troll. I made sure to look from the side before we attempted to cross, and fortunately, there wasn’t a new troll waiting to ambush us. Our passage was normal and bland, but I tensed up a little until we were on the other side. I would not be caught unaware in the same place twice.

It was a little later when I pulled up closer to Lyra. She had the same contemplative look she’d been wearing for the entire journey.

“Earth to Lyra,” I said.

Lyra blinked and glanced over at me with a confused look in her eyes.

“Mage to Cole?” she replied in a tentative and bewildered tone.

I snorted. “Just a phrase from Earth.”

Understanding dawned in Lyra’s eyes.

“How are you?” I asked. “You’ve been pretty quiet.”

“Just… thinking,” Lyra responded and let out a sigh. “I’ve been thinking about my, uh–”

Lyra’s eyes flicked over to Willa.

“My past,” she finished. “My family.”

“Just don’t get lost inside your own head,” I warned. “Your brain’s pretty big with all the languages and things you know.”

Lyra let out an amused noise. “I’ll be sure not to.”

“One foot in front of the other,” I said.

“Well, one hoof in front of the other right now,” she replied.

I let out a small laugh.

“I’m alright,” Lyra eventually said. “It’s a lot, y’know?”

“Stuff like that is rarely anything else,” I replied. “I’m here for you anytime you want to talk.”

“Thanks, Cole.” She smiled gratefully at me. “I’m glad to have you on my side.”

“Always,” I promised.

Our ride continued, and I felt a little lighter. Lyra’d been through a lot, but the fact that she was able to joke the way she had gave me hope. She’d bounced back well enough after the pixie disaster, so I supposed I shouldn’t have been surprised.

A particularly large wagon came into view in front of us, and we drifted our unicorns to the right to let it by. For all that I’d internalized that unicorns were basically just horses in this world, it was a little strange to see two dark brown unicorns as they pulled a covered wagon.

The woman who sat with the reins in her hands gave us a wave as we passed. From what I could make out, she seemed to be transporting farm tools and the like.

It was not long after that the walls of Kenford greeted us. It was mildly amusing to see the walls now that I knew they didn’t go completely around the city. From what I knew of medieval history on Earth, a city like this would be a sitting duck for any army that came near it.

It was heartening to see that war wasn’t much of a concern in this world. I knew there was a King of Morseen, and it seemed the people of the continent were united behind him. There weren’t any rival kings he had to compete with, at least to the best of my understanding.

The now-familiar blue-and-yellow checkered flag of Kenford greeted us. Clive had mentioned once that the colors were supposed to represent the blue of the rivers and the yellow of the sun.

The bustle in and out of the gates was only a little less than the last time I’d entered through this gate. Two knights stood on either side of the gate, and I narrowed my eyes and tried to see if I could recognize them, but their features weren’t familiar. I hadn’t expected too much because the knight barracks and the knight academy were separate, but I wondered if I might’ve seen them in passing before.

The iron portcullis hung overhead, and it made me think of that time I’d been messing around in the garage and pulled the cord that sent the garage door hurtling toward the ground. Hopefully, they had a more secure method of keeping the gate in place.

The familiar scent of burning wood and spices greeted my nose as we walked out from under the wall. There were a few different carts all gathered around the sides of the streets, but one caught my eye in particular.

There was a large cage in the back of it, and inside were some of the cutest animals I’d seen since arriving in Morseen. They looked like cats, but with the faces and wings of an owl. They had all kinds of colorations. Some looked like barn owls, while others looked like snowy owls. The largest one had long, peaked ears that reminded me of a great horned owl.

“Aww,” Lyra cooed as we passed. “Aren’t they cute?”

“The cutest,” I agreed.

One hopped up and landed on a small perch before it let out a sound that was the mix of a hoot and a meow.

“Darling creatures,” Willa said. “Their feathers are actually quite good for quills.”

Lyra and I turned to stare at her.

“They molt!” Willa added. “They’re not plucked, and I’ve never even used one myself. I much prefer my pens, but some people are inclined toward the old-fashioned.”

We walked down the street for a few more minutes before Lyra suddenly straightened.

“Oh, right,” she said. “I just remembered.”

“Remembered what?” I asked.

“There’s a small tavern that Bernadetta and Petra like to visit,” Lyra said. “It’s not far from here. Kate might be with them.”

“I’m pretty hungry anyway,” I said. “Could go for some food after our journey.”

“Food sounds amazing right about now,” Willa agreed.

“Great,” Lyra said, and she led us down a side street.

Kenford’s main roads were very open, but for the side street, we had to ride single file. We passed by a few homes, and there was even a garden where a couple of children were playing tag. It looked like a game of tag to me anyway, especially when one girl caught up to a boy, and the boy let out a large groan.

“I’ll get you next time!” the boy shouted.

“No take-backs!” the girl retorted. “You know the rules.”

“You always focus on me,” the boy groaned.

The girl shrugged and replied with a shit-eating grin on her face. “I don’t know what to say. You’re so easy to catch. Maybe you should try running faster?”

“Meanie!” the boy said, but it lacked any bite.

I laughed a little at the simple pleasure in their carefree antics.

We turned onto a larger road, and it was much less populated than the main thoroughfare we’d been on before. It gave me the vibes of a tight-knit neighborhood within a large town, and I realized we weren’t that far from where we had met Lyra’s friends at their townhouse.

We neared what seemed to be the tavern, and a gentle, melodious song spilled out onto the street. The building was built with brick but had wooden accents. A soft light glowed from the windows, and it smelled more like a bakery than a tavern.

There was a small stable off to the side where we dismounted our unicorns and tied them to hitching posts.

We entered the tavern and were greeted by an interior that was just as cozy as I’d expected. The tables along the sides of the room were segregated into booths, and plants of all kinds grew on the top of each divider. There was a bard in the corner, and he played very mellow music that felt like something someone would put on to study.

It bore some similarities to the cafe we’d spent breakfast at not that long ago, but it was far less busy, and they didn’t need to pull out tricks to make the space feel less crowded than it was. For how many tables there were, the tavern was rather populated, and based on the board that had a bunch of fliers and notices posted on it, it felt like the center of this nice little neighborhood.

“Does this area have a name?” I asked Lyra.

“The neighborhood is called the Vale,” she started. “The tavern’s name is The Sleepy Tree.”

I looked around and noticed there was a much higher number of elves in the tavern than seemed the average for other parts of Kenford. I’d noticed a lot more greenery decorating the houses we passed by, and I wondered for a moment if this place was almost an elf equivalent to a Chinatown or Little Italy section of a city.

“Oh! There they are,” Lyra said and began to move toward a table against the wall.

I followed behind her, and only after a moment did I realize which table she was heading toward. It was large enough for eight people, but currently only held four. I recognized the red hair of Bernadetta and the blue streak of Petra, but they were sitting beside two others I hadn’t expected.

“Tamrin, Faelix,” Lyra said with a smile. “I didn’t think you’d be back in Kenford so soon.”

These were the two friends that we’d met back in Valleymoor, I realized after a moment. Tamrin had long, chocolate-brown hair, while Faelix still bore an uncanny resemblance to Legolas.

“Lyra, it’s good to see you again,” Tamrin replied with a smile. “These two told me you were headed out to defeat a Nightmare dungeon?”

“We managed to beat it,” Lyra said. “Cole did wonderfully.”

Tamrin turned her smile toward me. “I’m glad to hear you’re keeping Lyra safe.”

“Of course,” I replied.

“You added a fourth to your group?” she asked and glanced over to Willa.

“More or less,” I said. “She’s the reason we felt confident enough to go to a Nightmare dungeon.”

Faelix glanced up to Willa’s level and nodded.

“I’m Willa,” she said. “Nice to meet you all.”

Lyra quickly introduced her to everyone at the table.

“Is Kate not with you?” I asked.

“Oh, she was,” Bernadetta answered. “She left not that long ago. She said she was going to head back to her inn.”

“How was hunting with her?” I asked.

“Oh, it was pretty good,” Bernadetta said. “It was a lot of fun helping her with her archery. It felt good to be a mentor, sorta.”

Bernadetta let out an awkward laugh and picked at her braid.

“Kate seemed to enjoy her time with us,” Petra added. “She has a lot of potential. She treated us to some of her amazing cooking.”

“She’s such a good cook,” Lyra agreed.

Lyra then turned to Tamrin and Faelix.

“Will you both be staying in Kenford for long?” she asked.

“No more than a couple of days,” Tamrin replied. “It’s lucky that you came back when you did.”

My stomach growled.

“Oh, are you all hungry?” Tamrin asked. “Here, have a seat. You can have some of our food.”

I glanced at Willa and Lyra, who subtly nodded in agreement, and we all gratefully took our seats. The food that sat on the table all seemed to be shareable, family-style dishes. There were some lettuce wraps, crackers, and dips as well as an assortment of berries. Further back on the table, there were a bunch of baked goods, there were plates of cookies, a couple of fae cakes, and small dough balls with what looked like jam coming out the top, alongside a few others I couldn’t name.

Lyra’s eyes lit up, and she seemed more than excited to dig in.

The lettuce wraps were nice and savory, and my favorite of the dips tasted quite similar to queso cheese.

As I ate, I sat back and watched the table talk. Faelix seemed very quiet and only spoke up occasionally, while Tamrin and Lyra were the most frequent talkers. I noticed that they all turned their heads more toward Petra whenever they spoke and pronounced their words very slightly slower. It was the kind of habit that seemed unconscious and was likely the product of spending many years together.

Willa started out almost as quiet as Faelix, but eventually started to speak up more and more as time went on. Faelix lit up a little when Willa brought up cartography, and they started a long conversation and threw around a lot of terms I wasn’t familiar with. It was the kind of jargon experts used casually because they forgot that not everyone knew as much as they expected about their preferred topic. Faelix seemed to keep up with the conversation, at least, more than I did.

Bernadetta sat attentively and contributed to the conversation occasionally, but she jolted with anxiety after she spoke particularly passionately about a topic, or whenever she drew too much of the spotlight. I noticed Petra put a hand on her shoulder, which seemed to calm the agoraphobic archer down.

Eventually, I’d eaten my fill and stretched out.

“I think I’m gonna go check on Kate,” I said. “I want to let her know we’ve made it back.”

“She seemed to miss you quite a bit,” Petra remarked.

“Tell her I said hi, and that I’ll see her soon!” Lyra added.

“Don’t be in a rush to come back to the inn,” I reassured Lyra. “Spend as much time as you want with your friends.”

Lyra gave me a grateful smile before I turned to Willa.

“Thank you for coming with us to the dungeon,” I said. “I hope we can speak tomorrow after we’ve all gotten some rest?”

Willa nodded quickly. “I’d like that.”

“You could meet up with us at our inn,” I said. “It’s Kenford’s Market Inn.”

“I guess I know where I’m having breakfast,” she replied.

I smiled at her and said goodbye to everyone at the table before I left.

I untied Night and left Ina for Lyra. Night whinnied, and I petted his black face.

“You’ll be able to rest for longer soon, I swear,” I said in a soothing tone. “Just one last short ride.”

Night snorted in a way that felt like he was telling me that it better be the last ride for a bit.

I smiled and ran my hand up his face and down his neck as I walked back to get on the saddle. I mounted Night and, as soon as I guided him onto the street, I realized that I didn’t know the quickest route to get back to the inn, but I guessed the road would connect to the main road eventually.

My guess turned out to be correct. There was an archway wreathed with plants that seemed to identify the exit and entrance to the Vale neighborhood, where it merged onto the main road.

The crowd split before Night like he was parting the Red Sea, and I smiled a little at the sight. Even though unicorns were more even-tempered than horses, who were wound-up balls of anxiety, they were still nothing to be trifled with. A good strike with a hoof, and that was an unfortunate soul’s head caved in.

I hadn’t seen a unicorn use its horn to stab anything yet, but I didn’t doubt Night could do some serious damage with it if he so desired.

It was a nice ride back, without any troubles. Soon enough, I spotted the inn that I’d made my temporary home while I lived in Kenford. I put Night up in the stable on the side of the inn and made sure he had plenty of hay to eat and water to drink.

I walked inside and glanced around the tavern area, but I didn’t spot Kate. I slipped upstairs and walked to our room. I put my key in and unlocked the door before I opened it.

An excited squeak greeted me right before Kate rushed toward me and jumped into my arms. She squeezed me, and I embraced her back.

After a second, she pulled away, and her fingers snuck their way under my clothes until they reached my abs.

“I missed you,” she said in a voice laced with need.
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Chapter 13

Kate’s deep brown eyes dug into me like she’d seen a figment of her imagination suddenly materialize into reality.

She was beautiful in the way a sunset is beautiful. She was simple and reliable, and I could never grow bored of looking at her. She’d let her normally tied-up brown hair fall loosely over her shoulders, and her cheeks already carried the faintest hint of a blush.

I raised my hand and brushed a wayward strand of hair out of her eye, and in the same movement, I leaned down to kiss her. Her mouth was soft, and sparks of pleasure radiated from the contact.

“I missed you, too,” I whispered back. “I got a gift for you.”

Kate’s eyes widened, and the corners of her lips curled up even more.

“If you say the gift is you, that’s a really corny line,” she joked, but her eyes still shone with anticipation.

“No, no,” I laughed. “If anything, my presence near you is a gift to me.”

Kate let out an amused noise, and her blush deepened slightly.

I slipped the ring I was wearing off my finger and held it up as an offering to her.

Kate let out a small gasp and offered her hand for me to slide it on. I was gentle as I slid the ring on. After the ring reached the base of her finger, it resized to fit nicely against her slender finger.

I wondered briefly if rings held any connotation of marriage in Morseen, but I dismissed the thought. Relationship norms were wildly different here. Nonetheless, the ring was an extremely pretty piece of jewelry, and Kate seemed overjoyed.

I took her hand in mine and laid a kiss on it like I was a prince in a Hallmark movie. Kate’s hand was extremely soft, and I was almost surprised there weren’t any calluses from her archery.

I’d played guitar back on Earth and gotten calluses on the tips of my fingers. Then I remembered the thin gloves Kate wore while she shot, and things made sense.

“Do you like it?” I asked.

“It’s beautiful,” Kate breathed.

“I’m glad.” I smiled. “Not only will it magnify your beauty, but it will also help you in your mission to level up.”

She looked at the ring, her smile grew as wide as I’d ever seen it, and she let out an amazed exhale. She threw her arms around me and squeezed me tight.

“Oh, Cole,” she said. “How are you so amazing? I couldn’t have imagined a better gift.”

I gave her a squeeze back. “I only want to give you exactly what you deserve.”

She pulled back from the hug and pulled me down by the collar to kiss her deeper. While we kissed, I shifted my position and hands around her to take control enough to dip her down.

Kate let out a surprised noise, then let out a laugh of elation as I pulled her back up.

“As fun as last time was,” Kate said, and her voice dripped with implication like honey. “There is a certain thrill to having all of your attention focused on me alone.”

“Well–” I paused to kiss her. “I have to make up for all the attention you missed out over the past few days, don’t I?”

“Mmm,” Kate hummed with contentment. “It certainly wouldn’t go unappreciated, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“Oh,” I said warmly, and I let out a laugh. “I’m never worried about you not appreciating me. How could I be when you make such beautiful noises every time I touch you?”

Kate went bright red while I went right for her neck.

“Oooh,” Kate moaned low in her throat.

Her skin was smooth and so tempting to mark. At the mere suggestion of my teeth against her skin, she leaned into it and lifted her head even higher to give me greater access.

Her heart pounded so fast for me, I could feel her pulse under my lips. Every new reaction of hers was sweeter than ice cream and sent a shiver of pleasure through me.

“Oh, Cole,” Kate moaned.

“I promised I’d make up for my absence,” I said. “And I’m just getting started.”

Kate shivered against me.

I went back to nibbling and sucking on Kate’s neck and almost lost myself in the heady feeling of it all.

Kate’s hands drifted back under my clothes. I’d distracted her for long enough, it seemed. She’d wanted something the moment she saw me, and now she was taking it. She pulled away from me and started to tug my shirt off. I raised my arms to help her.

My bare skin was exposed to the world, and Kate’s eyes lingered on me as if I were a particularly juicy tenderloin steak. Her eyes made their way from right above my waistband up to my face, and she seemed to savor every moment of it.

“Like what you see?” I asked with a smile.

“Very much,” she replied.

Her eyes lingered on me for a moment before they darted up to my cheek. She raised her hand and traced a finger over the cut from the glass shard that Lyra had accidentally given me.

“You got hurt?” she asked.

“It’s nothing but a scratch,” I said. “Have I ever been seriously injured since you’ve known me?”

Kate shook her head no.

“Then you don’t need to worry about me,” I said.

“I just…” she said. “I want to be there for you. I want to be strong enough to watch your back and make sure you stay uninjured. I don’t want to be dead weight.”

“You’re not dead weight,” I promised. “Already, you’re growing to be so much more than you were. Remember the Tower of Doom? You were incredible, and I’ll help you as much as you need to keep improving.”

Kate leaned into me, and I kissed the top of her head.

“Now,” I said. “Don’t lose yourself in your thoughts. Stay in the moment with me. Let me make up for my absence like I said I would.”

“Mmm,” she hummed. “That sounds good.”

“I’m here for you in any way you need me,” I said. “Emotionally…”

I whipped her around and pressed her between myself and the wall next to the door.

“Or physically,” I finished.

Kate’s eyes grew hazy with hunger.

“You’ve taken my shirt off,” I said in a low tone. “I think it’s about time I take yours off.”

I hooked my fingers underneath her shirt and pulled it up. I let my index finger drag behind and trace its way up her torso.

She put her arms up, and I pulled the shirt clean off her. She had nothing on underneath, and I smiled. She’d been expecting me. She must’ve been waiting for me yesterday as well, since our journey had been delayed. I decided I wouldn’t keep her waiting any longer.

I braced one hand against the wall beside her and kissed her hard enough to make her gasp. My lips captured hers, and my free hand caressed up her torso to cup her perfect breast. She felt so soft and pliable underneath me, and she moaned into my kiss. I began to play with her nipple, and it stiffened beneath my hand from the pleasure.

She let out soft, quiet moans as I touched her, but there was a primal urge in me that needed to hear her more, and louder. Her moans were the kind of song that drove me to crank the volume to the max, then let my mind drift away as all of my consciousness floated across the waves of its wondrous sound.

I pressed my leg between hers and lifted my knee to give her something to grind on. Kate let out a surprised moan at the sudden friction. She was so sensitive, even through the layers of clothing, and I savored the thought of how much pleasure I could bring her after she was completely disrobed.

I could be patient, and I wanted to take my time with her so I could give her the full experience. The desire to say fuck it and take her right there wasn’t easy to push against, but I clamped an iron hand around my desires.

“Oh, wow, I–” Kate moaned and gasped. “Please, keep doing that.”

Her voice was heavy with pleasure, and it rivaled any siren’s call. I was not so cruel as to deny such pleas.

I increased the pressure, and she moaned even louder for me. A shiver of pleasure rushed through me at the sound.

“Your moans are like a drug,” I said in a husky voice.

Kate looked like she was going to respond, but any words were swallowed up by another moan. Her eyes sparkled with pleasure and need.

I leaned in and couldn’t resist plunging my tongue inside her mouth. She was so lost in the pleasure that she didn’t have the presence of mind to do anything but be pliable under me.

She tasted of desire, and it sent erotic hunger flaring through my veins.

I took my hand from the wall and caressed down her body until I reached the waistband of her pants. I took my knee away, and Kate let out a whimper at the loss, but its absence was only so I could slip her pants down all the way. I pressed my knee up between her thighs again, and I was greeted with the pleasant feeling of a wet spot on her panties. There was something about making a woman wet without even removing her underwear that was so utterly thrilling.

Kate’s entire body shivered, and I kissed her even deeper.

My cock strained against my pants, and I wouldn’t be able to control myself for much longer.

I released her from the kiss and stared deep into her half-lidded, lust-filled brown eyes

“I love the look in your eyes,” I whispered.

“I love the way you feel,” she managed to whisper back.

I kissed her one last time on the mouth before I started to trail kisses down her body. First to her soft cheek, then her slender neck.

She let out a soft moan as my lips pressed against her collarbone. Then I trailed down to one of her breasts and spent some time making sure it was appreciated.

One of Kate’s hands moved to rest on my head, and I continued going. She let out a shiver as I kissed down her waist and then made it to my journey’s end. I kissed right above the waistband of her panties, and she let out a needy sound.

Her fingers tightened in my hair, and I knew exactly what she wanted. I lingered there for a few more moments to leave her drowning in anticipation before I pulled her panties down and took her with my mouth.

I was as soft as a butterfly’s wings, and she squirmed at every brush of my tongue over her wet folds. Her fingers gripped my hair even harder, and she let out a loud moan. Her juices tasted divine on my taste buds and sent a buzz of pleasure through me.

I began to tease her clit, and she squirmed so hard that she bucked into me.

“Fuck!” she exclaimed. “Please, please, please, more.”

It was all the encouragement I needed.

She reacted so strongly to every motion of my tongue, it was like she was a puppet and I’d found her strings. I moved my tongue up and down over her clit, and she bucked her hips. I circled my tongue around it, and she became a shivering mess. To my great amusement and pleasure, it looked like she was having a hard time even standing.

It only emboldened my efforts.

I lengthened my licks to reach all of her pussy, but I made sure to pay special attention to her clit at the end of each stroke.

Kate let out a guttural moan, and I almost wondered if she was trying to pull my hair out. I quickened my pace, and her reaction only grew.

“Fuck, Cole,” Kate moaned. “If you keep doing that, I-I’m–”

Her words were lost inside a moan.

“Cum for me,” I said with a grin. “It won’t be the only one I’ll give you tonight.”

“Ooohhh, Cooole,” she mewled.

I quickened my pace even more, like she was the most expensive and exclusive ice cream in the world, and I needed to lap her up before she melted through my fingers.

Kate’s breathing grew quicker and quicker, and her pussy started to convulse around my tongue.

Kate let out an indescribable moan and began to tremble as she rode out the waves of pleasure that racked her body. Her body stiffened and flexed, and she moaned over and over before she began to collapse like a puppet with its strings cut.

I managed to pull back and catch her before she completely fell to the floor. Her symphony of moans still erupted from her mouth like a heavenly choir, but they soon quieted to satisfied mewlings.

I held her close and admired the look of pure pleasure that lingered on her face.

“You’re so beautiful,” I said in a husky tone, even though I wasn’t sure if she could hear me over the pleasure that still rolled through her.

I kissed her, and her breathing started to slow. Her gaze was still completely unfocused, and I decided she needed a better place to recover. I picked her up in a bridal carry and walked over to the bed. I gently laid her down and kissed her on the cheek.

I held her as she continued to come down from the high of my tongue. She felt so soft and warm in my arms, and my cock strained against my pants as it begged to be released.

Awareness returned to Kate’s eyes, and her dilated pupils drifted over to me. A delirious smile was plastered on her face.

I leaned in and placed my mouth directly beside her ear.

“I’m going to fuck you now,” I said in a low growl.

Kate let out a sound of anticipation, need, and pleasure that I hadn’t ever heard from her before.

“Please,” Kate whined. “I need you inside me.”

I grabbed her hand and guided it toward my waistband. Energy surged through Kate’s formerly weak limbs, and she grabbed onto me with gusto.

She pulled my pants and underwear down and released my cock from its fabric prison. Even the friction from that small touch sent a jolt of pleasure racing through me. I’d been ever so patient and attentive, but now was the end of it.

Kate began to rub my cock, and I let out a moan at the sensation. It wasn’t enough. I needed more.

I grabbed Kate’s hand, pulled it away, and held it against the bed. Her eyes flashed twice, first with confusion, and then with joyous realization.

I kissed Kate deeply and moved to position myself between her legs. Her thighs spread apart before I even needed to think about asking. Kate wiggled underneath me and seemed as hungry for me to fill her up as I was.

I brushed the tip of my dick through the slickness of her entrance. She was delightfully wet already from my earlier ministrations, and Kate let out a heavy breath that was laced with lust.

“Don’t hold back now,” Kate pleaded.

“You couldn’t stop me even if you tried,” I replied with a grin.

Inch by torturous inch, I thrust my cock slowly into her dripping pussy. I tried to draw it out as long as I could, but the pleasure was so exquisite, my hips pressed forward faster than I could stop them.

The primal beast roared in my ears, and the hot pressure and friction were a heavenly experience. Anyone who said something was better than sex hadn’t experienced what I was feeling with Kate. The sense of intimacy and pleasure almost overwhelmed me. My head swam in pleasure, and I caught a whiff of her scent that made me thrust in even deeper.

“You feel so amazing,” I moaned into her ear.

“You feel even better,” she whimpered back, and a familiar haze of pleasure began to glaze her eyes again.

I braced myself on one hand and cupped her breast with the other as I thrust in and out of her wet heat. Every inch of her pussy felt like another firework of pleasure was set off inside my brain.

“Fuck, I missed you,” Kate moaned. “Fuck, I missed this.”

“Am I making up for being away?” I asked with a smile.

“Fuck, yes!” she swore like it was the one truth of the world she knew without a doubt.

“I promised I would,” I said in a low tone before I thrust inside her once more.

I pinched her nipple between my fingers, and she let out a moan that I interrupted with another thrust. Her breath hitched, and she let out an even louder moan after that.

Her pussy wrapped around my shaft with perfection, like it was the natural place for my cock to be. It felt like I’d been adrift at sea for twenty years and was finally returning home. Pleasure and joy thrummed through every inch of my body.

Even that wasn’t enough.

My instincts roared in my ears that I needed to go deeper, I needed to go faster, I needed to claim her as mine.

I brought my hand away from her breast and braced myself against the bed with both hands, so I could thrust into her as hard as I could.

“Yeeesss,” Kate moaned as she arched her back to meet my thrusts.

I pulled out so far that only the barest tip of my cock remained inside her before I thrust in again as deep as I could. I tried to impale her on my cock to deliver the most intense pleasure I could manage.

Her pussy tightened around me like a heavenly vise, and my mind spun with dizzying desire. She was warm and comforting and everything I needed her to be.

I began to pick up the pace, and my body ached for more even as pleasure rolled through me in waves.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Kate moaned. “You’re so good to me.”

Her encouragement made me go even faster. Kate’s moans were loud enough that I would’ve pitied any of our neighbors if I could’ve found it in me to care. Unfortunately for them, I was too bathed in ecstasy to feel even an ounce of regret or shame. I’d as soon apologize for breathing as I would for any part of the blissful experience I was having.

The pressure began to build inside me, and the same kind of pressure was building in Kate as her moans grew louder and more frantic.

She acted like she’d been suffocating for so long, and my cock was the glorious breath of air that relieved the screaming inside her. Her eyes were fully glazed over from the pleasure, and it sent a shiver through my body.

I went faster and faster and came closer and closer to my climax.

“Fuck,” Kate moaned. “I’m gonna cum again!”

“Nothing could make me happier,” I said in a broken voice as each thrust sent enough force through me to interrupt my words.

Kate gripped the sheets below her, and I did the same. Somewhere along the line, I’d stopped trying to fill her completely and started trying to erase any distinction between her body and mine. The pressure built, and all I could do was ride it. My body was acting on its own as it pounded into her.

Kate let out a moan that bordered on a scream, and it was simply too much for me. I thrust once more as deep inside as I could get and succumbed to the crushing power of my orgasm.

A tsunami of pleasure overtook me, and I was washed out into a sea of good feelings. The scorching heat of arousal exploded into a million bright points of light, and they scattered over me like soft, drifting dandelion puffs.

Everything felt warm and good and, most importantly, right. Things were right with the world, and a profound sense of contentment wove throughout my entire body, from my scalp to the very tips of my toes.

When I came back to my senses, I was lying on top of Kate, who was letting out a sigh of contentment and relief.

“You came through with your promise and more,” Kate breathed.

I resisted the urge to make a joke about also cumming through my dick.

“I’m a man of my word,” I said with a gleeful tone.

“That you very much are,” Kate replied.

I laid there and just let the warm energy radiate through my body until I lost all track of time.

Eventually, I took a deep breath and gently pulled myself from Kate. She squirmed a little at the friction, and I fell back on the bed beside her.

My body and mind were pleasantly exhausted from the experience. I’d sleep well that night. I knew that fact within every cell of my body.

I took a deep breath in and let out a noise as I stretched.

“Ah, that feels good,” I murmured.

Kate snuggled up to me.

“How was your time training here?” I asked.

Kate let out a happy noise. “I enjoyed it. Bernadetta is a sweetheart. She was a bit nervous about giving me tips, but Petra helped her out. I think I’ve improved significantly. I even leveled up!”

I glanced up and noticed the new level above her head. I’d been too distracted by the beautiful woman underneath to notice before.

“I’m proud of you,” I said. “You worked hard. You deserve it.”

“Aww, thanks,” Kate responded with a smile.

“I’m excited for when I can see you in action next,” I said.

“I’ll do my best to show you what I’ve learned,” she said. “I hope I’ll make you proud.”

“I’m already proud of you,” I responded in an affectionate tone. “What you’ve done is impressive. You made the choice to step into a broader world. You wanted more, and you reinvented yourself to do it. You’ve kept at it, and you haven’t let adversity stop you. You’re an incredible person, Kate.”

“Speak for yourself,” Kate shot back. “You fell into a completely foreign world and managed to take it by the horns. I’ve never seen someone as adaptable as you are. You punch way above what anyone would expect of you based on your level, and it’s not like you just got lucky or anything. Your squirrels and now birds are useful tools, but they’re only so effective because of what you do with them. You’re incredibly smart, and you’ll reach incredible heights in this world. I only hope I can be there beside you when you do.”

My chest warmed at the praise.

“I thought I was supposed to be the one who raised everyone’s spirits,” I said with a smile.

“Someone’s gotta tell you how amazing you are, too,” she responded simply.

I let out a grateful noise.

“I was a little surprised Lyra wasn’t with you,” Kate said.

“Were you disappointed?” I asked.

“No,” she said. “I’m glad I got to have this time with you alone tonight. That stuff’s a lot of fun, but there’s a different kind of intimacy when you don’t have to consider multiple people at once. You can focus on each other.”

“I could focus on you all day,” I said with a smile.

Kate blushed a little and playfully hit my shoulder.

“Flirt,” she accused.

“You know you love it,” I shot back.

“Oh, I very much do,” she cooed. “Don’t ever mistake that. Who doesn’t like compliments?”

“True,” I replied.

“So, where is Lyra?” Kate asked.

“She’s catching up with her friends,” I answered. “Bernadetta, Petra, Faelix, and Tamrin.”

“Right.” Kate nodded. “I’m glad she was able to catch Faelix and Tamrin. They sounded like they were worried they might miss Lyra entirely.”

“They seemed pretty happy,” I said. “Willa and Faelix actually seemed to hit it off a little. They were talking about cartography when I listened in on them.”

“Willa enjoyed her time there? Good.” Kate said. “It’s a nice little tavern. Very comfortable, and a lot less hectic compared to my brother’s tavern.”

“Did you try the food?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. “How did it hold up to master critic Kate’s standards?”

“It was good!” Kate laughed. “The shareable dishes they had were all very good. I might have to try to recreate one of their recipes when I next make food for the road.”

“Plagiarism?” I gasped in an overly dramatic tone. “I thought better of you, Kate. Is nothing you’ve said to me true? Is Kate even your real name, or did you steal that, too?”

Kate laughed and rolled her eyes.

“Yeah, yeah,” she said. “It’s inspiration, not stealing. It’s not like I’m going in the back door while they’re all asleep and pilfering their recipe books. I’d never stoop as low as to use something like that.”

“Damn,” I swore. “There goes that gift idea.”

Kate let out another laugh.

“I’d planned out a heist in my head and everything,” I said.

“You’ve given me a good enough gift for a while,” she said with a smile, but then paused and reconsidered. “Well, good enough gifts, if you count what just happened.”

I laughed. “I’m glad you enjoyed it so much.”

“Like you didn’t know,” she replied. “I feel bad for our neighbors.”

“I don’t,” I said. “They got to hear one of the most beautiful voices perform an excellent song.”

Kate blushed and hit my shoulder. Then she stretched and yawned.

“We should probably clean up a little,” she said. “Lyra will be sleeping here tonight, after all.”

“I mean, we didn’t last time,” I said. “Nothing she wouldn’t have experienced before.”

“Yeah, but it’s different,” Kate replied. “She wasn’t here for it, so it just feels a little inconsiderate?”

“Fair,” I acknowledged.

Kate hopped off the bed, and I followed her. We both slipped into our sleepwear, and I admired Kate’s chest one last time before the fabric slipped over it. Not that it was any less enticing afterward.

Once we’d cleaned up, we slipped back into bed.

It wasn’t terribly long after that Lyra returned from her visit with her friends, and she tucked herself into bed as well.

The next morning, I was awoken by the sun casting its light across my chest. I yawned and looked over at Lyra and Kate. They were still both asleep, and they both looked beautiful with sleep-mussed hair and pink cheeks.

My lovers woke up shortly after me, and we got dressed and went downstairs to get breakfast.

The tavern seemed to be on the busy side that morning. When we sat, we were informed that they had a special dish today. The way the barmaid described it reminded me of a parfait, so I ordered it. Kate and Lyra were just as interested in it and ordered it as well.

Not long into our meal, the door to the tavern opened, and Willa entered. I waved her over to sit with us. She had a determined look in her eyes as she marched up to the table.

“I want to set out on a journey with you,” she said without preamble.

There was an almost manic energy to Willa as she spoke.

“You want to do another dungeon?” Lyra asked.

“Yes, uh– well, no,” Willa corrected and took a breath. “I want to set out for the Morseen Islands.”
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Chapter 14

“Really?” I asked. “I thought you said your preparations were ruined?”

Willa’s Morseen Islands trip seemed like it’d been put on hold after the turn of bad fortune she’d struck

“They were,” she confirmed. “But I spent a lot of time thinking last night, and I came up with a plan.”

“What did you come up with?” Kate asked.

“It does rely on you agreeing to come with me,” Willa prefaced with a slightly guilty look. “You don’t have to. I’ll find another way if it comes to it, but just listen to me first.”

“Go ahead,” I said.

Willa smiled and took a breath. She looked oddly like an executive standing in front of the board of directors who was about to make a pitch to reinvent the entire company.

“Alright, so,” she began. “What I’m proposing is that we all go north. From my understanding, you seem interested in adventure and conquering dungeons, right?”

“That’s accurate,” I agreed.

“We can start off doing exactly what you’d normally be doing,” she said. “Going after dungeons, seeing the sights, leveling up. Whatever you want. I’ll tag along with you and help you where I can.”

“So you want to join our party permanently?” Lyra asked. “I don’t understand how this helps you get to the Morseen Islands.”

“Basically,” Willa answered. “And yes, this isn’t a plan to go directly to the islands. That option really isn’t feasible anymore. However, accompanying you offsets a decent amount of the expenses I’d rack up otherwise.”

“How so?” Kate asked.

“Doing dungeons will mean I can gain money instead of solely expending money,” Willa explained. “It’s like foraging on the way, instead of buying food for a trip.”

“So you accompany us,” I said, “and we’ll eventually help you get to the Morseen Islands?”

“Yes,” she said. “You mentioned you were interested in something like that at the beginning of our journey, so I thought it wouldn’t be too presumptuous for me to propose this. If it is–”

“Of course we’ll do that,” I said with a smile. “It seems like a win-win situation to me. Honestly… I was a little worried you’d call off the idea of traveling altogether after last time.”

“It takes more than that to scare me off,” she said. “You’re sure about traveling with me? The Morseen Islands are dangerous, even more dangerous than a Nightmare dungeon. It won’t be easy, and there might be stops we have to make along the way that will cause even more hardship.”

“That sounds like just my kind of plan,” I responded. “If adventuring was easy, it wouldn’t be an adventure.”

“I’m glad to have you with us!” Lyra added.

“I look forward to getting to know you on the road,” Kate said.

The tension in Willa’s shoulders eased, and relief overtook her face.

“Thank you,” she said. “This was my last plan to get this trip underway any time soon.”

“You’ll certainly be an asset while we’re adventuring,” I said. “It’s as you say, your plan wouldn’t have us do anything we wouldn’t already be doing. Having more allies to join us along the way can only help.”

“I’m glad,” she said, and then she sat down. “I should probably eat. I’ve been up for at least two hours, and I haven’t had breakfast yet.”

“You definitely should,” Kate agreed. “Breakfast is the most important meal of the day.”

“Yeah,” Willa laughed. “Sometimes I get a bit too focused on things and forget.”

“You won’t have to worry about that while you’re with us,” Kate said. “I make sure all of us are well-fed to tackle anything that comes our way.”

“That sounds great,” Willa said. “Especially if what either of these two says about your cooking is true.”

“Just you wait,” I said with a smile.

Willa ordered her breakfast and joined us in eating when it arrived a few minutes later.

“So,” I said after a little bit. “What are you going to do with your shop while you’re away? You don’t have any family that can run it, do you?”

“No family,” Willa confirmed. “Though I have something of an apprentice who agreed to take over the shop while I’m gone. She’s rather new, but she knows the shop well enough and doesn’t have a dishonest bone in her body. She’ll manage things well for me while I’m gone. It’ll be a good experience for her.”

“What’s her name?” Kate asked.

“Munira,” Willa responded. “She’s the daughter of a shopkeeper, but she wanted to focus on something other than tonics and tinctures. She’s like me. She’s got the wanderlust in her eyes.”

“Do we have it in our eyes?” I asked.

“You and Kate do,” Willa responded. “Lyra’s got something different. I’m not quite sure what.”

Lyra laughed a little self-consciously and scratched the back of her head.

“I like traveling,” Lyra said. “But it’s not the thing that motivates me, I guess. Being in this party gives me what I need. Traveling is a nice side benefit to that.”

I gave Lyra a small smile and rubbed her leg. Her eyes glimmered when she looked back.

“Do you want to begin our journey soon?” I asked. “Or have you done what you need to prepare?”

“I’m ready,” Willa responded. “I made the last preparations before coming here.”

“You were pretty confident that you’d get us to say yes,” I remarked with a smile.

Willa blushed a little at being called out.

“Things were already in place, mostly,” Willa said. “I just needed to let Munira know it was happening.”

“Fair enough,” I said with a smile still on my face. “Do you need to say goodbye to your friends, Lyra?”

“I kinda figured we’d be heading out,” Lyra said. “I gave them my farewells before we parted last night.”

“Good,” I said. “So, what’s the plan? The map we have doesn’t show much of a route north.”

“Lucky you have me,” Willa said with a grin. “Due north of Kenford is a path that’ll take us through the Alldrion forest. It’s not as well-traveled as the roads to the villages around Kenford, but it should get us through to the north nonetheless.”

“I’ve heard things about the Alldrion forest,” Lyra said. “Monsters are common, and unwary travelers often go missing.”

“Luckily, we’re not unwary,” I said. “I have confidence we’ll be able to defeat anything that’s unlucky enough to pick a fight with us.”

“Alldrion was where Bernadetta and Petra took me to hunt,” Kate added. “I’ve gotten a little familiar with the forest, and I’d definitely suggest we stick to the path. Without Bernadetta, we would’ve been lost several times over. As neurotic as she can be, she’s a very good navigator.”

“It’s actually pretty common for reclusive types to be cartographers,” Willa said. “Several people choose to go out on their own to map places and things so they won’t have to deal with people.”

“Huh,” Kate said. “Makes sense.”

Willa paused for a moment.

“You were only level four before we left, right?” Willa asked as she looked up at the number over Kate’s head. “Good job on leveling up.”

Kate smiled proudly.

“We’ll definitely need your help,” I said to Kate. “Watch our backs and let us take the attention.”

“I’ve gotten some practice with that,” Kate said. “Don’t you worry.”

“Good,” I said. “Any other last preparations we should make before we head out?”

“I’ll want to buy some ingredients in the market,” Kate said. “Also, do you think we should buy another unicorn? We can ride doubled up on Night and Ina, but if we’re going on a long journey, that’ll tire them out, especially with the added equipment we’ll be bringing along.”

“Oh, I have a unicorn,” Willa said. “I forgot to mention that.”

“Wait, really?” I asked. “Why didn’t you bring it along for the dungeon?”

“You acted like you had transportation covered,” she said. “Which you did.”

“True,” I acknowledged.

“What’s her name?” Kate asked. “Did you bring her here?”

“Her name is Celeste,” Willa said. “And yes, she’s outside in the stables.”

Kate’s eyes lit up at what I assumed was the prospect of getting to pet Willa’s unicorn.

We finished our breakfasts, and Willa took us out to see Celeste. Her hair was golden-brown, and her horn was long and sharp. She had a proud look in her dark eyes and seemed to enjoy the attention when Kate started to enthusiastically pet her.

Her saddlebags were packed and ready for adventure, which was more evidence of Willa’s confidence in what our answer would be.

As excited to pet Celeste as Kate was, her eyes drifted over to the supplies Willa had loaded up, and she began to mutter some things under her breath.

“Luckily, we won’t have to buy too many supplies,” Kate finally announced. “Our trip to the market should be short.”

Kate was correct, as it turned out. The speed at which she was able to accomplish it was certainly helped by Kate’s ability to weave through the crowds. Lyra, Willa, and I had been told to get one item each while Kate took on the rest of her list.

Willa started to say that we could help with more than one thing, but Kate insisted she had it under control. Willa’s face was priceless when we returned to the unicorns, and Kate was already there with all of her purchased goods.

It wasn’t long before we were on the road. I rode on Night, Kate and Lyra took Ina, and Willa rode her unicorn, Celeste. I took the lead while Willa took the rear, since the path was not wide enough for us to ride side by side. It was the best configuration in case we came upon a fight.

The path north was clearly less traveled than any of the other paths out of the city I’d seen so far, but it wasn’t completely empty. There were a few people going out into the woods, and one hunter was coming back in from a successful hunt with several small animals hung over his shoulder.

The canopy of the forest was thick above us. The leaves blocked out significant amounts of light, and the further we walked, the more light was blocked.

The path was nothing more than packed dirt, but it stood out well against the undergrowth of the forest. There were several sidepaths that I assumed were places where hunters or animals branched off, but they were rare and grew rarer the further along the path we trekked.

The wildlife grew more prevalent the further in we went. I assumed any that got too close to the beginning of the path were hunted, but with how many we began to see, I got the feeling we were past where hunters usually tended to venture.

There was an uncanny nature to many of the animals we spotted. They were similar enough for me to assume I knew what they were at first, but then some strange detail was revealed that made alarm bells ring in my mind. I’d heard there were birds with teeth here before, but seeing one grin at me with the teeth of an omnivore was an unsettling experience.

“The animals here are so weird,” I muttered.

“I bet your animals are just as weird,” Lyra retorted. “Tell us about one of them.”

“Well,” I began. “You already think squirrels are weird.”

“Objectively, they are, but continue,” Clive piped up.

“Whatever,” I said with an amused smile. “We have parrots? They’re birds that can repeat words and sounds back to you.”

“An intelligent bird?” Kate asked. “That’s not weird. Monsters can be pretty intelligent. It’s not weird for one to speak.”

“They are intelligent,” I said. “But it’s not clear if they’re really speaking or not. They might just be repeating words and sounds without knowing what they mean.”

“Huh…” Lyra said. “That’s creepy. No thoughts behind their words?”

“Not that we can be sure about,” I replied. “I think ravens can do something similar, but I’m not certain about the specifics behind it.”

“Things without conscious thought shouldn’t be able to speak,” Clive stated. “It’s just not right.”

“Aw, but I like talking with you,” I said in an overly sad tone.

There was half a second of silence.

“Wait– You motherfucker!” Clive shouted when he realized what I meant.

I let out a cackle. “You set yourself up for it.”

Clive grumbled unintelligibly.

“What’s another strange animal from Earth?” Willa asked.

“Hmm,” I hummed. “Kangaroos have a pouch where they keep their young.”

“That’s called being pregnant,” Clive deadpanned.

“Nope, this is after they’re born,” I said. “They’re furry, and the adults are as tall as a human, and while their young are little, they can carry them around in a skin pouch.”

“Fascinating,” Willa responded. “This is to prevent predators from killing the kangaroo’s young?”

“Yeah, in part,” I answered. “There are other reasons, too, like that’s where the mother kangaroo’s milk is, and the babies have to finish developing in the pouch before they’re ready to be in the world.”

Our conversation continued like that for a while. It was amusing to see how weirded out they all seemed by simple Earth animals when they lived in a literal fantasy world. Their standards for normal were very different from mine. When I brought up dinosaurs, Willa started talking about how they have some creatures similar to them near a town called Drumhellen.

It seemed like I spun a roulette wheel every time I brought up an animal. Especially when some Earth animals seemed to be a thing in Morseen with basically no differences. I knew snakes were a thing based on my previous dungeon experiences, and unicorns were basically identical to Earth horses, with the only difference being the horns.

Our discussion kept its light tone even as the world around us grew darker. Both the tree coverage grew thicker, and the sun sank low in the sky. Eventually, we decided to set up camp.

Kate made us some delicious food, and soon enough, we fell asleep.

I awoke in the middle of the night, and I couldn’t tell immediately what had disturbed me. The wind had picked up, and it was causing quite a loud sound. It was almost like rain, but I knew it was just the leaves rustling.

Then I heard it.

The mutated half-brother of a wolf’s howl pierced the night. It was ragged and sounded like the pained cry of a rabid beast that needed to be put down. Some part of me felt sympathy for whatever monster it was because it clearly sounded like it was in pain.

Fear spiked through the rest of me. I didn’t know how I knew it, but the howl carried an edge of bloodthirst to it. If whatever it was that let out that sound came upon us, it would not hesitate to try to tear us apart.

I was closest to the entrance of our tent, and everyone else was still asleep. I quietly slipped on my armor and grabbed Clive. I didn’t want to wake everyone if it turned out to be a creature merely passing by, but I wouldn’t be caught off guard.

After I got prepared, I kept an ear out for any sounds, but aside from the harsh wind that moved the trees, there was nothing out of the ordinary. Some time slipped by, and it seemed like the creature wouldn’t be showing its face to us after all. I needed to be well rested if there happened to be a fight tomorrow, but I was still on edge. Predators were known to be sneaky.

Luckily, I had a plan that could solve my problem.

“Clive,” I whispered.

“Mm?” he hummed silently in my head.

I smiled a little at his consideration for the women who were still sleeping, even though I’d roused him from his sleep.

“Could you keep watch?” I asked. “I heard a monster a little while ago. I think it might’ve left, but I’d rather not leave us defenseless.”

“Sure, I can do it.” Clive yawned. “I get some pretty good rest while you’re out doing stuff. You know, it really is convenient not to have to do all the ‘walking around’ and ‘logistics’ and ‘actually being alive’ that comes with adventuring. I just get to sit back, relax, and see the sights.”

I let out an amused exhale. At least Clive was awake enough to make jokes. It eased my wariness a bit.

“You doing guard duty is really the least you could do,” I agreed. “Maybe I should come up with some other tasks so you can pull your weight.”

“Oh, no,” Clive deadpanned. “I’m falling back asleep.”

“It was a joke!” I whispered back.

Clive laughed inside my mind, and I rolled my eyes.

“Get your rest,” Clive said. “I’ll wake you if there’s any danger.”

“Thanks, Clive,” I said with a smile.

It took me a while to fall back asleep, and I refused to take my armor off, but eventually I slipped back into unconsciousness.

In the morning, I woke up with a start before I realized everything was fine and that Clive hadn’t woken me. The sun streamed down in small shafts of light on our tent, and I could make out the shadows of the leaves that constricted the light.

We took down our camp, packed up, ate, and started down our path again. I couldn’t get the feeling of tension out of my body because I knew the monster that had howled the night before was still out there.

My wariness was soon confirmed to be right.

“What’s that?” Kate asked with a horrified tone in her voice.

We weren’t far down the road from our campsite when we came across a gory mess of a scene spread across the road. Whatever animal the pile of viscera had been was completely unrecognizable now. It was just bits of fur, bones, and red flesh. There was a surprising amount of meat still left on the unfortunate creature, and that fact was even more horrifying to me.

The aftermath of a hunt wasn’t pretty, but it was natural. Predators ate the remains of their prey, but this was just gruesome.

It spoke of a creature that cared less about hunger and more about carnage. There weren’t even any scavengers feasting on the remains. It was like whatever monster had torn apart this creature had scared the wildlife so much that they would not dare touch its remains. Whether that was because of the ferocity or if the monster left some physical toxin behind in the carcass, I couldn’t say. In this fantastical world, anything was possible.

“We should keep moving,” I said.

If the animals were giving this thing a wide clearance, then it’d be wise to follow their lead.

“No objections here,” Willa said in a disgusted voice.

“Do any of you have any idea what might’ve left such a mess behind?” I asked after we skirted around the bloody scene.

“There’s not one option alone,” Willa said. “It could’ve been anything that’s particularly disturbed or strange. It could’ve been a particularly deranged person for all we know.”

“I heard a…” I trailed off and thought about how best to describe it. “I’d say it was closest to a wolf’s howl, but it was definitely different. The creature sounded hoarse, in pain, and very bloodthirsty.”

“A twisted wolf’s call,” Clive said. “It could be a fenrin.”

Kate let out a gasp. “You think so?”

“What’s a fenrin?” I asked.

“It’s a werewolf who has lost their purpose and their personhood,” Clive said with a haunting air to his voice. “They have given in fully to the beast and are more akin to feral monsters than any semblance of what they used to be when they were still a person. The only remnant of what they once were is the still-human features that have been absorbed into their werewolf forms. The boundary between beast and man is erased, and they become a warped mixture of the two.”

A howl pierced the sky. It was similar to the one I’d heard last night, except it had a different edge to it. It was almost gleeful.

“Oh, no,” Lyra said in a horrified voice.

“That’s a fenrin,” Willa agreed. “It sounds like it found its new target.”

“Please, say that’s not us,” Kate asked.

The silence from Willa was deafening.

“What do we do?” Kate asked with a tone full of desperation. “Can we outrun it?”

“That won’t work,” Clive replied. “They get more bloodthirsty and vicious the longer it takes for them to find their prey. Once they’ve announced it, they either kill their prey or die. It’s a cursed warping of the werewolf’s natural abilities.”

“I feel like I need an explanation on what werewolves are here,” I admitted. “From the stories I know, they sound just like a fenrin.”

“Rude,” Clive said without the hint of a joke in his voice that I’d been expecting.

“They’re a proud species that protects people and nature,” Lyra explained. “They use their transformation to hunt down dangerous and evil things and make the world safer for those who are weaker than them.”

“Huh,” I said. “I never would’ve thought they’d be like that. They sound pretty amazing.”

“They are,” Clive said. “Which makes the fenrin all the more horrid and tragic creatures. There is no saving them after they’ve turned into a fenrin. Werewolves tend to make fenrin their top priority when they are made aware of one’s existence. Fenrin tend to stay in the deep wilderness as a result. They are insane, but they still want to continue to hunt and kill. Their instincts remain, even the instinct to survive. They’re all just warped.”

I shuddered.

“With our levels, we should be able to take a fenrin on,” Willa said. “Unless it’s a uniquely strong one, but that seems unlikely. The transformation into a fenrin drops their levels significantly. They are no longer the same creature as they once were, and their bodies undergo substantial changes as well. It is perhaps the one good part of the transformation.”

“So we need to kill it,” I said.

“Much easier said than done,” Clive said. “But yes. We’ll need to kill it.”

“Fuck,” I muttered. “Any tips?”

“Try to find a clearing,” he responded. “The fenrin will be able to use the trees to benefit itself much more than you will be able to use them to your advantage. Especially with an archer.”

“That makes sense.” I nodded.

That was when I realized the ambient sounds of the wildlife around us had gone completely quiet. Not a creature dared make a sound, or, more likely, they knew we were marked for death and wanted to stay well clear of us. To them, we were little different than the mangled carcass we’d found on the road.

“I believe there should be a clearing not that far away from us,” Willa added. “It’s got an ancient statue from a long-forgotten age in the center of it.”

“Let’s hope we don’t get ambushed before we get there,” I said. “Come on.”

I urged Night to go faster, and we were off at a gallop. It wouldn’t be sustainable if we rode at that speed all day, but it would get us to the clearing fast enough. Ina and Celeste had picked up the pace and were close behind us.

I hadn’t ridden a unicorn this fast before, and it was an eye-opening experience. His powerful muscles tensed and contracted underneath me, and I got a visceral sense of how powerful Night was. I’d felt in control each time I rode before, but this time, that polite fiction was broken. Night would take us where he wanted, and I was along for the ride.

I mastered my uneasiness after a moment, and then a sense of exhilaration washed over me. It gave me the same kind of rush that I’d previously felt only on roller coasters and things like that. A grin spread across my face.

I looked back, and Lyra and Kate’s faces were both white with fear.

The trees cracked and bent in a way that suggested a large creature was forcefully moving between them. I couldn’t spot anything more than a glance of fur. It seemed like it wasn’t that much faster than our unicorns, but it was slowly gaining on us.

I looked forward, and there was a beam of daylight in the distance. It was a light at the end of the tunnel. Even better, not far ahead of me, the path widened enough for two unicorns to ride side by side.

I glanced at the moving foliage that marked the fenrin’s path, then looked at the unicorns trailing behind me. I took a breath, pulled Night to the side, and slowed my speed slightly.

Ina and Celeste raced by me, and I urged Night to rush forward after them. If the fenrin was going to get anyone, I’d be the rearguard to make sure the others were safe.

The signs of the fenrin grew closer and closer behind, and I could almost hear the low growl it made as it chased after us. I urged Night to go faster, but he was starting to tire and couldn’t pick up more speed.

Then the trees parted, and we raced into the clearing. The sun felt warm on my skin, but I had no time to waste. I pulled back Night’s reins and brought him to a short stop. I quickly hopped off, turned around with my sword drawn, and saw nothing but the foliage that I’d exited.

The fenrin didn’t enter the clearing.

I took a deep breath to center myself. The gallop took a lot more out of me than riding a car ever had.

“Where is it?” Lyra asked.

I glanced back and saw that the others had gathered in the center of the clearing.

“I’m not sure–” I began to say, but I was cut off before I could continue.

A loose approximation of a growl that sounded more like unhinged laughter echoed through the clearing. Sticks snapped, and the fenrin made noise as it moved around in the camouflage of the trees.

“It’s taunting us,” I said. “It’s playing with its food.”

“Fenrins still retain some level of intelligence,” Clive announced in a solemn voice. “Don’t let it get in your head.”

“I’m gonna kill this thing,” I swore in a vicious tone.

It was one thing to fight monsters that were violent because it was in their nature. It was another thing to fight something that used to be good. Something that had the opportunity to be good but turned away from it. Those kinds of things, those kinds of people, pissed me off.

The fenrin let out an almost earsplitting howl, but I wasn’t going to back down.

“Come out here, you sadist!” I roared back into the brush. “If you want to kill us, we’re not just going to lie down and take it. You picked the wrong prey to hunt today!”

The fenrin let out a bark that sounded far angrier. Some part of the beast seemed to still understand the world around it, and it did not like my comment.

A large figure emerged from the undergrowth and stared at me with blood-red eyes.
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Chapter 15

The fenrin was a warped abomination of a creature. It was unlike any depiction of a werewolf I’d seen before.

It didn’t have the face of a regular wolf and instead was a mixture of a human face and a wolf face. It had the abandoned remains of a snout and sharp, bloodstained teeth that looked like they could tear into flesh with ease. Its face was still human enough to fall into uncanny valley territory.

The creature was little more than the tortured remnants of the person they’d once been. The eyes, in particular, were far too human, but the iris had turned red, and the whites of its eyes were more bloodshot than I’d thought possible.

Above its head, the stats read, “Creature: Fenrin Lvl 23.”

Its black fur was patchy and mangy with irritated red skin that stood out less than it should have because the fenrin was covered in flaky, dried blood stains. Different patches seemed to be in different stages of drying, and that made me certain they’d come from different victims. Its claws were long and sharp and were coated in dried blood.

It stared me down with a contorted, grotesque look on its face. It bared its teeth and growled loudly at me.

I stood strong and stared right back. I wouldn’t let it see any fear inside me.

The twang of a bowstring acted as the starting pistol for the fight.

The fenrin slapped away the arrow Kate shot at it, and it roared. It charged at me and moved on all fours with incredible speed.

Willa’s jet of ink and Lyra’s knife flew toward where the fenrin had been, but they met only air.

The fenrin was on me.

It reared back and came down on me with one of its freakish hands. Muscles rippled under its skin, and I brought my sword up in a position to block it.

I anchored my boots to the ground and braced myself for the impact of the fenrin’s attack. My stance was solid and grounded, but the beast was shockingly strong. The monster’s strike almost knocked my sword out of my hands.

My horror only grew when my sword didn’t bite into the flesh of the monster despite the solid impact. It pulled its warped hand away, and only a small drop of blood spilled from its palm.

I dodged out of the way of its follow-up strike with the other hand and summoned my squirrels.

The swirling portal opened up beside me, and close to thirty of my squirrels charged out. They began to swarm over the fenrin, and the beast snarled and swiped at them.

The fenrin didn’t manage to touch any of my dexterous squirrels, but it managed to ward them away from being able to climb on it and attack.

That was fine with me. Its distraction was enough for me to dart in. My first attack had resulted in little more than a mosquito bite, but I wouldn’t give up.

I aimed my sword where its shoulder met its neck, and the thick pelt flexed under the strength of my blow. I found more blood in this strike than I had drawn from its hand, but it was still a distressingly shallow wound.

In that same instant, an arrow hit where the heart would be on any normal creature. It was a hairless spot, and I got a quick look at what exactly was happening. The skin bent and eventually broke, but it took most of the force out of the impact. The arrowhead didn’t even stick inside its flesh but fell away.

I started to jump away, but the fenrin was too quick. It swung its massive arm at me and sent me through the air. I barely managed to right myself and immediately had to dodge back from the fenrin’s attempt to bite me. If I’d lost my footing, I would’ve had a chunk of flesh torn out of me.

With a flick of my wrist, I sliced a shallow line of red across its half-formed snout. I didn’t put everything into the strike, but it was enough for me to get away. I kept my feet light and danced out of the way of its next vengeful strike.

A jet of ink sprayed at the beast’s face, and it let out a roar of pain.

I backed away, and it blindly swung its muscular arms to ward off any attackers. Unfortunately for it, the fenrin had only been focused on large attackers.

Some of my squirrels had taken the opportunity of its distraction to scurry up the fenrin’s back. The beast reared back and rose up on its hind legs as it tried to reach back and scrape the squirrels off its back.

A flicker of light was all the warning I got before a knife was suddenly sticking out of the fenrin’s shoulder. This time, it was not a mere scratch, and the knife was buried up to its hilt.

It let out something that sounded more like the scream of a man being tortured than anything that could come from a beast.

I glanced back, and Lyra stood there with shock written over her expression as she stared at her dagger. That was when it clicked in my mind why her blade had worked when nothing else had.

Lyra’s throwing dagger was the Silver Flicker Dagger, and it wasn’t just a name. The blade was made of silver, not steel, like the rest of our weapons.

“Keep throwing your dagger at it!” I yelled at her. “I’ll keep its attention!”

“Oh– okay!” she replied in a slightly bewildered tone.

The fenrin shook my squirrels off and grabbed for where the knife was sticking out. Just as its fingers tried to close around the handle, it flickered out of existence.

“Keep your eyes on me, mutt!” I shouted at the fenrin.

Its red eyes were speckled with black from the remnants of the ink, but they couldn’t grow any more bloodshot, and the way its irises fixated on me, I knew it could see once more.

I conjured up my energy shield in my other hand. This would be an endurance match, and I needed whatever advantage I could get.

Lyra’s Silver Flicker Dagger would be able to cause damage, but the fenrin was large enough that the injuries wouldn’t be as fatal as they would be on a smaller creature.

Lyra was the most experienced with throwing knives, but they were still a new weapon for her. She wouldn’t be as accurate as an expert would be. What that meant was that I needed to slow the fenrin with what damage I could manage to do to it, and I needed to put it in spots where Lyra could get a good shot in.

I grinned. It was a familiar position to be in.

The fenrin grinned back at me, and the freakish twisting of its face sent a horrified shiver through my body.

It began to charge at me, and I fell into a defensive position. My legs were bent, and I stayed on the balls of my feet.

But instead of plowing right into me, it used its momentum to power a strike against the dirt. A large plume of dust and debris flew up into the air and obscured my vision.

I pulled back but stayed in my defensive stance in case the beast lunged at me out of the cloud. I listened for any kind of warning about where the fenrin was, but it was silent. Something as large as that shouldn’t be able to move silently, and yet it did.

The flicker of movement at the left edge of my peripheral vision was the only warning I got.

The fenrin lunged for me, and I barely managed to get my energy shield between us. Instead of biting a chunk out of my shoulder, the fenrin’s face smashed into my shield.

Unfortunately for me, it had thrown its entire weight behind the strike. The force of the attack knocked me down, and it landed on top of me.

Slobber dripped onto my shield as the fenrin tried to bite through it to get to me.

When it found no purchase, it pulled back and brought down one of its claws at me. I moved my shield to the side to block it, but it was a feint. The creature’s maw came down at an angle that would see it rip out my throat.

A rush of panic flashed through me, but I used it to fuel my movements. I drove my sword up and into its open mouth, and the tip of my blade dug into the roof of its mouth.

Blood poured from the wound, and it reared back and let out an agonized cry.

I imagined it was feeling something akin to how it would feel to bite down on a toothpick. The pain distracted it enough for me to roll out from underneath the beast and jump back up to my feet.

I readied myself for my next strike, but the beast had recovered startlingly fast, and I was forced to dodge another attack.

The dust cloud had cleared enough for our surroundings to be visible, and Kate took that moment to send another arrow flying at the fenrin.

Once more, it drew a small spot of blood, but didn’t do much else to injure the beast.

“Kate, aim for its limbs!” I called. “Slow it down. Interrupt its movements.”

I had to duck around another strike from the monster, and I dragged my sword across its skin as I evaded. Blood sprang up in a thin, angry line, but it still wasn’t nearly enough to bring the creature down.

“Willa, be my backup!” I continued. “Take its attention when it pushes me back. We give Lyra openings.”

I blocked another bite with my shield, but there wasn’t a good opening for me to strike again. I braced my hands on my shield and shoved the creature away with all my might. Without wasting even a fraction of a second, I caught its misshapen nose with a strike of my pommel, and the cartilage crunched and broke under the metal.

The fenrin let out a pained cry and was stunned enough that I could finally pull back away from it. The high of battle forced a laugh from my lips at the realization.

“Blunt force works!” I called out.

I doubted I could bludgeon something that massive to death, but the fact that I could hurt it more than a mere scratch gave me a boost of energy. I noticed that the spot where Kate had shot an arrow was starting to bruise, and it supported my realization.

Lyra’s knife flew through the air and sank into the fenrin’s side. It let out another cry of pain and turned its gaze toward her.

“None of that,” I growled.

I rushed forward and bashed the beast with my shield just as it started to move to chase Lyra. I didn’t move the fenrin back, but my strike grabbed its attention, especially since I lined up my shield to hit the stab wound it’d received from Lyra’s first throw.

The fenrin howled in pain, and I felt a little bit like Captain America. There was some catharsis to shield-bashing the creature.

It swung its arm to backhand me again, but I was prepared and stepped out of its reach. I slashed at its wrist as a parting gift and managed to land it. My cut was small, but every drop of blood the creature lost brought it closer to death.

The fenrin turned and snarled at me, and I gave it the most smug look I could muster. If it was mad at me, then it might forget about the others.

It charged once more at me, and it seemed to want to recreate the success it had in knocking me over. Unfortunately for it, I was prepared.

As soon as I saw it was committing its bodyweight into the strike against me, I lowered down as far as I could, shifted one leg back to brace myself, and put my shield up at an angle. The fenrin’s large form worked against it as it struck too high, and its momentum carried it forward.

I braced both arms under my shield and used all my strength to send the creature careening over me. It landed in a pile behind me, and I twirled around and brought my pommel down hard on its hind leg. My strike crashed into the back of its heel, and its bones snapped under the sheer force of my attack.

It let out a scream of pain and kicked me with its uninjured leg. It was a weak kick, but it managed to push me back enough that I couldn’t follow up with another strike.

Lyra took the opportunity to throw her knife again. It sailed toward the monster’s neck, but the beast moved quickly, and the silver blade met only dirt.

The fenrin stood up and turned to me. It swung at me, but I managed to dodge out of its reach. It lunged forward and wrapped its claws around the top edge of my shield. I tried to pull it back, but it was far too strong for me to wrench it back.

Kate shot an arrow, but it missed the fenrin’s arm and sailed past us both.

Willa darted behind it, and the Silver Flicker Dagger glinted in her hand. She launched herself toward the fenrin as I held off a strike from its other claw. She brought the knife down at its neck.

Then the dagger flickered out of Willa’s hands before it could make contact with the fenrin’s flesh. All she managed to do was deliver a very awkward punch and draw the monster’s attention.

The fenrin’s claws were still wrapped around my shield, but Willa had bought me an opportunity with her distraction. I dismissed my energy shield, and the fenrin’s freakish hand slipped through suddenly empty air.

I jumped back and managed to get out of range before the creature could make its next move. It was a close shot, and the wind of its swing rushed past as its claws barely missed my face.

I conjured my energy shield back to my hand and let out a breath I’d been holding.

The fenrin turned its attention to Willa, but she made good use of her speed to retreat away from it.

I rushed forward to help her and stabbed at the monster’s back to get its attention. I was not the only one who did so. One of Kate’s arrows found its mark, and the fenrin’s wounded leg collapsed underneath it. Willa whipped out her Scribe’s Pen and sent a spray of ink that blinded the beast before she turned and sprinted far enough away to be out of its range.

I tried to bludgeon the fenrin’s other knee with my shield, but it managed to move enough that I only hit a part of the leg. It whipped its arm around and forced me to back off.

Lyra threw the Silver Flicker Dagger once more, but she only managed to graze the fenrin’s shoulder. She was standing at a distance to avoid being a target of the monster’s wrath, but it was having a detrimental effect on her aim.

There was nothing I could do about it right then. I needed to focus on the dance of trying not to get murdered by the massive feral werewolf thing that was trying to tear us all into bits.

The fenrin wasn’t slowing down, despite how much it was bleeding now. I was astounded by its stamina, especially with how fast it moved. It’d been chasing after our unicorns before this and had barely taken a break before it launched into the fight with us.

I warded off a few more attacks and dodged under another as I tried to figure out what to do. My squirrels were in too much danger if I brought them against the monster. They’d done good work in distracting the fenrin before, but I’d seen how fast it adapted to new threats, and they would be sure to get slaughtered if I sent them back in.

I had more animals I could rely on, however, and they’d proven much more able to harass creatures despite the danger posed to them before.

I ducked under another swipe of the fenrin’s claw and dragged the edge of my sword across its chest as deeply as I could. Blood spilled from the long, shallow wound and added to the hideous display of caked-on blood in the creature’s fur.

Once I was at a safe distance, I focused my will. It was hard to focus on maintaining my energy shield and summoning at the same time, but with every level I’d reached, my strength and focus had improved.

The swirling black-and-green portal opened up beside me, and several of my indigo buntings flew out at great speed.

The fenrin reared back at the sudden new threat, and Lyra took the opportunity to throw her dagger once more. The silver blade flew at the beast and disappeared from my view, but it must’ve landed on target by the way the fenrin roared and cast its gaze over its shoulder. It seemed to start to focus on Lyra, so I commanded my birds to dive-bomb the fenrin.

It swiped fruitlessly at the birds.

My feathered allies attacked frequently enough and damaged enough spots in the fenrin’s hide that it couldn’t completely ignore them.

One bird swooped down at a time, and they were careful to fly in paths that made it hard for the monster to retaliate. The fenrin swiped and snarled, but it had about as much luck as if it were trying to swat at fruit flies. As soon as it turned its attention to one of the indigo buntings, another bird behind it would take the opportunity to harass the fenrin from the other side.

I took the moment they’d bought me to regain my stamina, catch my breath, and look around the area.

For the first time, I saw the statue that Willa had mentioned when she said the clearing was close by. It was a statue of some person, but it looked sturdy and planted to the ground in a way that made it unlikely for me to be able to topple it over onto the fenrin.

The fenrin seemed to be losing its patience with trying to fight the birds and looked like it was gearing up to charge after Lyra.

“Hey, mutt!” I yelled at it and mentally commanded my birds to retreat and recoup. “Up for round… whatever we’re on.”

“Round kick-its-butt!” Clive helpfully suggested.

I let out a snort and lowered into my defensive stance once more. The fenrin had me in its sights, and its red eyes burned with fury. It let out a powerful howl that seemed like it could shake the sky, its form shifted indescribably, and something in the air tasted wrong.

“Be careful,” Clive suddenly said.

He didn’t get the chance to say anything else because the fenrin was on me, and it seemed to be moving somehow faster than before. I parried the first strike, but it continued with another that I barely managed to block with my shield. The rush of wind from its next strike grazed my face as I dodged it with little more than a fraction of an inch. A glint of silver promised me a respite, and Lyra’s blade pierced into its flesh. Blood poured from the wound, but the beast didn’t stop.

“I thought it was only a rumor,” Clive said in a horrified tone. “It’s gone into a blood rage.”

I couldn’t pay too close attention to his words because I was too busy swinging him to deflect another strike from the monster’s claws.

Willa dashed in under another strike and managed to rip the Silver Flicker Dagger down and was able to tear a nice slice in the fenrin’s side before the dagger flickered away once more.

The creature whipped around to go after Willa, and I took advantage of its decision to turn away from me.

I brought my pommel down on its shoulder, and something shifted under the fenrin’s hide. Something snapped loudly, and the fenrin let out a howl of pain.

I dodged away from the fenrin’s next strike, and Willa managed to get away without being injured.

Not for the first time, I wished my weapon had silver like Lyra’s. I had half a thought to borrow it from her and finish the fight, but Willa had already proven that the ownership of the dagger’s enchantment was a monkey wrench in that particular plan.

“Why couldn’t you spring for a silver sword, Clive?” I asked through gritted teeth. “Or at least have some magic that could cut through this thing’s thick hide.”

“Wait, that’s why it’s able to cut the fenrin?” Clive asked with a shocked tone in his voice. “Because it’s silver?”

I managed to tamp down my bewilderment enough not to get skewered by the fenrin’s latest attempt to introduce me to the dirt six feet under.

“Yeah?” I spat out and dodged back before I ordered my birds to swoop down at it once more. “Everyone knows werewolves are hurt by silver.”

The birds bought me enough time to steady myself, but the fenrin was not as distracted by the birds as it had been the first time. After its first two strikes at my birds were unsuccessful, it turned back toward me.

The Silver Flicker Dagger and an arrow flew into the fenrin’s shoulder, and despite the blood rage, it was enough to make the monster flinch and let out a cry of pain.

“Why would I know how to kill a werewolf?” Clive cried out. “Or even want to know? They’re protectors!”

“This really isn’t the time,” I spat back at him.

The fenrin clawed at the dirt and sent another cloud of dust flying into the air. I was ready this time and retreated to the edge of the cloud before the first strike came.

I blocked it with my shield, but the power behind the strike strained every muscle in my arm. The monster stayed inside its defensive cloud of dust for only a moment longer than I did before it charged out after me with a snarl on its lips.

The fenrin had finally started to slow down, and whatever rage-fueled adrenaline boost it got from the blood rage had noticeably waned.

Our efforts were making an impact. I just wasn’t sure if it was happening fast enough for me to outlast it. If there was anything to be said for the fenrin, it was hardy, tough, and had incredible stamina. With how pained it sounded, even before the fight, I figured its pain tolerance was likewise extremely high.

Killing the monster would be a mercy to it. That was clear to me by how warped it was. The problem was getting it to accept the mercy because it seemed hellbent on raging until its last breath. What would be admirable in another creature was only frustrating in this abomination.

The fight was dragging on, and I’d run out of patience. My best plan was to get a hold of Lyra’s silver dagger, but I didn’t want her to be as close to the abomination as I had to be.

“Is there any way to get around the recall enchantment of the dagger so I can use it?” I asked Clive.

“Not unless the rabid beast wants to give us a five-minute break, no,” he responded.

I cursed and dodged another swing. I commanded my birds to dive for the fenrin again, even though it would only buy me a moment. I moved back and glanced over at Lyra as plans flashed through my mind, and I discarded them just as quickly.

Lyra simply wasn’t a good enough knife thrower yet. She was caught between staying far enough away to stay safe and her limited aim and skill. Then my eyes drifted to Lyra’s side, and I spotted the sheath at her hip.

Malleable Sheath of Returning: This sheath pairs with returning weapons and serves as an alternate place for the weapon to return to.

My eyes lit up, and I realized what I needed to do.

“Lyra!” I called. “Throw me the dagger’s sheath.”

Whatever she responded with was drowned under the roar of the fenrin. A particularly daring bird had apparently gotten around the fenrin’s claws enough to scratch one of its eyes. It deftly maneuvered to escape without getting hurt, and I realized it was the same bird that had gotten the lucky strike on the snake. It was my own amazing little ace pilot, and I realized Ace was the only name I could give it.

Ace, Skye, and their buddies had done more to distract the fenrin than I’d hoped, and I called them off. With any luck, I wouldn’t need to put them in danger for the rest of the fight.

I got ready to defend against another charge from the monster, but it wasn’t needed. Lyra managed to get a lucky hit on the fenrin’s good leg with the dagger, and the beast faltered.

“Catch!” Willa shouted at me from the side.

A brown object flew at me, and I caught it. It was the sheath. My heart lifted with joy. The fenrin was doomed now. I just needed to inform it of that fact.

I tucked the sheath into my belt and waited.

The dagger flickered away and returned, not to Lyra’s hand, but to the sheath I was now carrying. I sheathed my sword and drew the dagger out in its place before I lowered into a slight crouch.

The fenrin charged at me, and I charged right back at it. Surprise flickered across its still-too-human eyes, but it was wiped away by the familiar rage of the beast.

It swung one clawed hand at me and then the other quickly after. I blocked the first one with my shield and slammed the blade of Lyra’s dagger into the other.

The moment before my blade and the monster’s clawed hand met, the world felt like it slowed to a stop, and worry shot through my heart.

Then Lyra’s dagger sliced clean through the fenrin’s wrist. Its hand fell to the ground with a satisfying thump.

It let out a howl of agony, and I let out an almost delirious laugh.

“Oh, you’re fucked now,” I declared with a gleeful and sharp smile.

From what Clive had told me of fenrins, they were creatures that killed or died. There were no other options. His description made it sound like they didn’t even know the concept of fear because of how lost in their madness they were.

I knew from the look in its eyes that Clive was wrong on that detail.

The fenrin was the one to back off this time, but I wasn’t about to let it go that easily. Even if it wasn’t a threat to us anymore, I wasn’t about to let it continue roaming the forest to hunt down and massacre whatever and whoever it pleased.

I dashed forward and sank the knife deep into its chest. It let out a howl that told me I’d missed the heart.

That was fine by me.

It tried to desperately swipe me off, but I plunged the silver blade into the inside of its elbow.

It let out a noise that was a mixture of pure pain and rage.

It tried desperately to do the one thing it had left. Its mouth opened, and it reached forward and tried to bite out my throat.

I dodged back, and all its teeth closed on was air.

It snarled and tried to launch itself toward me, but its injured leg failed. It tried to recover and jump forward by relying on its other leg, but it was too slow. Its jaws opened to rip into me as I rushed forward, but the massive loss of blood from the severed limbs had slowed the beast significantly.

I raised Lyra’s silver dagger and slammed it straight through the beast’s hideous, bloodshot eye and into its brain.

The fenrin let out one last agonized choking sound before it collapsed in a heap.
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Chapter 16

I took a step back from the fenrin and let out a deep exhale. A pleasant buzzing was shooting through my body all the way down to my fingers. I’d survived. I’d killed this mythical beast with my own two hands.

My arm began to tingle, and a burst of golden light flashed around Lyra and me as we reached Lvl 12, and Kate had gone up to Lvl 6. It seemed the Increase Iolite Ring was already working for her.

“Wow,” Clive said. “You’ve done a lot before… but a fenrin? I thought we were goners.”

“Thanks for your vote of confidence,” I said in a dry tone.

“Hey, I’m not even being rude,” Clive responded. “There’s a reason why fenrins are left to werewolves to clear out. We didn’t exactly have a choice, but you did much better than anyone reasonably should be expected to do against a beast like that.”

I wasn’t used to Clive speaking without any hint of teasing in his voice.

“Huh,” I said. “Well, thanks.”

“You killed it!” Kate cried out.

I glanced away from the corpse, and Willa, Lyra, and Kate were making their way toward me with celebratory expressions on their faces. Willa’s gratitude and amazement shone out from her glittering eyes. Kate didn’t stop a few feet away from me like Willa had, but instead threw her arms around me. I almost stumbled at the sudden force, but I kept my footing and swung her a little bit as I hugged her.

“We’re alright,” I said in a soft voice.

“A fenrin,” Kate muttered. “Just our luck, huh?”

I let out a soft laugh. “Yeah, seems about right for us. Nothing I couldn’t handle. I’d take on any beast, no matter their level, to protect you.”

Kate looked up at me, and her cheeks flushed a pretty pink.

I looked over her head, and Lyra was waiting patiently behind her. I beckoned her in with a smile, and she wrapped her arms around both Kate and me.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t kill it,” she apologized.

I squeezed my arm around her.

“You’re a mage,” I replied. “Not a rogue or ranger, or whoever specializes in throwing knives. You hit most of your throws, and you slowed it down significantly. That was a big help.”

Lyra leaned her head against my shoulder, and I leaned my head gently on hers.

“You did amazing,” I said in a soft tone.

Willa was still standing somewhat awkwardly to the side.

“Not gonna join us for the group hug?” I asked with a slightly teasing smile.

“C’mon,” Lyra said. “Join us!”

“If you don’t, I might have to stick you on the trail rations of dry berries and salted meats,” Kate added with a joking tone that undercut the threat.

“Well, if that’s the case,” Willa said with a gratefully relieved smile, and she took a step forward before she joined the hug.

At first, she was somewhat awkward and lingered on the outside, but Lyra shifted her position to free an arm. Then she looped it around Willa’s waist and pulled her fully into the hug. A look of fondness and camaraderie overtook Willa’s expression.

“Thanks for letting me join you,” she said after a moment.

“We’re glad you were able to come along,” Lyra responded.

“I don’t know you as much as these two,” Kate started, “but already I think you’re a very interesting person. You make traveling even better.”

“You’re a valuable member of the party,” I agreed. “We care about you. I care about you.”

“Aww, thank you,” Willa said, and her blush deepened.

The happiness that glimmered in her purple eyes made them even more enchanting and enthralling. Her expression was so bright that it would cheer up even the most depressed and cynical person. It warmed my heart to see her like this.

When we first met, she was very business-minded and focused on practicalities. Now, she was letting down her walls and connecting with us in a soft and genuine way. I knew in my heart that she wasn’t using us to help her get to the Morseen Islands. She’d grown to genuinely care about us and enjoyed our company.

Our hug began to loosen, and I wrapped an arm around each one of them, excluding Clive, and gave them a squeeze before we separated.

“It’ll be good to have a master of maps and geography with us,” Kate said. “I’ve worried about getting lost before.”

I let out an amused and mildly offended noise.

“I’m perfectly good at directions,” I retorted. “I haven’t gotten us lost before.”

“You’ve done great!” Kate added quickly. “You’re just… not from Morseen? But you’re right, I do appreciate all the work you’ve done in keeping us on track.”

“Yeah, I suppose that’s fair,” I replied with a small laugh. “But hey, getting lost is a surprise adventure we get to experience!”

“And that’s why she’s glad to have a navigator,” Clive joked.

A bark of surprised laughter, fueled by the lingering adrenaline in my bloodstream, burst from my chest.

“Alright, listen, you,” I snorted. “You don’t get to speak, Mr. ‘I’m old enough that directions have changed.’ You’ve been the closest thing we’ve had to a guide before, and you seem addicted to vagueness.”

“Where would be the fun in telling you everything?” Clive asked.

I shot him a look.

“It was a joke!” he added quickly.

“Oh, no,” I said in a monotone voice. “My sword is evil, and now I need to drop it into a volcano.”

“Hey! Now that’s excessive,” Clive protested.

“Would you prefer to be dropped in a river?” I asked in a too-sweet voice. “It would be a lot more convenient for me.”

“I’d prefer not to be melted or face the most dreadful enemy that is rust, thank you very much,” Clive said. “I am a good and reliable sword that has given you valuable information many times.”

“How do I know you’re the real Clive, huh?” I asked. “What if you’re a trickster spirit or evil demon thing that’s only pretending to be the real Clive?”

“Do you want me to reveal the things I’ve seen or heard you do?” Clive asked with a smug tone. “You seem to forget I’m not always asleep when I’m not talking with you.”

“This is the real Clive, and anyone who says otherwise is the real evil possessed spirit,” I proclaimed with a grin.

Clive let out a snicker. “That’s what I thought.”

Lyra, Kate, and Willa let out a laugh as well.

“Did the fenrin drop any loot?” Clive asked.

“Hmm,” I hummed. “I’ll check.”

I leaned down and flipped the fenrin’s corpse over.

A pile of gold laid beneath it, and when I touched it, “Gold: +100” appeared before my eyes. Around the fenrin’s neck was a necklace that I could’ve sworn wasn’t there before. It was rather simple. The string was made of what looked like leather, and attached to the bottom was a pure white stone with faint gray circles that made it look uncannily like the moon of Morseen.

I pulled the necklace from its neck and inspected it.

Lost One’s Necklace: This necklace boosts the wearer’s speed while the moon is in view. The strength of this boost correlates with the fullness of the moon.

“Huh,” I muttered and read the description of it aloud to the others.

“That seems useful,” Lyra said. “Though we don’t fight at night much, do we. Especially outdoors…”

“It’s not like there’s any downside to it,” Willa pointed out. “I think you should keep it, Cole.”

“Agreed,” Clive said. “I’ve heard rumors of these necklaces. They’re usually only owned by werewolves and boost their particular skills. They’re seen as symbols of honor for having slain a fenrin and bringing a little bit of peace to the world. At least that’s what the stories say.”

“You were the one to kill it,” Kate said. “It only makes sense.”

I nodded and slipped the necklace over my head. I dropped the pendant down under my shirt and armor so it wouldn’t draw attention. It was more like the warmth that came from relaxing on a particularly tranquil evening in front of a cozy campfire.

I didn’t feel particularly stronger, but it was around noon, and that felt like pretty much the opposite of night. Though I realized after a moment that the moon wasn’t exclusively visible at night. It was possible for me to get lucky, have the moon be visible during the day, and get a boost to my stats.

From what I’d learned of Morseen astronomy, the moon was more volatile than Earth’s moon, and I wasn’t certain about its phase cycle. I’d learned how to navigate by the stars, but I didn’t know much about astronomy outside of the little I’d learned in school and what small things I remembered from Neil deGrasse Tyson documentaries.

Kate and Lyra went over to bring the unicorns over from the statue, and I stretched out a little bit.

The fenrin had put me through a serious workout, and I didn’t want to injure myself by not stretching. I’d noticed that there was a lot less soreness or anything of that sort after physical exertion as I leveled up. It was a small benefit, and one I appreciated greatly. Still, I preferred to be safe rather than sorry.

I looked up at the statue and hummed. I hadn’t paid much attention to it before because I was too busy trying not to die by being an overgrown, feral dog’s chew toy, but now that I took a moment, it seemed absolutely stunning.

Moss, ivy, and other plants had overtaken most of the statue, but it seemed to enhance the piece’s beauty rather than detract from it. It was very clearly ancient and reminded me a bit of classical statues from the Greek or Roman era. It was carved from white marble and looked like it was depicting the character of a significant story. While the statute was worn, it was remarkably intact, and I spotted several small details that seemed too purposeful just to be a statue of a random person.

The statue depicted a woman reaching up with one hand toward the heavens, while the other seemed like it was supposed to be trapped by something I couldn’t make out. It looked almost like a chain, but it was hard to be sure because that part of the statue was much more worn than the rest of the piece. The chain around her wrist and the chain on the ground no longer connected, but whether that was an intentional design choice or only the product of time, I wasn’t able to guess.

The chain didn’t hold her, but the ivy growing over the statue added to the effect of her being tethered to the ground. Even if her old tether to the ground was broken, there were new ones that had grown over her through the years.

There was something about the ancient art piece that really spoke to me. It was a reminder that everywhere had a past, and even long ago, people were dealing with their own struggles. But it was also a reminder that people made art and meaningful things and would sit back and admire the world around them and its beauty.

“If the tales are to be believed…” Willa’s voice broke me from my reverie. “This statue was made by the same civilization that laid the foundations for the City of Dreams.”

I raised an eyebrow and looked over at her, and she was looking up at the statue with appreciation.

“Who were they?” I asked. “And what happened to them? I wasn’t aware Morseen had enough history of war to have ancient civilizations lost to time.”

“We weren’t always so peaceful,” she said. “King Fleward’s dynasty fixed that by prioritizing local autonomy and letting each region govern themselves however they wished.”

“I thought the lords were chosen by the King?” I asked.

“They are,” Willa said. “But the process is heavily influenced by the city or territory they’ll rule over. The king’s influence is only really seen during successions, or when a governor is corrupt or otherwise goes against the will of the people enough that unrest becomes loud. Then the king’s men intervene. They’re said to be chosen from the very best knights of the realm. South Morseen hasn’t seen King Fleward since his ascension to the throne many years ago.”

“What was it like before?” I asked.

“It’s mostly stories,” Willa admitted. “But my father kept a collection of old maps of different parts from that period. From what I saw, it was chaos. Each city fought for control of resources and territory. Dungeons were not the least of the things fought over. Apparently, part of what ended the fighting was the decree that no one may enter a dungeon on behalf of the government or any other organization unless said dungeon was becoming an active danger to those who lived around it.”

“Huh,” I said. “So that’s how you get independent dungeon-crawlers? I’d never thought about it much before. That’s why there aren’t any adventurers’ guilds or anything.”

“Yup,” Willa responded. “This statue is said to come from the last time Morseen was united under a single ruler before the current dynasty. Some of the stories tell of an entire realm that was as prosperous as the City of Dreams allegedly is today. Others say it was prone to infighting and corruption. The truth is probably somewhere in between.”

“You know quite a bit of history,” I remarked with a smile.

“My mother was an archivist and was fascinated with it,” she said in a fond tone. “My father took an interest in it as a way to show his affection for her. I still don’t know even half as much as she knew.”

“I get that,” I responded. “My dad was an encyclopedia of biology facts.”

We lapsed into an easy silence for a moment and stared at the statue together.

“Are we all ready to go?” Kate asked.

Lyra and Kate had gotten a lot closer than I expected them to get without me hearing them. The fight really must’ve worn me out.

Lyra was busy adjusting some of the things on the unicorns, but Kate was looking at me with a knowing smile.

I cleared my throat. “Yes, I’m all ready.”

“Are you done checking if everything is still strapped down?” Willa asked Kate. “Did we lose anything?”

“Yes and no,” Kate responded with a proud edge to her words. “Never doubt my packing skills. I learned a secret technique passed down through my family for generations.”

“Really?” Willa asked with an amused tint to her voice.

“Nah,” Kate admitted. “I just got designated to be the person to help idiots traveling for the first time pack up their stuff. Some rich, lazy people also requested it. I just got pretty used to packing after a while.”

Kate considered for a moment.

“I mean, technically, I did learn some skills,” Kate continued. “But it’s all just common sense stuff. Pack your heavy things lower in your bags and make sure they’re secured tightly. Stuff like that.”

“I shall never doubt your ways again, oh, master of packing,” Willa said in an overly dramatic voice.

Kate let out an amused exhale and smiled. “Thank you.”

We mounted our unicorns and set off on the path once more.

The canopy was just as thick as it was before we arrived in the clearing, but for some reason, it felt much less ominous. After being stalked, I’d expected to be more on edge, but a strange sense of surety filled me. Even if something did seek to attack us, I’d be able to defend us from whatever the Alldrion forest threw at us.

It was nice to hear the noises of wildlife slowly return around us. First it was the birds, then the small woodland critters. We even passed by a couple centicores, and they were far more docile than the last ones I’d run into. Without a beastwhisperer driving them to madness, I was able to appreciate their quiet majesty.

They had the head of a boar and the body of a ram, with both tusks in their mouth and horns atop their heads. It was still as strange a combination as it was the first time I saw them, but there was a dignity to them as well. I wondered for a moment if any noble houses or any other organizations had crests with a centicore on them.

I knew boars were depicted on some family crests on Earth, so I imagined it wouldn’t be too far of a stretch. The image of a knight in shining armor riding on the back of a centicore flashed into my mind and brought a smile to my face. I’d pay someone to try to ride one of those things, but they’d probably need some pretty heavy armor if they tried.

“What’s the next town we will come to once we leave this forest?” Kate asked.

“It’s a small village called Nazament,” Willa answered. “They are known for exporting pelts they get from the forest. Hunters who wish to venture into the Alldrion forest but don’t like cities like Kenford flock to Nazament as their best option. Even isolated hunters need some community around them. Though I’ve definitely heard of hermits living out in the woods all alone.”

“Why doesn’t Bernadetta move to Nazament?” I asked Lyra.

“A few reasons,” Lyra said. “The biggest one is that Kenford is where she grew up. The Vale is her home, and she’s used to the people there. She has thought about moving before, but apparently, after one trip, she announced that small villages were more anxiety-inducing than the big city because the people are so aware of everyone. Which, like, the Vale is basically a village inside a city, so I don’t entirely understand.”

“I get what she means,” Kate said. “Villages are nasty with gossip. Everyone pretty much knows everyone, with very few exceptions. You can’t really do anything without the gossipmongers talking about it.”

I raised a suspicious eyebrow. “You were a barmaid. You’re telling me you didn’t engage in gossip?”

Kate blushed. “Well… I never said that…”

We laughed.

“People who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones,” I mused.

“Why would someone build a house out of glass?” Lyra asked in a bewildered tone. “Oh, wait, do you mean summerhouses?

“What’s a summerhouse?” I asked.

“They’re places where you can grow plants even in the winter,” Lyra explained.

“Oh, like a greenhouse,” I realized aloud. “No, ‘glass houses’ is a saying. It means you shouldn’t criticize someone else for the same thing you do.”

“Ah.” Lyra nodded. “I see.”

“Makes sense for Bernadetta from what I saw of her,” Willa said. “She was quite a timid sort of person.”

“She’s got her reasons,” Lyra said. “She’s really sweet when you get past her walls. She and Petra are very close. They both help each other out wherever the other falters.”

“How sweet of them,” Willa said.

“Anything else we should know about Nazament?” I asked. “Do you think there’ll be open rooms at an inn there?”

“From what I’ve heard, they have a lot of open rooms,” Willa answered. “So we won’t need to worry about that. While many hunters have homes there, they have a large number of transients who live in town for only, like, a week every month. There’s also a famous fletcher and bowmaker who lives there.”

“That’s a relief,” I said. “I can’t wait to sleep in an inn where I won’t have to worry about waking up in the middle of the night by a ravenous monster who is dead-set on eating us.”

“We’ll have to stop to camp at least one more time,” Willa said with an amused grin. “I hope you won’t fall into too deep a slumber. There are more monsters than just the fenrin out here.”

“I made a deal with Clive, actually,” I said. “He’ll keep watch for us at night.”

“Wait, that was for every night?” Clive asked with alarm.

“No,” I said.

“Good,” Clive responded, but I wasn’t done yet.

“Only for the nights when we’re sleeping in a tent,” I continued in a smug voice.

Clive huffed. “I’m being exploited.”

“Hey, you were the one who bragged about being able to sleep a bunch during the day,” I pointed out. “You don’t get to complain.”

“I already fight your battles for you,” Clive groaned in an exaggerated tone. “You’re a slave driver, that’s what you are.”

“You fucking what?” I exclaimed. “No, you don’t! I’m the one who does all the actual work. You just sit there and be sharp.”

“Ugh, men,” Clive groaned. “All they care about is my body.”

“This isn’t even your actual body!” I protested. “I saw your bones, don’t you remember? Hell, I buried your skull. You’re just squatting here.”

“I mean, it is technically my body now,” Clive responded. “Though it gets a bit weird with the possession stuff.”

Clive cleared his throat and pulled his joking tone back out.

“You just like me because I’m sharp,” he said.

“Unfortunately,” I began with a grin. “No matter how bad your jokes are, you won’t be able to kill anyone with them.”

Clive let out a loud laugh despite himself.

“Alright, you win this round,” he admitted.

“Great, so that’s settled,” I said. “You’ll be our watchdog.”

Clive let out a sound of disagreement before he sighed.

“Yeah, I’ll do it,” he agreed.

A victorious smile settled on my face. We continued talking about this and that as we rode down the path. Eventually, the sun began to set low in the sky.

“This should be a good place to stop for the evening,” Willa announced as we approached a small creek.

No one disagreed, and we quickly got to making camp. There was still a decent amount of light, and we needed firewood, so Lyra and Kate set off together into the woods. Lyra was on firewood duty while Kate wanted to see if she could get some XP from hunting and maybe even get some meat for dinner. They left Willa and me to set up the tent and a fire pit.

“This has been quite unlike the other trips I’ve been on,” Willa said while staking one of the ropes into the ground.

“How so?” I asked.

“There’s a lot more… warmth,” she answered. “It’s always been business in the past. Either I was paying people to accompany me, or they were traveling alongside me for their own specific reasons. I’ve made friends with a few of the people I’ve traveled with, but they’ve been rather fleeting. We part ways, we don’t see each other again, and we both know they will fade, so we don’t invest too much time in anything beyond the surface level. This is different.”

“I’m glad,” I said with a smile. “I’d hate to be cold and distant with a traveling partner. That’s when you need to be on good terms with people the most, in my opinion.”

“You’re not entirely wrong,” Willa agreed. “It’s just been strange in the past, I guess. I haven’t actually gone out on an expedition in… a while.”

“Oh?” I prompted her to continue.

“After my mom died, I went on expeditions, but…” Willa took a deep breath. “It was like something slowly changed. I began to feel a weight constantly pressing down on me more and more with each expedition I went on. I’d hired someone to look after the shop, and one day, she left without notice, and I needed to focus on the business after that. Then it was just easier to hold up in my shop and stay where I was comfortable instead of being bold.”

“Your trip to the Morseen Islands was your way of breaking out of that?” I asked.

“Something like that,” she agreed. “It was always something I intended to do. It was the way I felt like I was progressing toward something in life instead of just withering away my life in that shop. I liked the work, don’t get me wrong, but there’s only so much of being in the same spot every day and doing the same thing every day that I could take. Honestly, I wasn’t even sure if I would’ve been able to do the trip, even if that asshole didn’t stiff me. I had preparations… but no one to join me. No one I cared about, anyway. My work in the shop didn’t make me many friends, either. The actual work of making and copying maps is a rather lonely process.”

“I’m glad we could help,” I said. “Your dream of going to the islands… It’s important. It’s something you need to hold onto. Something I want to help you make happen.”

“Have you ever had a dream like that?” she asked.

“Not on Earth,” I admitted. “I felt a little aimless if I’m honest. It was just the work of getting through every day. Then I came here and… There’s a lot I want to do here. There’s a lot I want to help others do. This world shook me from monotony, and now every single day is fresh and exciting. Being able to actually stab my problems away is a remarkably cathartic experience. Before, it was all so up in the air and hypothetical, but here I feel grounded. I feel more alive than I ever have before.”

Willa let out a soft laugh. “Sounds like we were in a surprisingly similar situation.”

“You’re right,” I said. “I didn’t really think about it like that.”

“I guess that makes you my portal to a fantastic new world,” she said with a teasing smile.

“That is one of the weirdest yet sweetest things I’ve ever heard.” I returned her smile.

“It does sound pretty weird out of context,” she laughed. “It fits, though. You’ve helped me a lot more than you know.”

A warmth grew inside my chest. The idea that I was able to give someone the same kickstart into wonder and joy that I’d been given was something I’d never expected to happen. I grew even more grateful that Willa had decided to join us on our journeys. She was someone special, and I wanted to bring all the light to her life that I could.

“I’m glad to hear it,” I said. “You’re someone who deserves to be helped.”

Willa smiled and looked down at the tent. We’d forgotten about it in the midst of our conversation and still needed to finish setting it up.

“Maybe,” she said before she got back to work.

Luckily, there wasn’t much left to do to set up the tent, and we’d already gathered a few stones to make a ring for our campfire. It wasn’t long before we had a fully set-up tent before us.

“How long do you think Lyra and Kate will be away?” Willa asked.

I glanced up to see where the sun was in the sky.

“I think they won’t rush,” I answered. “I think we’ll be alone for a bit longer. What do you think of them?”

“Lyra’s a little anxious at times, but she’s a nice person,” Willa started. “She’s gotten a lot better from our time riding back from the dungeon. I was a little worried she’d be standoffish on our future travels. Seeing her around her friends helped ease some of that worry, and she’s been good company so far.”

“And Kate?” I asked.

“I see why you both like her so much,” she said. “She was a barmaid not that long ago, right?”

“She was,” I confirmed.

“She’s quite the prodigy with her bow,” Willa continued. “And well, you don’t need me to tell you her cooking is amazing.”

I laughed a little at that.

“She’s very kind, and I see myself a little in her,” Willa said. “Her energy about the world reminds me of the energy and curiosity I had when I first went on a trip with my father. She treats the unicorns very well, also, and you know what they say about animals. They’re the best judges of character.”

“She’s a great person,” I agreed. “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself. I’m glad I could help bring you into our party.”

“You’re the most helpful person I’ve met in a long time,” she said.

“Well, let me know if I can help in any other way,” I said.

“Mmm,” Willa hummed, and her gaze shifted as she studied my face, neck, and chest. “Maybe there are a few ways you could help me.”

Her voice dripped with implication, and sudden, fiery desire had sparked to life in her eyes. A jolt of desire shot through my chest in response, and I raised an eyebrow, smiled at her, and leaned in closer.

“You can have me in whichever way you need me,” I said in a quietly enticing voice.

Willa bit her lower lip and put a hand on my neck before she leaned closer to me. Her dazzling violet eyes were so vibrant they could’ve made flowers cry from jealousy, and they were filled with a deep, passionate hunger.

“Well, if you put it like that…” she trailed off, then she leaned in and kissed me.
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Chapter 17

Willa’s lips felt like what I imagined fairy dust to feel like. From the first brush, it was like a spark of magic shot from her lips into mine and spread like ink dripped in water through the rest of my head.

Her lips tasted sweet on mine, yet had an undertone of something more. It was much more like sipping fine wine than tasting a spoonful of sugar. It was the kind of flavor that made me want to spend an entire evening exploring all the multifaceted ways it expressed itself. I wasn’t moving around the wine inside my mouth to make sure every taste bud soaked in the nectar-like flavor, but the way I teased her lips with my tongue felt so similar.

One of my hands wrapped around her lower back, while the other cupped her face, and I pulled her in to deepen our kiss. I didn’t dare pull away, just as a starving man couldn’t pull away from the first meal he’d seen in ages. To me, kissing Willa felt as necessary to survival as breathing.

I slipped my tongue between her lips, and she felt so warm compared to the cooling night air. Even more than the temperature, she made something inside me feel right in a way I couldn’t describe.

I was so caught up in the kiss, I didn’t realize we were moving until Willa’s back hit the tree. She pulled away enough to let out a small gasp, but then smiled at me, and we continued to make out.

Willa was much shorter than me, so I reached down and scooped her up with my left arm under her ass. Then I pinned her between the tree and my body once more, and I supported her weight easily as my right hand caressed along her side.

Willa gasped softly as I stroked her side, and I teased her lips open to explore her mouth more deeply.

Her ass was delightfully firm and supple. Her cheeks reminded me of fresh, warm buns straight out of the oven. I squeezed one side a little, and Willa let out a small squeak.

It was thrilling to see the normally put-together Willa begin to slowly lose herself in the pleasure more and more.

Willa let out a noise of desire, and I opened my eyes just enough to see how truly pleased she was with the situation. Each time I kissed her, she pushed back with just as much force, like she wanted me as much as I wanted her.

My tongue danced around hers, and I was pleased to coax out a few more soft moans from Willa.

We eventually pulled away to catch our breaths, and I had a wide smile across my face that was mirrored by Willa.

“Even better than I imagined it would be,” she said in a pleased voice.

“Have you been imagining this a lot?” I asked with my most charming half-smile.

“More than I’d like to admit,” she replied, and her cheeks blushed. “It can get lonely in my little shop, and sometimes when a particularly attractive man walks in… Who can blame my mind for wandering after he’s gone and all I’m left to do is wait for the next customer?”

I let out a light chuckle, and some parts of her words struck me more than I’d expected. Something about the compliment mixed with her rich, deep tone made even her coy admission sound tempting and alluring. Her voice was a siren’s call and, like Odysseus, I desperately needed to hear more and wouldn’t dare deprive myself of it.

“I imagine it leaves you a lot of time to come up with all sorts of fantasies,” I mused as I continued to stroke my right hand up the side of her chest. “I’m flattered to hear I leave such a lasting impression. Did you mean to seek me out afterward? Was our chance meeting a little less chance than I thought?”

“I won’t say I didn’t hope I’d run into you,” she said with a look in her eyes like I’d caught her with her hand in the cookie jar. “But it seems I’m a lucky woman. Doubly so for the run-in at the cafe. I probably would’ve languished in frustration if you hadn’t come along and shaken me out of it.”

“Sometimes all you can do is try to focus on something else,” I said.

“And you gave me something very good to focus on,” she started, then let a faint smirk come to her lips. “Well, two things if you count the dungeon.”

I laughed at her addition.

“Something productive to do and eye candy?” she asked rhetorically. “It was better than wallowing in food and sweets any day.”

“And here I thought you liked me for my charming personality and amazing skills,” I joked.

“Those were very nice additions as well,” she said, then her gold-speckled violet eyes looked me up and down like a fox eyeing a chicken. “They sweetened the pot enough to make me want to travel with you. Even if… Other things lured me in originally.”

Her hand drifted to my abdomen, and she dragged a finger up. Her slow and deep way of speaking had a hold on me that made me cling to every word. They were a melody that dripped with allure and implication.

“You can see it all if you want,” I suggested. “Whichever way you need me, remember?”

Willa let out a pleased hum. “How could I ever forget?”

I slid off my armor and was grateful for how easy it was to remove. Then, I let Willa do the rest. She hooked her fingers underneath the hem of my shirt and pulled it up with haste. It seemed she’d decided she’d waited too long already and was eager to get started.

Her eyes widened as she saw my body, then she bit her lower lip.

“Like what you see?” I asked in a playful tone.

“Oh, that is definitely one word to describe my reaction to it,” she responded, and her eyes didn’t leave my bare chest.

“Is this where I say my eyes are up here?” I asked with a laugh.

Her lips quirked into a smile.

“Shh,” she shushed me. “Don’t you know it’s rude to speak while someone is admiring a work of art?”

“So you’re only interested in me for my body?” I feigned horror.

She let out a laugh that was far lighter than her normal, deep, honey-rich tone. It was a surprisingly cute sound.

“How could I possibly be,” she started, “when the rest of the parts of you are so endlessly captivating?”

I didn’t have anything witty to say to that. It was a compliment, but the way Willa said it made it sound like she was stating an absolute, undeniable law of the universe. The sky was blue, one plus one equaled two, and I was someone who inspired captivation in all those around me. It sent a strange, pleasant shiver through my body.

“It seems we really are similar, you and I,” I said. “You’re beautiful enough that you match or surpass any work of art, and you have an ambition and drive that’s nothing short of inspiring. Getting to as high a level as you and seeking to map out a place that has never been mapped out before is awe-inspiring.”

Willa let out a slow exhale in response to my compliments as she soaked them up. I could tell by the glimmer in her eyes how much they affected her.

“I really can’t wait any longer,” she said and threw herself onto me.

She was so enthusiastic, we almost knocked our teeth together. I let out a pleased noise and kissed her back. I let the moment linger and savored the taste of her lips on mine. Then, I pulled away and put my mouth next to her ear.

“I know just how to help with that,” I whispered in a seductive tone.

A shiver rocked through Willa’s entire body, and I grinned. I kissed down her neck and lowered myself down to the forest floor. I pushed up Willa’s army-green dress and revealed her panties to the world. I was glad she was only wearing stockings instead of leggings. It made access so much easier.

I gently began to kiss the inside of her thigh, and Willa squirmed under my touch.

“Oh, wow,” she muttered.

“I’m just getting started,” I said in a soft tone and continued to trail kisses slowly up her thigh.

When I reached the hem of her panties, Willa stiffened in anticipation. I wanted to tease her a little, however, and pulled back to kiss the inside of her other thigh.

Willa, despite what seemed to be her best efforts to silence it, let out an impatient whine. It almost made me want to skip this process entirely, but I resisted. I knew it would make what was to come even better if we both waited for it. I was not a monster, however, and trailed my kisses up a little faster than I’d first done.

I reached her panties once more, and Willa seemed to tense in anticipation of more teasing. I pulled back just long enough for her suspicions to start to take hold before I planted a hot kiss on her pussy through her panties.

Willa bucked into me and let out a noise of surprised pleasure. I hummed with pride at eliciting such a reaction.

The wetness of her arousal started to soak through the material under my lips, and Willa let out a whine of desire.

“Please, Cole,” she said, and her voice still managed to keep its usual tone despite the pleasure that flowed under the surface. “I need more.”

“As you wish,” I answered and hooked my fingers into the waistband of her panties.

Her hips rocked back and forth as if she could get me to bring her panties down faster, and she grabbed a handful of her dress to pull it out of my way. I lowered her panties enough to give me as much access as I could want, but I didn’t remove them entirely. It seemed only fitting, since she was keeping her dress on. I’d uncover her completely before the night was done, regardless.

I hovered an inch away from her glistening pussy and ghosted it with a breath. Willa moved a little but couldn’t seem to find the friction she so desperately desired. It was the last act of teasing I allowed myself for the moment, and I reached my tongue out and traced it ever so gently up the length of her pussy.

I’d thought her kisses were magic, but they paled in comparison to the feeling of my tongue against her folds. The taste was like the nectar of the gods and sent a warm buzzing through my entire body. The anticipation that had built up inside me as I lavished attention on Willa was being unleashed all at once, and desire didn’t even begin to cover the feeling that pulsed inside me.

I brought my hands up and cupped both perfect globes of her ass. It was just as supple as it had been before, and I took another moment to truly appreciate it. I squeezed softly in time with each gentle flick of my tongue along Willa’s slit. Her ass was made to be squeezed, and to do so was like heaven.

“Fuck, Cole,” Willa moaned.

That was all the encouragement I needed to begin to lick Willa with more pressure and greater speed. I made sure to give her clit a little extra attention on each pass. Willa squirmed underneath me, and I was barely able to notice out of the corner of my eye that her wings were twitching with enjoyment just like the rest of her body. Something about it set my brain aflame with joy.

“You’re so wet for me,” I said with affection deep in my voice before I continued my ministrations.

Willa moaned over and over as I licked and explored her pussy. I circled around her clit, teased it, and caused her to lean back against the tree for support. She gripped my shoulder with one hand like it was all she could do to keep standing.

“You’re even better–” Willa’s words were lost in a moan.

Willa took a deep breath in, but I wasn’t interested in letting up now. Her deep tone had been stripped away in the face of her pleasure, and it lit a fire inside me. I increased my attention on her pussy, and I licked her faster and harder. I pressed my tongue inside her, and she quivered and moaned a symphony.

“Fuck!” she cried out and grabbed my hair.

The slight pain of her fingernails along my scalp only encouraged me.

“I’m getting close,” Willa moaned.

“Good,” I responded. “I want you to come undone for me.”

I felt like a thirsty dog lapping up water, and I lost myself in the movement and rhythm. Everything else around us faded away. All that was important was that I made Willa cum.

Willa’s hips bucked even more like she needed everything I could give her and more. Her moans were never-ending, and I was grateful we were not in an inn because we surely would’ve disturbed everyone in the building. She jerked one way, then the other, and her grip on my hair only tightened.

“Fuck– I’m gonna–” Willa gasped and moaned.

Her thighs squeezed my head, and her entire body started to quiver around me. I kept going, and I was fully intent on giving her the most out of the experience. The waves of pleasure carried her as she rode my tongue, and her moans came from a place deep inside of her. Her face contorted, and every inch of her body tensed like she was electrified by pleasure.

Eventually, her muscles loosened, and her legs failed her. I grabbed her and made sure she didn’t fall onto the forest floor. Her eyes were still shining with the dazed mist of pleasure, and a profound sense of satisfaction filled my chest. I stood up, kissed Willa’s forehead, and held her against me as she slowly returned from the aftereffects of her orgasm.

“I’m going to take you to the tent now,” I whispered.

She blinked and looked up at me before she smiled.

“I’d like that very much,” she responded in a barely-audible voice.

I picked her up and nuzzled my head against Willa’s before I marched over to our completed tent. We’d worked so hard on setting it up, so it was only right that we used it.

I laid her down on the bedroll and brushed a hand through her hair. Outside the tent, a birdsong chimed through the trees, but it was nowhere near as pretty as the one I’d made Willa sing.

The thrill that came from taking her out in the open like that still thrummed in my head. I wondered for a moment if Lyra or Kate might’ve heard anything, but I dismissed the concern. For one, forests were incredible sound dampeners in a way that people who didn’t spend much time in them didn’t appreciate. For two, the borderline screams that Willa had let out probably would’ve sent them running toward us in fear that she was being mauled by a wild animal. In a way, she sort of was, but I liked to consider myself at least a domesticated animal.

“How are you feeling?” I asked in a soft voice.

Willa smiled lazily at me. “I think I made it very clear how I feel not all that long ago.”

I let out a laugh.

“You know you’re gorgeous, right?” I asked.

“It coming from your lips makes me all the more certain,” she replied smoothly, and a faint blush came to her cheeks.

“Your eyes are easily the most beautiful I’ve ever seen,” I continued. “I could stare into them all day if I weren’t forced to do anything else. They’re almost… kaleidoscopic. The violet and gold could probably hypnotize someone if you really tried.”

“Who’s to say I haven’t already hypnotized you?” she asked with a grin.

“Well, I certainly feel overwhelmingly positive feelings toward you,” I replied and kissed her cheek. “I don’t think you’d need to hypnotize me with anything more than being your own beautiful self.”

“Clearly, it was a success then,” she mused.

She reached her hand up to me and brushed underneath my chin in an admiring way.

“Be careful not to go too far,” I said. “You might have me under your spell, but if you entice me too much, my desires might slip the leash and take what I want.”

Willa’s eyes widened slightly, and she bit her lower lip.

“Well, wouldn’t that just be the most terrible thing…” Her tone dripped with lust. “Who knows what you might do to me then?”

I leaned down over her and put my lips next to her ear.

“Would you like a taste?” I asked in a whisper.

Willa let out a shuddering breath, and it was all the answer I needed.

I took off her shoes and stockings and tossed them toward the entrance of the tent. Her panties were soaked with her juices, and satisfaction trickled through my bloodstream as I removed them, too.

Then I crawled forward and started to slide her dress up her body. Willa moved to help me, and each inch of revealed skin sent bolts of pleasure through my brain. I’d already seen her bottom half exposed to me, but I hadn’t yet seen her breasts, and I stopped just before I exposed them to linger in the mystery and anticipation for another moment.

Willa’s eyebrows furrowed, and she mewled with need.

I trailed a finger gently and tenderly up her skin all the way from her pelvis to just below her breasts, and she shivered in anticipation. At last, I revealed her breasts in all their glory. They were large and full, and her brown nipples sat like cherries on top of a sundae. I tossed away the rest of her clothes and began my exploration of this untouched land.

They were supple and pliant in my hands, and Willa let out a small noise of appreciation at the attention I was giving them. I stroked the pads of my thumbs around her nipples twice before I squeezed them.

Willa gasped and moaned. She looked up at me with an intense look of pleasure on her face, but it wasn’t enough for either of us.

I leaned down and licked one of her nipples while I gave the other attention with my hand. My tongue circled the tight bud slowly, and I let the faintest hint of teeth brush against her skin.

“Oh!” Willa gasped. “That feels so good.”

Pride growled in my chest like a mighty lion, and I dragged my teeth gently over her sensitive flesh once more. Then I locked my lips around her nipple and sucked hard before I suddenly released her breast.

“Wha?” Willa mumbled.

Before she could find the words to form a question, I’d moved over to her other breast and captured her other nipple in my mouth.

“Fuck,” she gasped.

As my tongue and teeth teased her nipples, I let my right hand wander over the exquisite planes and curves of her body. She was gorgeous, and her body was strong and soft in all the right places.

“Cooole,” Willa whined. “Please, I need you.”

“And you’ll have me,” I promised.

I reached down and began to undo my pants. Willa’s eyes widened with delight, and her teeth bit into her lip once more.

“At last, I will see all of you,” Willa said.

“You’ll do a lot more than see,” I replied.

Willa’s eyes rolled back in her head with hungry anticipation.

“Oh, I’m counting on it,” she murmured.

I pulled down my pants, but not my underwear just yet. Every second of delicious suspense only added to the growing pleasure. Instead, I let Willa’s eyes take in the large bulge that strained against my boxers. At the same time Willa was ogling me, I let my eyes roam over her luscious body, and my cock twitched with an aching need in response. Willa let out a noise of excitement that I was fairly sure wasn’t entirely voluntary.

“Would you like to do the final honors?” I asked in a low tone.

“Please,” Willa replied, and lust stained her voice.

She leaned up and reached out to touch me. First, she ran her soft, ink-stained fingers over my abs, and a jolt of pleasure shot out from where she touched. Then she trailed her fingers down and hooked them into the waistband of my underwear.

Willa had a look on her face that was similar to someone about to open a present they were promised would be the best one. Anticipation and excitement were plain in the quirk of her smile and the glimmer in her eyes. The way her mouth hung open slightly as she almost drooled over what was to come was just the cherry on top.

Willa’s patience snapped, and she pushed down my underwear and released my cock to the open air. She bit her lip and lightly brushed her fingers over my shaft. The light friction sent a strong shock of pleasure through my body.

“Fuck, you really are everything I’d hoped,” Willa said.

“Everything your wildest dreams imagined?” I asked with a smile.

“And more,” she admitted.

I leaned toward her and guided Willa back down onto the bedroll.

“I’m going to fuck you now,” I stated.

Such a simple and blunt statement seemed to shock Willa in the best way. Her eyes widened, and her legs opened for me. She let out a shuddering breath and looked at me with lust-filled eyes.

“Please,” she said.

My hands caressed down the length of her torso until I found the silky-smooth skin of her thighs, and I pushed until she opened her legs even wider for me. I braced my left hand by her side and took my cock with my right.

“Oooh,” Willa cooed.

I dragged the head of my dick through her slick folds in the most feather-light touch, and Willa’s hands snaked up to cling to my shoulders as she wrapped her legs around my hips.

Willa squirmed and let out a moan of anticipation as I thrust forward into her hot pussy.

I went slow and steady, but the pleasure was almost overwhelming despite it. Willa let out a long, drawn-out moan, and I let out a lower one of my own.

Willa was so hot and slick, I thrust into her without any resistance at all. I continued to press into her, and whatever magical feeling I got from her before was outdone a hundredfold. Golden waves of pleasure spread through my body with the strength and consistency of the ocean on a windy day.

She pressed her heels into my lower back to bring me even deeper, and I was fully inside her tight tunnel.

“F-fuck,” Willa moaned. “You’re so big.”

“God, you feel amazing,” I replied in a husky tone I almost didn’t recognize.

I pulled back from her, and every stroke and sensation felt like a drug. My head buzzed with ecstasy. I pushed deep inside her, and she took my cock in a way that activated some animal instinct inside of me.

I needed more.

I began to pick up the pace, and I fucked her in long, steady thrusts.

“Fuuuuck,” Willa moaned.

With every thrust of my cock, she made a sound that resonated deep inside my chest. The pleasure in my veins mixed with the pleasure she was expressing and became even greater than either one individually.

I maintained the speed of my thrusts, but I cupped her thigh with my hand to shift her leg a little. The change in angle allowed me to sink even deeper into her trembling pussy, and I groaned at the heat of her desire.

“Oh, yeesss,” Willa mewled.

The hitch of passion in her voice drove me crazy, and I pistoned my hips back and forth to fuck her with everything I had to give. Her breasts bounced and jiggled with my thrusts, and I leaned down to capture one between my teeth.

“Cole!” she gasped. “Yes! That’s so perfect!”

“Any way you want me,” I reminded her through my own sounds of pleasure.

“Fuck,” was all she could moan in response.

If I’d thought she was a siren before, she was hitting that out of the park. Her moans sparked a heady pleasure, and I felt like I could get drunk off of them alone.

I paused long enough to take control of Willa’s left leg and shifted it up to rest on my shoulder. Willa matched my movements by rotating her hips and back a few degrees to lift her leg even higher on my shoulder, and with my next thrust, I sank so deep into her pussy, I thought I might be lost forever.

Willa’s gorgeous violet eyes glimmered with need as she gazed up at me. Her mouth hung open in a way that begged me to continue even without the words on her lips.

I thrust in, and she let out a guttural moan. Her pussy quivered and dripped all around my aching cock, and I wanted to drift in the pleasure of her body until I couldn’t take another drop.

“Fuck–” I muttered. “I could get addicted to this.”

“I would love it if you did,” Willa responded in a pleasure-filled voice.

Willa’s eyes were barely open, and the little bit of her eyes I could see told me they’d rolled back in her head from the intense pleasure.

That’s when I got a devilish idea, and I slid my right hand down between us to where our bodies were joined. We were soaked by her arousal, and my thumb slid easily down to find the engorged bud of her clit.

“Shit,” I gasped as her pulse beat through the tight bundle of nerves.

The new sensory input had stalled two of my thrusts, but I picked the pace back up and circled her swollen clit with the pad of my thumb.

“Fuck–” she moaned. “You’re gonna make me cum again.”

“God, you’re getting me close, too,” I replied. “Can I cum inside you?”

“Yes,” Willa said. “I want you to fill me up.”

I began to pick up my pace even more. I pushed deeper and faster. She moaned and squirmed, but she was pinned to the floor under me. She was impaled by my cock, and she wasn’t going anywhere until we both reached our peaks.

Not that it looked like she wanted to be anywhere else. Willa’s mouth hung open in pure pleasure, and her eyes darted back and forth behind her eyelids like she was drowning in bliss.

My fingers dug deep into her waist, and some distant part of my brain wondered if I’d bruise her, but she didn’t seem to mind, and neither did I.

Pleasure had been mounting inside me like a precarious tower of cards, and every stroke of Willa’s velvety inner walls threatened to bring the whole thing down in an explosive surge of carnal delight. By the way Willa’s moans got even louder, and her body shook and squirmed even more. It seemed she was drifting in the same paradise I was.

My instincts and the primal urge to penetrate deep inside her pussy and fill her up were the only things that drove me. It was not an urge that could be simply ignored, and even if I could have, there was little, if anything, that would have managed to stop me at that point. It would have been as futile as asking me to stop my heart from beating.

Waves of pleasure crashed through me like an ocean during a typhoon, and they built even higher into a tsunami.

Willa’s moans reached a higher pitch, and she began to shake under me.

“Riiiight theeere,” Willa pleaded like her life depended on it.

I circled her clit in the same rhythm as I fucked her, and in only a few strokes, I sent her crashing into the storm of ecstasy.

“Yeeesssss!” Willa cried as she soaked my cock.

Her pussy trembled around my shaft as she came, and the tight heat of her orgasm tore through the last bit of self-control I’d managed to cling to.

I came with the force of an imploding star, and pleasure rocketed through me so hard I could barely see. The most glorious drug known to the universe poured into my blood, and a billion sparks of lightning crackled in my brain. My cum shot from me and filled her up to the brim, until all that was me was inside her.

Willa let out a moan that sounded like it was almost attempting to be words, but she was too far gone for anything intelligible to make it past her lips.

I couldn’t blame her. I was in much of a similar state. Waves of pleasure still washed around inside me, and my strength started to flee me. I slid her leg off my shoulder and plopped down beside her. She was soft and warm like a pillow, and everything around me sang with contented satisfaction.

Eventually, the buzzing pleasure started to fade into a dull warmth, and I offered her a small towel to clean up with.

“That was perfect,” Willa said in a lazy, satisfied tone.

“I’m very glad to hear it,” I said. “You were… indescribable.”

“I think you made me feel better than I made you feel,” she giggled. “But I guess the only way to know for sure is to do another test another time.”

She grinned at her suggestion.

“You won’t have to convince me,” I said. “I was already hoping for a repeat.”

Willa stretched and yawned.

“We should probably get dressed before they come back,” she said.

“That might be a good idea,” I laughed.

I cleaned up as well, and we both slipped back into our clothes. It turned out to be just in time, too, because the sound of movement came from outside the tent a moment later.

“We’re back!” Lyra called.
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Chapter 18

I exited the tent, and Lyra and Kate were around the campfire pit we’d made earlier. Lyra had piled up a stack of firewood and tinder next to it, and Kate seemed to be preparing her cooking station.

“Get anything for dinner?” I asked.

“I did!” Kate said in an excited voice. “I got a heath hen! They’re pretty common around Larkworth, so I’ve got experience in butchering and cooking them.”

“You butcher your own meat?” I asked. “Wasn’t there a butcher?”

I trailed off as I was suddenly reminded of the insane butcher I’d encountered in Larkworth.

“Nevermind,” I said. “I can see exactly why you would do that yourself.”

“Yeah,” Kate said with a laugh. “Besides, butchers are typically for larger animals. Heath hens and other small animals are easy to break down if you know what you’re doing. No point in paying someone else to do it when you can do it yourself.”

“Wise words,” I agreed.

That was when Willa exited the tent behind me. I knew the exact moment Kate had spotted her because her grin grew very wide.

“Hey, Lyra,” Kate practically sang in an overly sweet voice.

“Hm?” Lyra looked up at Kate from the chimney she was building out of wood. “What’s up?”

“You owe me twenty gold,” Kate said, just as sweet as before.

Lyra paused for a long moment. She looked at me, she looked at Willa, and then her eyes widened.

“Fuck!” Lyra shouted. “Really?”

“Come on, pay up,” Kate crowed.

Lyra grumbled something under her breath and stomped over to Kate before she handed over the gold. Then she turned back to me with a good-humored but grouchy look in her eyes.

“A few more days and I would’ve won!” Lyra complained with a resigned chuckle. “I was so close.”

I blinked in utter confusion at what was happening for a moment before it clicked.

“Oh!” I cried out and broke into laughter. “Hey, my decision to have sex with people does not hinge on your betting habits. You made the bet all on your own.”

“That she did,” Kate agreed with a tone that was filled with satisfaction.

Willa let out a laugh from behind me.

“I guess I shouldn’t have expected anything else,” she said.

“It is a little underhanded for you to propose a bet based on reading people,” I said to Kate. “You’re really good at reading people.”

“I gave her plenty of chances to back out,” Kate said. “But she kept insisting that since she spent more time with you two, she’d gotten the better read.”

“But you proposed the bet?” I asked. “Was her guess just that it wouldn’t happen so soon?”

“Yeah,” Kate said.

“I thought it would take longer for Willa to warm up to us,” Lyra said with a laugh. “I didn’t account for Sir Charming Hotpants over there.”

I blinked at the nickname and laughed.

“I suppose I should take that as a compliment?” I said.

“She’s not wrong,” Willa said. “You surprised even me at how quickly you made me warm up to you.”

“See!” Lyra grinned with vindication. “I knew I had something there.”

“Are there other bets you’ve made about me without my knowledge?” I asked with a bemused grin.

“Whyever would you think that?” Kate asked with a too-innocent smile.

“Would you help me win if I told you?” Lyra asked.

“Hey!” Kate shouted in amusement before I could say anything. “That’s cheating!”

“And you using your secret barmaid techniques to win isn’t cheating?” Lyra shot back with a playful glimmer in her eyes.

“It’s all skill!” Kate insisted.

Willa sidled up to me as Kate and Lyra continued to bicker good-naturedly back and forth.

“They’re pretty close,” Willa said in a quiet tone, and she wrapped an arm around me.

“They are,” I agreed with warmth in my voice.

Willa leaned her head against my shoulder.

“It feels like a home,” she said. “I haven’t been in a place that feels like this in a long time.”

“Home is other people,” I replied. “I’m grateful to have them in my life, and for you, too.”

Willa planted a kiss on my cheek.

“I have never been deceitful ever in my entire life,” Kate insisted.

“Now I know that’s a lie!” Lyra shot back through a fit of laughter.

“Didn’t you lead a guy on just to get food brought to you?” I asked.

“Ha! See! Cole agrees with me,” Lyra announced in victory.

“I didn’t lead him on!” Kate protested. “I only asked him to do me a favor. Hell, I paid him every time. That’s not leading a guy on. He was a bit of a dick anyway. He was only nice to me because he wanted to have sex with me.”

“Still a little deceitful,” I said. “Just a touch.”

Kate rolled her eyes, but the corners of her lips were still curled up into a smile.

“Whatever, I’ve got to take apart this heath hen,” Kate said and shot a sharp smile at Lyra and me. “Maybe you should both pay close attention to what I can do with a knife. Then you might not want to go against me in an argument again.”

“You’re not even good at fighting up close,” Lyra countered.

“Fighting and butchering are two different things,” Kate conceded. “One you have to deal with someone fighting back against you, the other is all about taking something apart while they’re stationary. Like, I don’t know… when they’re asleep?”

I let out a bark of laughter.

“There’s one way you could buy your way back into my good graces,” Kate said.

“Yeah?” I asked.

“What’s that?” Lyra added.

“Help me prepare dinner,” Kate answered.

“You don’t want to do it all yourself?” I asked. “Who are you, and what have you done with Kate?”

My beautiful archer laughed.

“Just do some prep work for me,” she said. “I’m not letting any of you near the cooking part. I need one of you to pluck the bird’s feathers and another to help cut some vegetables.”

“Do you want me to help in any way?” Willa asked.

“You can just sit back and make sure the fire keeps burning after Lyra’s lit it,” Kate said. “You don’t need to buy your way back into my good graces. You never left them.”

Kate jogged over and offered Willa a friendly hug, and the fairy laughed as she returned the embrace.

“Aww, thank you,” Willa said with a laugh.

We got to work making dinner.

I was on plucking duty since I was familiar with how to do it from my days camping with my dad. Lyra got the fire going and went to cut some of the vegetables Kate had brought out, but Kate had to scold her when she tried to use her Silver Flicker Dagger to cut them.

“Weapons and cooking utensils are strictly separate!” Kate said. “Do you know how dirty weapons get? Do you want to be eating fenrin blood with your meal?”

“No…” Lyra said. “Good point.”

The rest of the dinner preparation went rather smoothly.

Kate was not underselling her ability to break down a bird at all. Each movement was carried out with practiced efficiency, and soon enough, we were sitting around the fire as we waited for the food to cook. It helped that Kate wanted to cook the bird mostly whole since it was the best way to do it over a fire.

Night had begun to fall, and the forest sounds around us had shifted from their usual daytime chatter to the animals of the evening. There were noises that sounded like an owl’s hoot mixed with a fox’s cry and chirping that was just slightly different from the crickets I was familiar with. Bugs flew around but largely stayed off of us.

“You know, if there’s one thing I’m grateful for in Morseen,” I said. “It’s that there aren’t any mosquitoes. It’s a small thing, but it makes such a difference, especially with how much we travel without bug repellent.”

“What are mosquitoes?” Lyra asked in an inquisitive tone.

“They’re small bugs that would land on you and suck your blood,” I explained.

There was a long pause.

“An insect… vampire?” Kate asked in a horrified tone.

“Tell me they were rare,” Lyra said.

“Nope, they were everywhere,” I responded. “Just a way of the world back on Earth.”

“I can see why you’d need bug repellent,” Willa remarked with an impressed tone. “I know there are some people who carry it, but it’s not used for such an everyday purpose.”

“How much did it hurt?” Lyra asked.

“Not at all, actually,” I responded.

They all let out a surprised noise.

“How did it not?” Willa asked. “They drank your blood. That’s something that hurts.”

“They’re really small,” I said. “So you can’t feel it. The problem is their saliva creates this awful, itchy bump on your skin.”

“Huh,” Lyra said.

“That’s why you’re so grateful they’re gone,” Kate said.

“Yeah,” I said. “Their bites itch like hell for days after.”

“Oh, those types of things are the worst,” Willa said. “They’re not common, but there’s a kind of bug that sprays this fluid at anything that gets close to it, and it makes you break out in hives.”

“That sounds terrible!” Kate said.

“I think I’d want to kill them all if I had to live with tiny itchy vampire bugs everywhere,” Lyra added.

“Many people on Earth would agree with you,” I said in an amused tone. “Unfortunately, it’s not that easy. They’re a lot of creatures’ main food source, so a lot of bad things would probably happen if people somehow managed to kill them all. And that assumes they’d be able to in the first place.”

“Maybe your world is more hellish than fantastical,” Kate muttered.

I let out a laugh. “It’s got its ups and downs. I miss it sometimes, but… this is my home now.”

There was a fond silence that followed. Kate, Lyra, and Willa smiled at me and seemed to appreciate that I wasn’t going anywhere without them.

“Don’t lie,” Clive interrupted the sweet moment. “You just want to stay away from the mosquitoes.”

I barked a laugh and patted his pommel.

“That’s not completely out of my mind,” I agreed. “It’s certainly a benefit. But I’d brave all the mosquito swarms in the world to stay with all of you.”

“How sweet,” Clive said. “Almost as sweet as Lyra’s favorite meal.”

“Hey!” Lyra called out.

“That’s unfair,” I said.

“Thank you, Cole,” Lyra said.

“Lyra likes her food even sweeter than this,” I continued with a playful grin.

Lyra let out a squawk of offense.

“I have a healthy appreciation for the sweet things in life,” she insisted. “Take back your statement, or I’ll steal all the pastries you ever try to eat.”

“Clive, you are a scoundrel and speak nothing but insults and lies,” I immediately said.

“Wow, I see how it is,” Clive tutted at me.

Our conversation passed easily, and there was a sense of lightness and humor that warmed my chest. Soon enough, our food was ready to eat.

Kate cut the bird into pieces, gave us each our portions, and added some of the roasted vegetables to our plates. It was a simple meal, but Kate was incredible at turning even the simplest of ingredients into delicious food. I bit into the meat, and the skin was crispy while the insides were juicy.

“Thank you for the meal,” I said.

Willa and Lyra joined in behind me to thank Kate.

“You’re very welcome,” Kate replied with a proud smile.

We lapsed into an easy silence and let the crackle of the fire fill the air as we ate.

A few minutes later, Willa swallowed her last bite of food and cast her eyes across the group.

“So, I think we should talk about our travel plans,” she said.

“That’d be a good idea,” I agreed. “We wanted to head in the general direction of the Endrell Harbor, but beyond that, we hadn’t gotten specific.”

Willa leaned forward with a tension in her body like she wanted to say something.

“Do you have something specific in mind, Willa?” I asked. “You’re the one with the most knowledge of the area.”

Willa took a deep breath.

“I wanted to ask if you would be interested in chasing after the City of Dreams with me,” she said. “I think we need to prepare more before we go after Endrell and the Morseen Islands. Both in resources and in strength.”

I nodded in agreement. As much as I believed in Kate and Lyra, they weren’t prepared to go into somewhere as dangerous as the Morseen Islands. Kate shifted in her seat.

“Yeah,” she said. “If it’s as dangerous as you’ve said it is, then I need to get stronger for certain. Going after something else first sounds like a good idea.”

“Isn’t the City of Dreams a myth?” Lyra asked. “I don’t know that much about it, but I’ve heard enough to make me certain that at least a few people weren’t telling the truth. What if it turns out to be just a bunch of tall tales?”

“Well, the journey will be important in and of itself,” I pointed out. It’ll be far, and I’m sure there will be a lot of opportunities to gain experience and gold along the way. I think it’s a good idea.”

“It’ll be an adventure, for sure,” Willa confirmed.

“Can you tell me more about the City of Dreams?” Kate asked. “I don’t really know much about it.”

“It’s covered in mystery,” Willa said. “You probably know the basics. It’s said to be a city with streets paved with gold and unimaginable riches and wonder.”

Kate nodded.

“There are a few other things I can say are most likely to be the truth,” Willa continued. “It’s likely a city in or around a mountain. Some say the location shifts or there is some magic obscuring it, but even in those stories, the mountains apparently move with it. Many also say it is the seat of King Fleward. He uses his men to keep an eye on the rest of Morseen and rarely leaves.”

“If there’s any mystery that exists, people will try to loop the king or his men into it somehow,” Lyra said. “How certain are you that this one has any truth?”

“Well, he needs to live somewhere,” Willa responded. “Any of the other stories of where he lives have been more far-fetched than the last. No one knows for sure, and that’s bizarre by itself. The only other one that I even remotely believe could be a possibility is that he has some kind of moving court, but even then, I feel like it would be more common knowledge. People would see him and spread the word.”

Lyra considered for a moment before she nodded.

“That’s probably a fair guess,” she admitted.

“So no one knows where the king is at any given time?” I asked in utter disbelief. “That’s fucking weird.”

“Is it?” Kate asked. “People in positions of power probably know. Or at least, the agents that he works through.”

“It still sounds strange,” I chuckled. “Is there anything that might help us in actually finding the city? Information about what kind of city is all well and good, but it’s not all that useful if we can’t actually make it there.”

“I know for certain that it’s said to be somewhere in the north,” she said. “My dad said the people there have a lot more stories of it than we do here. People even claimed to have visited it themselves, but he said he couldn’t tell if any of them were telling the truth.”

“So you think we’ll be able to learn more the further north we get?” Kate asked.

“It’s likely,” Willa confirmed. “I think it’s the most solid place we have to start with. Even if it’s a diversion, we’ll be exploring a brand-new place, which doesn’t seem like that much of a downside to me.”

“Besides,” Lyra pointed out. “Any amount of traveling will help us gain experience.”

“I agree,” I said. “I want to see more of this world. Even if it isn’t something grand and mythical. This entire world is mythical to me, and I’ve learned to value the small things.”

“Sometimes you do react to normal Morseen things like it’s something straight out of the City of Dreams,” Kate said with a laugh.

“Don’t get me wrong, I’d love to see it,” I clarified. “I just wouldn’t be upset if all we found was the north of Morseen in its own wondrous and beautiful ways. I want to support you all in accomplishing what you want to do as well, but my main goals are simple. To get stronger and to see the world.”

“You really are sweet,” Willa said with a smile.

“All I am is myself,” I said.

“The knights are connected to the king, too, right?” Kate asked. “They might know something helpful.”

“I’ve tried asking,” Willa said. “Most really don’t know anything more than your average person. I’ve definitely heard that the higher-ups of any significant knight institution are connected and have more knowledge about the mysteries of the highest levels of this kingdom and King Fleward. If the City of Dreams really is where His Majesty lives, then they might know something. Though any information they have, they keep to themselves.”

“The king gives us autonomy, but he keeps himself and his workings secret,” Lyra said. “There’s a reason we need ambassadors to other cities, like my father. For how important His Majesty and his agents are, they are perhaps one of the greatest mysteries on the continent for common people like us.”

A grin spread across my face.

“It would be quite something to find out, wouldn’t it?” I asked.

“It would be incredibly interesting,” Lyra agreed. “Something like that would change so much.”

“Do you know anything about all of this, Clive?” I asked.

“I… don’t think so,” he said hesitantly.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked and raised an eyebrow. “It’s pretty simple to know whether or not you know something. Isn’t it?”

“I feel like I should know something,” he replied. “It’s just… fuzzy. Strange. I haven’t had this feeling about any other memories.”

“Do you think it’s a time or ghost thing, or do you think it’s something else?” I asked. “Maybe something to do with how this remains so secret? If it is a sort of capital, it would be strange for it to be so difficult to reach.”

“It’s certainly possible,” Clive admitted. “I truly don’t know about this one.”

“That makes this all the more interesting,” Lyra said. “I’ve heard tales of King Fleward being a powerful user of magic, and it’s basically common knowledge that his dynasty has long kept a store of immensely powerful magical items that are kept locked away so no one can use them for evil.”

“It makes sense,” I said. “No one gets as powerful as a king in a world with magic items without having a significant stash.”

“What do you hope we might see there?” Kate asked with a smile.

“Imagine if there were a translation book for all the different languages in Morseen,” Lyra said. “Or even a magic item that could help me learn them in a fraction of the time it usually takes.”

“There’s probably cartography tools of the highest grade there,” Willa said. “Not to mention the gold and everything. There are probably people who have so much money they can throw it at anybody who comes to them with an interesting idea.”

“I wonder what kinds of foods they might have,” Kate asked. “If it’s so secluded, they might not have access to a wide range of ingredients, but at the same time, maybe it’s so rich they have access to way more than we even know about.”

“They probably have spices galore,” I said. “You’ll be inventing new amazing recipes every day there.”

“That sounds great,” Kate smiled. “Not having to worry about supplies and just experimenting my heart out with different ingredients. I’d make a meal that’d knock all of your socks off.”

“As opposed to your current meals, which only knock off a singular sock?” Clive asked.

Kate laughed. “You don’t get to make any comments on my food since you haven’t eaten it yet. Who knows, maybe there’ll be a way to get your ghostly self to taste real food again. Then you’d know exactly what you’re missing out on.”

“If you can manage to be able to feed me after all these centuries, I’d probably praise your cooking even if it was sub-par,” Clive admitted.

“That ruins the point of it!” Kate protested. “You have to give me your real, honest opinion.”

“Only if that real, honest opinion is positive,” I added with a grin.

Kate rolled her eyes with a smile on her face.

“Hey, there’s no way it’ll be anything negative,” I said. “I’ve been able to taste your cooking, unlike Clive. Hey, is tasting the only sense you don’t have anymore?”

“Well, I can’t smell anything, either,” he said. “I don’t have a nose to breathe with. Not to mention any… nose hairs? Is it your nose hairs that let you smell things, or is it something else?”

“I’m… not certain, actually,” I admitted.

“I mean,” Lyra started. “You sure make a lot of breathing sounds like huffing, sighing, or yawning for someone who doesn’t have any lungs to breathe out of. So how does that work?”

“How does anything work, really?” he asked evasively.

I knocked on his pommel to get him to quit it.

“Hey, hey, alright!” he said. “It’s just a thing ghosts can do. I mean, I could speak in my ghost form, but it was only with the Emerald Precision that I was able to be heard without someone touching my sword. I think some part of the gem projects my thoughts into vocal speech.”

“So you sigh and yawn in your brain?” I asked in confusion.

“You don’t?” he asked in an equally uncertain tone.

I let out a laugh.

“What do you want to see in the City of Dreams, Clive?” I asked. “What would your dream be?”

“That’s a good question,” Clive said. “Something that could help me experience the world more like I did when I was alive would be quite amazing, like Kate said.”

Clive hummed as he thought.

“I might simply want to witness a beautiful sight,” he said. “A place that would leave me in awe.”

“That’s really thoughtful,” I said.

“I can do more than joke,” he responded. “I can be philosophical if I want to be.”

“Honestly,” I started. “I had half a mind that you were going to say you wanted to find a magical item that would permanently remove rust from this world forever.”

“Wait, screw the view, I want that,” he quickly corrected.

We all laughed as the fire crackled before us, and a sense of contentment and hope settled over me like a warm blanket. No matter what we might find in the City of Dreams, assuming we found it at all, I was happy enough to explore alongside everyone here.

In a way, my dream had come true by coming here, and all I had to do was enjoy the experience. There was plenty I wanted to do in this world, but I didn’t ever want those things to distract me from the warmth and enjoyment I felt with my party around me.

“I’m glad I get to travel with all of you,” I said after a moment. “I truly and sincerely enjoy the time I spend with each and every one of you. You all hold a special place in my heart, and I don’t want any of you to forget that.”

“Even me?” Clive asked in a slightly joking tone, but sincerity underlied his words.

“Even you, Clive,” I confirmed. “For all the jokes, you’re probably my best friend in this world. You’ve always been by my side, and with you, I’ve never felt alone. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that you shouldn’t leave the care you share for others unsaid. I wanted to remind you of that.”

“I care about you, too,” Clive said in a warm tone that almost sounded foreign coming from him. “You’re a good guy and deserve everything you’ve gotten. You released me from my tomb and helped me see the world again. There’s nothing I can do that will be able to fully convey how much that means to me. I may be dead, but you’ve given me a new lease on life.”

“I thought you were allergic to that much sincerity,” I poked lightly at him.

“What am I going to do, die again?” he joked in an almost wistful tone.

“You really are sweet,” Kate said, and she stood up and moved closer to me.

Willa and Lyra followed close behind without needing to say a word. They wrapped their arms around me and each other in a group hug.

I wrapped my arms around them and gave them each a kiss on the cheek.

“Whatever the road to the City of Dreams throws at us, we’ll be able to take it,” I said. “Even if it turns out the place is nothing more than a story.”

The night continued on, and the fire crackled before us as we talked about a variety of things. Eventually, we let the fire die down and headed off to bed.

That night, there was no fenrin to wake me in the middle of the night, but I still stayed awake longer than was normal for me. Thoughts raced through my head at the idea of what our future adventures might contain. I’d begun to understand Morseen in a way that grounded me to the world around me, but the more things I learned about, the more mysteries that popped up. The City of Dreams, King Fleward, and the mysterious royalty of Morseen that kept everyone in line, and the treacherous Morseen Islands that have resisted exploration and being mapped for centuries, if not millennia.

I realized I was at the cusp of going beyond the normal parts of this world. I had begun to live a remarkable and fantastical life not only by Earth standards, but by Morseen standards as well.

It was a strange, thrilling feeling. I began to wonder what kind of mark I might leave on this world. I greatly benefited the lives of the people around me at least, and maybe that was enough for me. This world was peaceful and wondrous, and it let me focus on the small things that I’d learned to enjoy so much while traveling.

I wanted to grow more powerful, I wanted to do everything this world had to offer me. I wanted to help Willa achieve her goal of exploring the Morseen Islands, I wanted to help Kate see more of the world, and I wanted to help Lyra improve her skills and magic.

Even so, I wouldn’t let that blind me from the good I already had and the good I’d already done. I would explore and reach toward grand and mythical heights, and I would be sure to try to enjoy every part of it. Even the difficult or uncomfortable parts, like the Constricting Caverns, added to the whole experience that was the amazing life I had. Comfort and happiness were all the sweeter when contrasted with the trials and tribulations I’d fought to overcome.

I’d gained more control over my powers, and I felt like I was on a precipice, not unlike the way I’d felt before I was able to summon the indigo buntings. As much as I wanted to stay in Morseen, there was still a desire and curiosity to know about the portal that brought me here and how my powers might connect to it. I wondered if I would find any answers in the City of Dreams. A mythical place might have mythical answers.

A great new adventure awaited us, and I couldn’t believe how lucky I was to have such incredible, gorgeous women at my side every step of the way.

I had no idea what we might find on the path to the City of Dreams, but with Kate, Lyra, and Willa with me, I was ready to face whatever it was.

End of Book 3
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