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Frontier Summoner 2
A Slice of Life Fantasy Adventure
Jack Bryce



David's Character Sheet


Below is David’s character sheet at the end of book 1.

Name: David Wilson
Class: Frontier Summoner
Level: 2
Health: 30/30
Mana: 15/15

Skills:
Summon Minor Spirit — Level 4 (4 mana)
Summon Domesticant — Level 1 (6 mana)
Identify Plants — Level 3 (1 mana)
Foraging — Level 4 (1 mana)
Trapping — Level 4 (1 mana)


Chapter 1


The early morning sun shone through the open window, gently rousing me from sleep. I awoke to the melodic chirping of birds outside, a sound that never failed to fill me with serenity. As my eyes fluttered open, I felt a soft weight beside me and glanced down to see Diane still nestled against my bare chest.

Her fox ears twitched slightly as she dreamed on, eliciting a fond smile from me. Careful not to wake her, I gently brushed a stray lock of inky hair from her peaceful face before slipping from the warm bed.

The memories came flooding back slowly — the night spent with Leigh and Diane… the naughty delights we had shared. I chuckled to myself and shook my head, still coming to terms with the great thing that had happened. At the sound, Diane wiggled her nose, sighed, and turned over in bed. I admired her for another moment before deciding to let her sleep.

After donning the clothes I had discarded on the floor, I left the bedroom to head downstairs. Opening the door, I heard a soft humming coming from below.

It seemed Leigh was already up.

Before heading down, I glanced through a window at the landing. From there, I could see Gladdenfield stirring awake after a night of heavy revelry leading up to the Aquana Festival. Merchants opened their stalls in the square, and sweeping tunes from a lone piper drifted up.

Downstairs, I found Leigh in the kitchen humming a cheerful tune as she whisked up a batch of fluffy pancake batter. She flashed me a bright smile when she noticed me lingering in the doorway. She then turned around, her beautiful body hugged tight by her nightgown, and handed me a mug of freshly made coffee.

“Mornin’ darlin’!” she chirped, giving me an appreciative once-over. “My my, don’t you just look delicious this fine day. Come give me a morning kiss!”

I chuckled, greeting her warmly with a kiss on the cheek as I took the coffee from her. “Something sure smells good down here. And it’s not just the food.”

“Oh, you!” she purred, waving the compliment away. “Anyway, I’m fixin’ us up a nice big breakfast to fuel up before the day kicks off proper.” She shook the bowl of batter enticingly. “Nothin’ better than pancakes smothered in syrup and butter after a night of… activities.” She shot me a playful wink.

I grinned, my cheeks flushing slightly at the reminder of last night’s passionate encounter. “I can’t argue with that logic.”

As Leigh returned to her mixing, I took a few sips of coffee. Seeing Leigh bustle about in the kitchen, working hard to make a nice meal for us, brought a contented smile to my lips. Soon enough, I moved to help set out plates and utensils on the small kitchen table.

Before long, the sizzling aroma of frying pancakes filled the air. My stomach rumbled hungrily in response. Right on cue, light footsteps padding down the stairs heralded Diane’s arrival.

“Something smells absolutely divine down here,” Diane remarked brightly, joining us in the kitchen. She gave me a lingering good morning kiss that warmed me through.

Leigh beamed over at her. “Mornin’ sunshine! Y’all have a seat and dig in while I whip up another batch.”

We happily obeyed, heaping our plates high with fluffy pancakes, syrup, and fresh berries. The first sweet bite melted in my mouth, and I hummed in satisfaction. Diane made similarly blissful sounds across from me.

Over the delicious meal, we chatted casually about our plans for the day. Diane was eager to watch some of the traditional elven dances, while Leigh insisted we sample every food vendor in the square. I was simply looking forward to soaking up the festive atmosphere and spending some time with these two lovely ladies at my side.

“We’ll have to make a trip back first, though,” I said to Diane. “We need to make the homestead ready for us being away for a week.”

Diane nodded. “You’re right,” she said, then looked at Leigh. “When is everyone departing for the hot springs?”

“Oh, baby, that’s in three days! Y’all have plenty of time. Just be here in the morning three days from now. If you’re here before noon, you’ll be fine.”

“Anything we should bring?” I asked.

She grinned. “Clothes, some money, a tent to sleep in, umbrella in case it rains, although it usually doesn’t this time of year. And of course your lovely selves.” She winked.

I chuckled and nodded. “Good to know.”

“Oh, and most folks bring weapons. We ain’t never had problems, but it’s still the frontier, ya know? Better to be prepared.”

“That makes sense,” I agreed.

When the food was cleared, Leigh and Diane insisted on handling the tidying up over my protests. I relented and went to tidy myself up for the day instead. The sound of their playful laughter drifted up the stairs behind me.

After washing and changing back into my frontier gear, I headed downstairs to find the girls waiting and ready to go, eager to spend another day enjoying Gladdenfield in its festive mood.
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Stepping outside, Gladdenfield’s streets were already packed with revelers on this second day of pre-festival celebrations. Vendors called out their wares. Tempting aromas of freshly baked goods, including fluffy croissants and bagels, filled the air. Musicians strummed upbeat melodies at every corner, ready for another day of revelry.

The atmosphere was lively and delightful, and even though I was a little tired from last night — we had been up for a while — the festivities were already picking me up and reinvigorating me.

I offered Diane my arm gallantly, and she took it with an amused smile. Leigh appeared on my other side, linking her arm through mine and pressing her soft body against me. Together we joined the colorful chaos, simply enjoying the sights and sounds, and I felt like the king of the festival with those two beauties on my arms.

Our first stop was a stand selling sweet honeycakes that were still warm from the oven. The stand owner was one of the local homesteaders, and we had a little chat. He told me he had an apiary of his own, and that intrigued me.

“Don’t you get stung a lot?” I asked.

He grinned and shook his head. “Nah, these aren’t regular bees; they’re blue bees.”

“Oh!” Diane chirped in recognition. “The Tannorian Blue Bee?”

He nodded. “That’s right.”

Diane clapped her hands and turned to me with big eyes. “Those are really cute. They can sting, but really just prefer to buzz away if there’s a threat. So long as you don’t harm their little ones.”

The stand owner nodded. “Yeah, they’re pretty great. Regular bees are great, too; my family had an apiary before the Upheaval. But these blue bees are friendly little guys, and they produce a lot of honey. They don’t’ really mind if you take it from their hive either.”

“Interesting,” I said, thinking it over.

Leigh laughed and shot me a warm look. “Look at this man already thinking about how he’s gonna set up his own apiary.” She shook her head. “Calm down, Mr. Frontier Man.”

I chuckled and gave her a pat on that shapely rump of hers. “You’re right. But maybe later I’ll look into it.”

Leigh insisted on buying a round of the delectable sweets for us all. I bit into the soft pastry, savoring the cinnamon apple filling paired with subtle honey. It was delicious and hit the spot after our big breakfast.

We continued meandering leisurely through the crowded market stalls, frequently stopping to sample foods or chat with friendly patrons, most of whom were locals. Everywhere, smiles and laughter abounded. Children scampered about playing lively games of tag amidst the forest of adult legs.

As the day progressed, more elves made their way into Gladdenfield. Most of them were lively merrymakers, but a couple were more serious, decked out in ceremonial robes.

“Some of the elves take the Aquana Festival very seriously,” Diane remarked when she caught me looking at a throng of robed elves. “And that’s their right, of course. For most, however, it is a casual celebration.”

I nodded, a little curious about what the religious significance of the festival was to the elves. However, just as I was about to ask, the crowd began whooping and drew my attention as a talented elven harpist plucked out several apparently well-known songs. We paused, enraptured by the jaunty strings that stirred the spirit.

Diane’s eyes were closed, fox ears twitching gently as she savored each note. With her affinity for and love of music, it was hardly a surprise that she liked this part of the festivities the most.

When the song ended, we tossed a few coins into the elf’s open instrument case. He inclined his head graciously before launching into another upbeat frontier reel. Passersby began clapping and stomping along, swept up by the infectious rhythm.

When the rollicking song concluded, we continued on our way. We joked and chatted casually as we strolled through the lively town. Around us, sounds of revelry filtered in from everywhere.

Walking along, we found someone who had set up an apparently magically powered carousel — much to the delight of the local children. Human and elven children played together with foxkin kits and catkin kittens. Even the occasional dwarven child — so short and stocky they were almost square, with fuzz already on the chin — hobbled about muttering excitedly in their guttural tongue.

It was a delight to see the younglings enjoying the festivities so greatly. Seeing their antics and their lively enthusiasm brought a smile to each of our lips. Especially Diane purred with delight as she saw the kids caper and dance and frolic about. I couldn’t blame her; it looked like fun.

As we watched the scene, Diane slipped her small hand into mine, giving it a light squeeze. “Where shall we wander next?” she asked brightly, her eyes still on those kids.

I was content to let the girls take the lead. “Wherever you two want to go, I’m happy so long as we’re hanging out,” I said lightly. Leigh gave me a playful nudge in response, but her eyes were softened by what I had said.

We spent the rest of the leisurely day weaving through Gladdenfield’s lively streets, sampling delectable foods and taking in the sights. I won Diane a plush fox doll playing a ring toss game, which she accepted with delight. Leigh amused us with an exaggerated fortune telling from a supposed elven seer.

As the afternoon sun began to touch the canopy of the surrounding Springfield Forest, Diane slipped her arm through mine once more. “This has been an absolutely lovely day,” she remarked contentedly, giving my arm an affectionate squeeze.

“Couldn’t agree more,” Leigh said, sidling up to sandwich me between their soft bodies. “But don’t you two need to be moseying on back soon to square away your homestead?”

I nodded reluctantly, knowing Leigh had a point. “We should probably start heading back before it gets dark,” I conceded. As much as I was enjoying our leisurely time together, responsibilities called.

We said our goodbyes to Leigh, promising to be back in time before the procession to the hot springs would set out from the village, three days from now.


Chapter 2


The twenty-minute drive back to our remote homestead gave Diane and me a chance to talk privately as the rugged and forested landscape rolled by. I kept the Jeep at a moderate speed, not wanting to hit any errant creatures suddenly bounding onto the trail. Diane’s hand found mine, our fingers loosely entwined over the gearshift.

After some contemplative silence, Diane turned to me, her vivid sapphire eyes thoughtful.

“Seeing those children back in Gladdenfield really made me think…” she began.

“Oh? What about?” I asked gently, giving her slender hand a little squeeze.

Of course, I had an inkling…

This was the first time either of us had directly broached the topic of having kids. By the things she had told me before — the significance of the foxkin dens, for instance — and by the way she had responded to children in our vicinity, I was fairly sure she was interested in having them.

And so was I, even though it was a little early for that, seeing as I’d only moved out here recently, and Diane and I were still getting to know each other and exploring the depths of our relationship.

Diane looked down, fiddling absently with a lock of her inky hair. I could tell this was meaningful to her, though she was hesitant to state anything overt just yet.

“Well… I’ve been thinking just in general about the future, I suppose,” she replied vaguely after a moment, peeking up at me briefly through her dark lashes. “And what it may hold for people like you and me, living out here on the frontier.”

I sensed she had something specific on her mind but was still cautiously feeling out my receptiveness. Wanting to encourage her gently, I said, “For us? I hope good things.” I kept my tone light and open.

Diane nodded slowly, seeming to gather her nerve. She took a small breath before continuing softly. “Yes, of course. But also… well, seeing those kits today — uh, foxkin children — it reminded me how we regard family in my culture.”

As Diane spoke, she gradually grew more lively and expressive, describing the great significance kits hold in foxkin culture. “For my people, kits represent survival and future,” she explained earnestly. “We train our kits to be hunters and gatherers from the very beginning.”

Her vivid sapphire eyes took on a wistful, faraway look as she seemed to recall many fond memories from her own childhood.

“I remember playing for hours as a kit with my siblings and friends,” Diane reminisced with a nostalgic smile. “We would pretend to hunt for our food using sticks as weapons. Or play hide and seek amidst the great tree roots. It was always about the hunt!”

She laughed softly, lost in the memories. “One time I convinced the other kits to help me dig out a whole network of small tunnels beneath a giant fallen oak. We were trying to build our own little den and played that we had to protect it and provide for the little kits inside!”

I chuckled and glanced over with great interest as I drove. “That sounds wonderful,” I said warmly. “Like an idyllic childhood.”

Diane nodded, looking back at me. “It was. Our days were filled with play, discovery and learning. At night, the elders would tell us stories and myths — always about little kits saving the tribe from calamity.”

Her expression turned more serious then. “Which is why protecting and nurturing the young means so much in my culture. Kits represent the future — they contain all our hopes, purpose, and love.”

I gave her hand a sympathetic squeeze. “I can certainly understand that. And I appreciate you explaining it to me,” I said sincerely. “Caring for children and guiding them is deeply meaningful.”

Diane nodded gratefully. “It truly is. Passing down knowledge and traditions, seeing their growth and accomplishments…” She trailed off, then laughed. “Oh, listen to me prattling on!”

“No, please, I want to hear more!” I insisted supportively. “I’m always eager to learn about what matters most to you and your people.”

Diane gave me a touched smile. “You are sweet, David. I suppose it just makes me envision… what a full den might look like someday,” Diane finished wistfully. She stole a tentative sidelong glance at me then, her brilliant eyes searching my face apprehensively, though she left the implication unstated.

But I had a feeling I grasped her hinted meaning. I gave her a warm, sympathetic smile, hoping to reassure her without any assumptions. “One day, I’m sure there will be a whole litter of kits scampering about,” I said supportively.

Diane’s shoulders relaxed, and she smiled back gratefully. I could tell she appreciated that I hadn’t recoiled from entertaining the idea, even if I avoided directly confirming or denying anything just yet. This talk was still tentative — as it should be at this stage in our relationship and lives.

Growing more comfortable now, Diane went on to muse happily about the sorts of things she would love to do with her hypothetical kits someday — teaching them to identify edible and medicinal plants, track animals, fish in the river. She described imaginary play spaces, cozy little dens built just for nurturing kits. Her creative vision was vivid and utterly captivating.

I drove on contentedly, keeping my eyes on the road while Diane’s words painted the pictures. By the time the cottonwood and our turn came into view, I found myself utterly enchanted by her dreams and hopes.


Chapter 3


The next morning, I awoke to the melodic trilling of birds outside the cabin’s window. Beside me, Diane still slept peacefully, her ears occasionally twitching as she dreamed. I gave her a kiss on the back of her head as I carefully slid from beneath the quilts and began dressing for the day’s tasks.

Downstairs, I started a pot of coffee and sliced some bread to toast over the fire. The domesticant spirit I summoned was eager to help prepare breakfast. Its spectral form whisked about industriously, sweeping the floor and setting the table. It chirped happily as it worked, and I enjoyed its cheery presence.

By the time Diane padded down the ladder and stood in her cute, oversized shirt, rubbing the sleep from her eyes, I had breakfast ready. She gave me a drowsy kiss on the cheek in thanks before taking her seat. We ate in relaxed silence, simply enjoying the food and each other’s company as the valley awakened around us. Meanwhile, the domesticant was already moving about outside, finding firewood.

Over a second cup of coffee, we discussed plans to prepare the homestead for our absence during the Aquana Festival. I would check the animal traps and fill up the smokehouse while Diane prepared our plots for our absence and would clean up the house with help from my domesticant. She would also check on the fish traps.

We wanted to leave the place tidy, but it was especially important that the garden plot would survive until we returned. We would plant the fast-growing tomato and onion seeds when we got back. Both were normally planted in Spring, but considering their fast growth, we could plant them now.

After tidying up the dishes, we headed outside into the golden morning light. I gave Diane an affectionate peck on the lips before grabbing my rucksack and rifle. She picked up her gathering basket and set off toward the garden plot. The domesticant hobbled after her, chirping its happy song.

I hiked the short distance to the river where I had set traplines for rabbits and other small game. Along the way, I paused to gather some wild onions and edible mushrooms, putting my Foraging skill to use.

At the first snare line, I found two plump rabbits which would make a fine stew. Since we’d be gone for a week, I didn’t reset the snares. I continued checking the rest but refrained from resetting those that had been triggered and disabled those that hadn’t been triggered. Though the yield was modest today, it would supplement our stocks.

I enjoyed a quiet lunch in the forest under the shade of a tree. As I looked around, I once again had to wrap my mind around my new life here. The vibrant forest with its elements of Tannorian life — beautiful flowers, the calls of strange birds, and the occasional mysterious wildlife — had only been my home for a short while.

I was happy that the area around Gladdenfield Outpost wasn’t dangerous, but I was also longing to find out a little more about the world now that it was merged with Tannoris.

Plus, we had a plot for pasturing… I wondered if some of the wildlife from after the Upheaval was good to keep around. Maybe we could even get some animals to ride to save up on gasoline.

Shaking off my daydreams, I continued my route, emptying the snares and traps. By the end of the day, I had three rabbits, a quail, and a squirrel. Not a bad haul, but we’d definitely seen better.

My last stop was the small smokehouse where fish, fowl, and game were preserved over slowly smoldering fires. I found Diane there, and after we talked a little about our day so far, she went to the riverbank to prepare the meat and fish for the smokehouse — insofar as we wouldn’t have the small game or fowl for dinner tonight.

While she was busy, I headed out to the garden and cast my Summon Minor Spirit spell twice — once for a spirit with the Woodland affinity and once for a spirit with the Earth affinity. Between the two of them, the soil got excellent treatment and after all the watering that Diane had done, I was confident our little plot would hold out for a week. To be on the safe side, I’d repeat the treatment again tomorrow — but not the day after; I wanted to have full mana when we would head back out to Gladdenfield, just in case I needed it.

By late afternoon, the homestead was tidied up and our smokehouse well-stocked with goods that would be ready soon. I chopped firewood, especially more alder for the smokehouse, while Diane finished up inside and turned her attention to dinner. She built up the fire as she cut up the rabbit for a nice stew.

Once I was done outside, I joined her, and we worked side by side preparing the meal, our actions smoothly complimentary after weeks together. Soon, delicious scents filled the cozy cabin.

“Smells wonderful already,” I remarked, inhaling the savory aroma as I chopped potatoes and carrots to add to the bubbling pot.

Diane smiled. “Thank you. I’m using some of the thyme and rosemary we gathered. They add such lovely flavor.” Next, she sprinkled in a pinch of dried herbs from her own stash — the herbs she had brought with her to the homestead.

I added the chopped vegetables to the stew before washing up at the basin. Soon, we were seated across from each other as more savory scents filled the cabin.

Over dinner, our talk turned to hopes and plans for the upcoming festival.

“I’m most looking forward to dancing under the stars to elven music,” Diane said dreamily. “The pilgrimage music is so lively and romantic, and the elves craft the most delicious delicacies. I can’t wait to try them!”

I smiled, picturing Diane’s graceful form twirling beneath the moonlight. “That does sound wonderful,” I agreed. “As for me, I’m interested to learn more about those elves and their customs. I’ve been meaning to ask what the whole Aquana Festival is about.”

Diane blushed a little. “Honestly, I don’t really know. I never knew much about elves — most of us foxkin don’t. On Tannoris, we didn’t live closely together as we do here. I suppose the changing world brought us closer together.”

“I understand,” I said. “Well, hopefully there will be some talkative elves at the festival.”

Diane nodded. “Oh yes, stories around the fire are always a favorite part of the festivals. So many people come together, sharing myths and legends.” Her eyes turned wistful. “So much different music!”

I chuckled, reaching across to squeeze her hand. “It sounds like a good time. I’m happy we decided to go.”

We continued eating as the valley darkened outside. But anticipation for the festival filled us both. Being among our fellow frontier folk would enrich us, and I was looking forward to the festivities. Tomorrow, we would finish up around the homestead and make sure we were absolutely ready.


Chapter 4


The next day, I was eager to inspect my fledgling patch of mystical crops — the fruits of my efforts to cultivate alchemical reagents through patience and skill acquired by studying the ancient tome Waelin had gifted me. After a quick breakfast with Diane, I grabbed my gathering basket and headed out to the garden plot.

Kneeling amidst the leaves glimmering with morning dew, I first examined the Wispsilk. Turning the serrated leaves over, I could see gossamer threads beginning to form along the edges — a key alchemical binding agent. Given more time and care, they would be ready for harvesting.

Next, I inspected the Magebread patch, drawn by the enticing floral aroma. The sapphire petals seemed to glow, revealing concentrated mana in their nectar. These flowers were crucial for crafting mana draughts to restore mystical energies, the mana of spellcasters. I planned on making them into a valuable source of income for our little homestead. Their growth looked robust.

I also checked on the Thauma roots, gently shifting the soil to expose one gnarled tuber. Faint violet light pulsed within its coarse purple flesh — a sign of latent magical essence waiting to be extracted alchemically. The roots were an integral base for my potions.

Overall, I was thrilled to see my fledgling garden of mystical crops thriving. Though still a novice cultivator, my patient efforts were manifesting results. In time, with care, these plants would yield the arcane reagents needed to advance my mystical craft.

Throughout the morning, I meticulously inspected each magical crop, employing my skills to assess their progress. After watering the thirsty plants with river water enhanced by summoned spirits, I carefully harvested specimens that were ready.

Amidst the shimmering Wispsilk, I used a small silver blade to gently cut several of the longest leaves. They pulsed faintly in my hand; innate with mystical energy. I placed the harvest in my gathering basket to later hang and slowly dry.

At the Magebread patch, I snipped ready blooms with tiny scissors, mindful not to damage precious petals. I would extract the minute traces of glowing nectar they secreted, along with seeds to propagate more. But for now, I merely collected the intact flowers.

Lastly, I harvested Thauma roots, digging up three large, gnarled tubers. Using a sharp knife, I delicately peeled away the coarse exterior to expose the valued inner flesh, still glimmering with elusive violet light. These I cleaned and stored in a covered jar.

As I worked amidst the loamy scents, I found this careful cultivation of arcane botanicals deeply satisfying. From tiny seeds and cuttings, I was coaxing forth mystical fruits through patient tending. The hours of toil were rewarding.

By mid-morning, my basket held a respectable harvest — Wispsilk leaves, Magebread blooms, and Thauma Root slices. Though they required extensive alchemical processing to become reagents, these represented the literal fruits of my labor.

After tidying my tools, I carried the basket of arcane components back to my cabin. I would devote the rest of the morning to beginning the alchemical preparations in my makeshift alchemy laboratory, but I needed to take the leaves into the cabin for drying first.

Inside, I cleared one of the sturdy worktables and laid out the harvested reagents. The Wispsilk leaves had to be dried first, being the most delicate and prone to deterioration.

I suspended lengths of twine close to the fireplace in the living room of the cabin. With great care, I draped the ethereal Wispsilk leaves over the lines to slowly desiccate in the radiant heat and dryness of the cabin without scorching.

While the Wispsilk dried, I returned to the alchemy laboratory to begin work on the Magebread blooms. I used a thin set of wooden tweezers to gently tease out the tiny black seeds concentrated at the flower’s core. These I set aside to later cultivate more crops — once I had expanded my alchemical garden. And I assumed they would fetch a good price from Leigh too, should I decide not to use them at all.

Next, I switched to a stirring rod, delicately brushing each vibrant azure petal to collect traces of the sparkling nectar they secreted. Though minute in quantity, the nectar essence was highly concentrated; only a little of the precious stuff was needed for a potion.

Next, I selected a raw and cleaned Thauma root from the covered jar and trimmed away the knobby ends that I had missed before. Next, I sliced each trimmed root into thin discs to expose more of the supple inner flesh that radiated with magical qualities. Once that was done, I bruised the slices into a viscous paste in my mortar and pestle. Finished, I decanted the root pulp into one of my mason jars.

Throughout the morning, I focused intently on these ministrations, coaxing forth the arcane potency from within each reagent through skill and patience. Their latent powers gradually manifested. It was rewarding work that required my full concentration, and the hours went fast as I derived joy from each successful step in the alchemical process.

By morning’s end, my efforts had successfully produced usable alchemical products from the harvested garden plants — drying Wispsilk fibers, a tiny vial of purified Magebread nectar, and a jar of iridescent Thauma pulp. Though my techniques still needed honing, these would be the ingredients for my next batch of mana potions.

After thoroughly cleaning all my equipment, I documented the morning’s work in my journal with detailed notes, observations, and suggestions for improving my yield and purity next time. Experience would refine my methods.

At noon, when we shared a simple but nutritious lunch of trout and bread, I proudly showed Diane the distilled reagents from the garden, describing how even limited harvested components could be amplified alchemically given sufficient mystical knowledge and practice.

She shook her head, somewhat amazed. “I swear, David, you have a talent for this! I can’t believe how quickly you took to it.”

I shot her a wink. “Well, the skillbook helped a lot.”

She rose from the table and kissed me on the cheek before she began tidying up. “I’m pretty sure,” she said as she picked up the plates, “that you would have been able to learn alchemy even without it.”

I chuckled, sitting back for a moment to admire her lithe form as she bustled around the cabin before rising to help her. “Who knows,” I said. “But it’s certainly a lot easier this way.” I gave her a pat on her shapely butt. “What about you? How’s your day been?”

She grinned. “Just making sure there’s nothing weird going on around the property: checking tracks and such! This is a peaceful and quiet part of the frontier, but strange creatures can sometimes roam around at night.”

“Hmm,” I hummed. “Dangerous creatures?”

She shrugged. “Not likely, but it’s good practice when living in the Wilds to keep an eye on what creatures come close to your home, especially at night.” She grinned broadly. “So far, it’s just deer.”

I laughed. “Alright, that’s good to know.”

Chuckling, she sidled up to me, and we spent a few quiet minutes letting our lunch settle before we headed back out to work some more.
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After our quiet moment together, Diane and I headed back outside into the warm afternoon sunshine. I decided to spend more time foraging for useful plants that I could process alchemically or use for cooking. Diane mentioned she wanted to do some fishing down by the river.

I grabbed my gathering basket and hunting knife and set off into the surrounding woods and meadows. Using my Foraging skill, I was able to efficiently locate patches of herbs and edible fungi. I collected sprigs of rosemary, thyme, and sage that would flavor our dinners. From the base of trees, I harvested brown-capped porcini mushrooms. I also found wild potatoes and wild carrots.

Venturing farther out, I came upon a grove of wild ginseng plants. Carefully digging up several large roots, I brushed off the soil before placing them in my basket. Ginseng had restorative properties that I might try to exploit alchemically. Plus, it would make a nice tea. Overall, my foraging efforts were quite fruitful.

As I hiked back, I reflected on how living off this land was deeply satisfying. The wilderness provided a bounty if you knew where to look. My skills and knowledge were steadily growing along with my mystical repertoire.

Arriving back at the cabin, I set some water out back to boil while I cleaned the grit from the foraged plants. Soon I would dry them for long-term storage. But first, I sliced some porcini mushrooms to add to that evening’s trout stew.

When the water reached a rolling boil, I carefully dropped in the ginseng roots to brew a revitalizing tea. The earthy aroma as they slowly simmered was comforting. I decanted some tea into a waiting mug, eager to sample the invigorating drink.

Just then, the cabin door swung open and a grinning Diane walked in carrying a respectable string of fresh-caught trout. “Looks like you had some luck foraging,” she remarked, eying my basket of plants.

“I’d say it was a pretty productive outing,” I replied. “And clearly the fish were really biting for you today!” Diane’s impressive catch would make for a fine dinner.

“The river’s just teeming with them lately,” said Diane. She glanced at the steaming mug in my hand. “Making some tea?”

I nodded and offered her the mug to try. “Here, have a taste. It’s ginseng tea from roots I harvested.”

Diane blew across the surface before taking a tentative sip. Her eyes lit up at the earthy, complex flavor. “Mmm, that’s delicious.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “I’m happy I found it out there in the wild. There wasn’t much, but we’ll be able to brew a few pots.”

“Ginseng?” she hummed. “Is that from Earth?”

I nodded. “Yeah, it makes for a nice tea that restores the body. Also, I’m interested to find out if some of the plants and herbs from Earth have an effect in alchemy.”

“That’s a good idea,” she said. “I haven’t heard much about people trying that!”

I grinned. “Might be a dead end, but I like experimenting with it! So anyway, let’s get started on dinner.”

We worked side by side preparing dinner, settling into our easy rhythm together. I descaled and filleted the plump trout while Diane chopped vegetables from our garden to add to the stew. Soon the cozy cabin was filled with mouthwatering scents that made my stomach rumble.

By the time we sat down across from each other to enjoy the meal, the sun was just starting to sink below the horizon. But there was still enough light illuminating our valley to see by. Over stew, we talked casually about our day’s activities and bounty.

When the food had been cleared, our talk once again turned to hopes and plans for the upcoming Aquana Festival.

“What are you most looking forward to about the festival?” I asked Diane curiously. “Besides the music,” I added with a wink, seeing as she’d already raved on about that aspect yesterday.

She laughed at that. “Oh! But I’m really excited for the music and dancing!” she said. “But I also love the elven food. They’re real magicians in the kitchen, and most of the cooking I get is my own or human these days. For elven delicacies, you have to be in the cities or deeper into the Wilds.”

I nodded enthusiastically. Elven food was a luxury in the cities. There were a couple of elven restaurants in New Springfield, and although I couldn’t really afford to go there, I’d been there two or three times on company outings. And I had to admit: elves knew their stuff when it came to cooking. It was, however, complex cooking and quite expensive as a result. Maybe it’d be different out there during the festival.

Over the next hour, our conversation lingered happily on anticipation for the Aquana Festival and the adventures it would bring. Diane described the sorts of intricate gowns and costumes we might see the elves wearing. When it was finally time to turn in for the night, I stood up from the table with a smile.

“It’s going to be quite a spectacle!” I said, clearly also looking forward to what we would experience together there. “This will really enrich our lives out here on the frontier.”

We spent the last rays of sunlight washing up and tidying up the place so we could leave in the morning without too much of a hassle. Then, as darkness fell, Diane and I lingered outside admiring the stars starting to blink into dazzling view overhead. The Milky Way splashed across the deep night sky reminded us of the scale of the cosmos.

As we stood there, I slipped an arm around Diane’s waist, pulling her slender frame against me. She nestled into my embrace contentedly as we took in the peaceful valley night. The only sounds were the faint rustling of plants in the breeze and a whispering river.

“This is perfect,” I remarked, giving Diane a gentle squeeze.

Diane smiled up at me, her eyes reflecting the glittering starlight. “I feel the very same way,” she replied softly, snuggling deeper into my arms.

We lingered a while longer before heading inside our cozy cabin to retire for the night, both at peace with our rustic existence and looking forward to what tomorrow might bring.


Chapter 5


The next morning, pale golden light filtering through the cabin’s windows roused me from a deep slumber. Beside me, Diane still dozed, her chest rising and falling rhythmically. I lay beside her for a while longer. The bed was a little too small for two, but I didn’t object to the snug fit.

After a while, she woke up, making sleepy noises as she pressed her body against mine. Laughing, I gave her a slap on her rump.

“Come on, sleepyhead,” I said. “It’s a big day, and we should be in Gladdenfield before noon.”

“Hmm,” she grumbled, rubbing her eyes and yawning.

I gave her a moment, kissing her on her forehead and giving her ears a scritch before heading downstairs myself. I prepared a simple but hearty breakfast of fried eggs — we had to finish those before we’d head out — and toasted bread. The sizzling aroma and clatter of pans soon brought Diane padding down the ladder, yawning and rubbing the sleep from her eyes.

“Breakfast smells delicious,” she remarked appreciatively, giving me a peck on the lips in thanks before sitting down. We ate leisurely, neither feeling the need to rush despite our imminent departure. The valley awakened gradually around us, birdsong filtering in through the open windows.

When the food had been cleared away, we finished the last of our packing. I made sure to bring my rifle, my handgun, and hunting knife, just to be safe. Diane’s crossbow and quiver of bolts rested near the door. We did a final sweep to ensure everything was in order before loading up the Jeep.

The drive down to Gladdenfield was pleasantly uneventful. Vibrant wildflowers and shimmering streams flowed past as I navigated the winding frontier road at a careful pace. Diane hummed along to a cheerful melody, her fingers idly playing with a lock of her hair.

We speculated lightheartedly about what sights the festival might hold. Diane wondered if we’d glimpse exotic creatures or kin emerging from seclusion to join the celebrations. The world contained endless mysteries since the Upheaval joined our realms.

When the forest began giving way to open meadows and farmland, we knew Gladdenfield was close. Sure enough, the settlement’s watchtowers soon rose ahead. Even from a distance, more travelers than usual crowded the main thoroughfare.

At the gates, elven sentries waved us through with a smile, accustomed to the sight of our rugged vehicle by now. We crept along at a crawl, navigating around laden wagons and pedestrians that choked the lively streets.

The whole settlement practically overflowed with newcomers and vehicles. Every tavern and inn had been booked up for weeks in anticipation of the Aquana Festival. We were fortunate to be staying with Leigh above her shop.

After considerable effort, I managed to wedge the Jeep into the same side alley we had left it last time, hoping it would go undisturbed. There was simply nowhere left to park along the main square. We grabbed our bags and squeezed our way through the colorful chaos on foot.

My eyes roamed the incredible sights — exotic kin in tribal garb, eccentric elven mystics, loving couples, happy families, and weary pilgrims just arrived. Snatches of songs both melodic and raucous reached our ears. The mood was one of barely contained revelry. It was clear that Gladdenfield hadn’t stopped partying since last we were here.

As we navigated the crowds, a staggering patron reeking of spirits bumped into me, slurring out an apology before continuing on his erratic course. I suppressed a chuckle and stepped closer to Diane protectively.

Up ahead, a circle had formed around two buskers, an elven maiden on the violin and a dwarf accompanying her on a hand drum. The unexpected duo’s spirited melody inspired enthusiastic clapping and cheers from the audience. Diane’s eyes lit up at the impromptu concert, and we listened for a while. I could see my musical foxkin taking mental notes.

When the song ended, she tossed a few coins in their open instrument cases before I gently guided her away so others could take our place. There would be ample music and entertainment all week long during the festival.

We paused frequently to take in the sights of the crowded markets that overflowed with vendors and colorful wares of all sorts. My stomach growled as we passed tantalizing food stalls producing scents both savory and sweet.

Diane had to steer me away from the pastries and roasted meats more than once, reminding me playfully that we had weeks to sample everything. I shot her a mock wounded look at being denied the delicacies, eliciting a bright peal of laughter from her.

As we neared the town square, raucous cheers suddenly erupted ahead. Curious, we changed course and soon came upon a boisterous ring of spectators engrossed in a brawl. Two stocky, bare-chested dwarves grappled and traded blows to the crowd’s delight.

“Dwarven brawling competitions used to be tradition here,” Diane remarked over the din. “Before most of the dwarves moved deeper into the frontier on mining business.” By the slightly offended curl of her lips, I could tell Diane didn’t particularly enjoy this entertainment.

As we passed by, the larger dwarf hurled his opponent to the dusty ground, eliciting resounding applause. The atmosphere was lively, if rowdy.

Skirting the energetic audience, we continued onward, though the wrestling match could still be heard even over the surrounding festival chaos. Everywhere, people drank, laughed, and reveled as though worries ceased to exist.

Up ahead at last, Leigh’s cluttered storefront emerged from between its neighbors. I waved to get her attention through the window glass so she’d know to expect us. Soon enough, the shop door swung wide and out bustled our vivacious hostess.

“There y’all are!” Leigh enthused, immediately pulling Diane and I into fierce hugs that left me grinning “I was startin’ to wonder if you two got lost in the ruckus!”

Diane laughed musically. “The crowds certainly don’t make navigation easy, but we managed. How has the festival been so far?”

“Oh, it’s poppin’ off, alright!” Leigh exclaimed, gesturing expansively. “Folks have been pouring in from all over the frontier these past two days. Gonna be quite the spectacle!” She playfully fanned herself as if overwhelmed. “We’re getting ready for the trek to the hot springs.”

I chuckled at her exaggerated excitement. “Well, we’re looking forward to experiencing it with you.” Glancing around at the chaotic streets, I added, “Where do we even assemble? Is it just each on their own?”

Leigh slipped her arms through each of ours. “Oh, don’t you worry none. We just file in with our stuff and join the group! There’ll be plenty of folks to talk to and fun to be had. But first, we’re gonna have a nice, filling lunch!”

With that, she guided Diane and me into her shop.
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Inside Leigh’s cozy shop, she immediately led us into the kitchen and began preparing a hearty lunch for the three of us. “Now don’t y’all worry, I’ve got this covered,” she assured as she started slicing bread and assembling sandwiches. “Can’t have us marching on empty stomachs!”

Diane and I found seats at the small table near the front window of her cozy living space above the shop, where we had a view of the crowds gathering outside. Everyone seemed to be in high spirits, laughing and singing. The very air thrummed with anticipation. There was an organized chaos to it, and we were all looking forward to getting out there and joining the festivities.

“It sure is lively out there already,” I remarked, watching foxkin kits and elven and human children meander through the crowds as they gave each other chase. Their delighted laughter was audible even through the glass.

Diane smiled and nodded. “The start of the Aquana Festival is always exciting. Especially seeing so many different folks coming together in shared celebration.” Her eyes shone at the prospect of the week ahead.

Just then, Leigh breezed over, bearing a platter of delicious sandwiches and a pitcher of chilled apple cider. “Eat up! We got a long walk ahead of us,” she said, sliding into the seat across from us.

I needed no further encouragement to dig in to the mouthwatering meal. Between bites of the generously stuffed sandwich, I asked, “So when do we actually set out on the pilgrimage?”

“Real soon now,” Leigh replied after a gulp of cider. “The formal procession starts forming up in the square at high noon. We’ll join in the march out of town toward the hot springs.”

Diane’s eyes lit up. “Oh, how wonderful!” She turned to me. “You’re going to love it. The procession takes a few hours, and when it gets dark, the elves have magical lanterns that are so beautiful to see!”

I chuckled. “Well, if it’s even half as lively as what I’m seeing out on the streets already, I’m sure I’ll love it.” Based on the sheer volume of festival-goers in Gladdenfield, the procession itself promised to be quite a spectacle.

We continued eating while chatting casually about the pilgrimage route. Leigh elaborated on the destination, the hot springs. “I don’t know all the details,” she began, “but the elves celebrate the water spirits they believe reside in the hot springs of Springfield Forest. There’s also a temple — an Inner Sanctum — where regular folks aren’t allowed, but the temple itself is a sight indeed!”

Diane nodded enthusiastically. “Supposedly, the hot springs existed on Tannoris as well and were just… well, transported whole to Earth.”

“Interesting,” I mused. “A real Tannorian place.”

“As real as it gets, supposedly,” Leigh said. “There’s more places like it, but the Aquana Festival revolves mainly around the water spirits that live there and Aquana, the elven water elemental.”

I perked an eyebrow. “A water elemental? What exactly is that?”

She laughed and waved it away. “Baby, I’m just a Beastmaster. I don’t know any more than this. You gotta talk to some elves if you wanna know more! Luckily, there’s gonna be plenty of ‘em!”

I chuckled and nodded. “Alright,” I said. “I will. It sounds interesting!”

When the simple but hearty lunch had been finished, Leigh stacked our empty plates and gathered up the picnic supplies. “Best be getting ourselves together to join up,” she said. “Wouldn’t want to miss the head of the line!”

Diane stood and stretched her limbs. “I suppose I should clean up a little,” she remarked. “I’m all dusty from the trail!” Before departing upstairs, she gave me a quick peck on the lips. “Meet you both outside shortly!”

While Diane was occupied, I assisted Leigh in tidying and locking up the shop in preparation for her extended absence during the festival. She double-checked that the “Closed for Aquana Festival” sign was clearly displayed in the front window facing the street.

“There, that oughta do it,” Leigh said with a note of satisfaction once her temporary preparations were complete. She did a final visual sweep of her cozy store and nodded firmly. “All ready for a week of festivities!”

“Let the good times roll,” I agreed with a grin. Based on the lively pre-festival chaos, the next seven days promised to be quite an experience. I was also really eager to engage some elves in conversation and learn a little more about their customs and the world after the Upheaval from their perspective.

After cleaning up and checking our gear, we headed back downstairs with packs on our backs, ready to depart.

“Shall we?” I said, offering an arm ceremoniously to each of my lovely companions. Chuckling, they accepted and together we stepped out into the colorful fray packing Gladdenfield’s streets.

Navigating the crowds clustering around the town square proved challenging. But before long our efforts were rewarded as we emerged into a somewhat less densely packed corner. “There’s the meeting spot!” Leigh exclaimed, waving toward a gathering throng.

Sure enough, an assemblage of pilgrims was forming up beneath a fluttering banner embroidered with the elegant elven script. The group represented a diverse mix of frontier folk — humans, dwarves, foxkin, catkin, and of course contingents of elves.

As we made our way over, I spotted familiar faces from around Gladdenfield — homesteaders, shop owners, the friendly tavern keeper Darny who looked about as red as a beet already. Everyone was in high spirits, eagerly awaiting the signal to commence the ceremonial procession.

“Oh, there’s Waelin!” Diane whispered to me, discreetly indicating the stern elf alchemist who had given me his skillbook as a reward for retrieving the Moon Blossoms for him. I raised my hand in greeting, hoping he would impart some of his centuries-spanning wisdom about the Aquana Festival and its significance over the coming days and maybe give me a few alchemy pointers as well.

But the aloof elf merely nodded curtly at my wave before turning away, apparently absorbed in an intense discussion with several of his ilk. I shrugged — perhaps I would have a chance to glean some of his extensive knowledge as the pilgrimage progressed.

As the appointed hour drew near, I felt a swell of excitement. All around us, pilgrims were donning decorative garlands and headdresses, which elves were handing out. Leigh placed a ring of bright wildflowers atop Diane’s inky hair, eliciting an appreciative smile, and Diane returned the favor. The very air grew charged with anticipation as the crowd grew more silent.

Suddenly, a great fanfare of pipes and horns rang out, signaling the start of the procession. As one, the crowd began moving, funneling into orderly columns amidst choruses of cheering and singing. Leigh, Diane, and I joined the lively mass, allowing ourselves to be swept along on the wave of collective joy.

Clutched between my two lovely companions, I grinned into the sunshine, eager to discover what this grand celebration held.


Chapter 6


The boisterous procession finally passed through the north gates of Gladdenfield and out into the open wilderness, officially commencing the pilgrimage to the sacred hot springs. All around us, elven pilgrims sang traditional songs while others played lively melodies on pipes and lutes to set the pace.

I had to agree with Diane: there was an almost supernatural quality to the songs of the elves. While their kind was certainly not as unearthly beautiful as human myths made them out to be — in fact, most were pretty drab — they had voices and a musical sense that few could equal.

During the first hour, we did nothing but listen as song after song rolled through the procession, waxing and waning as voices picked up, joined in, or let the melody fade. It was mystical and beautiful.

After an hour, the songs faded. Apparently, this was the traditional way to begin the Aquana festival. As the songs came to an end, the elven enchantment, too, ended, and the crowd began talking and singing on their own again.

I walked alongside Diane and Leigh, threading our way through the lively crowd. The diverse mix of frontier folk — humans, elves, dwarves, and kin — were swept up in the festive spirit, laughing and chatting amiably with strangers and friends alike.

Up ahead, the path sloped gradually upward into forested hills vibrant with life. Through the treetops, I glimpsed towering, mist-wreathed mountains: the Shimmering Peaks that lay beyond Springfield Forest. Those were more dangerous, or so Caldwell had told me; goblins and kobolds roamed there, although the frontier settlement of Ironfast kept them in check.

“Oh, I’d nearly forgotten how lovely the journey is,” Diane sighed contentedly, her keen eyes roaming the vibrant wilderness surrounding us. “It’s been ages since I’ve been in these parts.”

“I can see why the Aquana Festival is popular,” I replied, inhaling the fresh, loamy scents of the forest. “Just getting out into the open frontier is rejuvenating.” Being immersed in untamed nature never failed to energize my spirit.

As the hours rolled by, we gradually left the farmed valleys around Gladdenfield farther behind. The landscape grew progressively more rugged and unspoiled by civilization. Our merry procession wound beneath towering maples and past crashing waterfalls and mossy boulders.

After a few hours, we had reached a verdant grove which marked the halfway point to the hot springs. The pilgrimage leaders signaled a halt, and the revelers broke out food and drink to refresh themselves after the first leg of the journey.

“This looks like a fine spot for a little break,” Leigh declared, deftly unslinging her backpack and removing a wineskin and a parcel of bread and fruit. She passed some to Diane and me before eagerly partaking herself. The natural provisions helped replenish my energy after the hours of walking, and the sparkling, clear wine was a delight to the palates.

As we ate, I took in the soaring emerald canopy shielding us from the afternoon sun. Slender beams of golden light pierced through in places, illuminating drifting motes of pollen. The murmur of the creek mingled with lively conversations and occasional laughter.

Diane nestled against my side contentedly. “The grove’s energy is so peaceful,” she remarked between bites of apple, her eyes gently closed.

I had to agree — there was an almost reverent silence beneath the gracefully arching tree limbs overhead. It felt like a sanctuary divorced from worldly concerns.

After an hour’s rest, the pilgrim leaders once again took up instruments and banners, signaling the trek would resume. With excited chatter and song starting anew, the sprawling party reassembled itself and continued onward into the depths of Springfield Forest.

As the procession slowly wound deeper into unspoiled wilderness, the terrain became hillier and more overgrown with tangled vines and roots. The canopy grew dense enough in places to plunge the path into shadow, though shafts of light still filtered through in hazy beams. Still, the path itself was good and broad — probably cleared in advance — and we made good time.

Every bend in the trail seemed to reveal new wonders — a curtain of silver water spilling from an escarpment shrouded by mists, or a meadow spangled with azure blossoms that glowed faintly in the gloom. Diane’s eyes were lit with childlike wonder, and I too felt enchanted by the ethereal beauty surrounding us. Leigh hummed her appreciation at the sights, and I could tell by the way she navigated the path that she was accustomed to the wild, a leftover from her life as a roaming Beastmaster before she became one of Gladdenfield’s many shopkeepers.

Around late afternoon, the call came to make camp for dinner. By now, I understood that the procession was supposed to arrive at the hot springs at night, which apparently made for a spectacular sight. The group fragmented as pilgrims broke away to build cookfires on suitable patches of level ground.

Diane and Leigh assisted me in clearing a site and gathering enough kindling and logs to keep our fire fed so we could do some cooking. Soon we had a crackling blaze going. The flickering glow lent a cozy air as daylight slowly faded.

From our vantage, we could see numerous similar fires wink into being as others set to making their meals. For those disinclined to cook, plenty of vendors went around with their carts, offering freshly cooked wares. Laughter and snatches of song echoed through the woods until one by one, the pilgrims and revelers began their dinners.

Leigh proved herself indispensable once more by producing cooking implements and ingredients from her pack seemingly by magic. Soon she had transformed them into a humble but delicious soup brimming with chicken, tubers, and wild herbs that we ate straight from the cooking pot in hungry mouthfuls.

When the soup had been reduced to scraps, Leigh passed around the wineskin, and we sipped reinvigorating sparkling wine. All around, as people finished their meals, a more reverent atmosphere descended on the group. Night was coming, and the trek to the hot springs would soon be done.

There was a mood of anticipation that kept the group alive. Adults smiled and shared stories or looked around in awe, while big-eyed children and kits reveled in the wonder of it all. People roamed between fires, talking in hushed and reverent voices, and all was in good cheer and friendliness. It was a beautiful activity.

We enjoyed the fire and watched the sun set behind the all-surrounding trees. The sunset was beautiful, and the reverent silence almost made me forget how big our group was. I drew Diane’s slender frame against me and kissed her forehead as she nuzzled into my chest.

Leigh sat close to me, resting her soft cheek on my shoulder, and I wrapped my free arm around her delicious body. Just touching her like this sent a jolt of desire through me, and when I caught her shooting me a big-eyed smile, I had a feeling we might come closer to each other during this festival.

Then, the elves began handing out paper lanterns. Most were mundane but in cheerful shades of blue, purple, and green. However, several elves — undoubtedly the richer ones — handed out lanterns that shone with a light of their own. There were no candles or other sources of light inside those. Instead, an orb of magelight shimmered at the center of each. Smiling, the elves handed most of the magical lanterns to the children and the kits, who enjoyed the most, scampering about with uncontained wonder and excitement to show their lanterns to any who would look.

Soon enough, exultant muttering at the front signaled we were getting ready to depart again. My heart quickened, imagining the wondrous sight that must await at the end of the trail.

“We’re going,” Leigh said as she rose. Even the bubbly blonde had fallen a little silent at the mood of reverie that had descended on us all.

Diane clapped her hands, rising with a nimble hop before lighting the lantern that one of the elves had given our group with a twig she held in the fire. Smiling, I rose as well and began to extinguish our fire, eager to see our destination.


Chapter 7


As twilight deepened, the lively procession of pilgrims continued its winding path ever deeper into the ancient forest. All around, the dancing lights of paper and magical lanterns lent a mystical aura to our surroundings.

It was a beautiful sight. The lights ahead were magical, like little wisps playing among the trees, and our procession threw a mysterious blue glow that roused a deep primal connection with the world and its new magics. And as we marched, the whole procession was silent — admiring the beautiful lights.

Up ahead, rapturous cheers of wonder began rolling back along the column. Apparently, those in the front had caught a glimpse of something marvelous. Excitement passed down the column as the rest of us became eager to see what the others were cheering about. In the distance, the gentle rumble of falling water began to rise. We were likely approaching some kind of waterfall.

The excited murmuring swelled as those in front crested a rise and beheld the beginnings of the sacred site. Then suddenly we saw it too — a vast, steaming pool ringed by towering, moss-covered crags and fed by a waterfall whose muted roar reached our ears. Despite the late hour, everything was illuminated by lamps and the uncanny aquamarine glow exuding from the hot springs itself.

Spellbound, I paused alongside Diane and Leigh to take in the breathtaking vista. I had never seen its like — the sheer scale and otherworldly radiance awakened a profound awe within me. This place was sanctified; its beauty poetic.

But it wasn’t just this single pool — oh no! There was a system of caves that burrowed into the crags, and steam rose from their entrances and venting holes. And here also was evidence of Tannoris, for the face of the crags had been carved into the likeness of an elven temple, reminding me somewhat of images of Petra in Jordan.

Lanterns illuminated the interiors of those temples, and already the first of the pilgrims were making their way into some of the caves, eager to explore. The largest one, however, was not open to the public. No doubt, this was the Inner Sanctum Leigh had mentioned before.

All around, fellow pilgrims slowed, their faces reflecting the mingled joy and reverence I, too, felt. This was a sight to stir the soul. Many elves knelt at the edge of the largest, central pool in wordless praise with heads bowed. The very air hummed with ancient magic and mystery, all of it amplified by the blue and purple glow of so many lanterns.

Diane slipped her hand into mine, giving it a gentle squeeze. When I glanced down, her lovely features were serene, eyes big as she took it all in. I took Leigh’s hand in my other, seeing the blonde stare at the vista with admiration as well. In reverent silence, we made our way down the gradual slope toward the ethereal lake. Its surface steamed invitingly in the cool night air.

At the water’s edge, elven musicians began playing a beautiful melody on harps and woodwinds. The mood grew hushed as robed elven priests waded into the glowing shallows, canticles ringing in the elven tongue. Their ritual had commenced. In elven fashion, all were allowed to watch, even if they didn’t care much for the elven religion, so long as they were respectful.

As elves continued filtering down, Leigh whispered that we should find a spot to make camp before they were all claimed. Diane and I reluctantly tore our gazes from the rising music and followed her around the spring’s perimeter. Everywhere, pilgrims were setting up their tents. Much preparation had gone into it all, for elves went around to pass out firewood, thus ensuring that the surrounding trees would not be molested.

We selected a suitable patch of soft moss beneath swaying boughs that would provide shade during the coming days; I didn’t want a greenhouse for a tent. While I assembled our canvas tent, Leigh and Diane collected firewood from the elves for a campfire.

Soon we had a modest camp established. Around us, countless fires kindled into being as other pilgrims settled in. Slowly, the reverent mood faded, and people began talking again. In the background, the elves still continued their religious song.

“I’ll get us some supper cooked up,” Leigh said, already laying out pots. The day’s hike had left us drained and ravenous. As tempting aromas arose, my stomach rumbled appreciatively. I sighed contentedly, the beauty of this place still stirring my spirit. Diane nestled against me on a shared blanket, tail curling around me.

Despite the late hour, few pilgrims seemed inclined yet to sleep. The elven songs and ritual continued, audible even at a distance. Diane hummed along to one familiar hymn, eyes dreamy. Leigh prepared several skewers of venison, onions, potatoes, and other vegetables. They were delicious, another staple frontier food.

Over dinner, I asked Diane about the meaning of the elaborate elven ceremony we were witnessing around the hot spring. She furrowed her brow in thought before replying carefully.

“As I understand it, they are honoring Aquana, the ancient elemental being that resides in and protects these waters,” Diane explained between bites. “By singing his praises in the old tongue, they hope to earn his blessings of bountiful rains and harvests in the coming seasons.”

I listened, fascinated as always by glimpses into Tannorian culture. The interweaving songs certainly seemed imbued with significance, even if their exact meaning eluded me. I hoped to glean more knowledge over the week ahead.

When the tasty skewers had been finished off, we leaned back against a mossy log and gazed contentedly into the dancing flames. Our secluded camp afforded an excellent vantage on the ongoing elven rituals at the water’s edge.

Small groups of elven women knelt along the shore, azure and white robes swirling as they scooped up glowing mineral-rich mud in unison before anointing one another’s faces and arms in intricate patterns. Their soft chanting blended beautifully with the harpists and choristers.

“They sure take this all mighty serious,” Leigh remarked, though not unkindly. She gave a sleepy stretch as fatigue visibly settled on her pretty features.

Nearby, other pilgrims were similarly surrendering to exhaustion after the long hike. A hushed calm gradually descended, broken only by snaps and pops from dying fires as people began drifting off to their tents for the night.

“Tomorrow,” Leigh said. “The festivities begin for real. The first night is always ritual, song, and beauty.”

I nodded. I was certainly looking forward to the festivities, but this part of the whole affair was interesting to me as well.

When Leigh could no longer stifle her yawns, I chuckled softly and sent her off to our tent to get some rest. There would be plenty of time for nighttime revelry. As Leigh crawled into her sleeping bag, Diane’s eyes were still bright with interest in the elven rituals even as weariness slowed her responses.

I wrapped a spare blanket around our shoulders as we sat listening to the ethereal strains of music over the low flames.

Much later, once the choir had reached its crescendo and faded, I gently roused a drowsy Diane and drew her to her feet. Arm in arm, we made our way through flickering firelight to the seclusion of our tent where Leigh was already breathing lightly in her sleep. I could scarcely fathom this was only our first night in this wondrous place.

Diane’s fox ears twitched adorably as I tucked a windswept lock of hair behind one before giving her a tender goodnight kiss. Safe in my arms, she was soon sleeping soundly. But I lay awake yet, thoughts swirling with all we had witnessed. I felt sure this would be a week of profound experiences.


Chapter 8


When pale, mist-diffused light eventually filtered into our shelter, I carefully extricated myself from beside the still-slumbering Diane. Next to us, Leigh was also breathing gently. It was just past dawn, but the sounds of the site stirring to life were audible. There were plenty of early risers like myself. I stretched my limbs and ducked outside into the fresh morning air.

All was tranquil — the early risers moved silently about rekindling campfires for breakfast. Birdsong and the ever-present roar of falling water were the only sounds. I took a moment just to appreciate the serenity.

As I watched, an elderly elf woman emerged from her small tent and began a series of graceful, flowing movements along the shoreline that almost resembled a dance. They reminded me of meditative Eastern practices I had seen. Her motions flowed seamlessly for long minutes as she faced the hot spring reverently.

When she eventually ceased, I raised a hand in greeting as she glanced my way. The ageless woman simply nodded serenely before returning to her tent. I resolved to ask Diane later if she knew anything about elven movement rituals. Perhaps I could learn the significance behind what I had witnessed. As the early morning progressed, several more elves engaged in that morning ritual.

Hearing stirring from within my own tent, I turned as Diane poked her head out, yawning. “Good morning,” she murmured drowsily. “You’re up early.”

“Just getting a feel for the place at dawn,” I replied, caressing her cheek. “Did you sleep alright?”

She nodded, emerging to stand and stretch her nimble body beside me. “Better than ever. This place has such calming energy.” Together we gazed out over the now softly-illuminated hot spring as more pilgrims began to wake and start preparing morning meals.

A few moments later, Leigh emerged as well, stretching her voluptuous self with lazy ease that I found appealing. She had slipped into shorts and a tank top, and the garments hugged her ample curves in a way that made me regret her going to sleep so early last night. Diane gave me a playful bump with her hip when she caught me looking.

Leigh winked at me when she saw. “Mornin’,” she said, her voice even huskier from sleep. “Time for breakfast, right?”

“Oh, I agree,” I said. At that, the girls went to work preparing the last of the supplies we had brought ourselves. For the remainder of the festival, we’d be sampling the local cuisine and expanding our culinary experiences, and we had brought plenty of coin to indulge a little — it was a festival, after all.

After a simple breakfast, the day’s festivities commenced. Musicians and dancers gathered in the main clearing, soon drawing an audience of folks who bathed in the morning sun’s rays as they calmly enjoyed their breakfast. The gentle elven reels — an easy start to the day — filled the morning air.

With that easy music as a gentle background, we walked around the grounds leisurely taking in the sights. Vendors were beginning to set up colorful booths and carts laden with exotic foods and wares along the periphery.

At one stall, an elderly elf woman displayed intricate hair accessories such as combs and pins carved from bone and inlaid with gemstones. Though beautiful, they were outside our budget. But the woman graciously allowed Diane to try on a lovely comb adorned with moonstone flowers. It looked exquisite nestled in her dark tresses. But Diane returned the comb with an easy smile, and Leigh didn’t care much either. I had expected no less from a Scout and a Beastmaster.

We paused to watch a pair of foxkin kits playfully scampering about, tumbling and play fighting. Their energetic antics brought smiles to our faces. Nearby, their mother kept one watchful eye on them as she conversed with another foxkin.

Diane’s gaze followed the frolicking kits wistfully. I gave her hand a gentle, knowing squeeze. One day, when the time was right, our own little ones could join in such games. For now, being here together was enough.

It was interesting to see that most of the kin stuck together — foxkin with foxkin and catkin with catkin. Humans and elves mingled plenty, but the elves always seemed reserved in their dealings with those of another kind.

At a clothier’s booth, I encouraged Diane to feel some of the impossibly soft furs and silks brought from silk farms that still produced Tannorian silks. She caressed a glossy strip of emerald samite, marveling at how the fabric rippled like water. The merchant demonstrated its durability by tugging hard, unable to tear it. The fabrics were incredible, and I listened with rapt attention as the clothier explained he acquired the fabrics from traders that bought from silk farms, far to the south.

“They bring the silk here by ship,” he said, then smiled as he guessed where my mind went next. “Not the old container ships, but rather vessels powered by elven magic. Due to the energies of Tannoris, we cannot rely on the old methods of transportation.”

I nodded as I thoughtfully studied the fabric that had traveled so far. “That explains why it’s so expensive.”

“Well, my wares are still a lot more affordable than many others,” he said, his commercial instincts kicking in. “And it’s better quality than the Silk Beans the elves use.”

We moved on, leisurely strolling by the stalls. When Diane paused to listen to an elven bard plucking out a melancholy tune on his lute, we took a short break and sat on the grass to listen. Leigh leaned on me while Diane swayed to the music, and an easy breeze set in from the east, bringing cool on this warm morning.

We continued our stroll, hand in hand, simply enjoying being present and taking in the sights. The peaceful energy of the site permeated us with a sense of calm. When we passed a booth giving artisanal soap demonstrations, Leigh insisted we stop to watch.

The elven maiden running the stall waved us close to observe as she mixed fragrant oils and botanicals into a deep green soap base. Soon the chunky batter emitted a fresh herbal aroma.

Leigh’s eyes were round with interest during the explanation of ingredients and technique. It was a very slippery, oily soap, and the deft craftswoman assured the onlookers that it used alchemical reagents to ensure that it was soft on the body and could be used as an oil as well. Totally sold, Leigh bought a few slender vials of the stuff. It wasn’t cheap, but she was cooing with pleasure and taking the lids off to smell them for the next ten minutes.

My stomach rumbled as we passed the first food vendors beginning their prep work, reminding me it had been some time since breakfast. Leigh insisted on treating us all to an early round of festival delicacies “to get a taste of what’s in store!”

From a wrinkly dwarven vendor, she procured three apple beignets with bright and fruity flavors. At another stall, we sampled squares of creamy pumpkin fudge studded with roasted nuts that were absolutely decadent. But Leigh’s favorite was the golden amber honey mead we sipped from flower-etched mugs, judging by her enraptured expression after the first sip.

Once our appetites were sated, we continued exploring the grounds at a leisurely pace. Everywhere we turned, wondrous little scenes met our eyes. A dwarven tinker demonstrated his whimsical and magically imbued woodland creatures crafted from scrap metal that lumbered and scurried. Children and kits flocked to his stand by the dozens.

At a face-painting stand, laughing elven children ran about decorated like fantastical beasts. I was entertained to see that elves had apparently taken a great liking to monkeys and apes. Diane clarified there were no creatures like them on Tannoris, and their antics were a huge source of entertainment to the elves, who normally seemed so serious. Foxkin, catkin, and dwarves loved them too.

The light crowd and slow pace of the morning allowed us to meander in a pleasantly aimless fashion, lingering anywhere something caught our fancy with no particular destination in mind. There was no rush, and we sought only to pass the peaceful hours in each other’s pleasant company.

When the call came at last announcing the commencement of the midday feast, we were contentedly tired from our morning’s leisurely rambling. With the tantalizing scents rising from the central banquet area, we made our way over, eager to sample the sumptuous fare.


Chapter 9


The central feasting area was a sight to behold. Long wooden tables were laden with platters, tureens, and baskets overflowing with the most mouthwatering fare. My eyes roamed over fragrant loaves of elven white bread, wheels of soft cheese, bowls of plump berries, and steaming platters of roasted fowl glazed with honey and herbs. Elven servers in crisp uniforms of elven-made silk stood ready to keep the tables stocked.

The banquet was organized by a coalition of the food vendors and had a simple formula: you paid a few coins for entry, and you could get as many servings as you liked. We paid the coins — it was a more than fair rate, especially considering the delicacies on display — and headed into the feasting area.

“Oh my, just look at all this!” Diane exclaimed, clasping her hands together in delight. Beside her, Leigh’s eyes were equally round with anticipation.

We found three empty seats at a table already half-filled with both elves and humans. Servers immediately approached offering crystal goblets of sparkling peach nectar which was non-alcoholic. I took an appreciative sip of the refreshing beverage before glancing at my neighbors.

To my left sat an elderly elf woman with hair like starlight arranged in intricate braids. Her lined face and bright silver eyes marked her as an elf despite her stooped posture. I decided here was my chance to learn more about the pilgrimage from one who likely had many decades of experience attending.

“Greetings,” I began politely with a respectful half-bow. “I’m David.”

She answered with a courteous nod, the usual elven reservedness shining through. “I am called Brynneth,” she said, her voice melodic. “Well met, young human.”

“Nice to meet you too,” I said. I had spoken with my fair share of elves back in the city, and they almost always had this haughty quality about them. It took some getting used to at first, but I wasn’t fazed by it these days as I had been in the beginning.

“So I was wondering if you could help me,” I began, “I am a newcomer to the festival. You seem quite knowledgeable — would you share some of your wisdom about these celebrations with me?”

I saw Leigh and Diane lean in with interest as well. They knew a thing or two about the Aquana Festival — certainly more than I did — but they were obviously interested in learning more.

The elf woman studied me a moment before replying in a musical voice. “I have indeed attended forty-seven of these pilgrimages in my years. Most of them still on Tannoris, of course,” she added with a chuckle. “What is it you wish to know about our ways?”

I considered how to phrase my question. “Well, I’m quite intrigued by the rituals honoring the water spirit Aquana. Might you tell me who or what he is exactly and why he’s so revered?”

Brynneth nodded. “You ask an astute question. Aquana is an elemental being of great antiquity in our lore, a guardian spirit who resides within the sacred waters of these hot springs. He brings cleansing and renewal when called upon.”

As she spoke, servers appeared bearing heaping platters of roasted venison, glazed vegetables, and fragrant rice. I gave the aromatic spread an appreciative look as I continued listening intently to Brynneth’s measured words between bites.

“Our songs of praise ask Aquana for his cleansing and honor his existence,” the elf woman continued. “We bathe in the water to become so cleansed. There are… other rituals as well, but only the priestesses engage in them to acquire Aquana’s blessing.”

There was something interesting here, but I could see from Brynneth’s expression that she wasn’t interested in elaborating on those ‘other rituals’.

Diane chimed in eagerly. “So the water itself bears Aquana’s magic?”

“Just so,” confirmed Brynneth with an approving look at Diane. “These waters hold a portion of his life essence. As we honor Aquana through our rites, his healing energy infuses the pools and caverns.”

I took a thoughtful bite of the succulent venison, letting this information turn over in my mind. Tannorian elementals were clearly powerful beings tied to the fabric of that realm. Their magic lingered here, shaping the merged world.

Leigh piped up next. “So is Aquana always here in the water then?”

Brynneth shook her starry head. “Few can perceive him clearly, even during the height of our rituals when his presence grows strongest. But those few describe him as a being of living water. He speaks only through intuition.”

“Interesting,” I mused. “And are there many more like him in your religion?”

The elven woman offered a smile. “Hmm, indeed,” she hummed. “You could best liken the elemental spirits to saints in the Christian faith that many humans espouse. However, instead of championing, say, a certain profession or virtue, they fulfill varied roles. Many elementals and spirits guard groves, lakes, forests, even cities or houses. Some take on special roles in our lives, like Aquana.”

“What makes Aquana more important?” Leigh asked.

“Ah,” she hummed after taking in Leigh for a moment. “Aquana plays a part in an elven myth. Supposedly, many centuries ago, an elven princess was denied her love when war with the orcs came. Her prince fell in battle, and the princess roamed the land, destitute and grief-stricken. She came to rest here, finally, and her tears flowed freely. It is said those tears were cold as ice, for all life had flown from the princess. The earth itself — the goddess Hantara — took pity and warmed the poor princess’s tears. And so, these springs came to be, and Aquana was born of the tears of a princess. For a long time after, it was customary for warriors and mages — especially when they were in love — to bathe in these springs before battle, hoping Aquana would protect them and bring them home safely so they would not suffer the fate of the princess’s mate.”

We were silent for a moment, turning the story over in our heads. Leigh spoke first. “That is beautiful,” she said.

“And a little sad,” Diane put in.

Brynneth laughed at that — a pleasant tinkle. “Worry not, young ones. Many tears were shed in the years before us. Many shall be shed in the years to come. Lamenting them changes nothing. Live with vigor; that is how we honor those who were lost.”

I smiled and nodded. “That sounds about right,” I agreed.

At that, Brynneth gave me a wink and returned to her meal, signaling that she wanted to eat. Our curiosity satisfied for the moment, we followed her example and tucked into the lavish meal with relish.

The roast venison practically melted on my tongue, perfectly seasoned with garlic and herbs. Diane made delighted sounds across from me over the delicate flower-shaped pastries drizzled with honey. Even Leigh was momentarily rendered silent by the sheer deliciousness of the elven cooking.

When the grand meal finally concluded sometime later and the tables were cleared, musicians struck up a lively melody nearby. Some pilgrims rose immediately to spectate and enjoy while others lingered over tea and conversation.

Having concluded her meal, Brynneth turned to me again. “I hope I was able to provide satisfactory answers about our Aquana. But there are yet many mysteries we may never fully grasp.” She inclined her head politely to take her leave.

I returned the gesture gratefully. “It was very interesting to learn more about the festival. Thank you again for taking the time.”

The elegant elf glided away, soon disappearing into the dispersing crowds drifting toward the music and festivities.

Leigh let out a gusty, satisfied breath, patting her stomach. “Whew! That was truly spectacular. Those elves sure know how to put on a spread!” Diane and I heartily concurred.

When we had recovered sufficiently from the veritable feast, the three of us rose and ambled toward the colorful commotion. Everywhere, revelers were indulging in games, drinks, dancing, and carefree fun beneath the sun.
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After indulging in the midday feast, Diane, Leigh, and I followed the cheerful crowds making their way toward the central fairgrounds where the afternoon’s festivities and competitions were set to commence.

All around us, revelers sipped summer wines and nibbled leftover tidbits from baskets, already lively and eager for fun beneath the warm sunshine. The atmosphere was one of laid-back revelry and excitement for the upcoming activities.

We strolled unhurriedly past colorful booths and pavilions where artisans were arranging displays of their handicrafts and preparing to give demonstrations of their skills for fascinated onlookers.

At one booth, an elf artisan was carefully laying out an array of delicate glass ornaments, as well as various metal tools and blocks of colored glass. He explained to the gathering crowd that he would demonstrate his mastery of molten glass shaping.

Diane, Leigh, and I lingered to observe as the elf donned thick leather gloves and glasses to protect himself before firing up a small furnace. The three of us watched, rapt, as he gathered up a glowing lump of viscous golden glass with a long metal rod, deftly rolling and shaping it between tools. With graceful movements honed by decades of practice, the artisan gently blew into a tube to inflate the molten glass into a shimmering orb. The intricate process looked almost effortless in his skilled hands.

“Just marvelous!” Diane exclaimed as we admired the finished piece — a flawless orb of golden glass that glimmered beautifully in the sunlight. The elf artisan flashed her a bright smile of thanks as he laid the still-warm bauble aside to cool and harden.

Farther down the row of booths, we came upon a wide, grassy area where two grinning dwarves were loudly challenging passing revelers to tests of strength and skill. An enthusiastic crowd had gathered to observe or try their luck at the games.

The elder dwarf, bushy red beard bristling, was proclaiming in a booming voice, “Test your mettle in contests of power and precision! Win yourselves some fine prizes for your efforts!”

His younger companion held aloft an array of trophies — ornate daggers, jeweled rings, colorful sashes, and more. “Step on up and show us what you’ve got!” the younger dwarf added with a grin.

Leigh’s eyes lit up impishly at the sight. She shot me a playful nudge with her shapely hip. “Say now, why don’t you try your luck, David?” she suggested, blue eyes twinkling. “Win us somethin’ nice!”

Chuckling at her enthusiasm, I flashed her a wink. “Well, it looks fun… and I never back down from a friendly wager.” I had always enjoyed games of skill and competition. Eager to test myself against the dwarves, I strode up and announced I would take the challenge.

The elder dwarf looked me over appraisingly, stroking his braided beard. Then he grinned and extended a meaty hand to shake. “Good on ya, lad! Let’s see whatcha got.”

He went on to explain the rules of the competition while his younger companion drew a line in the dirt as the throwing mark. The game was simple — hurl one of the heavy rounded throwing stones down the grassy lane marked with colored flags. The competitor who tossed their stone the farthest would take the prize.

“It’s called a dwarf toss, aye,” the red-bearded elder said. “We used to toss actual dwarves, but it got a little too rowdy so now we just toss stones…”

Chuckling, I stepped up to the line, rolling my shoulders and stretching my arms to limber up as the small crowd looked on excitedly. I noticed Leigh and Diane on the sidelines, watching me with expectant smiles. Then I decided to make it into a little show. I removed my shirt, earning some whistles and cheers from them and the onlookers. I shot Leigh and Diane a cocky wink before turning my focus back to the task at hand.

Hefting the sizable throwing stone, I gauged its weight, shifting my grip until it felt balanced. The smooth, cool surface was pleasant against my calloused palms. Letting out a slow breath, I began a quick crow-hop step sequence to build momentum before hurtling the heavy rounded stone down the grassy lane with every ounce of power in my frame.

The stone left my grip with a mighty two-handed throw, spinning through the air in a flat arc before impacting the soft earth with a weighty thud. I watched as it bounced and rolled, finally coming to rest a significant distance down the lane past the red flag marker. Based on the murmurs and clapping from the crowd, it was clearly an impressive toss.

Grinning, I turned to the elder dwarf judge, wiping my palms off on my trousers.

He nodded approvingly, thick beard twitching with his smile. “A fine effort, lad. Let’s just see how it measures, though. Can’t be declarin’ winners before we check the results proper-like.”

Together we paced the distance from the throwing line. When we reached the stone, the grizzled dwarf pulled a knotted cord from his belt and carefully measured the full distance as he walked back toward the starting line.

He let out an impressed grunt at the final tally before announcing in his booming voice, “Twenty-three lengths it is! Our challenger has set the mark to beat!”

The crowd whooped and applauded as I returned to Leigh and Diane, chest swelling with pride. Both were giggling and cheering enthusiastically over my dominant showing.

“Look at you!” Leigh exclaimed, giving my bare bicep an admiring squeeze. “Sure didn’t waste any time showing off those muscles, did ya?”

Diane nodded, fox eyes bright. “I don’t think that old dwarf was expecting you to throw it quite so far on the first try!” she added with an impish grin.

Their effusive praise sent a thrill through me. I laughed and gave a playful shrug. “Thanks, girls. We’ll see how it holds up, though!”

Behind me, the elder dwarf called the challenge, “A’right, who of ye lot be brave enough to challenge this here lad’s mark?”

When no one from the crowd came forward, it was up to the dwarves themselves. The younger one stepped forward with a grunt. “A’right then! I’ll see if I can outdo ya, lad.”

He removed his leather jerkin and tossed it aside before taking up a stone and stepping to the line, limbering his thickly-muscled frame. I had to admit, his stocky build seemed ideal for throwing. With a grunt of effort, he put his whole body into the toss.

The heavy stone whizzed through the air, landing solidly before rolling to a stop just shy of my own mark. The dwarf grimaced and snapped his fingers in disappointment at falling short. But he took the result in good humor, laughing when I gave him an encouraging pat on the shoulder.

Then the elder dwarf stepped up, stroking his braided beard. “Right lads, let’s make this interestin’. Double or nothing on the next throws — what say you?”

I gave it some thought, but the challenge appealed to my competitive side. Meeting his eyes steadily, I nodded. “You’re on!”
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The elder dwarf sized me up with a grin. “A’right, lad. Let’s see how this goes, aye?” He let out a booming belly laugh and took up a stone.

He began a measured approach, swinging his thick arms in wide circles. The crowd tensed in anticipation.

With a mighty heave, he launched the projectile down the lane. It hurtled impressively far, bouncing and rolling before finally grinding to a halt just inches beyond my own mark.

The onlookers exploded into raucous applause at the new record. For a moment, it seemed the older dwarf had clinched victory. But I still had one toss remaining…

As the elder dwarf’s success was measured and marked, I took a moment to slow my breathing and visualize my throw. The competitive fire in my belly burned hot, but I knew haste would only cost me accuracy. I needed to be swift yet controlled.

Once the stone was again placed in my grip, I closed my eyes and took one last calming breath. In my mind’s eye, I pictured the trajectory of the throw even before making it. Each step of the approach and whip-crack release resonated in my muscles’ memory through long practice.

When I opened my eyes, they were steely with focus. I began my crow-hop approach, building momentum with each bounding step. At the line, I coiled my body like a spring and unleashed with explosive power. The stone shot from my palms, hurtling end over end in a flat, swift blur. I tracked its flight as the crowd gasped. With a heavy thud, it struck the earth and tumbled on past the elder dwarf’s mark by nearly three full lengths!

For a breathless moment, stunned silence reigned. Then the onlookers erupted into raucous applause and cheers at my come-from-behind victory. Beaming, I turned to accept firm handshakes from the impressed dwarves. Even the grizzled elder laughed and clapped my elbow in good sportsmanship as he shook my hand.

Leigh let out a shrill whistle, applauding wildly. “Yee-haw! That’s the way to show ‘em, sugar!”

Beside her, Diane was giggling and clapping enthusiastically, clearly wowed by my clutch performance under pressure.

I shot them both a grin, chest swelling with pride at having put on such a show.

As the winner, I was presented with two colorful woven sashes I chose from the prize offerings. I waved them overhead like a champion’s banner to the crowd’s approval before tying one vibrant garment around Leigh’s supple waist and the other around Diane’s. Both girls cooed with appreciation at the little trophies I’d won them.

It felt good to emerge victorious from the impromptu competition. And having an audience of enthusiastic onlookers made the experience even more exhilarating.

We lingered awhile longer, trying our skills at some of the other games of strength, aim, and reflexes set up on the sprawling festival grounds. At a topple-the-milk-jugs booth, Diane impressed everyone with her unerring aim using soft leather balls. Her natural foxkin finesse gave her superior hand-eye coordination that allowed her to easily best all challengers. Diane accepted the resulting prize — a bottle of fine elven wine — with playful modesty.

I tried my own luck at the ring toss game, focused on earning another prize for Leigh. Though it took a few attempts, I finally succeeded in landing one ring around a bottle neck to win a blown glass rose for her. Leigh flashed me a flirty wink as she pinned the ornate flower into her cascading golden locks. Together, we were thoroughly dominating the competition!

When Leigh took her turn, she hilariously managed to get a hoop snagged on an elf’s extravagant antlered headpiece as he was passing by. The sight of the flustered elf trying to untangle it left us in stitches. He took the mishap in good humor, thankfully. Leigh’s lack of restraint when playing could apparently create chaos!

By late afternoon, pleasant fatigue was setting in after a long day of walking, feasting, and frivolity. We snagged refreshing fruit juices from a passing vendor and sought out a grassy hill beneath a towering oak to rest for a spell.

Settling on the soft grass with Diane nestled against one side and Leigh on the other, I let out a deeply contented sigh. Both girls hummed with pleasure at the chance to take a breather. For a time, we simply soaked up the afternoon sunshine filtering through the emerald leaves overhead, bodies pressed cozily together.

As we reclined, I idly traced looping patterns on Diane’s arm, eliciting a soft purr of pleasure from her. On my other side, Leigh traced her fingertips teasingly along my bare thigh. Their presence and touches were equally captivating. I felt profoundly lucky to be sharing this moment with these two incredible women.

After a while, Daine produced the bottle of elven wine she had won from her pack, and we passed it lazily between us, enjoying the sparkling beverage within as we lazed in the sun. Before long, lively music reached our ears from a nearby square — vibrant fiddle melodies accompanied by energetic drums and pipes.

Diane’s eyes lit up at the sound. “Those are traditional circle dances!” she exclaimed. “We should go watch.” Her foxkin love of music made it impossible to refuse.

Chuckling, I allowed the girls to pull me to my feet. Arm in arm once more, we headed in the direction of the rollicking tunes.


Chapter 10


The last brushes of amber sunlight slowly faded from the sky, plunging the forested site into hazy twilight. All around, attendants moved methodically among the clustered camps and pilgrims, lighting sturdy torches staked into the earth which soon cast flickering spheres of firelight. The cheery glow lent a cozy ambiance to the temporary dwellings.

Soon, fragrant tendrils of wood smoke mingled with the sizzling scents wafting from the rows of vendors eagerly firing up grills and bustling to prepare the evening’s meals after a day of leisure. I perked up at the tantalizing aromas, reminding me it had been hours since we indulged in the midday feast.

Turning to my lovely companions, I said, “Supper sure smells delicious. Shall we go see what’s on offer tonight and find ourselves a good spot?”

“Now you’re speaking my language, sugar!” Leigh enthused, already linking her arm through mine eagerly. “I’m so hungry I could eat an entire boar hog!”

I laughed at that. “I bet you could,” I said. “And I’d be right there beside you.”

Diane nodded earnestly in agreement, her brilliant sapphire eyes twinkling in the firelight. “Oh yes, all of today’s exploring and excitement seems to have awakened quite an appetite,” she laughed.

Together, the three of us rose and leisurely began making our way through the sprawling site toward the rows of bustling food vendors, following our hungry noses. Around us, other pilgrims and travelers did the same, merging into a steady stream all flowing toward the banquet area.

The banquet was organized in the same manner as the lunch had been: for a few coins, you could eat to your heart’s content. By the looks of things, there were elven, human, and kin dishes, as well as some dwarven food and drink.

As we walked, I turned an inquisitive glance toward Leigh. “So tell me,” I began casually, “is attending this pilgrimage every year just a pleasant custom for you, or do you feel a deeper personal connection to this affair like many elves seem to?”

Though I knew Leigh reasonably well by now, I was always curious to expand my understanding of what drew her — and others — to partake in these rituals and celebrations each time they occurred.

Leigh pursed her lips thoughtfully as she considered her response before answering, “Well now, I suppose I’d say it’s a little bit of both.” She went on to explain, “I’ve been partaking ever since I found my way to Gladdenfield Outpost. Now you know I have nothing with the whole religious aspect of it, but these hot springs are nice and relaxin’. Coming here is a pampering that I crave, and I supposed there’s a… spiritual aspect to it as well. I mean, we drink and revel, for sure, but there are moments of peace and quiet that allow me to think back on the year.”

She gave a small nod, a little more shy than what I was used to seeing from her. “Well, maybe that all sounds a little weird, but that’s the way it is, I suppose.” Her sky-blue eyes took on a wistful look. With a small smile playing about her lips, she continued, “There’s just this… I dunno, this special feelin’ in the air that takes hold during the Aquana days. It’s a break from everyday worries, a chance for the frontier folk to all come together in celebration. We forget our troubles, and we have fun.”

Glancing my way, she gave my arm an affectionate squeeze as we walked. “Of course, having charming company along makes it even better!

I laughed before returning her smile warmly, always appreciating these glimpses into what this communal tradition meant on a personal level to someone like Leigh. “Well, it doesn’t sound weird at all. Annual rituals like these are perfect for reflection.”

Turning to include Diane next, I added, “What about you, Diane? What brings you back to partake each year?” Though I already had an inkling, based on her people’s close ties to nature and tradition, I was interested to learn her unique perspective.

Diane tipped her head, considering. After a moment she answered in her lilting voice, “My mother brought me as a young kit each year without fail, along with my siblings.” She smiled softly. “Back on Tannoris, it was a good place to sell game, pelts, and furs.”

Her expressive sapphire eyes drifted upward in remembrance before she continued, “After we became… separated, it was years before I returned. But being here now stirs those childhood joys, makes me feel close to her again.”

Diane gave a small, bittersweet smile. “And sharing those same songs and rituals with a new generation makes the tradition live on, even transformed.”

I gave her hand an understanding squeeze, moved by this insight into her poignant personal connection to the Aquana rites. As expected, it wasn’t religious, but it had much to do with her family rather than nature. By now, it was clear to me that she valued family above all else, much like I did. I wondered if that was a foxkin trait or just something specific to Diane.

“I’m glad being here together now allows you to reconnect with those cherished memories,” I said gently.

Diane gifted me with a look of quiet gratitude, her hand remaining securely clasped in my larger one. I felt closer to both girls after this brief but heartfelt sharing.

Our conversation lapsed into a pleasant silence then, each of us reflecting inwardly for a moment. As we ventured deeper into the mouthwatering banquet area, I gave myself a mental shake, refocusing my attention on the enticing spread of food options before us…
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The banquet area was packed with pilgrims eagerly filling their plates from the laden buffet tables. My eyes roamed hungrily over the spread. From the cuisine of the catkin came platters of golden roasted fowl glazed with honeyed juices. Elven cooks had prepared loaves of braided bread still steaming from the ovens, jewel-colored fruits piled high, and fragrant rice pilafs dotted with plump raisins. The foxkin dishes featured savory pastries stuffed with spiced meats and sharp cheeses, bowls of mixed forest nuts drizzled with honey, and delicate flower-shaped tarts filled with tart berries.

In addition, hearty stews filled with chunks of meat and tubers bubbled invitingly, courtesy of the dwarven clans. I saw piles of charred dragonhide crackers, spiced mountain hash made with wild boar, and roasted haunches of beast coated in glistening herbs and oils. My mouth watered taking in the variety of delectable cuisine from all the cultures represented.

“Where should we even start?” I mused aloud, overwhelmed by the sheer variety and abundance.

Beside me, Leigh was already scooping generous spoonfuls of creamy potato gratin onto her plate. “I’m gonna grab me a taste of everything that looks delicious!” she declared.

Chuckling at her enthusiasm, I began filling my own plate with slices of herbed meat, roasted vegetables, and fluffy biscuits dripping with butter. Diane carefully chose more delicate morsels — stuffed grape leaves, flower-shaped tarts from her kinsmen, and poached apricots drizzled with honey.

We found space at a long table occupied by convivial dwarves who cheerily made room, urging us to eat heartily. I tore into a juicy leg of pheasant, the tender meat imbued with the smoky flavors of the fire. Across from me, Leigh hummed blissfully around mouthfuls of potato gratin.

As we ate, one of the dwarves refilled our mugs from a seemingly bottomless pitcher of refreshing apple cider. I smiled in thanks, letting the crisp sweetness wash over my palate between bites. Voices and laughter rang all around us as pilgrims indulged in the feast.

When our appetites were finally sated, we lingered over steaming mugs of spice-laced tea poured from ornate pots into dainty cups. The hot liquid’s gentle heat seeped into my palms and down my throat, warming me from within.

Diane smiled over the rim of her cup. “This is absolutely lovely,” she remarked contentedly. “The food, the company, the atmosphere… perfect.”

“Couldn’t agree more, sugar,” Leigh said. She flashed me a coy sideways glance through her lashes. “And the view ain’t too bad either, if you ask me.” Under the table, her boot nudged against mine teasingly.

I felt my cheeks flush but laughed. “Well, I’m certainly not complaining. You girls are radiant as always.” It was true — the warm firelight only seemed to enhance Diane and Leigh’s natural beauty. I felt profoundly lucky to be sharing this night with them.

When the tea was drained, Leigh rose and extended a hand toward me gallantly. “How’s about a turn around the grounds with us?” Her eyes twinkled invitingly, first to me, and then to Diane. Diane blushed a little and giggled; she seemed interested enough.

I accepted readily, allowing Leigh to draw me to my feet. Together, the three of us began to lazily circle the area, weaving between scattered campfires and clusters of revelers after saying goodnight to our genial dwarven dining companions. Ambling around, we saw the atmosphere around the camp was turning a little cozier. People had finished their food and were relaxing.

As we strolled, Leigh slipped her arm casually through mine. I couldn’t help but admire how the firelight played enticingly over her shapely figure and waves of golden hair. Sensing my gaze, she met my eyes with a knowing smile that brought warmth to my cheeks. On my other side, Diane ambled along and peered at the fires and what the other pilgrims were doing. When she bumped into me, our fingers entwined, and she shot me a happy smile.

We paused near a towering oak tree garlanded with strings of glowing lanterns that lent a fantastical aura. Turning to face me directly, Leigh slowly ran her palms up my chest. “You’re looking awfully handsome tonight, David,” she practically purred.

Diane giggled and waved her flirty friend’s comment away. “Oh, Leigh!” she hummed.

My pulse quickened at Leigh’s sultry tone and sudden nearness, the way her full bosom pressed up against me. I grinned, leaning into the touch a little as I pulled Diane closer, feeling her softness against me. “Well, so do you girls,” I said. “I think I’m the luckiest guy at the festival.”

Leigh bit her lip, looking up at me coyly through her lashes once more. I was struck by her incredible allure and had to resist the urge to kiss her right then and there. She sighed with delight as she traced my forearm with a slender finger.

“Ya know, I really enjoyed what we did the other night,” she said, shooting Diane a naughty glance as well.

I grinned from ear to ear at the memory of that steamy night in Leigh’s apartment when she and Diane had held their little… competition in, shall we say, oral skills. It was easily the hottest night of my entire life so far, and it had driven home the point that both girls were comfortable sharing me.

I had had little doubt about that when it came to Diane — after all, she had made it abundantly clear that the foxkin often shared mates. However, when it came to Leigh — who was human like me — I had been less sure.

That night had taken away all the doubt. However, I was still unsure of the romantic significance of what had happened. Leigh had been playful and flirty with me, and she had not demonstrated that kind of behavior with other males — she was very interested in me and only in me, it seemed.

And the way she looked didn’t make it easy to resist her. So curvy and soft; she was almost like a goddess of lust herself.

Leigh seemed to read the desire in my expression. Still pressed close, she leaned up on her tiptoes, lips parted enticingly as she leaned closer.

“You know,” she whispered. “I think we should head back to our little tent.”

Diane overheard and shook her head, laughing. “It’ll be a tight fit, the three of us.”

Leigh’s eyes shot lustful fire. “Oh, I think David can manage a tight fit.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at that one — Leigh and her dirty jokes. But at the same time, desire pulsed in my loins. I had shared myself with Leigh, but not yet fully, and I really, really, really wanted to.

I wanted to have her.

I swallowed; my throat dry. “Alright,” I said, grabbing each of my beauties by the curvy hips. “Let’s head back…”

Diane and Leigh both readily agreed to that suggestion. Together, we began the meandering stroll back to our cozy tent beneath the stars, following the wavering firelight.


Chapter 11


Laughing, our hands already roaming, we made our way to the tent by the light of the many fires of the festivalgoers. I felt like a king as I had a hand on each of my pretty girls’ butts — Diane’s toned behind, and Leigh’s curvy ass.

We stumbled into the tent; a chorus of giggles echoed in the small space. The tight quarters only heightened the tension as our bodies pressed together in a tangle of limbs while we made our way inside.

“Watch it, David!” Leigh said, giving me a nudge with her ample hips as we bumped into each other.

Grinning, I tickled her, relishing the way her curves jiggled as she laughed and swatted at my hand. “Or what?”

“Or this!” she called out and pushed me over. Diane’s sapphire eyes twinkled with excitement as Leigh jokingly tried to wrestle me to the ground.

“Come help me!” Leigh called out, and Diane gave a cute mewl as she, too, pounced on me.

Their playful struggle only served to amplify my arousal, the proximity of their bodies a promise of what was to come. My struggle was superficial — more focused on keeping them close, hearing them pant with the desire I echoed.

Soon, the wrestling turned to kissing. I felt the heat of their bodies, their chests heaving against mine. Diane’s lips were soft against my neck, while Leigh’s mouth met mine in a fiery kiss. Her soft lips sent a jolt of need down my body, and my cock rose to firm attention.

When Leigh pulled away, her hazy blue eyes settled on me, and she whispered in my ear, her accent thick with desire, “I need to feel you inside me tonight, David.” Her words were a spark igniting a fire within me, my cock twitching at the thought of finally claiming Leigh.

Our clothes were quickly discarded, the space becoming a flurry of fabric and skin. It was awkward undressing in the cramped space, but none of us cared. We grinned and laughed as we helped each other get out of our clothes, the girls pulling off my shirt and my pants. Luckily, the girls were dressed light and braless.

I first pulled off Leigh’s tank top, and I ran a hand over her large tits with a growl of desire as she lustily writhed for my pleasure. I practically tore away her shorts, pleased to see that she wore a tight thong, hugging her pussy lips into a cute camel toe.

Diane was next, and I undid her dress with great hunger, revealing her cute lace panties with a bow on them. With my girls in their sexy lingerie, I leaned back to admire their naked bodies next to each other, my gaze lingering on Diane’s athletic build and Leigh’s voluptuous curves.

Diane’s fox tail twitched with anticipation, adding an exotic allure to the scene. I couldn’t help but reach out, running my fingers through the bushy fur, eliciting a soft moan from her.

Leigh’s freckles were a constellation against her fair skin, trailing from her face down to her ample breasts. I traced the pattern with my fingers as I stroked Diane’s tail, lost in the beauty of their bodies.

But I had a mind of dirtier things than just some heavy petting…

With a playful smirk, I bent forward for Leigh’s thong, pulling it down with my teeth. Her giggles filled the tent, her body squirming in anticipation.

As I discarded her thong, revealing her glistening and tight pussy with its cute strip of pubic hair, Leigh purred with desire. Her blue eyes locked onto mine, the heat in her gaze enough to make me lose all control.

“That’s it, baby,” she hummed. “I’m all yours.”

Diane watched us with wide eyes, her hand absentmindedly tracing circles on her own body, gently pulling at her cute, pink nipples. Her black hair shimmered in the dim light, beautiful and rich.

I moved my attention back to Leigh, my hands exploring her body. I could feel her arousal, her skin hot to the touch as she arched her back to meet my finger, humming her delight at my touch.

My fingers danced across her soft belly, skimming the edge of her mound. I could feel her desire pooling, her body responding to my touch.

Diane moved closer, her body pressing against my back. Her hands roamed over my chest, making my skin tingle with desire. I turned to her, capturing her lips in a passionate kiss. Her taste was intoxicating, a mix of sweet and salty that had me wanting more.

Leigh watched us, her breath hitching as she massaged her big breasts. Her hand moved rhythmically as she watched us kiss, mewling her approval.

And as I kissed Diane, I moved my hand down Leigh’s delicious body, fingers teasing Leigh’s wet pussy lips. Her body arched, a soft moan escaping her lips. She was more than ready for me, but I was going to make this last.

“Touch me, David,” Diane whispered, her voice husky with desire. “I want it, too.”

I obliged, my hand sliding down her toned body and down her cute panties, fingers dipping into her wetness.

Diane gasped, her body shuddering under my touch. I could feel her warmth, her arousal coating my fingers as I kept fingering Leigh. A beauty on each hand — it was a dream come true.

“God…” Leigh moaned as she watched my fingers work in Diane’s cute panties. “Ahhn… that’s so… so hot!”

I watched as they both moaned with delight, my cock throbbing with need. I wanted to be inside them, to feel their warmth surrounding me, but not yet… I was going to wear these girls out tonight.

Diane’s eyes fluttered closed, her body trembling. I could see her on the edge, her release just out of reach, and I moved away, my gaze taking in the sight of them as they both gave a frustrated purr, fixing their hungry eyes on me. Their bodies were a vision of beauty, their eyes filled with desire. I knew then that I was never going to forget this night.

Leigh rose, sitting up, reaching for my cock, but I pushed her back down on the sleeping bag, her blue eyes wide.

“Not yet,” I growled. “First, I’m going to eat that delicious pussy of yours.”
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Leigh sprawled before me, her back arched, her full breasts on display, topped by those delicious nipples, moaning and writhing, eager for me to eat her sweet pussy. It was a view straight from heaven!

The tent around us was warm, filled with the scent of our shared arousal. I could hear the distant sounds of revelry from the Aquana Festival as I leaned forward.

“David,” Leigh breathed, her southern accent thick with desire. “I need your mouth on me, darlin’. I’ve been dreaming of your touch.”

I grinned at her, my heart hammering in my chest. “Are you sure about that, Leigh?” I asked, my voice teasing. “Because I’m planning on making you lose your mind.”

Leigh’s lips twisted into a lustful smile as she spread her legs wider. “I want to lose my mind,” she responded, her voice husky. “I want you.”

I took a moment to admire her, the soft curves of her body, the freckles on her skin, the cute little strip of pubic hair.

“You’re beautiful,” I murmured, my gaze drifting over her. I could feel Diane’s hand on my cock, stroking me slowly through the fabric of my boxers, and my arousal mounted even more, my desire to pound these girls rising. But for now, my focus was on Leigh’s delicious pussy.

I lowered my head, kissing the inside of Leigh’s thigh. Her skin was soft, warm, a contrast to the cool night air outside our tent.

Her moan echoed in the small space as my lips moved higher, my tongue tracing the crease where her thigh met her lower body. As I did so, Diane’s hand slipped behind the elastic waistband of my boxer shorts, and she gave my cock a playful squeeze that made it buck in her soft hands.

I stalled for a moment, looking up at Leigh, her blue eyes heavy-lidded, mouth parted in anticipation. I saw my desire mirrored in her gaze.

I leaned in, my lips brushing against her wet folds, her taste sweet and intoxicating. Leigh gasped, her hands gripping the sleeping bag beneath her.

“Oh God, yes, David,” she moaned, her hips bucking slightly. I slid my hands under her round ass, holding her steady and squeezing the ample flesh.

“That looks so beautiful,” Diane moaned in my ear.

I explored Leigh with my tongue, licking and sucking, lost in the taste of her. Leigh writhed beneath me, moaning and gasping as her fingers dug into my hair.

I glanced up at one point, letting my fingers massage Leigh’s clit, to see Diane watching us, her sapphire eyes dark with lust, her fingers working on her own pussy behind her panties.

“Enjoying it, aren’t you?” I said, my voice low and husky.

She nodded, her fox ears twitching slightly. “I love watching you two,” she admitted, her voice barely a whisper.

I turned my attention back to Leigh, her body trembling as I teased her clit with my tongue. I could feel her getting closer, her body tightening.

I used my fingers to spread her open, giving my tongue better access. Leigh whimpered, her fingers positively pulling on my hair.

“Oh, yes! David! Ahnn… Fuck! That is so good!”

I sucked her clit into my mouth, my tongue flicking over it, sending jolts of pleasure through her. Leigh cried out, her body arching off the sleeping bag.

I could feel her pussy clenching, her thighs trembling. I knew she was close.

“Cum for me, Leigh,” I urged between licks, increasing my pace, my fingers digging into her soft flesh.

I felt her orgasm approaching; her body tensing; her breath hitching. I redoubled my efforts, wanting to give her the pleasure she craved. I needed to make her cum — I needed to see it and feel it!

“Ahn!” she cried out. “David! I’m… ahh! I’m cumming!”

Her orgasm hit her like a wave, her body jerking, her scream echoing in the tent. I held her through it, my tongue still working her, drawing out her pleasure without the slightest mercy.

I could taste her as she came, her juices sweet and warm. I kept lapping her wet pussy, my cock hard and throbbing, pulsing with a primal need to claim this voluptuous blonde and fill her with my cum. It didn’t help that Diane was still stroking me, her touch featherlight and soft as her breasts pressed against my bare arm.

Leigh’s body was shaking, her breath coming in gasps. I slowly pulled away, licking my lips, savoring her taste. As if on cue, Diane slowed her strokes down, kissing my shoulder as she watched her harem sister with a broad smile.

“Fuck, David,” Leigh rasped, her voice hoarse, her body still. “That was incredible.”

Several more spasms shot through Leigh’s delicious body, making her ample curves jiggle and bounce, as her orgasm abated before her arched back finally relaxed.

I grinned broadly, feeling my thick arousal ready to claim her. And she was ready for it, too; her smoky blue eyes told the tale.

“I need you to fuck me, David,” she muttered in her hoarse voice. “Please, baby… Fuck my brains out.”
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Leigh’s bold words echoed in my mind as I hunched in the cramped confines of our tent. Her lips were curled in a naughty smile as her blue eyes blazed with desire, dipping down from my eyes to my cock, primed and ready for her.

“Do it, David,” Diane urged, her soft hand still on my cock. “Show her.”

I didn’t need to be told twice. Wordlessly, I allowed my gaze to roam over Leigh’s voluptuous body, my cock twitching in anticipation. Her breasts heaved with excitement, her nipples hardening under my heated gaze.

I positioned myself over her, my hardened length pressed against her entrance, and feeling her slick folds against me was bliss.

Her pussy was still tight and wet from the orgasm I’d given her minutes ago, and she gasped with pleasure as Diane pressed the tip against her and urged me to claim her harem sister.

I pushed the head of my cock into Leigh, feeling her walls stretch around me. I groaned with pleasure, and she gasped, her hands finding purchase on my muscular back.

“Hmmm…” she moaned. “That’s it, David. Take me!”

Her dirty talk fired me up even more, and with a possessive growl, I pushed deeper, my cock disappearing into her inch by inch. I could feel her pussy pulsating around me, her body trembling as I filled her. I began to move, my hips rocking against hers, her soft moans filling the tent.

Diane, her fox ears perked with interest, watched us with a deep purr of arousal. Her hand slipped under her cute panties and between her thighs, her fingers teasing her pussy as her sapphire eyes remained locked on our bodies. She bit her lip, her other hand playing with her fox tail as she watched us.

I began fucking Leigh harder, her breasts bouncing with each thrust. Her moans grew louder, her body writhing beneath me.

“Oh, David,” she sighed, voice thick with lust. “Fuck me, baby. Ahn… Just like that.”

I felt my orgasm building; all this teasing and playing had me ready to pop inside her. But I wanted to prolong the moment. I withdrew from her, my cock wet with her arousal.

Leigh’s eyes were wide, and she was about to mewl a protest, but I didn’t give her the time to speak. I flipped her onto her stomach, her round ass up in the air as I positioned myself behind her, feeling the tent fabric against the top of my head.

“Oh, yes! David!” she crooned. “Like that! Fuck me from behind, baby!”

With a sigh of pleasure, I entered her tight pussy from behind, my hands gripping her hips as I pounded into her, sending a ripple down her ample ass cheeks with their cute dimples.

Leigh let out a cry of pleasure, her body shaking with each thrust as I laid my claim to her. She reached behind her, her fingers digging into my thighs as I fucked her.

Diane moved and gave a happy purr as she lowered herself, and pleasure shot through me as she slipped under us and her tongue found my balls, licking and sucking as I continued to fuck Leigh. The sensation almost made me cum, but I held myself back, groaning with pleasure as my hand reached down to tangle in Diane’s black hair as she pleasured me.

Leigh’s dirty talk filled the tent, her words punctuated by my thrusts. “Oh, David,” she moaned. “Your cock feels so good. Ahn… Don’t stop! Please, don’t stop. Fuck my brains out, baby!”

Her words spurred me on, my pace quickening. I could feel her pussy clenching around me, her second orgasm of the night approaching. I pounded into her, my cock hitting her sweet spot with each thrust.

At the same time, Diane was squirming under us — the little vixen was still fingering her pussy as she licked my balls, and she gave a mewl of surrender as she came under me, her body lashed with tremors.

“David,” Leigh gasped, her body trembling beneath me. “I’m… I’m…” Her words were cut off by a moan, her body convulsing as her orgasm hit her.

Diane’s moans echoed Leigh’s, her fingers moving faster on her pussy. She was watching us, her sapphire eyes glazed with lust as she surrendered to her own orgasm. But even in her own pleasure, she continued licking my balls, her tongue teasing me as my orgasm approached.

At the same time, Leigh’s pussy squeezed on my cock, her wetness coating me. I could hear her heavy breaths, her body shaking under me, and I was close to filling her delicious pussy with my hot cum.

Leigh’s moans grew louder, her body still trembling from her orgasm. “David,” she panted, her voice hoarse with pleasure. “Cum in me! Please…”

Diane echoed her words, her voice muffled by my balls. “Yes, David,” she moaned. “Cum for us. Fill her up!”

Their words hit me like a wave, my body tensing as my orgasm approached. I quickened my pace, my cock throbbing inside Leigh. I gripped her hips, my thrusts growing more erratic as I neared my climax, pounding her with great vigor.

“I’m… I’m…” I grunted, my body shaking as I came close to my climax.

Then, with a gasp, I released inside Leigh, a thick rope of my cum filling her. I groaned with pleasure, my body trembling as I rode out my orgasm.

“Yes!” Leigh cried. “That’s… Ah! That’s it, baby! Cum in my pussy! Fill me up!”

I roared as I slammed into her again, spurting another thick rope of seed into her welcoming womb, giving her exactly what she so craved. She trembled and moaned unintelligibly as she received that hot load, and I gave her no mercy, pounding until my balls were empty even as Diane still licked them.

And only when I had given my all did I slow down. I stayed inside Leigh as I took a moment to enjoy the view of her on her hands and knees, her round ass still jiggling as she quivered under the violence of my love.

Under us, Diane mewled with pleasure as she lapped up some of the cum that trickled down Leigh’s thigh, and I groaned with lust at the hot sight.

These girls were crazy — in a very good way. I was really warming up to the concept of an Elven marriage.

Our naked bodies were sweating, and I grinned as I became aware of the tent’s fabric against my naked back. “I think we made the best of the cramped space,” I joked, my voice still raspy from the exertion.

Leigh laughed. “That we did, sugar,” she moaned, looking at me over her shoulder. Her face was flushed, her blue eyes sparkling with satisfaction.

I pulled out and leaned back, letting both girls recover. Diane’s sapphire eyes were blazing with a naughty light, and her fox ears twitched slightly. The silver highlights around her ears shimmered in the firelight seeping into the tent. She didn’t say anything, but her eyes spoke volumes.

“Did you enjoy it?” I asked her, my eyes trailing down her athletic body.

Diane smiled, her cheeks flushing a delightful pink. “I did,” she murmured, her fox tail curling around my waist in a possessive gesture as she sidled up to me. “I loved it.”

The admission brought a smile to my lips. I pulled her closer to me, her body fitting perfectly against mine. I could feel her heart pounding against my chest, echoing my own.

“I’m glad,” I said softly, my hand running down her back, tracing the curve of her spine. “I enjoyed it too. A lot.”

She chuckled and nuzzled her face into my neck, her breath against my skin sending shivers down my spine. I could feel the warmth of her body seeping into mine, a comforting presence in the cool night air.

Leigh’s hand on my chest brought my attention back to her. Her fingers trailed lower, her touch teasing. “I reckon we all had good fun, darlin’,” she whispered, her voice low and sultry.

I grinned, my hand finding hers to pull her in. “You’re something, Leigh,” I said, my thumb rubbing circles on the back of her hand as she, too, snuggled up against me. “I was looking forward to this moment for a while now…”

Leigh’s laughter was pure music. “Me too, baby,” she shot back, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “And there’s gonna be many more moments like it.”

I had no problem with that. I pulled her closer, our bodies molding together. I kissed her deeply, my hand tangling in her blonde hair.

Diane shifted against me, her body pressing closer. Her tail wrapped around my waist, her fingers tracing lazy patterns on my chest.

I held them close as we lay down, letting the heat of our lovemaking siphon away. Their bodies were warm against mine.

We drifted off like that, entwined and completely relaxed.


Chapter 12


I gradually awakened as soft sunlight filtered into our cozy shared tent, illuminating the space in a warm glow. For a moment, I simply lay there, eyes closed, focusing on the sounds of steady breathing on either side of me as Leigh and Diane still slept peacefully, exhausted from our passionate exertions the night before.

A smile spread across my face as I cherished the memories replaying in my mind — the tender caresses, desperate kisses, and cries of pleasure in our little tent beneath the stars. Though rather cramped for three, the close quarters had only amplified the intoxicating intimacy. I would not soon forget the vision of their ecstasy.

But more so, what had happened had solidified our relationship and showed us what part Leigh wanted to play. The passions we had shared left very few illusions in my mind as to her intentions; she wanted more than just a fling.

Of course, part of me had already expected that. Her behavior and intensity around me and Diane had given that away. Still, we would have to talk about it. I was not one for leaving things unsaid or unspoken. In an arrangement such as ours, communication would be vital.

Ever so carefully, trying my best not to disturb the two beauties, I extricated myself inch by inch from between their softly slumbering forms. Despite my efforts, they still murmured drowsily at the movements, delicate limbs shifting beneath the quilts. But neither woke fully as I eased myself up, pausing to lovingly tuck the blankets snugly around their alluring figures.

I lingered a moment longer simply to admire Diane’s serene porcelain features and Leigh’s tumbling golden locks, illuminated in dawn’s gentle glow. They looked so sweet and content nestled together. With great reluctance, I finally tore my gaze away and ducked outside into the crisp morning air and muted sounds of the camp stirring awake.

It was time to start the day, after all.

After washing up briskly in a secluded nearby stream, I returned lighthearted to our tent, my pulse already quickening again in anticipation of their waking. My mind replayed tantalizing images from the passionate encounters of last night — Diane’s smoldering kisses on my skin, Leigh’s cries of pleasure as I had finally claimed her and given her what she and I had both craved.

Truth be told, I wanted nothing more than to indulge again, but it wouldn’t do to spend the entire Aquana Festival mating in our tent. And even if that was what we ended up doing, breakfast was due at some point.

As if on cue, movement within signaled both girls were beginning to finally rouse, yawning and stretching their lithe, shapely bodies enticingly beneath the covers. When at last they emerged from the tent, heads still tousled from sleep, I could not resist drawing them near, enfolding them in my arms beneath the brightening sky. With sleepy eyes and husky voices, they were just too cute.

“Good morning, my darlings,” I murmured, nuzzling into Diane’s velvety ears as Leigh eagerly pressed her full bosom up against me. Their feminine scents mingling with traces of last night’s passion stirred my desire anew, and I had to steady my breathing. How I wished to take them again right then and there!

“As tempting as it is to ravish you gorgeous creatures again this instant, I suppose we really should grab some breakfast,” I managed to suggest, though my tone betrayed my regret.

The girls giggled at that. Diane playfully swatted my shoulder, but Leigh cocked a hip, raised an eyebrow, and bit her bottom lip as she gave me that once-over that made my heart — and other parts of me, too — flutter.

“Well now, I certainly can’t claim I’d object to another round of vigorous lovemakin’ after the absolute magic you worked on me last night, baby,” Leigh replied in a breezy, coy tone coupled with an exaggerated wink. “I confess you’ve awakened quite the appetite in me, darlin’.”

I grinned. “Well, I’m happy to hear that,” I said. “Because you do the same to me.”

Beside her, Diane nodded enthusiastically, eyes dancing. “Mmm, yes,” she purred in agreement, a hint of a blush highlighting her porcelain cheeks. “I’m feeling rather…” Her foxkin ears twitched, and she swished her tail slowly behind her as she giggled. “Well, it wouldn’t do to show how I feel in public like this.”

Chuckling hoarsely at their shared lust, I reluctantly pried my hungry gaze from their tempting figures, pulse thundering. There would be ample time and opportunity to indulge further. And we would also need to talk a little about what had happened. But I was in no hurry to do that; the words would come when they were needed.

After freshening up, we ambled hand in hand toward the bustling rows of vendors, already firing up grills and setting out their wares, eager to meet the morning demand for filling repasts.

Delicious scents greeted my nose — fatty sizzling meats, fragrant steaming porridges, and nutty baking bread. My empty stomach rumbled insistently, reminding me just how ravenous our vigorous lovemaking had left me. The girls wore similarly hungry expressions.

At a booth proclaiming, ‘Wholesome Breakfasts!’, we each purchased a generous wooden bowl brimming with creamy, buttery oatmeal ladled fresh from an enormous iron pot simmering over a fire. The smiling proprietor assured us her nutritious oats would “stick to your bones!”

Seeking space on a low carved log bench, we dug in eagerly, savoring the fortifying meal between chilly swigs of almond milk from leather flagons.

Around us, fellow sleepy-eyed yet cheerful pilgrims also broke their fasts, bits of lively conversation and story swapping drifting over between satisfied slurps. Some sported bright garlands of wildflowers purchased from a nearby booth, the vivid blossoms almost seeming to glow in the warm early morning sunshine.

Despite the crowd, a languid air of relaxation still pervaded the site after the previous day’s adventures. No one seemed inclined to rush the start of new revelries just yet.
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After finishing up our hearty oatmeal breakfast, Diane, Leigh, and I slowly meandered among the scattered campsites and vendors, simply enjoying the relaxed morning atmosphere. All around us, pilgrims were shaking off the last vestiges of sleep as they emerged from tents, some stopping to splash their faces in buckets or neaten mussed hair. Children scampered about, playing lively games or hanging around the stands, ogling the food.

At one campfire, a trio of dwarves was passing around a wineskin and regaling one another with tales of past pilgrimages punctuated by peals of sincere and raucous laughter. Farther off, wisps of some herbaceous smoke drifted from where a circle of robed elves sat cross-legged, eyes closed in meditation.

Pausing to stretch, I turned my gaze upward through the soaring emerald canopy overhead. Slender beams of buttery sunlight streamed down, speckling the leafy ground. The very air seemed imbued with sylvan magic. Diane slipped her hand into mine contentedly.

We continued onward at an idle pace with no destination in mind, simply ambling from one curiosity to the next. At a weaver’s stall, I watched in fascination as an elf woman’s deft fingers swiftly braided lengths of vibrantly dyed threads into intricate patterns.

When Leigh paused to chat with the weaver — the blonde had a fascination for soft and frilly fabrics, it seemed — Diane leaned close, voice low.

“Last night was absolutely wonderful,” she murmured, a rosy blush tinting her cheeks. “It filled me with more joy than I can express that you wanted to… well, share what we have with my best friend.” Her shining eyes conveyed her sincerity.

I drew her into my arms, kissing her tenderly. “I feel the very same way,” I whispered against her velvet ear. “You are both incredible, captivating women. I’m a lucky man.”

Diane sighed happily, nuzzling into me. After a long moment simply holding one another, Leigh caught on and shot me a wink, visibly endeared by the display of affection between myself and Diane.

We moved on, walking past stalls and stands with interest. There was a vendor selling carved walking sticks, and Diane eagerly demonstrated her natural agility and poise by deftly twirling and spinning one of the sturdy wooden staffs between nimble fingers, almost like a baton. I watched, impressed by her finesse. Laughing gaily, she took a graceful bow at the end of her impromptu routine, to applause from onlookers.

When Leigh paused to watch a juggling street performer, I came up behind her, hands settling on the swell of her generous hips. Leigh leaned back into me with a soft sigh, giving my thigh a teasing squeeze that stirred my desire. But mindful of propriety, I merely whispered a promise of passion to come before guiding her onward.

We shared amusing commentary in low voices as we people-watched, inventing colorful backstories for some of the more eccentrically-garbed individuals milling around. Though light-hearted, keeping one another laughing made the day only better.

Around mid-morning, we came upon a grassy clearing where pilgrims were gathering to partake in yoga-like stretches and flowing movements led by several lithe elf instructors. The movements were very similar to what I had seen the elder elven lady do yesterday.

Intrigued, the three of us joined the class, dutifully mirroring each gracefully athletic pose and sequence. I relished watching Diane and Leigh’s alluring figures bending and flexing. The exercises were calming and centering, focused on keeping the body agile. The elven instructor spoke in a meditative voice, speaking of channels and cores and centers — things I did not fully grasp but took mental note of to study later.

Pleasantly fatigued after the invigorating open-air exercise session, we indulged in refreshing iced teas poured from gurgling brass urns into frosted glass mugs at a nearby refreshment stand. The tangy peach-flavored elixir cooled and rejuvenated me as we paused in the shade of a towering oak to sip our chilled drinks.

When we continued on some time later, the grounds were growing more crowded as late risers finally stirred. Upbeat fiddle tunes and cheerful laughter carried over the constant hum of lively conversation. My steps felt lighter as I walked between my two gorgeous companions, cheeks flushed with simple joy. This leisurely morning was absolutely perfect.

Seeking a brief respite from the colorful fray, we sought out a quiet, shaded knoll to recline for a spell, pleasantly drained from an already eventful morning of leisurely meandering. Settling onto the soft grass with the girls tucked cozily against me, I let out a sigh and basked in the day’s warmth.

As we lounged, voices raised in lively discourse carried over from nearby. Curious, I glanced up to see a crowd gathering around a makeshift stage outfitted with a colorful backdrop depicting a fantastical forest scene. An elf man in a harlequin costume was loudly inviting attendees to witness a comical theatrical performance.

I exchanged an inquisitive look with my women. “How about we go check that out next?” I proposed.

The girls both nodded enthusiastically at that, and we hopped to our feet and made our way to the stage.


Chapter 13


As we drew closer to the makeshift stage, raucous laughter rang out from the enthralled crowd. Onstage, a pair of elf actors were engaged in an amusing exchange playing a husband and wife.

We quickly settled down on the benches; I was curious to learn a little more about elven culture through the entertainment they enjoyed.

“Preposterous!” declared the elf woman, hands on her hips as she glared at her fellow actor. “I refuse to believe you spent all of last night at the tavern only drinking water and discussing politics with the barkeep!”

“But my petal, it’s true!” protested the male elf with exaggerated wide-eyed innocence. “We talked late into the night about controversial new taxation policies for hours on end!” After he spoke, he burped loudly and covered his mouth as if he were close to retching.

The wife shook her head and produced a coin purse as evidence, displaying its tellingly light weight. She then turned it upside down, and whether it was a trick or magic, a few moths actually flew out of the purse.

“Ah-ha!” she exclaimed. “Unless you drank on a line of credit, clearly you frittered away our hard-earned gold on spirits and games of chance!”

“Ah!” the husband tried, sidling up to his wife as he took on a philosophical air and gazed up at the sky, sweeping theatrically. “What is life if not a game of chance, my blossom?”

His answer was a slap against the back of his head. The crowd roared with laughter and applause at this slapstick comedy. Beside me, Leigh was giggling uncontrollably, already utterly delighted by the production’s humor and exaggerated antics. Even Diane, usually more reserved in her amusement, had a hand pressed to her mouth to muffle her chuckle.

The wife stomped over to a petticoat discarded haphazardly over the back of a chair and reached into its pocket.

“No!” the husband exclaimed, following her. “Don’t! It’s… uh… spiders! Full of spiders!”

“Spiders,” the wife scoffed. She reached in and retrieved a dice set. “Spiders, is it?” she exclaimed, holding the set of dice up. “The only spiders in this room are here!” She jabbed his forehead with her slender finger. “Where your brain should be!”

The crowd laughed, and the husband nearly fell over himself with desperate excuses, trying to claim he had simply been teaching mathematics to impoverished urchins and orphans using the dice as counting aids. But his paper-thin story only collapsed further under his wife’s continued interrogations.

I found myself just as caught up in the unfolding comedy as Leigh and Diane, chuckling nonstop at the absurd unfolding scenarios and the husband’s increasingly ridiculous cover stories as he vainly tried to conceal his supposed night of overindulgence and leisure.

It was certainly interesting to see that the elves had a form of comedy. The elves I had met so far usually seemed either ethereal or outright boring. They hadn’t struck me as appreciators of comedy. Admittedly, this wasn’t a very complex showing, but it was surprising all the same.

After considerable back-and-forth, the hapless husband finally confessed to staying out late drinking, gaming with his friends, and losing all of the household’s money. But he weakly tried to justify it by claiming he won a significant amount rather than losing their precious savings. However, when pressed by his wife, he was forced to turn out his pockets, revealing only a few copper coins and crumbs of food.

However, the clever wife soon revealed that she had stashed away some of the coins before her man had set out for the night, and the crowd burst out laughing once again when the husband — his previous sin already forgotten — suggested he could easily double the coin by calling on his friends for a dice game.

By the time the production at last concluded an hour later with the contrite husband promising to reform his ways forevermore, we had laughed our fair share. Leigh actually had to wipe away tears of hilarity more than once, doubled over against me. Diane’s eyes sparkled with lingering amusement as well at the uproarious finale.

As we all caught our breath, the husband and wife took their elaborate bows as the rapt crowd showered them with thunderous cheers and applause. Their comic timing and showmanship had been entertaining, and the crowd was lavish when little catkin scamps went around with platters to collect coins. We placed a few coins of our own, winning profound thanks from the children.

However, gradually a hush descended over the gathered spectators. I soon saw why — a powerfully-built dwarf in ornate armor was ascending the creaking stage, his rich garb marking him as someone of great importance. When he spoke in a booming voice, all grew silent and still.

“Hear me, pilgrims! The hour is nigh for the commencement of the Gauntlet Run!”

At once, excited whispers rippled through the now attentive audience. Clearly, this event held great significance. The herald continued authoritatively.

“Let any who dare test themselves gather at the vale at high noon! Victory, glory, and a masterful prize await anyone brave and cunning enough to elude the maze’s perilous traps and obstacles. The Gauntlet awaits!”

With that, the dwarf departed to enthusiastic cheers. All around us, travelers were rising from benches, chattering eagerly about participating in or spectating this Gauntlet Run competition.

I exchanged an intrigued look with Diane and Leigh. It seemed our next form of entertainment had just presented itself!


Chapter 14


As the crowd began to disperse after the dwarf’s announcement, I turned to Diane and Leigh. “A gauntlet run? That sounds intriguing,” I remarked. “What do you two know about it?”

Leigh pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Well, the dwarves hold a couple competitions each year. First among them is the tournament, but the Gauntlet Run is a big one, too. It's a kind of obstacle course challenge. Folks compete to get through it the fastest while avoiding traps and tricks.”

Diane nodded eagerly. “Oh yes, it’s quite exciting to watch! There’s a maze-like course in one of the caves, and they fill it with all manner of hindrances — muddy pits, swinging logs, even magical illusions or creatures. The runners must rely on agility and cunning to reach the finish swiftly.”

I listened with great interest, picturing the scenario. A test of dexterity and quick-thinking appealed to my competitive spirit. “That does sound exciting. And he mentioned prizes for the winner?”

“Mmhmm,” Leigh confirmed. “Usually it’s something real nice like somethin’ artsy or a magical item. They want to motivate bold folks to take the challenge.”

“Have either of you ever competed?” I asked curiously.

Leigh shook her head. “Oh no, I’d surely get myself all tangled up in a net!”

Diane gave a small shrug, her fox ears twitching. “I gave it a go a few years back just to see if I could do it. But I wound up tripping into the first muddy hole and had to drop out covered head to toe in muck!” She laughed good-naturedly at the memory.

I grinned, picturing Diane’s lithe form slipping into the mud. “Well, it certainly sounds exciting to attempt. We should go watch the run together at least. When did he say it starts?”

“High noon,” Leigh replied. “Which ain’t far off now. We best start moseying on over to the valley if we want a good view!”

Together we navigated through the colorful crowds toward the crags where crowds of people were already assembling at a wide, yawning cavern. I had wondered how the spectators would be able to view, but my question was quickly answered. An elder elven mage and several novices in his service were setting up large orbs of crystal that would display the ordeals.

“That’s some powerful magic,” I said.

Leigh nodded. “It takes a Diviner class to set up somethin’ like that. The elven master’s name is Ulain, and I do believe he is about level ten or some such. Best Diviner this side of the Shattered Peaks.”

As we sought a clear vantage point, I studied the setup speculatively. “You know, the more I consider it, the more I’m tempted to throw my hat in the ring and give this gauntlet run a try myself,” I mused.

Leigh cocked her curvy hips to one side as she gave me an appraising once-over, her full lips curling. “Hmm, look at you all rarin’ to go already!” she teased. “Can’t say I’d mind watching that muscular body of yours scamper and leap through that maze one bit.” Her smile and sideways glance conveyed her approval of the idea.

Diane bit her lip, looking me over with an anxious expression. “Just promise you’ll be careful!” she entreated. “Some of those obstacles can be awfully tricky.”

I drew her into a quick reassuring hug. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep alert,” I promised. Releasing her, I bounced lightly on the balls of my feet, already feeling adrenaline stir at the thought of competing. Diane still looked uncertain but kept her worries to herself for now.

Leigh, however, was fully enthusiastic. “You’re gonna do just great, sugar!” she enthused, giving my arm an encouraging nudge. “With them cat-like reflexes of yours, you’ll be leavin’ them other competitors in the dust in no time!”

I had to grin at her confidence in my athletic abilities. “Well, we’ll see how it goes. I’m sure some of the elves have a few tricks up their sleeves.” Glancing around, I did notice more than a few lithe, nimble elves among the milling prospective competitors at the starting line. They would likely prove challenging opponents.

“You’ll do fine, baby,” she said. “And it ain’t really dangerous. As far as I heard, nobody ever got seriously hurt runnin’ the gauntlet.”

I chuckled. “Well, I’ll watch myself all the same.”

Still, like her, I had faith in my own skills and reflexes honed from years of training and outdoor activity. With focus and agility, victory seemed possible. As I took stock of the other competitors and the good-natured jibing going on between some of them, I grew more sure of wanting to partake.

“Why don’t you girls find a scrying orb somewhere to watch,” I said. “I’ll register and join in. It’ll be fun!”

“Sounds good!” Leigh agreed, and Diane nodded as well.

They both wished me luck with a soft kiss on each cheek before moving off to claim ideal spectator spots with a clear view of the winding gauntlet course. I lingered among the other waiting runners, feeling adrenaline pump through my veins as I took stock of those who would soon be my opponents in the Gauntlet Run. When I looked over at the girls, they had already found a good spot.

“Don’t you worry none, honey,” Leigh called over. “You’re gonna leave them other boys in the dust!” She shot me a playful wink.

Diane clasped her hands, her fox eyes anxious but supportive. “I know you can do it, David!” she added earnestly. “Just watch your step in that crazy maze!”

Their encouragement bolstered my confidence and excitement. Sizing up my competition, I resolved to give the gauntlet my all and try to emerge victorious. And if not… well, it looked fun too.
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As the appointed start time for the Gauntlet Run drew near, I once again eyed my competition gathering at the starting line. Several lithe, nimble elves stretched and bounced on their toes, exuding readiness. A few stocky dwarves rotated their thick arms, psyching themselves up. There were a few human hopefuls as well, including one guy who was a far cry from fit but seemed a little inebriated — maybe he’d lost a bet.

I was mentally sizing up the others when suddenly a familiar face shouldered brusquely past — the spiteful foxkin Anwick who had accosted me back in Gladdenfield over my courtship of Diane. His orange ears were pinned back aggressively as he shot me a sneer.

“Well, well, if it isn’t the human who steals women from the foxkin,” Anwick remarked, voice dripping condescension. “Come to make a fool of yourself for the crowd’s amusement?”

I met his gleaming eyes steadily. I was far from scared of the little rat, and I wasn’t interested in making a scene either. “I’ve come to participate, same as anyone,” I replied evenly. “May the best competitor win.”

Anwick scoffed. “Please. We both know you don’t stand a chance against me.” He thumped his chest arrogantly. “My kind excel at feats requiring speed and cunning. I’ll leave you in the dust, just wait and see.”

I had to chuckle at his brash overconfidence. “Well, one of us is certainly going to end up looking the fool before this is over,” I said lightly. “But I don’t intend for it to be me.” I grinned broadly. “And I remember who ended up looking like an idiot last time you tried something with me.”

“Ha! I simply allowed you to escort me, not wanting to escalate things for Darny’s sake. But in the gauntlet, strength does not matter. Humans do not stand a chance.” He tapped his temple. “It is all about cunning and intelligence. And of course speed.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Well, you certainly flew fast enough when I threw you out of the tavern.”

Anwick’s eyes narrowed, but just then the officious dwarf herald barked for participants to register before taking their positions at the starting line. Shooting me one last contemptuous look, the cocky foxkin swaggered up to take his place.

Shaking my head at the angry little runt, I headed over to a table where a grizzled, bearded dwarf sat with a heavy ledger, quill in hand.

“Name?” he grunted without glancing up.

“David Wilson,” I replied.

Scribbling slowly in his kind’s angular runes, the dwarf added my name to the roster of entrants. “Right then. The course begins just inside the cavern entrance. Traps and obstacles throughout. Finish line’s at the other end.”

I nodded my understanding. “Sounds straightforward enough.”

The dwarf gave me an appraising look. “Cleverness and agility matter more than brute force, lad. Keep your wits about you and you’ll fare better than most. No real dangers, but as we say among our kind: even a swig of ale can choke a fool.”

I assured him I would stay focused and alert. After handing me a cloth runner’s bib marked with my registration number, the dwarf dismissed me with a gruff nod.

“Right, you’re entered. Now move along and get ready at the gate.”

I affixed the bib to my tunic and headed for the starting line where the other hopeful competitors were assembled, ready to test their skills and reflexes against the gauntlet’s challenges.

As I took my position, Anwick shot me another contemptuous look. “Decided to go through with it, huh? This isn’t like a tavern brawl where you can use your sheer size,” he muttered resentfully. “The gauntlet favors agility and quick wits.”

I met his glare levelly. “Then may the most agile and quickest-witted competitor succeed,” I replied neutrally before turning my gaze forward again, ignoring his obvious attempts to rile me up. I was about done with this guy.

The gauntlet course snaked out before us into the yawning cavern — a maze of caverns, no doubt filled up with tangled ropes, muddy pits, swinging obstacles, and more, all designed to challenge agility and reflexes. But from here, we could see nothing yet as the tunnel angles away. Runes of magical energy levitated at intervals, transmitting the action within to the crystal orbs outside for the viewers’ pleasure, while simultaneously lighting up the dark caves.

My muscles tensed, ready to spring forward at the signal. Beside me, Anwick shifted restlessly, a low growl rumbling in his throat. I kept my eyes trained straight ahead. In a contest like this, getting riled up would only undermine focus.

From the crowd of onlookers closer to the starting line — which was at the mouth of the cave — Leigh’s distant shout reached my ears. “You’ve got this, sugar!”

I permitted myself a small smile. Diane and Leigh were both here cheering me on. I wanted to perform well and make them proud. Anwick growled again at that — it made him even angrier to realize that I had two women cheering me on, one of them a foxkin.

The din of the crowd slowly died down as the appointed start time neared. At last, the grizzled dwarf herald stepped forward, commanding immediate silence with his imposing presence.

“Competitors at the ready!” he bellowed. I settled into a sprinter’s crouch, limbs coiled and ready to spring forward. Anwick hunkered down as well, tendons standing out on his wiry frame, eyes fixed intently on the dark cavern mouth ahead.

“On my mark!” The dwarf’s gnarled hand rose slowly. Anticipatory hush fell over the spectators.

I steadied my breathing, honing all senses on the starting signal to come. The Gauntlet Run awaited. One way or another, victory would soon favor the most cunning and agile…


Chapter 15


“Begin!” the dwarf bellowed, dropping his hand sharply.

As one, the runners sprang forward into the yawning cavern mouth. I pushed hard off my back foot, propelling myself into an immediate sprint. The sudden exertion after tense anticipation made my heart thunder rapidly.

Just ahead, the cavern floor dropped away into a wide muddy trench brimming with murky water. Without slowing my pace, I cleared it in a smooth leap, my boots spraying plumes of mud on landing. Risking a glance back, I saw Anwick hot on my heels, his lithe foxkin frame easily outpacing the other competitors. He was a little shithead, but he was fast!

The cavern bent sharply, plunging us into momentary darkness. I stayed alert, sensing obstacles through hearing alone as my vision adjusted. Sure enough, a menacing iron gate of blunt spikes suddenly loomed. I dove and rolled beneath it agilely as Anwick nimbly leapt up and over in pursuit.

Around the next bend glowed a swirling expanse of viridian energy — clearly some sort of magical barrier. Motes of light danced hypnotically within. Trusting my instincts, I hurled myself directly through without slowing. The fleeting vertigo receded quickly. Glancing back, I saw Anwick emerge right behind, his slim frame limned in residual emerald radiance.

Up ahead, the cavern branched into three tunnels. Choosing swiftly, I darted right into the middle passage. My lungs burned and limbs strained from the relentless sprint, but I pushed my endurance, refusing to falter. Somewhere behind, Anwick’s swift footfalls pounded after me.

Suddenly the floor dropped away into a gaping abyss. I barely managed to arrest my headlong rush in time, arms windmilling to maintain balance at the sheer edge. Peering over cautiously, I glimpsed oily water below. Vertigo gripped me. There was no way to jump or climb down safely.

There was no time to figure it out. I was going to have to try another passage!

Turning swiftly, I bolted back the way I’d come, nearly colliding with an off-balance Anwick.

“Watch it!” he snarled, breath coming fast.

I gave him no answer, simply bolting past him. He turned on his heels and followed me again, apparently understanding that I had turned around for a reason.

Together, almost going shoulder to shoulder, we hurtled back up the tunnel. At the branch, I unhesitatingly darted left instead into the unexplored passage, nearly bumping a stocky dwarf competitor out of the way. I heard Anwick’s frustrated snarl as he scrambled after me, cursing at the dwarf. I also heard feet pounding ahead of us. I had lost my head start due to the bad luck in passage choice.

This new tunnel twisted unpredictably; its floor studded with jagged rocks. I winced as sharp stone gashed my palms and knees when I slipped and fell attempting an abrupt turn. Warm blood trickled freely, but I hauled myself back up and pushed on, refusing to let the stumble slow me. Behind, Anwick had also slipped, buying me precious seconds to maintain my lead on him.

Just ahead loomed another magical barrier denoted by wavering azure radiance swirling hypnotically across the passage. I tensed, unsure what arcane effect to expect this time. But my forward momentum was too great to avoid it. Gritting my teeth, I leapt through without slowing…

Dizziness and nausea washed over me, nearly driving me to my knees. My stomach roiled queasily, rebelling against some mystical force. I stumbled onward, fighting to keep my balance and direction. Behind me sounded a yelp from Anwick — he too was affected.

The dwarf, however, bellowed a laugh and shot past us, seemingly unaffected by the magical barrier. Likely a Class power. I gave a frustrated growl as he darted past, sticking out his tongue.

Gradually the disorientation passed, allowing me to pick up speed again. The cavern walls blurred as I hurtled recklessly onward. My minor wounds stung fiercely, but I embraced the pain, using it to hone my focus. Anwick’s swift footfalls echoed after me. I couldn’t let up now.

I quickly overtook the dwarf again, who was huffing and puffing. He might have had an advantage against the magical barrier, but he was out of shape. I winked at him as I shot past, and he chuckled and shook his head, coming to a stop and grasping his knees; he knew he stood no chance.

Just up ahead shone a warm amber glow, beckoning me on urgently. The tunnel exit perhaps? Renewed energy flooded my taxed limbs. I lowered my head and dug deep, hurtling toward that light with Anwick pursuing doggedly. We were nearly there! If this were the finish, I wouldn’t have won the race, but I would have at least left Anwick behind me.

But emerging into the next chamber, my brief elation vanished. No sunlight awaited at the end of this passage — merely a spacious cavern dotted with wooden obstacles forming some new treacherous gauntlet, basking in a magical light. My pulse spiked. The true finish still lay somewhere ahead, which meant I still had a chance to catch up with the leaders.

Risking a glance back, I glimpsed Anwick burst from the tunnel on my heels, eyes aflame with determination. His sharp teeth were bared in a grimace of effort. Clearly he would not make yielding the lead easy for me. I mentally steeled myself for the next grueling leg of the run.

The first obstacle was a teetering wooden wall, and I at once began climbing it. Moments later, with a snarled oath in his own tongue, Anwick hurled himself at the wall, mirroring my efforts as he scrambled up the unsteady surface. And this was where the foxkin’s lithe frame and agility came in handily. My limbs burned and chest heaved, but Anwick crested the wall first.

With a taunting cackle, Anwick hopped down on the other side. He had the lead now.
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With a grunted curse, I followed Anwick and hopped over the wall. I hit the ground running, barely noticing an elf sitting by the side of the course, nursing a sprained ankle. One fewer competitor…

Beyond awaited a field of padded swinging obstacles timed to bar passage. Anwick threaded them first, his slight frame slipping through narrow gaps. I trailed close behind, ducking and weaving past each swinging log by inches. One solid blow could dash my chances. Again, Anwick’s small frame benefited him here, as did his — admittedly lightning-quick — reflexes.

The cavern twisted sharply right up ahead. Anwick’s orange tail disappeared around the bend as I sprinted grimly onward. My boots slipped and slid over the uneven stone floor. But still, I pushed my body to its limits, refusing to slow. And here, in the open stretch of passage, my long legs and stout body won the race.

Anwick snarled in frustration as I caught up. He tried to block me by swerving right and left, but that only lost him precious yards as I gave a quick burst of speed and shot past him. He cursed at me, which was fine — let the runt waste his breath with empty oaths.

Still, my vision swam with dizzy exhaustion. How much deeper through this treacherous maze could the finish be? But when the passage split ahead into two tunnels, I didn’t hesitate, veering right and following the sound of footsteps ahead.

Behind me echoed Anwick’s snarl of frustration as he scrambled to follow. At the same time, I could make out the footsteps of the others much more clearly now as they ran on ahead — I was gaining on them! There was still a chance for me to win this competition.

Hope renewed my energy, and I sped up, sprinting at top speed, even though I risked tripping on something in the dim light.

This new tunnel’s ground churned with viscous mud, sapping momentum immediately as I trudged onward ankle-deep. Mud sucked each leg in turn with audible plops between strides, but still, I pressed ahead, sticking to the edges where it wasn’t as bad, with Anwick laboring messily behind me. Here, too, his small frame hindered him and made it more difficult to wade ahead.

When at last the muck released its hold, my weary limbs felt laden with heavy, soggy weights, even as I tried to pick up speed again. Gasping and reeling, I staggered on. Though blinded with fatigue, I yet had enough wherewithal to evade the next wall of dangling ropes that loomed abruptly into view.

To the side lay an elf on his back, breathing hard and pinching a bloodied nose — one of those heavy ropes had struck him. The drunk and out-of-shape human there on his back, too, nursing a busted lip. I was actually amazed to see he’d made it this far!

Plunging ahead through the swaying veil of ropes, my blurring eyes next registered Anwick’s orange form scrambling after me, mouth gaping open and stained teeth flashing. His now muck-slathered frame looked as battered and spent as my own, yet still, he refused to yield the chase. This contest was far from decided.

Up ahead, the cavern floor abruptly dropped away into a gaping crevasse spanned only by a rickety rope bridge without a railing. I didn’t hesitate, plunging out onto the first swaying plank with my heart in my throat. The entire bridge shuddered violently under my weight. Below yawned a wide pool of water, and I saw a dripping wet foxkin woman swimming toward a dwarven staff member that made sure everyone who had tumbled into the water was seen to.

Arms windmilling for balance, I hurried onward, bouncing and slipping over the network of fraying ropes and weathered planks comprising the bridge. One misstep would spell the end of the competition, but I refused to slow, hearing Anwick spill out onto the unstable bridge in reckless pursuit.

By some miracle, I reached the far ledge intact. Without pausing, I clambered up and plunged into the yawning tunnel mouth awaiting at the end of the bridge. The blackness swallowed me voraciously. I ran on blind and deaf, no longer hearing Anwick behind. My world narrowed only to the pounding of exhausted limbs and ragged breath echoing off unseen cavern walls…

When at last faint torchlight glimmered ahead, I raced toward that beacon with my last dregs of strength. But I was too spent to make sense of what awaited beyond this final tunnel — open sky or further treacherous obstacles. All that mattered now was pushing my battered body those last few feet… wherever they may lead. Victory or defeat awaited unseen just ahead!
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My vision swam with exhaustion, but I refused to slow my reckless pace. The torchlight grew brighter ahead, cutting through the dim glow enveloping the tunnel.

With a ragged grunt, I summoned my last reserves of strength and sprinted onward. The thunderous pounding of my feet and heartbeats melded into one frenetic rhythm. I was beyond pain, beyond fatigue now — only sheer grit and determination drove me those final yards.

Bursting from that lightless void, the sudden blaze of midday sunshine momentarily blinded me. I threw up a hand to shield my eyes, barely registering the deafening roar of the crowd that heralded my emergence.

When my vision adjusted, the sight awaiting snatched the breath from my lungs.

I had reached open daylight at last! The tunnel exited onto a steep, grassy slope leading down to the final few obstacles under the open sky. Ahead, I could see three competitors nearing the next obstacle — a wide pit. I was not too far from them. I still had a chance if I gave it my all!

Digging deep, I hurtled recklessly down the treacherous slope, nearly losing my footing more than once in my headlong rush. The crowd’s roars swelled to an ear-splitting thunder, but I tuned them out, focused only on closing the gap to the runners just ahead.

The first obstacle was a wide pit concealed in the grass that opened up directly in my path. I hurled myself over the yawning hole in a desperate leap, calling on every ounce of strength left in my tired body. I barely cleared the gaping pit, my heel scraping the far edge before I hit the ground in a rolling impact and immediately sprang up sprinting onward without losing precious momentum.

A look back showed one competitor had not reacted as quickly to the hidden trap. His dismayed wail echoed from the pit where he lay groaning on his back after sliding down the steep slope to the bottom. But I could not afford to slow.

Next loomed a rickety and narrow balance beam traversing a wide pond that barred the way forward. All of the other competitors were still on it, arms spread for balance. The sight was almost comical.

Gritting my teeth in determination, I raced up onto the beam without hesitation, arms swaying to maintain equilibrium as I navigated over the still waters one precarious step after another. The wooden beam bowed and seesawed beneath my weight, threatening to plunge me into the fetid pond. But by some miracle, I traversed the first stretch of the treacherous crossing intact.

But the swaying as I had hopped on upset the other competitors still on the beam, making them freeze, and with a big grin, I decided to take a chance.

I sat down on the beam, my legs dangling over the edge as I held it tight. With that, I began swinging. The other competitors — two dwarves, a human, and two elves — shouted as they fought for balance. A moment later, a tremendous splash sounded as they lost their balance on the unsteady beam and toppled into the murky water below. Three had fallen, but two — a dwarf and an elf — had managed to jump off the beam on the far side. With lightning speed, I hopped to my feet and made my way down the beam.

Just ahead on the zig-zagging course, my stocky dwarf competitor glanced back over his hairy shoulder and scowled upon seeing me closing the distance gap with my desperate sprint. With surprising agility, he abruptly swerved left and right trying to block my progress and preserve his own lead.

Gritting my teeth, I careened ahead right on his heels, my throbbing legs now operating solely on instinct rather than conscious control. As the dwarf tried again to obstruct me, I feinted sharply left, then cut back to the right with my last burst of speed, finally bursting past his stocky frame. His snarled curse echoed behind me as I pulled ahead.

One final competitor remained between me and impending victory — a lithe elf sprinter just up ahead who glanced back with an alarmed expression at my swift approach. There was no time for strategy now — I had to get past him before the finish line.

We thundered side by side toward a final barrier consisting of padded swinging obstacles timed to bar passage. Drawing on my last droplets of stamina, I fixed my eyes on a brief gap between the rhythmically moving barriers and hurled myself through it with an explosive leap and desperate roll. I passed the narrow gap an instant before it slammed shut, leaving the elf to cry out as a swinging barrel struck his shoulder and sent him spinning.

One last obstacle barred my path to glory: a high brick climbing wall slick with moss and mud. With trembling limbs running now only on pure adrenaline, I gained the wall and clawed my way up the treacherous surface, boots slipping and scrabbling over damp moss-slickened handholds. My height proved the difference as I scrambled over the crest of the wall an instant before the elf competitor — to his credit, he hadn’t allowed the barrel to stop him for long.

Without an instant’s hesitation upon landing, I was off again, hurtling toward the finish line. The coveted ribbon of the finish line now zoomed tantalizingly closer.

With a ragged cry, I summoned every last shred of energy left in my frame and plummeted forward, oblivious to my screaming muscles and gasping lungs. The deafening roar of the crowd faded to insignificance, my world narrowing only to that glittering strip of shimmering elven silk awaiting just ahead.

And then suddenly all sound and motion seemed to fade into muted slow motion as I traversed that last infinitesimal divide. For one suspended, blissful heartbeat, I experienced an almost mystical sensation of euphoric weightlessness and tranquility.

Victory was mine!

The explosion of roars and thunderous applause seemed to erupt from some faraway realm as I finally stumbled over the finish line and collapsed to my knees in the grass, too spent even to raise my arms in triumph. I had done it — passed all others against all odds to be the first one across that finish line!

I had emerged victorious through perseverance and cunning. This victory was mine, hard-won through grit and fortitude alone.

Mere seconds later, the elf competitor I had bested cleared the climbing wall and landed in a deflated crouch, head hanging in disbelief and exhaustion. He slammed his fist against the ground in frustration, but then managed a grudging nod of respect at being overtaken in the end stretch. I had earned the victory.

As I struggled to regain my wind, still on hands and knees in the grass, I became aware of the screaming, overwhelmed cheers from the crowd celebrating my unbelievable come-from-behind win. Their cries were deafening but sounded distant and muted to my dazed senses. I had left every last shred of energy out on that diabolical course.

With an exhausted groan, I rose and raised one quivering hand in weary acknowledgment of the crowd’s wild applause and shouts of congratulations. Their euphoric reactions washed over me, and I enjoyed them greatly.

As the initial shock and thrill of triumph finally began subsiding, I became aware of the full pain and protests of my body. My knees and palms burned fiercely where jagged stone had scuffed the skin during my reckless run. My calves and thighs knotted and quivered, seizing from the buildup of lactic acid in my overtaxed muscles driven far past their limits. I was well and truly physically spent now — yet still elated in spirit.

I also noticed a familiar hovering box at the edge of my vision — my character interface. I opened it at once and saw that running the gauntlet had advanced me to level 3!

But there was no time to get deeper into it yet. Because just then, two beloved faces suddenly stood out from the mass of rejoicing onlookers surrounding me — Diane and Leigh! Their euphoric features were alight with exhilarated joy and pride over my astonishing victory.
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Diane and Leigh pushed eagerly through the roaring crowd toward me, their faces aglow with exhilaration and pride. Despite my drained state, the sight of their radiant smiles sent a surge of renewed energy through my weary limbs.

“David, that was absolutely incredible!” Diane cried, throwing her slender arms around me in an exuberant embrace, heedless of the mud and grime coating my frame. Her velvety fox ears tickled my cheek as she nuzzled against me. “I’ve never seen such a thrilling finish! You were magnificent out there!”

I managed a tired chuckle as I returned Diane’s enthusiastic hug. “Well, it was a close one, that’s for sure,” I replied modestly. Though in truth, pulling off that come-from-behind win in the brutal gauntlet felt incredibly satisfying.

Leigh pushed through next, looming over me with hands planted on her ample hips and an irrepressible grin lighting up her pretty features. “Sugar, I swear my heart near stopped a dozen times watchin’ your reckless leaps and dashes!” she declared. “But you showed up every single one of them competitors out there!”

I flashed her a weary but cocky wink. “What can I say, I’m full of surprises.”

Leigh gave my muddy shoulder an approving pat. “You can say that again! Why, I ain’t never seen moves like that in all my born days.” Her sky-blue eyes were round with amazement. “You ran that gauntlet like your boots were on fire, baby!”

Diane drew back, her frame quivering with lingering exhilaration. “When you made that final burst and won after lagging so far behind, I could scarcely believe it!” Her brilliant sapphire eyes shone. “You looked utterly indomitable out there!”

“I gotta say, even I had my doubts when you first stumbled outta that tunnel, looking dead on your feet,” Leigh admitted. “But you dug deep and put on the comeback of the century!”

Diane readily agreed. “It was so good!” she said fervently. Her hands gently caressed my mud-spattered cheeks. “You were incredible.”

I felt my heart swell at their lavish praise. Winning the brutal Gauntlet Run had required every last ounce of my endurance and willpower. But having Leigh and Diane’s steadfast faith spurring me on from the sidelines had given me the strength and courage to persevere to the end. Their support meant everything.

With my girls’ assistance, I staggered on rubbery legs, one arm slung across Diane’s slender shoulders for support. My knee wobbled, and I winced at the scrapes I’d gotten, but Diane held me steady as I found my balance. Leigh eyed me worriedly.

“Maybe we’d better get you to a healer, sugar,” she fretted. “You’re looking mighty peaked, and that leg doesn’t seem too happy.”

I attempted an unconcerned shrug, which quickly became a pained wince. “I’m sure I’ll mend up alright with a little rest.” But her concerns were certainly valid — now that the adrenaline had faded, I was becoming aware of just how thoroughly drained and battered my body felt after that reckless run.

Diane and Leigh exchanged a knowing glance over my evasiveness. “Regardless, it’s best we get those gashes seen to,” Diane said in a tone brooking no nonsense. “No need to risk infection, especially out here in the wilderness.”

I could see the sense in that. Besides, I was in the mood to let my girls pamper me and fret over me a little, so I allowed them to support me between them toward the makeshift infirmary where robed healers were already tending to the worst-off competitors that had dropped out of the Gauntlet Run early on. The crowd continued to buzz with animated discussion of the hard-fought race as we slowly limped past.

A young elf healer clucked sympathetically over my numerous superficial wounds once we made it to the tent, and she insisted I lay back on a cot to elevate my aching knee wrapped in a cold compress. Meanwhile, Leigh distracted me from the stinging antiseptics being dabbed over my scrapes and gashes by dramatically recounting the most harrowing moments of my death-defying run again and again. Despite wincing against the healer’s ministrations, I had to laugh at Leigh’s infectious enthusiasm.

Throughout the examination, Diane hovered anxiously at my bedside, her fingers fussing over my hair and face. The comforting familiarity of her touch helped to soothe away the lingering stinging pains and aches. Her unwavering devotion brought a warm smile to my lips, even through my discomfort.

When the kindly healer declared me patched up and cleared me to walk about without exacerbating injury, Diane and Leigh both breathed audible sighs of relief. The young elf admonished me gently to take it easy for a day or two so my strained muscles could recover — no more jumping into gauntlets or magical traps.

With Diane’s help, I gingerly pushed upright and steadied myself after the prolonged recumbency, testing my balance carefully. My battered body protested but held steady. The healer offered one last caution for me to keep weight off my bandaged knee for a while before going about her next patient.

Leigh sidled up and slipped a supportive shoulder under my other arm when she saw me wobble slightly. “Steady there, champ,” she said. “We got you now. Let’s get you settled somewhere more comfy so you can put those gams up.”

I flashed her a grateful smile, still finding myself overwhelmed by their attentiveness to my relatively minor mishaps. “I’m a lucky man to have two such diligent nurses looking after me,” I joked, eliciting amused grins from both as we slowly made our way from the bustling infirmary.

The festive atmosphere remained at full pitch outside. Musicians had struck up a lively celebratory melody, no doubt still honoring my improbable victory. And as we came out of the large infirmary tent, three of the wealthily dressed dwarven organizers approached me, big smiles on their bearded lips and arms thrown wide.

“Aye, there he is, lads!” one called out. “The man of the hour!”


Chapter 16


The three dwarves approached me, arms open wide in congratulations. “That was a mighty fine run, laddie!” the eldest dwarf declared, clapping me firmly on the shoulder. “Never seen the likes of it in my day.”

The second dwarf, an imposing figure garbed in glinting mail, nodded agreement. “Aye, ‘twas a glorious comeback! Why, we’d given up on you, stumbling from that accursed tunnel covered in muck. Worthy of the sagas!”

The third dwarf, nearly lost amidst his voluminous robes and gleaming gold chains, spoke up in a gravelly rumble. “Indeed, Master David, your determination and cunning have earned you the victor’s laurels this day. Never have we seen a competitor recover like that, aye laddies?” The other dwarves nodded in affirmation.

“You’re too kind,” I replied. “Honestly, just finishing the grueling course felt triumph enough.”

But the dwarves would have none of my modest demurrals. “Nonsense, lad!” the armored dwarf insisted. “A victory must be celebrated properly, as is tradition! And to the victor goes the spoils.”

At that, the robed dwarf clapped his hands, and two attendants hurried over, bearing a large oaken chest etched with arcane runes. They set it on the grass before me and threw back the lid dramatically.

Nestled inside, on rich velvet gleamed an exquisite tome, its cover worked with leather and silver. The tome looked old, and the title on the cover was written in gold letters.

It said ‘Of Farming and Ranching.’

“A skillbook,” Diane muttered.

Leigh clapped her hands as she gave an excited hop. “And a rare one, too! Double skills! That’s amazing.” She touched her plump bottom lip with her forefinger for a moment. “I actually have one of those skills… Ranching. Haven’t used it for a while, though.”

I drew in a soft breath as I studied the tome. I already knew a little bit about farming and ranching, but I expected that these skillbooks would greatly enhance my skills. Also, I would officially have them in the eyes of the System, which would bestow all kinds of benefits — like the Foraging and Trapping skills allowed me to acquire a much greater yield.

“This valuable skillbook is our champion’s prize!” pronounced the lead dwarf. “It was offered to you as the victor of the Gauntlet Run by our lord, Vartlebeck of Ironfast, and I extend congratulations on his behalf.”

Hardly believing it, I thanked the dwarves before I reached out and reverently lifted the mighty tome from its cushion. It was lighter than I expected, and I couldn’t wait to delve deep into its secrets and acquire these two skills — they seemed perfectly attuned to what I needed out here on the Frontier.

The eldest dwarf chuckled as he folded his arms. “Vartlebeck long kept it, expecting at least one of his sons to show some interest in farming,” he explained.

Another dwarf laughed. “Aye, but they care only for mining and fighting!”

Looking respectfully at the dwarves, I held the book in my hands. “You and your lord, Vartlebeck, honor me with such a gift,” I said solemnly. “I appreciate it greatly.”

The armored dwarf nodded approval at my gracious acceptance. “It was well earned. May the tome serve you well, lad.”

I crouched and replaced the tome in its chest. When I regained my feet, the robed dwarf spoke again officiously.

“Now, let us properly commemorate this great feat so the tale may pass into legend!” At his pronouncement, the other dwarves’ eyes lit up. Clearly, some ceremony was forthcoming.

Together, they led Diane, Leigh, and me toward the raised wooden dais where awards were being presented to the gauntlet victors. The rowdy crowd’s cheers redoubled at the sight of me approaching for my formal recognition as winner of the Gauntlet Run.

I exchanged an amused grin with the girls — it seemed my ordeal in the harsh gauntlet had proven entertaining enough to turn me into a local celebrity, at least for today! Not that I minded…

At the center of the dais, the chief event organizer, a powerful dwarf with braided auburn hair and glittering gold torc awaited beside a low table bearing a magnificent, frosted cake and bottles of sparkling wine.

When we ascended the steps, he boomed out, “Here stands David Wilson of the frontier, a courageous human who has bested the Gauntlet Run through perseverance and cunning! Let all bear witness to his glory this day!”

The crowd roared approval. Grinning spectators chanted my name and applauded wildly at the pronouncement. Leigh gave a lively cheer while Diane gazed up at me adoringly. I rubbed my neck and smiled, a little unused to such adulation, but I enjoyed the attention all the same. It was nice to win a competition through sheer perseverance and be recognized for it.

The lead dwarf raised a jeweled chalice high in formal salute. “Hail our champion!” he proclaimed, his voice rumbling powerfully. As one, the throng echoed his tribute before erupting again into euphoric cheers and applause.

I raised my hands in appreciation until the celebration finally died down. The dwarf organizer then offered me the glittering chalice brimming with honeyed mead.

“Drink deep and enjoy the spoils, lad!” he urged with a broad wink. “On this day, your name goes into the tomes of history, aye!”

I accepted the vessel with thanks and took a draught of the spiced wine, earning another round of hearty cheers in response.

And so, amidst raucous celebration, I officially claimed my victor’s prize in the harsh gauntlet. Though humbled by the extravagant honors, I was satisfied at having conquered the diabolical course through fortitude and cunning alone. And the admiring looks in Diane and Leigh’s eyes alone would’ve been worth it.


Chapter 17


Sitting atop the hill overlooking the festival grounds, I closed my eyes and focused inward. It had been a long and fun day, but I hadn’t found the time to properly level up amid all of the commotion.

Now finally, I opened the interface, once again reading the note that congratulated me on achieving level 3. As I continued, a warmth steadily bloomed within my core, soon intensifying into a mystical surge of energy pulsating along my limbs.

The character interface manifested before me. Eagerly, I reviewed the changes, taking stock of my enhanced abilities. My core stats all showed significant increases. Health was up 10 points to 40. Mana had risen by 5 to 20. I probed inward, sensing the amplified mana swirling within my core in response to conscious direction. Like flexing a muscle, its flow had grown stronger through repeated summoning practice. This wellspring was the fuel for all my spellcasting.

These augmented base attributes would allow me to push my skills and mystical repertoire farther than before. It was a major step in my development as a spellcaster.

Scanning the list of skills, I saw my most frequently employed abilities had advanced in rank due to continual usage. Alchemy was now listed among them as well, and it was good to see that it had advanced significantly from its starting level of 1 — a fine reward for all the work I had done.

Scrolling down the list of newly unlocked abilities, I next reviewed the three new spell options that had become available upon reaching Level 3. The choices before me were Summon Guardian, Firebolt, and Summon Dancing Lights.

I carefully weighed the potential benefits and applications of each spell in turn. Summon Guardian would call forth a protective spirit entity that would guard me or a person or place I designated, shielding them from threats. The guardian spirit had only combat applications, however, so the spell was of limited value. Still, the Wilds could be dangerous, and it would be nice to have magic with defensive capabilities — I could use the minor spirits of fire and lightning for offense.

Firebolt would allow me to project bolts of blazing energy to set distant targets aflame. A useful tactical ability, to be sure, though the piercing flames could easily grow beyond control in the woodland environments I frequented. And as primarily a life-giver, destruction magic held less appeal.

Summoning Dancing Lights manifested a formation of wispy lights that could illuminate surroundings, confuse foes, or simply entertain. While interesting and useful, I didn’t feel that it was a particularly powerful spell that merited me investing an entire level in it.

After carefully weighing the merits of each spell, I settled on selecting Summon Guardian to add to my mystical repertoire. As the arcane knowledge of conjuring the sturdy spirit imprinted itself on my consciousness, I nodded in satisfaction at having acquired a powerful new ally.

Vividly, I pictured summoning a powerful spirit to guard me or my loved ones and do my bidding. It would shield me from harm but do little damage itself. The guardian obeyed the letter of commands and, with care, I could direct its formidable power.

Satisfied with my choice, I gave my character sheet a once-over.

Name: David Wilson
Class: Frontier Summoner
Level: 3
Health: 40/40
Mana: 20/20

Skills:
Summon Minor Spirit — Level 9 (4 mana)
Summon Domesticant — Level 5 (6 mana)
Summon Guardian — Level 1 (8 mana)
Identify Plants — Level 6 (1 mana)
Foraging — Level 7 (1 mana)
Trapping — Level 7 (1 mana)
Alchemy — Level 5 (1 mana)

With an expanded toolkit of summoning abilities and amplified reserve of mana, I could push my mystical skills much farther than before. It would take practice and focus to cultivate these nascent powers, but the promise filled me with excitement.

Eager to test my newly acquired spell, I focused my will and cast the spell, summoning forth a guardian spirit from the mystical ether. “Guardian Spirit,” I intoned, channeling my mana as it radiated outward from my core. “Come forth!”

The air shimmered before me as a hulking, spectral form coalesced, nearly seven feet tall. Its body appeared composed of glass that shone with radiance, etched with glowing runes. Two boulder-like fists rested at its sides as the construct awaited my command. One of those fists held a kite-shaped shield made of a similar material as the spirit itself.

I circled the summoned entity, inspecting it with awe. Though sturdy and powerfully built, the guardian radiated an aura of tranquility rather than menace. This was a protector, not a destroyer.

“Guard me,” I commanded simply. At once, the spirit pivoted smoothly to stand at my back, hunkering down and raising its shield, ready to defend me from attack. I was impressed by its immediate obedience.

Next, I directed the guardian to stand watch outside my tent that night. It nodded once before taking up a post just beyond the canvas flap, stoic, steadfast, and powerful. Its presence was strangely comforting. It would dissipate long before morning — the spell had a limited duration — but I would manually dismiss it. I didn’t want the girls to leave the tent at night for whatever reason and run into the spiritual equivalent of the Hulk. I would tell them tomorrow.

For now, I allowed myself a moment to simply appreciate this milestone. Through perseverance and determination, my raw talents were gradually coalescing into mastery of the mystical arts.

And this marked only a beginning. With training and discipline, I envisioned one day summoning mighty entities from Tannoris or crafting miraculous potions through alchemy. But such feats lay far ahead down the winding path I now walked.

As dusk deepened over the ancient forest, I lingered awhile atop the hill overlooking the huddled tents and fires of the Aquana Festival, gathering my thoughts before the ongoing festivities called me back. Tomorrow, more wonders awaited us at the colorful gathering.

But I would return changed — elevated to a new plane of potential. Much had been unlocked on this night. And through dedication, greater power yet lay within reach. The frontier’s hidden mysteries beckoned, awaiting revelation by one dedicated to the summoner’s craft. My journey had truly just begun.


Chapter 18


The following morning, Diane, Leigh, and I made our way to the central hot springs where elven priests were preparing to commence a ceremony honoring Aquana. My leg still twinged a bit, but after a solid night’s rest, I was eager to witness more of the rituals.

As we walked to the festival terrain, I told the girls about my advancement in level. I was very enthusiastic, and the girls listened with rapt attention.

“Summon Guardian sounds like a good choice, baby,” Leigh said after I’d told them everything. “Sooner or later, you’re gonna come to blows with something in the Wilds. It’s a good investment to make sure you have some magic tricks up your sleeve!”

“Uh-huh,” Diane agreed, nodding enthusiastically. “Defense is very important to consider in the Wilds.”

We mused on for a bit, but the girls insisted I cast the spell to demonstrate it to them. Laughing — and admittedly a little eager to demonstrate my new power — I acquiesced. We found a place a little out of sight. I was fairly sure that most folks here were more than comfortable with magic, but there was no sin in being extra careful.

Both girls looked intrigued as I began casting my spell. Mana radiated in my channels, and I commanded the spirit guardian to come forth. With a rush of displaced air, the imposing seven-foot-tall humanoid form coalesced before us. Diane and Leigh gasped, wide-eyed, as the hulking radiant guardian fully materialized.

“By the stars…” Leigh breathed. “Would ya look at the size of that beast!”

I smiled proudly. “Impressive, right? It’s a guardian spirit sworn to protect me or anyone else I designate.”

To demonstrate, I commanded the construct to stand watch over Diane. It immediately pivoted and took up a guard position at her side without protest, hefting its shield and ready to deflect any attack.

Diane looked up with big sapphire eyes at the glowering stone protector looming over her. “Amazing,” she murmured.

I chuckled and directed the guardian to stand down, allowing it to dissolve away.

“So it just guards whoever you tell it to?” Leigh asked eagerly. At my confirmation, her eyes lit up. “Why, that could be right useful keeping critters away from the homestead!”

I nodded. “I’m still experimenting, but it clearly has great protective potential. The duration is limited, but I’m sure we’ll find a good use.”

Both girls crowded around me, chattering excitedly about possible applications for my newest spell as I grinned proudly. Though still inexperienced, each new summoning ability felt like another valuable spell in my expanding repertoire.

But soon enough, we went on our way again. The festival was waiting, and there would be more time to experiment with my new spell later.
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Colorful streamers fluttered around the spring’s steaming azure surface as we took our places amidst the growing crowd. Interestingly, many of those attending recognized me from the Gauntlet Run yesterday, and I received many congratulations and handshakes. I seemed to indeed be turning into something of a local celebrity.

As a nice side effect, it was easy for us to make our way to the front of the crowd and claim a place there. From here, we could easily see how, at the water’s edge, a semicircle of elven maidens knelt in flowing ivory robes, heads bowed reverently.

Soon, a procession of priests approached bearing a large golden idol wrought in the likeness of Aquana. The being appeared as a powerful figure with waves swirling below its waist. The icon gleamed as it was carried toward the prepared dais overlooking the sacred spring.

When the idol was in place, an elder elf woman lit sticks of aromatic incense, wreathing the area in tendrils of fragrant smoke. The head priest, splendidly robed with a towering miter atop his silver head, stepped forth and raised his arms, intoning something melodic in the elven tongue.

The maidens by the water’s edge took up the chant, their ethereal voices weaving an enchanting harmony that resonated through the mist-veiled vale. The music alone seemed to awaken the magic ingrained in this place, and I felt its subtle power thrumming in my chest.

Next, the attending priests approached one-by-one, each bearing an elaborate vessel carved from aquamarine stone. With graceful motions, they tipped the contents into the spring — oils, flower petals, powders, and liquids that trailed pastel plumes as they swirled over the rippling azure surface.

As the offerings mixed, the water began to glow more intensely until it became difficult to look at directly. The head priest called out in invocation, and the maidens sent their song soaring wordlessly skyward. Despite the incomprehensible words, the ritual carried a profound significance. And their voices joined together in a poetic melody the equal of which I had not heard before.

Leigh gave an appreciative sigh next to me. “Ain’t many things more beautiful than a good elven ceremony,” she remarked, eyes bright with wonder. “Those folks have a sense for theatrics.” Diane too watched silently spellbound beside me, fox ears quivering.

The ritual reached its climax as acolytes bore forth a magnificent golden platter laden with carefully arranged fruits — succulent berries, blushing peaches, lush grapes, and exotic tropical offerings I did not recognize. One-by-one, the attending priests took up items and cast them into the radiant pool while intoning blessings in the graceful language of the elves.

As the fruit’s essences dispersed through the heated mineral waters, sweet scents arose with the ethereal steam wreathing the lake. The head priest lifted his arms, and the gathered pilgrims bowed their heads, overcome by the sanctified atmosphere. I too closed my eyes, feeling profound energies awakening within the living pool.

After long moments of reverent silence, the head priest reached into an ornate wooden box. He withdrew something carefully cupped in his hands — a pure white dove which cooed softly in the hush. With care, he released the pristine bird into the air above the shimmering spring.

As we watched the dove ascend, a haunting flute melody rang out, played by an elf woman standing on the overlook above the steaming waters. The lilting notes wove seamlessly with the ongoing chanting, and the bird seemed to dance gracefully overhead in time to the ethereal music.

Gradually, the dove circled lower until, at an unseen cue from the head priest, it alighted gently onto the outstretched hands of a rapt maiden kneeling by the water’s glowing edge. She bent and reverently kissed its downy head. A profound hush of awe fell over the onlookers.

But the spellbinding moment was fleeting. At another subtle signal from the high priest, the maiden tenderly released the cooing dove once more. We watched its pure white form soar up and become a shrinking speck against the vivid azure sky.

As the dove ascended, the high priest began chanting a melodic prayer in English that rang clearly over the assembled pilgrims:

“Great Aquana, guardian of these sacred waters, we ask your blessings upon us. Send forth your cleansing energies to wash away impurity. Share your wisdom freely so that we may walk in harmony. Grant us providence and sustain us through the coming seasons.”

The prayer was spoken in the lilting elven accent, yet its soothing cadences resonated deeply within me. As the elf chanted, the white dove circled ever higher overhead as if climbing some invisible stairway to the heavens, guiding our attention upward with it. At last, it disappeared from sight with a final bright flash, winking out like a vanishing star.

As the bird disappeared, the priests and acolytes slowly processed away from the sacred waters, still trailing wisps of incense. The flute too fell silent. Without ceremony, the ritual drew to a close, its energy lingering like the tendrils of fragrant smoke.

A meditative quiet lingered as all reflected on the moving ceremony. Diane stood wide-eyed. “It was just beautiful,” she whispered, clearly overcome. I drew her close beneath one arm, kissing her dark hair.

On my other side, Leigh nodded softly. “The elves have such beautiful rituals,” she mused aloud. “And it’s nice of ‘em to do part of the ceremony in English so everyone can understand.”

As the spellbound hush finally lifted, quiet talk gradually arose again between those gathered at the water’s edge. Some pilgrims began disrobing to ease into the steaming mineral pools and enjoy the blessed waters.

Leigh stretched her arms overhead languidly. “Well, all that ceremony done got me hungry again,” she remarked brightly. “Whaddya say we go see what delectable elven morsels they’re servin’ up for brunch?”

I chuckled at Leigh’s powers of recuperation. “Can’t argue with that logic.” Linking arms with the girls, I allowed Leigh to tow us off in search of replenishment while talk turned to deciphering the ritual’s significance. I was satisfied simply having witnessed its profound beauty.

Over a shared meal, we discussed our interpretations of the elaborate ceremony around mouthfuls. Though much remained shrouded, I at least grasped that the offerings were meant to honor and energize Aquana’s guardian essence residing in these waters. We all agreed it was an interesting contrast to the more jovial festivities and events.

When the food had been cleared, Leigh stretched again and suggested a nice stroll to walk off the meal. With my partners on either side, I agreed. Though still carrying a slight limp, I was recovering quickly. I was ready to dive back into enjoying the festivities.

We rose and began a leisurely circuit of the grounds, simply enjoying the sights and sounds as the next wave of entertainments and diversions commenced around us. Musicians tuned their instruments while vendors extolled their wares. Everywhere, the air of revelry resumed its hold over the colorful gathering.


Chapter 19


As we strolled over the lively festival grounds, I noticed a familiar stooped figure up ahead — it was Waelin, the stern elf alchemist who had rewarded me with his skillbook for retrieving the rare Moon Blossoms.

We had seen him earlier during the procession from Gladdenfield to here, but he had been aloof and distant, giving us little more than a nod. This time, however, he saw us coming, squinting his eyes at us, and he straightened himself a little as he recognized me.

When we were closer, Waelin inclined his head curtly in greeting. “Ah, we meet again. I trust you are finding the festivities enjoyable?” Though terse as always, his tone seemed to hold a touch less frost than usual.

“Quite enjoyable, thank you,” I replied. “How are you finding the pilgrimage this year?”

Waelin clasped his hands behind his back pensively. “Pleasant enough, I suppose. I prefer peace for study, but tradition compels attendance.” His silver eyes briefly took in Leigh and Diane at my sides. “And you seem to have charming company.”

“Diane was with me when we visited you at the Wild Outrider,” I said. “And Leigh runs the store in Gladdenfield; you’re probably already acquainted with her.”

Waelin gave each a polite nod which they returned enthusiastically. “Indeed,” the old elf croaked.

“A pleasure to see you, Master Waelin,” Diane offered graciously.

“We sure have been enjoying the beautiful elven ceremonies and such,” Leigh added with a dimpled smile, always quick to break the ice with her radiant smile.

Waelin’s expression remained stoic, but I thought I detected a hint of warming behind the civil facade. “It heartens me to know the younger generations still appreciate our traditions.” His eyes then turned to me again. “And I have seen that you ran the gauntlet the dwarves organize every year and came out victorious?”

I nodded. “I have,” I said. “It was a… challenging experience.”

“Indeed,” Waelin mused, keeping those stern eyes on me. “The Gauntlet Run tends to attract the young and foolhardy, but I am pleased to see that you turned out to be neither and braved its challenge with composure. Myself, I prefer more… shall we say, botanical challenges.”

Sensing an opening, I ventured delicately, “Speaking of botanical challenges, I was hoping we could discuss the Moon Blossoms I brought you. Have they been helpful in your alchemical endeavors?”

At that, Waelin glanced away almost self-consciously. He seemed to gather his composure before replying. “Well… hum… that is to say, they proved… insufficient in crafting a particular curative mixture. Still, your help is much appreciated. My… patient must simply seek succor elsewhere, I’m afraid.” The elf paused, appearing to debate something internally.

I waited patiently for him to continue, sensing there was more to the tale. But like most elves I had met — on the frontier or in the cities — they made their decisions on their own and responded poorly to insistence and pressure. If Waelin wanted to tell me more about his patient, then he would do so on his own terms, and I respected that.

Still, I was curious. Leigh and Diane seemed to pick up on it too, watching the elf with great interest.

Finally, Waelin sighed and his habitual sternness seemed to recede somewhat. “You should know, the blossoms were not for my own alchemical experiments. Rather, they were imperative in concocting an elixir to treat my young niece, Celeste. She has fallen gravely ill.”

My eyes widened in surprise, and I heard both girls make small sounds of amazement. This revelation explained much about the elf’s original urgency in seeking the rare blooms.

“Your niece?” Diane asked gently. “So the blossoms were used to heal her sickness?”

Waelin nodded, a twinge of uncharacteristic emotion touching his aged features. “Just so. The precious child is failing, her life force dimming by the day in spite of all my best efforts.” He shook his head slowly at the recollection. “I believed her only hope resided in an ancient elven remedy requiring essence of the rarest moon orchids to restore the body’s balance. Unfortunately, I was wrong.” He cleared his throat. “That… is not often the case.”

My heart went out to the elf at this glimpse into the driving motivation behind his stoic exterior. “How is she now?” I asked earnestly, hoping to convey my sympathy.

The elf studied my face a long moment. Some internal reserve seemed to dissolve. “The remedy has only postponed what it is was supposed to cure. Her deterioration now seems inevitable,” he said simply. “Celeste is stable, but her condition is expected to worsen over the coming months.” He set his jaw. “As such, I must find a remedy.”

Leigh gave Waelin a sympathetic pat on the shoulder that he permitted. “I am so sorry to hear that, Waelin,” she offered warmly. “I had no idea your niece was ill!”

Diane nodded agreement, her blue eyes shining. “We foxkin cherish our kits above all else,” she said. “I understand why you needed those blossoms so badly.”

I was amazed but gladdened by this unexpectedly personal insight into Waelin’s driving motivation. His devotion to his niece explained much about the elf that his reserved nature otherwise concealed. My estimation of him grew considerably. He looked out for his family, and that was noble work.

Just then, cheers erupted nearby as a troupe of acrobatic catkin took the stage for their death-defying aerial performances. Waelin glanced over, composure fully restored. “Now, if you will excuse me, I should be going. But I thank you again for your aid and your interest. Please enjoy the remainder of the festivities.”

Diane, Leigh and I wished him well as the elf took his leave, disappearing swiftly into the colorful throngs. As soon as he was out of earshot, both girls became animated. “Well, how about that!” Leigh exclaimed. “Waelin has a heart! Just goes to show you never can tell with folks.”

Diane agreed happily. “Even the most reserved individuals are driven by love. But it’s sad that he couldn’t help his niece.” Her eyes shone as she regarded me.

I nodded. Truth be told, I had been on the verge of offering Waelin my help just now. I knew I had plenty of work out here and at the cabin, but there was a sense of community that was new to my heart and that made me want to help others — especially when they had noble goals.

Perhaps there would be time to offer help later down the line…

Leigh linked one arm through each of ours. “Come on now, enough serious talk,” she said airily. “We got acrobats to ogle!”

Laughing together, we allowed her to tow us off toward the next marvel awaiting discovery.


Chapter 20


The crowd roared with delight as the troupe of acrobatic catkin performed their jaw-dropping aerial feats and flips. Their lithe bodies twisted through the air with impossible grace and flexibility, bounding between precariously swaying platforms and hoops suspended high above the stage. Diane gasped when one particularly bold catkin leapt fearlessly between swinging poles with no safety harness. Even Leigh’s usual unflappable composure looked shaken.

“Sweet mother! I can’t hardly stand to watch!” she exclaimed; one hand pressed over her eyes though her fingers remained parted. “Those guys are gonna give me a heart attack with their crazy jumps!”

I had to agree — the sheer reckless abandon of the catkin’s routine was thrilling. And there I sat thinking the foxkin had been agile. But the crowd clearly reveled in the death-defying spectacle, shouting and stamping their approval after each nimble midair flip or cartwheel.

An elf girl beside us had her hands clamped firmly over her younger brother’s eyes, though he craned his neck trying to peer between her fingers. Their mother, however, looked utterly engrossed in the acrobatics, leaning forward intently in her seat, her jaw dropped.

When at last the troupe of catkin scurried down ropes from the towering rigging and took their bows, the audience leapt instantly to their feet for a thunderous standing ovation. I gladly joined in the rapturous applause, impressed by their skill and courage.

Beside me, Leigh let out a piercing whistle of appreciation through her fingers. Diane clapped until her palms stung, equally enthralled by the dazzling performance.

As we all caught our breath, I remarked, “Well, that certainly got my heart racing! I can’t even imagine how long they must train to reach that level of mastery.”

“No kidding!” Leigh agreed fervently. “Why, if I tried just one of those crazy flips up high, I’d end up splat on the ground for sure. Bless their talented hearts!”

Diane nodded, fox eyes still round from the experience. “It takes such bravery and dedication to their art,” she mused appreciatively. “Just like mastering a musical instrument, I suppose — years of practice.”

Together we turned and began navigating through the dispersing crowd. All around us, lively chatter centered on dissecting and reacting to the incredible acrobatic show we had just witnessed together. Clearly, the talented catkin had been a big hit, and they had gotten even the most reserved individuals fired up.

“Well, let’s go see what else there is to do!” Leigh declared. She spun on her heel and began leading us in the opposite direction. “I wanna get a good spot for the next show!”

Diane and I exchanged an amused glance but allowed the bubbly blonde to tow us along towards a raised wooden stage draped with colorful banners. A sizable crowd was already gathering there in anticipation.

“What’s the next act?” I inquired curiously.

Leigh pursed her lips in thought. “I think it’s… Oh yeah! The Storyteller!”

At my confused look, Diane helpfully elaborated. “There’s a famous elven Bard specializing in storytelling rather than music. He performs each year at the festival. Apparently, the tales he spins are incredibly captivating.” Her blue eyes shone with building excitement.

“You ain’t kiddin’!” Leigh jumped in enthusiastically. “Why, that elf could read a brick and make it sound thrillin’. We are in for a real treat, let me tell you!”

I had to grin, swept up in their infectious enthusiasm. As we walked, I slipped an arm casually around Diane’s slender waist, pulling her close. “Have I mentioned how lovely you look today?” I murmured near one velvety ear while we made our way through the crowds.

Diane smiled up at me, cheeks coloring prettily. “Flatterer,” she accused with a giggle, though her arm snaked around my lower back affectionately. “I’m only wearing a simple dress.”

“Well, you make it look stunning,” I insisted sincerely, punctuating the compliment with a soft kiss atop her head. Diane sighed happily and squeezed me in response. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Leigh watching us with a tiny smirk.

When we passed a cheerful grassy area where young elven and human children were merrily playing with hoops and balls, Diane gazed wistfully at their frolicking. I gave her hip a supportive squeeze, knowing such visions of youth and innocence always stirred maternal instincts in her foxkin nature.

Leigh kindly distracted Diane by pointing out a face-painting stand nearby where a creative elf artist was deftly decorating waiting children’s faces with stylized animals and flowers using vivid colored inks. Again, monkeys were the favorite.

“Why, would you just look at that talent!” Leigh enthused, towing us over for a closer inspection. The elf’s intricate handiwork was certainly impressive. Diane quickly became engrossed in observing the colorful designs take shape one stroke at a time. Leigh watched with great interest as well, clearly intrigued by the creative process.

However, Leigh soon enough urged us to move on, eager to see the elven storyteller. Diane nodded and turned away from the painting stand almost reluctantly, ears drooping slightly as she cast a last look over her shoulder.

But then, Leigh stopped at another stand, and I took the opportunity to draw Diane into the circle of my arms and kiss her deeply right there beneath the sunny sky, heedless of passersby. Somewhere vaguely behind us, Leigh let out an approving whoop. Diane instantly melted against me, arms twining tightly around my neck for support as she returned the kiss with fervor.

When we finally broke apart, Diane’s eyes were dancing, all traces of melancholy banished. “What was that for?” she asked, a bit breathless but clearly delighted.

I smiled and tapped her nose playfully. “Does a fellow need a reason to kiss his lovely lady?” Diane’s answering laugh chimed out merrily.

“Come on, you two!” Leigh hummed, having seen enough of the stand. “Let’s go see the Storyteller!”

Linking hands, we continued on our way, ready for the entertainment the festival offered up next.


Chapter 21


The stage was set with a simple wooden chair and no backdrop, allowing the focus to fall entirely on the sole storyteller who would captivate us all through words alone. As we settled onto benches amidst the murmuring crowd, I felt a ripple of eager anticipation around me to hear this famous tale-weaver begin.

At last, an elderly elf man with flowing silver hair ascended the steps, his spangled robes whispering over the boards. Without introduction, he settled smoothly into the chair, leaned back, and closed his eyes as total silence fell. We collectively held our breaths, awaiting the first mesmerizing words.

“My friends,” the elf began, his rich voice carrying effortlessly. I was pretty sure there was some kind of enchantment to it — both in how smooth and compelling it was and in how easily it carried without the speaker raising his voice. “I shall share a tale passed down through generations of my people. A myth imprinted on the very fabric of the ancient forest we now tread. Listen and envision as I tell of Devaara the Defiant!”

Enthralled, I leaned forward, sensing Diane and Leigh equally rapt beside me. The world narrowed to just that voice spinning magic through vivid imagery and words.

“In the first era of Tannoris, when the great forests stretched unbroken from shore to shore, there arose a warrior maiden of the wood elves named Devaara,” he intoned. “Though a daughter of the wood elves, her defiant spirit chafed at her people’s isolation. Devaara yearned to explore the wider world beyond her secluded grove.”

As the storyteller spoke, images manifested in front of me of a young and beautiful elven maiden with flowing amber hair. Indomitable and strong, her body lithe and toned, she wore a light chainmail as she overlooked the forest from one of her kin’s wood elven homes.

“All her young life, Devaara was daring and exploring, always keen to find what lay beyond the horizon,” the Storyteller continued. “And despite the elders’ warnings, Devaara’s wanderlust could not be contained. One dusk, she slipped away unnoticed into the shadowed vales, her footsteps silent as any predator’s. For many nights, Devaara roamed alone under the stars, marveling at the beauty of her world.”

Again, images came to me as the elf spoke, and the colorful forests and vales reminded me of the dreams I had had after the ritual with Caldwell back in New Springfield.

“But the wood elves’ isolation was no mere tradition,” the Storyteller said, his voice carrying a hint of warning. “Very real dangers lurked in the sprawling wilderness. Devaara’s headstrong pride left her unprepared when a great wyrm dragon descended from its mountain eyrie. The ravenous beast trapped Devaara in a box canyon to make a meal of her tender flesh!”

The elf storyteller pitched his voice low, and I felt a tingle down my spine picturing the scene he set, envisioning the horrible dragon that sought to consume her. Around me, the rapt crowd seemed equally spellbound by the tale unfolding.

“Devaara quaked in terror, all her courage deserting her before the massive wyrm, its scales glittering like molten gems as it oozed sulfurous drool,” the Storyteller continued. “Yet when certain death loomed, the stars looked down on fair Devaara, and they pitied her, for she was fair to look upon and of pure and indomitable spirit. And lo! From the skies came pure starlight, and it suffused the maiden!”

As he spoke, I saw Devaara, muddied and bloodied and at the mercy of the wyrm, rise up. She was defiant with a new power blazing in her veins.

“Feeling new power flood her veins, Devaara drew herself up proudly and flung forth her blade at the lunging maw of the dragon. And from that blade burst a blinding arc of pure starlight that seared into its throat! Scales exploded in a fiery shower as the injured wyrm recoiled, howling outrage to the heavens.”

The resonating voice conjured the images of that mighty battle, and the words of the Storyteller hung over those stills like those of a movie’s narrator.

“Though dwarfed by the colossal beast,” he continued, “Devaara rained blow after blow of enchanted starlight upon the dragon with her blade, sending the beast crashing back against the canyon walls in agonized frenzy. Never had a wood elf wielded such might against the fearsome wyrms. At last, utterly defeated, the dragon fell to the ground, a smoking carcass, never to trouble our realm again.”

As the Storyteller expertly voiced the dragon’s roaring curses and Devaara’s oaths with each magical strike, I found myself enthralled, picturing each vivid detail in my mind’s eye. Around me, elven children, kits, and kittens sat wide-eyed, clutching one another in suspense.

After a dramatic pause, the elf went on. “When Devaara marched proudly from the canyon’s mouth, she bore the dragon’s arcanely empowered heart against her breast, still pulsing with captured essence. Our histories tell that this Heart of Devaara serves as the foundation for the elves’ enduring magical might, and long was it kept in Talamas-Adaa, our shining capital, until the Upheaval rent its peaceful quarters and sent it shattered into the Realm Betwixt!”

I had heard tales of Talamas-Adaa the Shining, former capital of the wood elves on Tannoris. It had been lost in the Upheaval, like so many human and elven cities and towns, and not a single elf had made it out of there. Mages believed the ruins floated in an endless void known as the Realm Betwixt, although there had been no evidence — arcane or otherwise — of such claims.

The Storyteller continued. “Thus the first Stellar Maiden class was born into our lineage. And to this day, elf maidens heed Devaara’s example when seeking out the blessings of the stars to become Stellar Maidens themselves. They alone may harness the mystical currents flowing from Tannoris to sustain our people in this strange new realm the Upheaval has wrought.”

His voice swelled with passion. “Like Devaara, our Star Maidens stand strong against the darkness encroaching on our ancestral lands. Their swords — forever imbued with starlight — keep us all safe beneath the sheltering boughs of the eternal forest. Heed the lessons of Devaara’s journey from defiant maiden to exalted guardian! Wander not heedlessly beyond the protected glades. Instead, nurture the magic within!”

Gradually, the elf’s ringing tones faded, leaving a meditative hush hanging over the rapt listeners. For long moments, nobody stirred, each pilgrim turning over the stirring myth in their minds. Then suddenly, the silence shattered into deafening applause and cheers.

I found myself grinning and clapping as heartily as anyone. The tale had utterly transported me, proving the elf storyteller’s skills beyond any doubt. Leigh whistled piercingly beside me while Diane called out, “Bravo!”

The elven myth-weaver rose and took an elaborate bow, silver hair spilling over his shoulders before he straightened again. “Thank you, my friends! Share a flagon of honey mead amongst yourselves and discuss what lessons Devaara’s journey imparts!” Laughing, several elves hastened to fetch casks and tankards as he spoke those words. “I shall soon return to spin more tales for you!”

As the mood became more casual and lively, with conversation mounting all around us, I turned inquiringly to Diane. “What a story!” I breathed. “Was that tale of Devaara familiar to you at all?”

Diane’s fox ears flicked thoughtfully. “Only pieces,” she admitted. “My people, the foxkin, always kept our distance from the elves. Much of their lore remains somewhat mysterious to us. But I know that many elven women desire to be Star Maidens. It’s a very powerful, combat-focused Class!”

“Interesting,” I mused. “I had not taken much interest in combat so far, but I expected that at some point I would like to explore one of those fabled Dungeons.”

Leigh leaned in eagerly next. “I just love hearing those old elven stories! He makes it all seem so real. I was on the edge of my seat!” She grinned. “Gotta admire that Devaara girl’s gumption, takin’ on a nasty dragon all by her lonesome. No fear in that one!”

I nodded in agreement, impressed by the mythic elf maid’s courage and resolve, then shot Leigh a wink. “Nothing you would do?”

She laughed and shook her head. “Baby, there’s only one wyrm I’m wrestlin’,” she purred, shooting me a wink.

Diane broke out laughing at her friend’s antics, and Leigh blew me a challenging kiss.

I laughed and shook my head. “I think it’s time we head back to the tent, Leigh,” I said. “And you can show me exactly what you mean…”


Chapter 22


Over the next few days at the Aquana Festival, Leigh, Diane, and I settled into a leisurely routine of indulging in the many entertainments, activities, and delicious food on offer. Each morning, we would amble from stall to stall, sampling solid breakfast fare like fluffy pancakes dripping with honey or spiced porridge topped with berries. Musicians provided lively accompaniment to begin the day on a cheerful note.

When the call came for the communal midday feast, we eagerly took our places at the crowded tables to enjoy delectable roasted meats, colorful salads, and fruit pies still steaming from the ovens. Every meal seemed more sumptuous than the last, thanks to the elves’ culinary mastery.

Leigh, in particular, loved the food, and the bubbly blonde often indulged in an afternoon nap to recover. Diane and I joined her from time to time, and things got a little hot and heavy more than once.

Afternoons were spent wandering among the artisans demonstrating their handicrafts, watching juggling and comedy shows, or simply relaxing on the grass, enjoying mead and conversation with fellow pilgrims. Occasionally, we would indulge in a soothing dip in the steaming azure mineral pools.

As dusk fell each evening, we joined in the lively music and dancing around crackling campfires fueled by fragrant logs provided courtesy of our elven hosts. I lost track of how many times Leigh, Diane, and I enthusiastically twirled through rollicking traditional reels until we collapsed, breathless and exhilarated.

Often enough, the open atmosphere of it all welcomed Diane into singing a few songs of her own, and I soon came to discover that she was particularly smooth-voiced for a foxkin. The elves were appreciative of her singing skills, which she found greatly flattering.

One night, a friendly dwarven clan invited us to sample their potent moonshine brewed from forest tubers. After a few mugs, raucous laughter rang out as the dwarves began daring one another to complete outrageous stunts for entertainment. My memories of that night remain rather hazy, but I do distinctly recall that there was a competitive dwarf toss that had me doubling over with laughter.

Of course, our nights were also spent indulging in more intimate revelries within the snug confines of our shared tent. Both Leigh and Diane took great delight in making love with me until we were all exhausted by our passion and drifted off tangled together beneath the blankets. Their playful competition to see who could please me more never failed to leave me immensely satisfied, overthinking my luck in this life as I lay in the tent, one beauty on each side.

On the fourth morning, a great commotion upon awakening signaled the arrival of travelers from the frontier dwarven settlement of Ironfast. They had journeyed to join in the Aquana Festival but had arrived late due to some troubles with kobolds in the mountains. Regardless, they brought ample kegs of fine dwarven ales and mountain mead to generously share around the campfires at night. Their rousing songs and toasts livened the atmosphere even further.

My name swiftly spread among the newly arrived dwarves, who were interested to hear that I — a human — had won the Gauntlet. Soon enough, they came to me to explain that Lord Vartlebeck would also sponsor a fighting tournament on the final day of festivities, open to any pilgrims bold enough to compete for glory.

When I shared this news with Leigh and Diane over breakfast, Leigh immediately insisted I enter.

“Why, you’re sure to beat anyone fool enough to step into the ring with you, sugar!” she declared confidently between bites of blackberry muffin.

Diane looked more hesitant but did not openly object to the idea.

I laughed and shrugged. “I don’t know, Leigh,” I said. “This is combat. It’s a little more dangerous, and I have no idea who the competition is.”

Leigh smiled. “Not that dangerous! They fight with quarterstaffs and wooden swords — and not those shod with iron! Besides, there will be Priests to heal anyone who gets hurt. Lord Vartlebeck will see to that! He is a kindly lord.”

“Well,” I mused. “It does sound interesting.”

Diane gave an unhappy mewl. “I know you are capable, David,” she said. “But these frontier tournaments can become so… brutish.” Her eyes were clouded with concern for me. Her perspective tempered my initial eagerness with caution. I promised to think carefully before committing to join.

That night, we indulged in the dwarves’ hearty fare of charred mutton skewers and roasted tubers, washed down by their potent honey mead. Though boisterous, the stout folk were also generous, eagerly refilling our carved wooden tankards time and again. Soon, even reserved Diane was giggling along with the group’s lively ballads and tales.

When night came, the three of us retired to our tent. That night, nestled skin to skin with my women, our passions expressed our unspoken feelings more eloquently than any words.

[image: image-placeholder]

The next morning, Diane, Leigh, and I were finishing up a leisurely breakfast of fluffy biscuits, savory sausage, and fresh fruit when a booming voice suddenly called out.

“Ho there, Gauntlet Champion!”

Turning, I saw the red-bearded dwarf who had announced the fighting tournament approaching our table, grinning broadly. Several other dwarves trailed after him.

“I hope you’ve been considering participating in Lord Vartlebeck’s grand melee tomorrow,” the dwarf remarked. “For the victor’s prize is well worth fighting for!”

I had to admit that their enthusiasm was flattering! The dwarves were a hardy people of miners and warriors, and I knew from my days in New Springfield that they cared very little for humans and elves, generally considering us weaker. To be so wanted by these dwarves for their tournament meant they respected my achievement.

I exchanged an intrigued look with Leigh and Diane before smiling at the dwarves. “Oh? And what might that grand prize be?” I inquired.

The lead dwarf’s eyes twinkled. “Why, the champion earns the honor of being permitted to descend into the most sacred depths of the Inner Sanctum!”

My brow furrowed curiously. I recalled the elaborate rituals being performed around the main pool, and Leigh had mentioned there was an Inner Sanctum, but I knew nothing more about it. “I’m afraid I’m unfamiliar with that place,” I probed. “What significance does it hold?”

“Ah, apologies, lad!” the dwarf replied. “I assumed you knew of the Inner Sanctum. Allow me to explain…”

He went on to describe how the main pool we had been bathing in was but the outer chamber. A subterranean passage beneath the steaming waters led to a legendary inner grotto reserved for holy rituals.

“Tis said that within the Inner Sanctum resides the most concentrated wellspring of Aquana’s essence in all the land!” the dwarf revealed. “None but the victor may enter its hallowed depths! Well, the victor and the elven priestesses who do their… rituals there.”

There was a round of raucous laughter from the dwarves at that, as well as meaningful looks from under bushy brows.

“But don’t get your hopes up too much, laddie,” the dwarf continued. “You won’t be in the Inner Sanctum at the same time as those lasses. Still, it’s a grand honor!”

Beside me, Leigh let out an awed gasp. Even Diane looked amazed. I leaned forward intently, intrigued by the notion of beholding this sacred Inner Sanctum. The allure of exploration stirred my restless spirit.

Noticing my interest, the lead dwarf added encouragingly, “Indeed, glimpsing the Inner Sanctum firsthand is an honor granted only once a year during the festival, lad! Seize this rare opportunity for you and your ladies. They’ll be allowed to accompany you!”

“But… wouldn’t the elves object?”

He chuckled and waved his hand. “Oh no, lad! The elves have done what they needed to in the Inner Sanctum. And we’ve agreed a long time ago that the winner of the tournament can pay the place a visit once they’re done with it. It’s said to be very beautiful!”

“You’ve never been?” I asked him.

He shook his head. “Nay, lad,” he said. “Never won the tournament. It is said that bathing in the sacred waters will beget you the blessings of Aquana. Fertile crops and whatnot… It’s not a dwarven thing, but the honor is great enough — as is the gain of face — for some of our fiercest warriors to compete.”

His entourage all mumbled assent at that, but he raised his hand to silence them. “And besides, it’s not very dangerous. Much like the Gauntlet Run, there will be no lethal weapons or tricks. No magic allowed. And there will be Priests on hand to heal anyone who is injured. You might get a good slap upside the head or two, but nothing serious.”

I glanced at my companions, gauging their reactions. Leigh’s enthusiastic nodding showed she was fully on board. Diane still appeared concerned, likely about the fighting, but her curiosity was plainly piqued as well.

Returning my gaze to the dwarf, I replied, “You make a compelling case. My ladies and I will need to discuss this impressive offer.”

The red-bearded dwarf grinned and clapped my arm. “A wise choice, lad! This is no small thing. Talk it over and let us know if you decide to compete.” With a respectful nod, he and his entourage took their leave.

As soon as the dwarves were out of earshot, Leigh turned to me excitedly. “Can ya believe it, David, gettin’ to actually see inside the Inner Sanctum?” Her eyes were round with awe. “Why, you simply gotta compete now!”

Diane bit her lip uncertainly. “But David could get injured,” she worried, fluffy tail swishing with anxiety. “Surely just visiting the outer spring is honor enough?”

I took Diane’s hand gently in mine. “You know I’ll be cautious in the arena,” I assured her. “And the dwarves mentioned healers would be standing by.”

Turning my gaze between them both earnestly, I continued. “Truthfully, I find the notion of beholding this hidden Inner Sanctum captivating.” I gave Diane’s hand a squeeze. “With you two at my side, I can prevail. And besides, you’re going to have to accept that there will be peril from time to time. This is the frontier, after all. Trust in my capabilities, which I would rather test in a relatively safe tournament like this than out in the Wilds in some kind of Dungeon.”

Diane managed a small smile in return, my confidence reassuring her somewhat. “Very well,” she acquiesced. “If your heart is set on it, I will cheer you on.” Her grip on my fingers tightened. “Just promise you’ll avoid unnecessary risks.”

“You have my word,” I swore sincerely, lifting her slender hand to my lips. Then I shot Leigh a grin. “And if I emerge champion, we’ll all get to feast our eyes on mysteries no others may witness!”

Leigh clapped excitedly at the prospect. “Hell yeah! Ain’t no way I’m missin’ a chance to peek into that fabled Inner Sanctum! And I’m pretty sure Aquana’s blessing might be a nice one to have too!”

I raised an eyebrow. “Is that… real?”

Leigh shrugged, her enthusiasm completely undiminished. “Heck if I know. It sounds like it won’t do any harm, though.”

Diane chuckled. “Only the elves know if the blessing has a real effect. But it might be!”

I nodded slowly. In a world full of magic and magical creatures as well as some kind of governing System, it made sense to have blessings actually mean something… But the girls were right — who could tell?

“You make it into that Inner Sanctum,” Leigh hummed. “I promise I’ll be a very good girl to ya, David…” As she spoke, she traced my chest with a slender finger and shot me a tempting, big-eyed look.

Diane giggled and turned a deeper shade of red.

I chuckled, but I knew Leigh’s enthusiasm was genuine despite her dirty promise. Glimpsing the legendary subterranean grotto would likely be a once-in-a-lifetime experience.

My decision was made. This was a quest my restless spirit could not ignore.

“Alright,” I declared, “when next we see that red-bearded herald, I will tell him to count me among the tournament contenders.”


Chapter 23


After breakfast, I eagerly sought out the red-bearded dwarf herald to inform him that I would be competing in Lord Vartlebeck’s tournament. Diane and Leigh accompanied me, hands clasped supportively with mine as we navigated through the colorful festival crowds.

We found the red-bearded dwarf and his contingent of kinsmen gathered near a wide roped-off area where workers were busily constructing a makeshift fighting arena using wooden posts and planks. He was in the company of humans, elves, foxkin, catkin, and dwarves — probably all warriors looking to enter. He grinned broadly when he saw us approaching.

“Ah, if it isn’t the victor of the Gauntlet Run himself!” he exclaimed. He pumped his meaty fist approvingly. “Have you come to officially throw your name into the ring for Lord Vartlebeck’s grand melee tournament on the morrow?”

I nodded. “Yes, I accept your lord’s generous invitation to compete.” Beside me, Leigh beamed while Diane managed a small supportive smile despite her lingering concerns.

“Well done, lad! Well done indeed!” the dwarf bellowed. He thumped his broad chest, causing his red beard to bristle. “I am Brogan, longtime crier and herald for the noble clan Silverhand of Ironfast, which Lord Vartlebeck rules. And as such, it is my duty and privilege to officiate the tournament and explain the rules of engagement to all participating contenders.”

Around us, other curious fighters — mostly stout dwarves but also some humans, elves, catkin, and foxkin — drew near to listen as Brogan launched into an elaborate overview of how the fighting tournament would progress. I rolled my eyes when I noticed Anwick among the competitors.

“Now listen close, lads and lasses,” he began importantly. “The tournament format will follow a progression of paired matches, with victors from each bout advancing to face one another in the next round until only one lone champion remains standing!”

I nodded along as Brogan described how the tournament would open with a group stage, with fighters divided into groups of four based on a lottery system. Within each group, there would be two battles to determine the group leaders, and the group leaders would battle to determine the group winner. As such, anyone who lost would be out. Whoever won that would advance to the elimination bracket phase. Winners were always determined on a best two out of three bouts.

“Aye, so make sure ye bring your best skills to the arena,” Brogan stressed. “Only the most cunning and capable from the qualifying rounds will move forward. However, no one above level 3 is allowed to enter! Can't have the competition be unfair now, can we?”

Eager smiles and confident nods answered him around the circle.

“And spare your strength, aye? You don’t want to get all winded after the first match, let alone the first bout!”

Brogan went on to explain that the one-on-one elimination matches would continue until a final clash between the last two remaining combatants. “The matches end when one opponent either concedes defeat or gets forcibly ejected from the ring. First one to toss the other wins!” Brogan elaborated, miming a dramatic throwing motion that elicited chuckles from the audience.

Nearby, workers were erecting rope barriers and wooden posts to mark off the wide rectangular fighting arena. Brogan pointed it out proudly. “As ye can see, we’ll have a fine battleground prepared, with space aplenty for fierce contests between two fierce souls!”

The veteran dwarf next indicated a long table set off to one side bearing an array of padded wooden weapons — stout clubs, slender swords, small axes, and sturdy maces crafted from lacquered oak and pine.

“Now, mind ye this!” Brogan cautioned, bushy brows lowering sternly over his ruddy face. “Though we dwarven folk love a good scrap, we’ll have no sharpened steel flashing about dangerously in my arena! Choose any of these here replicas to bludgeon your foes, but leave your live blades sheathed away, aye?”

I nodded immediately in understanding as did the other competitors. Using lethal instruments, even unintentionally, in a festival game would go against the friendly spirit of the competition. This was about glory through fighting prowess, not killing.

Brogan looked satisfied at our swift assurance. “Aye, that’s the spirit, lads! Fight with all your fierceness but leave your steel out of it. These here oak cudgels and such will give a bruising aplenty without the mess of entrails!” He and several other dwarves guffawed at that, slapping their knees.

Around the ring, I noticed some contenders looking slightly disappointed by the weapon restrictions, Anwick among them as he shot me a hateful glare. But most quickly nodded agreeably.

Brogan moved on to outlining other prohibited tactics and dirty tricks that would lead to immediate disqualification. “Keep your wits about you in the ring,” he warned sternly. “We’ll be having none of those nasty little tricks you rogues and ruffians love — no eye gouging, groin shots, fishhooks or the like!” At that, he made exaggerated chomping motions with his hands at the height where a human’s genitals were, eliciting more laughs.

The mood was lighthearted, but we could all tell Brogan was serious about enforcing proper decorum. The dwarven clans valued honor and discipline in combat, after all.

I spoke up next with an inquisitive query of my own. “You mentioned throws and forcing opponents from the ring will end a match. But what about grappling and more close-quarters wrestling?” I pressed. “Will that be permitted if we choose?” Such techniques seemed opportune given the tight confines of the arena.

The question didn't come from nowhere. I had a background in wrestling, although I had also spent some a few years flirting with other martial arts, including sword fighting of the HEMA type. I was fairly confident about my skills with medieval weapons, but I knew several grappling techniques as well.

Brogan stroked his bristling crimson beard pensively as he mulled over my question. “Hmm, aye, grappling and throws are indeed allowed, provided ye respect a submitted or dazed opponent’s yield,” he decided after a moment. “We aim to merely bruise pride here today, not break bones or spill blood.”

Around the ring, several fighters began discussing preferred grappling strategies and holds in low voices. I made a mental note to be wary in close quarters should any matches devolve into gritty, sweaty wrestling contests.

Just then, a broad dwarf of few words identifiable by his great drooping brown mustache raised his hand to pose another question. “Brogan, if a poor sod gets just a wee foot or a heel knocked from the ring during a bout, can they step back in to resume the scrap?” he asked gruffly.

Brogan scoffed and shook his shaggy head. “Nay Branik, once your feet or ass touch dirt outside the ropes, your match is over. No do-overs or steppin’ back into the fray.”

Branik and some other stout contenders nodded and muttered understanding at this firm clarification. I too was glad to know such a definitive outcome would end an engagement. Once bested, a warrior’s role was to graciously yield the palm to the victor.

As Brogan continued fielding rules questions from the participants, I spoke up to ask for clarification on magical implements and enhancements. “Just to confirm, no magical objects, potions, or spells augmenting strength, speed, or the like will be permitted, correct?”

At that, Brogan turned to me and nodded gravely, his mane of fiery hair and beard bristling. “Aye lad, that is correct. No magic or other arcane enhancements are allowed whatsoever! Even minor bewitchments would grant an unfair advantage, so leave your trinkets and potions beyond the ropes. Skill alone will determine who wins!”

I didn’t necessarily agree with that. There was skill in magic, and Brogan made it sound as if that was not so. However, it was their competition with their rules, and I would abide by them.

Still, I saw several competitors shuffle their feet and look around at the others. More than one — Anwick definitely included — wore a nasty look that made me doubt whether they’d stick by the rules.
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Brogan set out several other rules in short order. If combatants waited too long to engage, they would be disqualified. If this happened in the finale, there would be no winner. In addition, it was not allowed to use natural weapons, such as claws for the catkin, and every competitor had to wear a padded leather cap and gloves.

“And what about healing?” one competitor — a lanky catkin — asked. “Can we get healing from those Priests during the fight?”

Brogan swiftly shook his head. “Nay lass, healing comes only after a match concludes once the victor is declared. No magical meddling or mending is permitted to alter or influence the natural outcome.” He raised his bushy eyebrows seriously. “A warrior’s prowess must stand on its own, for good or ill. No timely intercessions.”

Just then, a lean, wolfish-looking human fighter called Ergun raised his hand. “Say, we will be permitted to armor up before matches, right?” he asked hopefully. “Maybe some kevlar or leather? Just to protect vital areas during the scrap, you see.”

Brogan waved aside this query. “Nay lad, there will be no armor or extensive protective gear worn into my arena,” he declared adamantly. “This tournament is a test of speed, skill, and discipline, not who can afford the finest costly plate! All you’ll be wearing is the padded cap, the gloves, and a pair of wee knickers, I hope!”

At that, Ergun’s face fell in disappointment, while the rest laughed at Brogan’s comment. Around the circle, the other fighters also accepted this prohibition without complaint.

Seeking to move things along, I spoke up with an inquisitive query. “You’ve explained the format and rules quite thoroughly, Brogan. Very helpful. But when do the tournament matches actually commence tomorrow?” I asked. “And where should we report to be paired against opponents?”

At that, the other competitors too perked up attentively, tension rising as we anticipated stepping into the arena on the morrow. Brogan noticed our heightened focus and stroked his beard with satisfaction.

“Eager for the fray, eh laddie?” he rumbled approvingly. “Patience, the hour is nigh. The first bouts will commence promptly at nine on the morrow. An hour before that, all entrants should gather at the pavilion we’re erecting before then to be officially registered and receive your bout assignments.”

Excited murmuring immediately arose among the circle of fighters at this long-awaited pronouncement. Despite Brogan’s call for patience, I could see the competitive fires already stirring fiercely in every eye at the prospect of our duels commencing on the morrow.

Sensing our readiness, Brogan regarded us sternly once more. “Now mark me well, the bunch of you!” he cautioned. “I expect all present to fight with heart, but also wisdom. Ours is a calling that demands discipline.” He swept his piercing gaze around the assembly. “The goal on the morrow is friendly competition and valor, not unchecked slaughter. Fight with honor!”

At that, all the gathered fighters immediately straightened and gave sincere nods of understanding. For now, none among us dared risk defying the red-bearded herald’s codes of conduct or authority. But I wondered what would remain of it in the ring.

Lastly, the dwarf explained that fighters who ended up being eliminated could still reclaim lost esteem and dignity through good-natured comportment and sportsmanship. “Grudge-holding and petty grumblings have no place on the morrow,” Brogan admonished. “Accept defeat with grace and laugh at yourselves! ‘Tis the best balm for damaged pride.”

This sentiment was met with approving murmurs. I already sensed the competitive but cooperative spirit binding us all as fellow contenders. Defeat with honor was no disgrace among this stalwart company.

Satisfied that we now grasped the tournament rules in their entirety, Brogan gave one final reminder to enjoy the Aquana Festival’s delights before dismissing us to go prepare minds and bodies for the strenuous duels awaiting us.

“But don’t get too drunk!” he berated us, wagging his sausage finger. “Hangovers won’t do you well, unless you’re a dwarf!”

Laughing, the band of eager fighters began to disperse. Animated talk of techniques and strategies arose among us. But it was all in fun — the true test would come upon the field of battle. However, the look Anwick shot me before he skulked off once again assured me I’d have to watch my back should I face him.

Already I felt adrenaline begin humming through my veins at the thought of matching my skills against so many capable opponents on the morrow. But beside me, Diane still looked anxious, no doubt fretting over the risk of harm.

Gently, I drew her into the shelter of my arm so I could murmur reassuringly out of others’ earshot. “Don’t worry, I’ll be cautious in the ring and play defensively when needed,” I soothed her. “And I have advantages in speed and agility that will help evade their blows.”

“But Anwick,” she murmured. “He’s such a… such a villainous runt! I’m scared he’ll try something.”

I shrugged. “I’ll be cautious around him, Diane, but I doubt he’ll come very far. He’s too small and weak for this. I wonder why he’s even participating in all these contests.”

“To impress potential mates,” Diane said. “A lost cause if you ask me.”

“I don’t know,” Leigh hummed. “Maybe if one of the dwarves gets drunk enough…”

We all laughed at that, and Diane’s worry ebbed as the mood lightened. Diane then gifted me with a tremulous but brave smile. “I suppose you’re right, my love,” she said. “Forgive my nerves. I know you can hold your own.”

Drawing both girls into the shelter of my arms, I kissed each of their heads tenderly. “All will be well, you’ll see,” I promised them.

Though I could make no guarantees of victory once in the arena, their steadfast trust filled me with quiet courage. I would strive to make them proud tomorrow and uphold all codes of honor and sportsmanship before the day was through.

But that lay ahead still. For now, we had the remainder of Aquana Festival’s delights to enjoy as we whiled away the rest of this fair day together. With my lovely companions in arm, I turned my thoughts from the arena and set out to partake of the day’s adventures.


Chapter 24


The next morning, at the Aquana Festival grounds, I awoke eager for the fighting tournament slated to begin in a few hours. My energy was already humming in anticipation of the coming tests of strength and skill. After washing up briskly at the nearby creek, I headed out to meet Leigh and Diane for breakfast.

I found the girls at one of the bustling meal stalls, drawn by the scents of sizzling meats, egg dishes, and griddle cakes wafting through the air. Leigh waved me over brightly, where she was ordering heaping plates of fluffy pancakes drizzled with honey. Diane greeted me with an affectionate squeeze, her brilliant blue eyes aglow.

“We wanted to make sure you got a nice big festival breakfast to fuel up before the big event!” Diane explained as we sought seats at a nearby trestle table. A pitcher of chilled juice awaited us. I gave her waist an appreciative squeeze in thanks. Having their support today meant everything.

“Well, I sure appreciate you ladies spoiling me,” I said sincerely as I drizzled honey over my share of cakes. Though I knew Diane still harbored some concerns about my participation, neither had tried to dissuade me. They wanted me to succeed.

Soon enough, Leigh joined us, bearing loaded plates for herself and Diane — pancakes, crispy bacon, savory sausages, roasted potatoes, and eggs. After topping my stack with juicy strawberry slices, I dug in heartily. The tender cakes practically melted on my tongue, perfectly offset by the sweet-tart berries. A rich breakfast was just what I needed to fuel up.

Leigh paused, chewing a mouthful of syrup-drenched pancake, and cocked her head thoughtfully. “So what’s your plan for them fights exactly?” she asked after swallowing. “Got any crafty strategies?”

I set down my fork, dabbing my lips with a cloth napkin. “Well, I intend to open most matches cautiously, rather than rushing in swinging,” I explained. “At least until I can get a feel for each new opponent’s style and tendencies in the ring.”

Diane’s blue eyes shone with interest as she leaned forward, ears perked. “That sounds wise,” she said. “It’s best to be patient and observant from the start.”

I nodded in agreement. “Yes, I’ll focus on evasion and defensive counters initially. Once I see any weaknesses or openings in their technique, that’s when I’ll look to press any attacks.”

Leigh pursed her lips and absently twirled a lock of golden hair around one finger as she mulled this over. “Hmm, reckon that approach will serve you well against those burly dwarves,” she remarked after a moment. “They’re likely to come out swingin’ their meaty fists, tryin’ to clobber you good and end things quick.”

She balled up her hand demonstratively and mimed exaggerated wild haymaker punches before grinning. “But you keep light on your feet and let ‘em tire themselves swinging at air. Then you can put your skills to work once they’re good and winded!”

“Exactly,” I said appreciatively, grinning at her mimicking. “Letting them waste energy flailing away unpredictably seems wise. I’ll be ready to evade and counter-strike once they’re gassed out.”

Diane nodded thoughtfully, nibbling her lower lip. “Don’t forget, though, some elves can be quite nimble,” she cautioned. “So don’t let your guard down just because an opponent looks lightweight at first glance.”

I reached over and gave her hand a grateful squeeze. “Don’t worry, I’ll stay alert and focused on every foe,” I promised earnestly. “But you both make excellent points that I’ll be sure to keep in mind.”

Over second helpings, our conversation shifted to speculating which opponents I was most likely to face in the initial qualifying matches, based on who we’d glimpsed attending Brogan’s rules meeting yesterday. I expected at least one clash with the cocky foxkin Anwick.

“That scoundrel had better keep it clean in the ring,” Leigh declared vehemently around a bite of sausage. Her sky-blue eyes flashed at the mention of him.

Diane nodded agreement, reaching over to give my hand a supportive squeeze. “You have the strength and cunning to counter any deceit,” she said confidently.

I smiled, bolstered by their steadfast faith in me. “I hope so,” I replied. Though the spiteful foxkin posed minimal physical threat, I would remain vigilant for attempts to gain an edge through dubious means.

When our plates were finally cleared, and we helped tidy up, I took my leave to go find a quiet corner of the bustling grounds on which to stretch and center myself mentally. Though the ambient sounds of vendors hawking wares surrounded me, I tuned them out as I settled onto the soft grass.

Closing my eyes, I regulated my breathing and focused inward, visualizing the coming matches in detail. I saw myself moving swiftly but with discipline, adhering to forms and tactics carefully considered. Throughout it all, my goal was to uphold the spirit of friendly competition and give it my best.

After a solid thirty minutes of meditative visualization and breathing exercises, I felt optimally centered and prepared, both physically and mentally, to give my best showing in the arena. Rising smoothly from my seated position, I rolled my neck and shoulders to loosen them before striding purposefully back toward the bustling festival grounds to meet my women.

They were waiting, loving expressions on their pretty faces as they watched me come.

“Ready?” Diane asked, clutching my arm as she looked up at me with big sapphire eyes.

I smiled and nodded. “Let’s go!”

Leigh took my other arm, and the three of us headed toward the arena that the dwarves had set up. The cheerful din of vendors hawking wares and eager spectators filling the stands swelled as we navigated through the colorfully dressed crowds. I chatted with the girls and joked as we went, hoping to lighten the mood — especially Diane’s — a little.

With Leigh and Diane walking at my sides, I strode toward the bustling arena that held the simple fighting ring at its center. Around us milled the other combatants, preparing for grueling physical contests. Some of them offered friendly nods or clasped my forearm in greeting as I passed. Others — Anwick included — glared at me.

By the looks of it, things were about to start…
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The makeshift arena was now bustling with activity as competitors and spectators alike jostled for space. Vendors hawked drinks and snacks to the eager crowds filing into the wooden stands overlooking the central dirt ring. I spotted Lord Vartlebeck seated prominently in the front row, his rich robes glinting with embedded gems.

At the edge of the ring, Brogan stood consulting a heavy ledger and glancing up frequently to eye each approaching fighter. When he spotted our approach, the grizzled herald flashed me an approving grin.

“There’s the champion of the Gauntlet himself!” Brogan bellowed jovially. “Come to officially register for the grand melee, I hope?” At my confirming nod, he chuckled. “Excellent, excellent! Let’s get you processed then. We have more aspiring contenders than we have places, but we’ll want you aboard as winner of the Gauntlet Run!”

With Diane and Leigh hovering supportively, I stepped up as Brogan opened the ledger and dipped his quill. “Your name for the records?” he inquired briskly.

“David Wilson,” I answered clearly. Brogan’s quill scratched busily as he inscribed the details in angular dwarven runes.

“Very good! And you are aware of the rules of engagement previously explained?” he pressed; bushy eyebrows lowered seriously.

“Absolutely,” I assured him. “No sharpened weapons, no armor, no eye gouging or illegal strikes and other tricks, no external magic or healing. Just skill against skill alone.”

Brogan nodded approvingly, snapping the ledger shut with an air of finality. “Perfect. Now just need to get you properly outfitted!”

From a barrel, he withdrew a padded leather cap which he handed to me, followed by two battered leather gloves which I tugged on. The well-worn gear was musty but would help cushion any blows.

“There you go, lad! All registered and ready to rumble,” the dwarf pronounced jovially. He shot me a crafty wink. “Try not to rough up too many beards out there today, eh?”

I chuckled and gave him a polite nod despite the brazen assumption of my superiority. “We shall see how the matches play out. May the best fighter win.”

With preparations complete, Brogan dismissed me with a wordless clap on the arm before turning to process the next eagerly waiting combatant. I stepped aside and exhaled slowly, my focus narrowing on the ring awaiting my first bout.

Diane’s soft touch on my wrist drew my gaze down to her upturned face. “Looks like they’re ready to start letting spectators into the stands,” she noted, indicating the queues filing through the gates. “Can we wait here with you?”

Brogan looked up from the registration of the next combatant and shook his head. “Nay, lassie! Unless you’re competing, you should find a bleacher. Loved ones of the participants get a front-row seat!”

“You two go on ahead,” I suggested lightly, seeing that the girls were not very happy with this. “I’ll take a few moments to walk the ring perimeter first and stretch properly before my matches begin.”

Leigh gave my arm an affectionate squeeze. “Of course, baby, you go on and get limber,” she purred. “We’ll be cheering you on from the front row, so make it a good show, alright?” Her sky-blue eyes twinkled playfully.

Diane didn’t joke, however. She looked with concern at the other participants. Then, with a bout of fury I had not seen in her before, she grabbed the first combatant who walked past — a burly dwarf — and bared her teeth at him in a snarl that made the dwarf yelp and widen his eyes.

That got the attention of all those gathered.

“Hurt my David, and I’ll hang you all by your entrails from these trees!” she growled at the assembly, making the contestants blink and exchange unsure looks. A few took a step back, obviously intimidated by my feisty fox girl.

“Whoa, whoa!” I said, placing my hand on her tense shoulder. “Diane… Calm down.”

Next to me, Leigh covered her mouth to stop herself from giggling. Apparently, she knew this side of Diane.

Diane gave another snarl before she let go of the dwarf, then looked up at me with big, sapphire eyes. “Sorry,” she hummed, all innocence in an instant. “I, uh, I just don’t like the idea of you fighting alone.”

Leigh cut in, winking at me, as she placed her arm around Diane. “It’s okay, Diane,” she hummed, “David understands. Don’t ya, David?”

I blinked, unsure what was going on here. I kept my eyes on Leigh, and she carefully mouthed the words ‘let it go’. Meanwhile, Diane looked a little unhappy at her own outburst, and I came to the conclusion that this was likely some typical foxkin mating behavior that she felt the need to apologize for.

“It’s okay, Diane,” I said, giving her a kiss on her forehead as I scratched behind one of her fox ears. “I think it’s cute, in fact,” I added sincerely. “But I’ll manage. You know I will.”

Diane nodded softly, and then Leigh ushered her toward the crowded bleachers, with both girls looking over their shoulders to wave at me.

Chuckling, I shook my head, surprised at Diane’s outburst. It just went to show that there were certain peculiarities in foxkin behavior that I was not yet wholly familiar with. Undoubtedly, I’d learn more about all of it later down the line. For now, I needed to focus on the tournament.

I turned and ducked between the ring ropes. As I began a measured circuit, gradually loosening my muscles and joints, other fighters stepped into the ring space as well to warm up and feel out the footing.

The hard-packed earth was smooth, with a single raised platform at the north end where a bell awaited to signal the start and end of rounds. Brogan stood conferring with several other veteran dwarves who would be judging the day’s bouts.

My focus remained directed inward as I flowed through an unhurried series of lunges, arm swings, and torso twists to prime my body for the strenuous matches ahead. Around me, other limbering contenders eyed one another warily, scowling or nodding in mutual assessment. But I tuned out the distractions.

When sufficiently stretched and warm, I walked over where Diane and Leigh were sitting, close to the railing overlooking the arena. Diane still looked combative, staring daggers at my competitors, but Leigh waved.

“Lookin’ good and loose out there!” Leigh greeted me brightly.

Then, Brogan’s loud voice called all participants over to him and to clear the ring. I followed the instructions and took my place among the combatants. It was interesting to see how different they all responded — some were laughing and joking, others nervous or dead serious.

When the ring had cleared, Brogan’s voice boomed out loud and clear. “Welcome, friends, to Lord Vartlebeck’s grand melee tournament!”

Raucous cheers erupted instantly from the throngs eager for the competitions to commence. Leigh added her exuberant shouts to the mix, while Diane stared bloody murder at every man except me, and especially at Anwick.

Brogan spent a few moments extolling the day’s prizes and reviewing the competition format once more for the benefit of the crowd. My fingers drummed restlessly on my sides, adrenaline already pulsing. I was ready to proceed to the action.

But finally, after what felt an eternity of preamble, Brogan turned and bellowed toward the tents. “Will the competitors of group one come forth!”


Chapter 25


Brogan announced the first group of fighters to take their places in the ring. I recognized a few faces from the rules meeting as four contenders stepped up to the ropes. There was a burly dwarf who looked eager to brawl, a lean elven spearman, a muscular human warrior, and a lithe foxkin.

“Combatants, choose your arms!” Brogan bellowed. The four moved toward the weapon racks, hefting and testing different options. The dwarf selected a crude mace while the elf took up a padded spear. The human grabbed a sturdy short sword and buckler shield. Meanwhile, the foxkin strapped on a pair of daggers.

Brogan nodded approval at their selections before pairing them into matchups.

“Now,” he announced to the public. “In each group, there are three combats! Numbers one versus two and numbers three versus four. Finally, the winners of both battles against one another to determine who wins the group. For each match goes: best of three rounds wins! A round is over once one of the combatants either forfeits or leaves or is forced out of the circle.” With that, he gestured at the circle of white chalk at the center. “Don’t worry,” he added with a grin, “we’ll repaint the circle each round.” The crowd laughed before Brogan continued. “Winner of the most battles proceeds to the next circle of the tournament, which will be one-on-one confrontations with other group winners: best of three rounds wins!”

Brogan looked around to let his words settle in before he gave a satisfied nod. “Now,” he called out. “Let us begin, aye?”

At that, the crowd roared with enthusiasm.

First to clash of group one would be the dwarf versus the human. They took positions at opposite sides of the ring while the elf and foxkin looked on from neutral corners. At Brogan’s signal, the bell clanged loudly, commencing the bout.

The two fighters began circling warily while the crowds cheered them on. After a few tense moments, the impulsive dwarf charged forward swinging his mace overhead. But the human neatly sidestepped the wild blow before smacking his opponent’s bearded jaw with the sword’s padded hilt, eliciting a roar from the spectators.

The disgruntled dwarf came on harder, forcing the man back with furious swings. But his reckless offense left openings. When next he overextended on a swing, the human ducked and swept the dwarf’s legs out from under him with a low kick. The stocky fighter hit the dirt hard outside of the circle as the bell clanged again, ending round one.

“Bout to the swordsman!” Brogan pronounced as the combatants retreated to corners. The dwarf spat and shook out his limbs but appeared uninjured.

After a short rest, the bell sounded for round two. This time the dwarf fought more cautiously, trying to bait his quicker foe into over-committing. But the man retained discipline, countering each probing attack before abruptly closing and grappling the dwarf in a tight hold to the crowds’ delight. Try as he might, the stout fighter could not break free.

“Enough, enough!” the dwarf finally sputtered, slapping the packed earth in submission. Brogan called the bout, declaring the human victorious. He helped the disgruntled dwarf to his feet, murmuring words I couldn’t hear but imagined were of encouragement about valor shown. Begrudgingly, the dwarf extended his hand, and the two fighters shook on the outcome.

Next into the fray stepped the elf and foxkin to duel for round two. This battle promised more back and forth exchanges between two swift combatants. The foxkin struck first, feinting then rolling to try and get inside the elf’s long spear reach. But the elf adeptly intercepted her, jabbing out repeatedly with the padded point to keep the foxkin at bay.

The foxkin soon changed tactics, forced to keep her distance as they circled and watched for any lapse in the other’s guard. The crowd oohed and aahed as spear and daggers flashed, though neither managed to land a clean hit before the elf managed to awkwardly shove the foxkin out of the ring with the butt of his spear.

The rests between bouts allowed fighters to recover stamina and tweak strategy based on what they had glimpsed of each opponent already. In round two, the foxkin surprised the elf by going aerial, using her lithe acrobatics to vault up and come at him from on high in a crazy dive!

The risky move caught the spearman off guard, allowing the foxkin to graze his shoulder with a dagger before tumbling clear. Now exposed, the elf found himself driven back by her aggressive flurry until he was suddenly pushed clear of the chalk circle and the second round’s bell rang.

“Well fought!” Brogan commended both. The foxkin had turned the duel in her favor through creativity. Yet the match would be decided by this final round.

At the clang, the elf abandoned his spear, rushing in with fists swinging to brawl up close. But the foxkin was ready, deftly dodging then sweeping the elf’s feet out from under a low-spinning leg sweep! She pinned the prone elf and tickled his nose with her fluffy tail while holding him in an inescapable grappling. In a mixture of sneezing, laughing, and growling, he was forced to yield the bout.

The audience erupted into raucous cheers at the unconventional triumph. Even the elf laughed as he rose, accepting defeat with a grace not many of his haughty race had.

For the next pairing, which would determine the winner of the first group, the swordsman faced off against the foxkin. They adopted similar patient tactics, trading probing strikes and counters from just outside the other’s reach. Ultimately, the man’s speed provided the edge. After weathering a withering storm of blows, the foxkin mis-stepped, and the human seized the advantage for a clean throw to end round one.

Round 2 began, and they both fought more desperately this time, launching into an intense exchange of strikes and counterblows. Ultimately, the man’s flagging stamina proved his undoing. His reactions slowed just enough for the foxkin to smash past his guard with a feigned jab of one dagger. Off-balance, the winded human was unable to evade the follow-up tackle which topped him out of the circle.

The crowd was loving it. The two combatants seemed fairly matched, and they both gave their all to win the group. There would be one more round, and at Brogan’s signal, the human and foxkin closed in warily before suddenly going to grips. The human fighter fought to smother with muscular arms while the foxkin slithered relentlessly for openings, bringing her daggers into play.

Ultimately, a well-placed knee under the human’s guard buckled his stance. Swift as an arrow, the foxkin vaulted onto his back and held him in a chokehold that made him sink to his knees, slamming his fist on the dirt to signify surrender. The crowd roared approval at the foxkin’s prowess.

“The vixen takes the bout!” Brogan announced as the panting foxkin helped her foe to his feet. Though winded and mud-spattered, the human was grinning, clearly enthralled by their spirited clash.

With the group round complete, the winner for the first group was decided. The foxkin had dominated, while the human, elf, and dwarf were out of the match. Brogan tallied the results as the exhausted group one fighters departed the dusty ring. My own first match was soon to commence!


Chapter 26


Brogan’s announcement that the next round was about to begin was met with raucous cheers from the crowds eager for the competition to commence. As the contenders sized each other up, I took a deep breath and focused inward, ready to rely on my agility and defensive skills once the first bout began.

“Without further ado, let’s begin!” Brogan bellowed. He proceeded to pick out the members of the next group, and my heart leaped when his discerning eye fell on me, and he pointed at me to come forward. Together with the other competitors of group two, I stepped into the arena,

I was with a stocky, bearded dwarf, a lithe elf woman, and of course, the brash foxkin Anwick. We eyed each other warily, especially Anwick who was practically vibrating with aggressive energy. It looked like he wanted to get back at me for kicking his butt in the gauntlet.

“Combatants, choose your arms!” Brogan bellowed once again, and I stepped forward with the others to survey the dull practicing arms on display. There was a sword that would serve well when wielded with one or two hands, and I decided to go for that one, preferring the versatility of the weapon. I picked up the weapon, tested its weight, and nodded my approval, stepping away from the weapon rack while the others made their choices.

“For the first match,” Brogan began, “we have my kinsman Brandur of Ironfast!” With that, he nodded at the particularly stocky dwarf, who inclined his head and stepped forward, gripping his club.

“And his opponent…” Brogan grinned, reveling in the moment as his sharp eyes roamed over each of us — before coming to a stop on me. “David Wilson of Gladdenfield Outpost, winner of this year’s Gauntlet Run!”

The crowd applauded us, and I could hear Leigh whooping and shouting over them all, the sound bringing a smile to my lips. I stepped forward and shook Brandur’s hand — the dwarf seemed nice enough — and we stepped into the ring as the crowds cheered.

As we took up positions at opposite sides, Brandur hefted his sturdy wooden club and swung it experimentally, his movements suggesting reliance on brute strength over finesse. I tested the weight of my training sword again and took a deep breath, centering myself for the melee.

When Brogan signaled the start, Brandur let out a roar and charged straight at me, club raised high. I stood poised on the balls of my feet, waiting until the last second before nimbly sidestepping his wild swing. As planned, I would observe and evade until I grasped his fighting style, although it was likely to be little more than brute force.

Brandur skidded to a halt and whirled, beard bristling as he glared and took another lumbering swing which I ducked under. Around us, the crowds cheered and stamped their feet, whipped into a frenzy by the intense action.

Brandur continued his relentless assault, attempting to simply overpower me through sheer force as I artfully evaded his hammering blows. But his stamina was flagging, blows coming slower, face reddening with exertion. Meanwhile, I was doing fine; I was in good shape, and I had spared my strength by not using the weapon to parry or attempting swings at my enemy while he was still berserking.

Sensing my opportunity, I went abruptly on the offensive when Brandur overextended on his next swing. I darted in and delivered a sharp counterblow to his wrist that made him yelp and sent the club flying from his numbed fingers. Still, I had checked my blow somewhat; I didn’t want to break his wrist.

Pressing my advantage before he could recover, I swept Brandur’s legs out from under him with a firm kick. The stocky dwarf landed flat on his back with a heavy thud and a winded grunt while I kicked his club clear of the circle, effectively disarming him. I allowed him a moment to catch his breath and signal submission.

“I yield,” Brandur wheezed at last, raising both gloved hands in defeat. I stepped back and offered him an arm up which he accepted good-naturedly. We clasped forearms in a show of respect before we went back to our corners, ready for the second round of our bout.

The crowds roared their approval at the conclusion of the first round. Though Brandur had put up a valiant effort relying on brute strength, my evasive skills had ultimately prevailed. But I knew not to underestimate the stocky dwarf’s tenacity and power.

During the brief rest period, I leaned against the wooden railing and sipped cool water, keeping muscles loose and gaze alert. Across the ring, Brandur likewise refreshed himself, though his shoulders slumped dispiritedly. Our first bout had clearly taxed his stamina.

At Brogan’s signal, we took up positions once more. This time I went on the offensive immediately, not wanting to allow Brandur an opportunity to gain any momentum and desiring to capitalize on his depleted stamina.

With a fierce cry, I closed the gap and rained a series of controlled strikes upon him. My training sword struck his club again and again as he parried, forcing him onto the defensive.

Though he blocked competently at first, Brandur’s reactions were markedly sluggish now. Seeking to end the round decisively, I feinted left then swept my leg behind his ankles in a smooth trip. Already off-balance from blocking my strikes, Brandur toppled heavily onto his back with a winded grunt.

But he was not out of the chalk circle yet.

Dropping my sword, I followed him down, grasping his thick wrist and pinning it over his head to prevent any chance of retaliation. After a few token struggles, Brandur accepted defeat with a resigned growl, and Brogan called the match.

I rolled back up smoothly and offered my hand, congratulating him sincerely on a good effort. The crowds applauded the sporting conclusion.

Though winded, the stocky dwarf managed a hearty laugh and clapped my shoulder before thanking me for the enjoyable match. I could tell no grudge was held over the hard-fought victory. As I exited the ring, Brandur called out wishes for good fortune in my next bouts.

“And the winner is David Wilson of Gladdenfield Outpost!” Brogan announced. “Let’s see how this next bout goes so we know who David will be facing next!”
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For the second match of group two, the spiteful foxkin, Anwick, stepped into the ring across from his opponent — a lithe elf woman gripping a slender wooden staff. I watched intently from the sidelines, curious to see more of Anwick’s fighting skills and tricks. No matter who would win, observing now would help me defeat my opponent.

At Brogan’s shout, the bout commenced. Anwick struck first, lunging aggressively with his two short swords. The elf parried his slashes with smooth motions of her staff, the clacks ringing out as wood struck wood. Rather than being discouraged, Anwick seemed to grin wider at the challenge she posed.

Pressing his assault, he rained a series of hacking blows down upon the elf’s guard. To her credit, she focused and continued deflecting the strikes, though the fury was clearly taxing. Anwick was forcing her onto the defensive with raw power and tenacity alone. And he was fast!

Abruptly, Anwick pulled back, squaring up and beckoning mockingly for the elf to attack. Wary of a feint, she hesitated. Growing impatient, Anwick spat an insult.

“Come, you dagger-eared horse!” he snarled. “Don’t be a coward like the rest of your race!”

“Silence!” Brogan bellowed his intervention. “No slurs allowed in the ring!”

But the damage was done. Incensed at the insult to her ancient kind, the elf swung her staff at Anwick’s head. He smoothly ducked under the blow and viciously smashed his pommel into her gut, doubling her over with a choked cough. The crowds shouted their dismay at this cheap shot.

Staggering back, the elf just managed to get her weapon up in time to block Anwick’s next swing. The force of the blow numbed her hands, but she gritted her teeth and rallied.

For a time, the two traded probing strikes back and forth across the ring, neither managing to penetrate the other’s defense. Anwick was forced to give grudging respect to his opponent’s skill. Her mastery of the quarterstaff was evident, and I had to wonder at her Class.

Just as the elf seemed to be gaining ground, Anwick abruptly feinted right with his blade. The move made her hesitate, and seizing advantage of her lapse in focus, Anwick rushed in and delivered a vicious rising strike, smashing the bottom of her staff up into her chin. The elf recoiled, dazed by the underhanded but damaging blow.

Pressing his advantage, Anwick kicked her legs out from under her before she could recover. The elf spilled to the dirt outside the ring’s boundary. Round one concluded cheaply but decisively in Anwick’s favor.

“First round for Anwick!” Brogan called out, obviously dissatisfied.

During the break, the elf drank water with shaking hands, still clearly rattled. Meanwhile, Anwick paced like a caged animal, grinning and pumping himself up as he flourished his blades. He shot me a menacing glare that went far beyond a healthy competitive spirit.

At the bell starting round two, the elf fought more cautiously, keeping Anwick at bay with stiff jabs of her recovered staff. But her grip looked shaky, and pain still pinched her features from the harsh treatment endured. Anwick seemed to be biding his time, his gaze prowling for an opportunity to further damage his battered foe.

The crafty foxkin soon found it. Maneuvering the elf into an awkward position, he surprised her with a sharp elbow smash to the mouth that made her yelp and clasp a bloodied lip. Before she could recover, he rammed bodily into her, bowling her over and sending teeth flying as she sprawled into the dirt.

But he hadn’t knocked her out of the circle yet. And instead of pressing his advantage and finishing it, Anwick decided to toy with her. With a mocking gallant gesture, he allowed her to rise again.

And when she did, he barreled at her with all the fury he had in his cantankerous soul!

Anwick’s fierce assault quickly had the elf on unsteady footing once more. When she thrust out her staff, Anwick grabbed and yanked harshly, pulling her off balance again. As she stumbled past, he delivered a contemptuous smack to her backside.

“Giddy-up, horsie!” he called out, laughing.

His taunt and manhandling of the elf elicited outraged shouts from the crowd along with raucous laughter from the cruder creatures on the bleachers. And the audacious foxkin even took a moment to bow mockingly at the crowd.

Face burning, the elf attacked in rage, heedless of defense now. But Anwick expertly ensnared her staff between his crossed swords and twisted viciously, wrenching it from her grasp. Weaponless, she still came at him barehanded.

Laughing, he let her wear herself out flailing before shoving her down sneering. Howling victoriously, he set upon her and pinned the dazed elf on her back beneath him. Snarling, he pressed his wooden blade against her flushed throat to force the surrender he had been toying with all match.

Beaten, bleeding, and utterly humiliated, the elf had no choice but to yield the bout and the victory entirely to Anwick’s brutality, viciousness, and trickery. And even then, he gave one final, hateful push against her throat, as if he wanted nothing more than to actually choke her.

“No choking!” Brogan snarled. “The lass surrenders!”

At that, Anwick backed away, feigning innocence, although he had known full well he had been pushing it.

“The foxkin claims the bout!” Brogan pronounced gruffly and with contempt.

Anwick sprang up and played to the spectators, but many booed him. My own hands squeezed the railing hard enough to ache as his beady little eyes fell on me, filled with mockery.

Meanwhile, the elf slowly staggered upright, spitting blood from her savaged mouth. Crimson stained her pale tunic. Her earlier poise was shattered completely by the abuse suffered at Anwick’s hands. Seeing her so diminished sickened and angered me.

Sure, it was a tournament, but this was savagery. Luckily, the healers — mostly elves themselves — were soon fussing worriedly over their kinswoman’s wounded mouth and bruised body.

The other fighters gave Anwick a wide berth as he returned swaggering. All knew his next bout would be against me to determine the group’s overall winner. Anwick’s eyes glinted cruelly at the prospect of facing the human who had repeatedly bested him before. This match promised intense clashes.

At the bell, only one of us would walk away victorious. And I intended to make sure it was me.


Chapter 27


Brogan stepped forward, his bushy beard bristling with excitement. “The moment you’ve all been waiting for!” he cried out. “The final battle of group two, to determine who shall advance to the elimination rounds!” The crowds roared in anticipation.

With a sweeping gesture, Brogan indicated where I stood, limbering up. “In this corner, we have our champion of the Gauntlet Run, David Wilson of Gladdenfield Outpost!”

Deafening cheers and applause erupted in support. Going up against Anwick after his previous showing meant I was definitely the crowd favorite. I flashed a grin and lifted my gloved fists overhead in response, one of them holding my hand-and-a-half sword, playing to the crowd.

Brogan turned next toward my sneering opponent. “And his challenger, Anwick, warrior of the foxkin, and also of Gladdenfield Outpost!” The cheers turned to jeers and boos at the mention of the spiteful runt who had earned their dislike through repeated unsportsmanlike conduct. Anwick simply bared his teeth, undeterred.

As we moved into position, I sought out Leigh and Diane seated in the front row. When our eyes met, I saw only steadfast faith shining from their smiling faces. Diane gave a small nod of encouragement. No words were needed to convey their devotion. I would carry their strength with me into the ring.

Rotating my neck and shoulders, I settled into a loose ready stance opposite the glowering Anwick. The foxkin was visibly trembling with aggressive energy, fairly chomping at the bit to be loosed upon me. In contrast, I regulated each breath, honing my mind and body for the struggle ahead. Around us, the crowds hushed in anticipation.

Brogan raised his hand. “Combatants, ready…” Leigh and Diane clasped hands tightly. Anwick coiled like a spring, teeth bared in a rictus.

I shifted my weight, poised for action. The battle was nigh!

Brogan’s hand slashed downward in signal. “Begin!” he bellowed. And all at once, wild chaos erupted as Anwick and I flew at one another.

With a guttural snarl, Anwick lunged, twin blades scything. I pivoted aside, allowing his wild hack to whistle past while delivering a sharp counter blow to his ear as he hurtled by. The foxkin bared his teeth hatefully at the stinging hit but came on again heedless.

Anwick’s initial frenzy of reckless swings forced me onto the defensive. I focused wholly on redirecting each strike with minute twists of my blade, conserving energy. Blow after blow glanced off at angles, unable to penetrate my guard. But I did not yet counter, desiring to further frustrate the volatile foxkin.

Gradually, Anwick’s furious tempo slowed as fatigue set in. Sensing my opening, I took the initiative with a brisk flurry of controlled strikes aimed at his gloved fingers in hopes of disarming him. But the foxkin retained his grip, skipping back to recover, and used his crossguards to great effect. A newfound wariness entered his malicious gaze.

We circled another tense moment before clashing again in a series of rapid exchanges — strike and counterstrike resounding between us. Anwick flowed between crafty unorthodox techniques and dirty tricks. He swiped at my legs, ducked and rolled, hopped and flew, and more than half of his strikes were aimed at my groin or knees. But my reactions proved equal to the challenge. I had the better reach, and my long blade and wide crossguards were perfect for parrying. Neither of us could seem to gain an advantage. The crowds shouted eagerly.

But I knew there were at least two areas in which I excelled when compared to Anwick. The first was strength, and the second was self-control.

Abruptly, I stepped into Anwick’s space and grasped his sword hand in an iron grip before he could spring away. He lacked the power to pull free, and we grappled chest to chest, muscles straining and feet sliding over the loose dirt. On instinct, his gnashing teeth sought my vulnerable throat for a moment before he jerked his head back and shot a look at Brogan, who would have disqualified him for that had he seen it.

This made Anwick’s guard momentarily lax, and I rewarded him with a sharp knee upward into his gut. As he curled reflexively, I wrenched away his sword and flung it from the ring, much to the crowd’s approval.

With only one sword left now, the scrawny foxkin tried to dart back, but he did so without thought. Seeing my opening, I dropped my blade and scooped him up bodily before hurling him down forcibly just out of the ring’s boundary. Anwick rolled to his feet with a snarl, massaging his wrenched wrist. His glare promised painful vengeance.

“First round goes to David Wilson!” Brogan shouted, and the crowd cheered and went wild.

Anwick glared with unfettered hatred as he retrieved his discarded blade. I gave him a stoic look as we both retreated to neutral corners. During the short respite, I discreetly worked my neck and shoulders, loosening up for another intense bout. Meanwhile, Anwick paced unevenly like a caged beast, bristling with hostility. His beady eyes remained fixed on me.

The crowd was silent, full of anticipation, until one voice suddenly rang out, fiery with rage, “Kick the little runt’s ass, David!”

Eyebrows raised, I turned to see that it was Diane who had broken the silence. Already, she was blushing at her own outburst, and Leigh was calming her down and getting her to sit back on the bleachers. The crowd broke out laughing goodheartedly at the realization of the source of the sudden outburst, and even Brogan gave a chuckle.

“A’right, lads!” he called out. “Round two! Have at it!”
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At Brogan’s signal, the bell rang, and we met again in the ring’s center.

Anwick immediately rushed me, trying to go for a grapple this time. But I absorbed his momentum and used it to execute a clean hip toss, sending him crashing to the dirt. The foxkin landed just barely inside the ring, eliciting a groan from the crowds.

Scrambling up furiously, Anwick charged once more, only to be hip tossed again, harder this time. His wiry body slammed down, limp as a ragdoll. But again, the throw left him inside the ring by mere inches. The foxkin beat the ground in frustration as jeers rang out at his sloppy attempts.

This was a game he couldn’t beat me at. I was stronger and bigger, but he was so blinded by his rage and contempt for me that his animal instinct took over. At that point, he probably wanted nothing more than to actually rip my throat out.

But he recovered from his fury, and a more calculating look entered Anwick’s eyes as he rose.

Drawing his blades again, we spent long moments feinting and circling, neither of us wanting to overcommit. Then, lightning-quick, he darted in seeking to feint with one hand and stab with the other. But I sidestepped, seeing through his ruse, and simply grabbed him, seeking to close in another grapple as I dropped my blade and waist-locked him from behind.

Bucking wildly, Anwick sought to twist free, to no avail. My greater size and strength locked him helplessly in place despite his struggles. Limb by limb, I coiled tighter, restricting his ability to wriggle loose or counterbalance. The conclusion was foregone, but Anwick fought on stubbornly.

Applying a surge of pressure, I slowly but inexorably began marching the straining foxkin toward the ring’s edge. Anwick thrashed and cursed but found no purchase in the loose dirt. The crowds cheered and stamped, whipping themselves into a frenzy as we neared the inevitable step by step.

Grunting with effort, I gave one last powerful heave, lifting the foxkin entirely from the ground.

“No!” he screeched. “Foul! Foul play! He is… ah! He is choking me! It’s a trick! Foul! Foul!”

But Brogan was having none of it. The dwarf just crossed his arms and watched with satisfaction as each step brought Anwick closer to the inevitable conclusion of our bout. Still flailing uselessly, he could now only howl incoherently as I slammed him down over the line in the dirt demarcating the ring’s boundary.

“Out of bounds!” Brogan bellowed over the roars of the ecstatic onlookers. “The bout goes to David!”

Scowling, Anwick shoved himself upright and stalked away, shooting venomous glances over his shoulder as he went. I had beaten him soundly once again.

Riding high on adrenaline and the thrill of victory, I pumped my fist and basked in the crowd’s rapturous cheers and applause. Their wild adulation after that intense one-on-one battle sent electricity coursing through my veins. There was nothing quite like it. This was even more thrilling than the Gauntlet.

Leigh whistled and saluted me from the front row, while Diane applauded vigorously. They were proud of me, and I smiled broadly to see it. Brogan too clapped me on the back in congratulations on claiming the group’s victory.

Winning through skill and discipline felt deeply satisfying. I hoped Anwick had learned respect from our latest clash, although I doubted it.

With Anwick dispatched and sulking, I was declared the winner of the second qualifying group. Brogan stepped forward and took my wrist, thrusting my gloved hand high overhead in pronouncement of my victory.

“The victor of group two is David Wilson of Gladdenfield Outpost!” the grizzled herald bellowed. A deafening swell of cheers and applause erupted from the ecstatic crowds at this confirmation.

Grinning broadly, I raised my fist again. Brogan continued extolling my competitive spirit and skillful triumph over the cunning foxkin as he tallied the results approvingly in his record book. The veteran dwarf’s validation meant much coming from one so immersed in the fighting traditions and etiquette.

But the tournament was far from over. There were two more groups from which winners would emerge, and I would face off against one of them or against the foxkin with the double daggers who had won in group one.

And if I made that round, there would be the finale…


Chapter 28


After my intense battle with Anwick, the next two groups of fighters entered the ring. I watched with interest from the sidelines as a broad-shouldered dwarf male wielding a mace faced off against a stocky, axe-swinging dwarf woman in group three. At the signal, they rushed together in a clash of whirring weapons. The force of their hammering blows made the very air shudder.

Despite her imposing physique, the female dwarf soon began tiring, each swing of her heavy axe coming slower. Sensing his opponent flagging, the mace-wielding dwarf abruptly swept her legs out from under with an iron kick to the back of the knee. The crowd roared as the cursing dwarf toppled heavily into the dirt.

But she retained her weapon and surged up with a guttural cry. Recovering his stance swiftly, the other dwarf deflected her desperate swipe before countering with a crushing overhead smash that finally knocked the axe clear from her gloved fingers. Weaponless, she had no choice but to yield the bout to the other’s force and finesse.

Their second round saw a more cautious engagement. The two circled warily, trading probing strikes back and forth. Ultimately, the dwarven female’s diminished stamina again proved her undoing. Overextending on a swing, her opponent slipped past her defenses and barged into her stocky frame, tackling them both outside the chalk boundary in a puff of dust — it was a draw.

The final round was brief but decisive. The female dwarf charged heedlessly, but the male neatly sidestepped and tripped her with a stocky leg. She sprawled face-first to the dirt and lacked the strength to rise swiftly enough. A swift kick to her ample backside ejected her fully from the ring for a clean victory to the other by ring-out.

Next, an elf with long knives dueled a burly human brawler wielding only gauntlets, whom I recognized as Ergun. Their bout was a study of contrasts — the elf’s graceful finesse against Ergun’s brute power. Ultimately, the elf’s agility and precision overcame her larger foe’s wild swings. With a precise throw, she flipped Ergun clear of the circle to claim the win.

During the next round, Ergun took the initiative again. Though slow-moving, his reach and constitution posed a formidable challenge. The elf darted about, seeking openings to land hits with her speedy blades. But the muscular man shrugged off her strikes, ultimately grasping her slender frame and lobbing her from the ring like a doll.

The final round saw Ergun immediately charge the elf again, forcing her onto the defensive. She nimbly rolled under his smashing fists and sliced at his thick ankles, seeking to hamper his mobility. Though limping, the lumbering man continued relentlessly pursuing. When next the elf tumbled too slowly, Ergun grabbed and caught her legs. She hit the dirt hard, and he straddled her petite frame, which left her with no choice but to yield the bout and the match.

The final round of group three saw the two winners, Ergun the brawler and the mace-wielding dwarf, face off. It was a battle of strength against strength, and the crowd got particularly rowdy as those two gave an impressive show, hammering into each other and taking the blows like they were nothing.

In the end, however, Ergun managed to grapple with the dwarf, and that is where the strong man excelled. Dwarves weren’t particularly light, but Ergun managed to carry the dwarf — to the great entertainment of the crowd — and toss him out of the circle.

Round two saw the dwarf adjust his strategy, focusing on defense. He blocked Ergun’s initial pounce and attempt to grapple, then swept his legs out from under with the haft of his weapon. But the brawler rolled aside from his hammer blow and bounded right back up. When the dwarf swung next, Ergun savagely kicked his forearm, interrupting his attack and making him howl and drop his weapon. A lightning-swift kick to the jaw put the dwarf out cold outside the circle.

It was the tournament’s first KO, and elven healers quickly scurried over to aid the dwarf. Ergun would be one to look out for…

With that, Ergun emerged the victor of group three, alongside me and the foxkin with the double daggers. The crowd cheered him on, but many of the dwarves in the arena were getting a little frustrated at seeing their best competitors taken out of the match, while most of the elves shared this frustration at seeing their favorites kicked out.

Up next was group four…
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The fourth and final group of competitors stepped into the ring as Brogan called out their names. There was Branik, the stocky dwarf I had seen yesterday when I spoke to Brogan about the tournament. Joining him were two lithe elves — a spearman and a female sword fighter — along with a lean catkin wielding nothing but a dagger.

I watched with interest from the sidelines as the group prepared for the confrontation. I was standing there with the foxkin and with Ergun — the other winners of the previous rounds. The foxkin had introduced herself as Karjela, and she seemed a bit confrontational, perhaps nerve-induced, so I found little reason to speak to her. Her face was scarred, and there was ice in her eyes. I expected she was one of the more competent warriors of this tournament, together with perhaps Ergun.

Brogan announced the first match — Branik versus the elven sword fighter. The two combatants squared off, Branik solid and grounded, the elf light on her feet. At Brogan’s shout, they engaged, Branik swinging his mace in wide arcs while the elf darted nimbly around him, seeking openings for quick slashes and stabs.

The elf’s speed proved too much for Branik’s brute force. She danced around his swings and landed several glancing blows, winning the first round when she managed to get him off balance and trip, falling out of the circle.

In the second round, Branik changed tactics. He held his ground more, focusing on defense rather than wide attacks. The elf’s strikes still landed but with less force as he parried them, and Branik blocked several blows with his shield. Then, when the elf came in for a lunge, he bashed her with his shield, and she staggered back. With a dwarven battle cry, he followed up and simply bull-rushed her out of the circle.

The third round would decide the match. Branik again adopted a defensive posture, but this time when the elf darted in, he countered with a quick bash from his shield, throwing her off balance. Capitalizing on the opening, he swept his mace low, knocking the elf’s feet out from under her. She fell hard, and when he straddled her, she yielded the match to Branik.

The crowd cheered as Branik helped his opponent to her feet and raised his mace in victory. Brogan called the next competitors to the ring — the catkin with her dagger and the elven spearman.

The catkin was diminutive compared to the tall spearman, but she looked nimble and fierce. At Brogan’s word, she immediately closed the distance, dodging the spearman’s thrust and rolling between his legs. Before he could react, she slashed at the back of his knee, making him sink.

But the spearman was quick as lightning. He hopped to his feet and whirled with a sweep of his weapon, forcing the catkin to retreat. He pressed the attack, jabbing repeatedly with the long reach of the spear. The catkin avoided the strikes and looked for openings to dart inside his guard.

Seeing no weaknesses, the catkin tried another approach. She hurled her dagger at the spearman’s face, forcing him to deflect it. As his spear tipped up, she rushed forward and delivered a flurry of strikes to his torso, finishing with an immensely powerful kick that pushed him out of the circle. The round was hers.

The spearman adopted a more aggressive posture for the next round, charging to give the catkin no time to press her attacks. But the catkin was nimble, and she drew close all the same, forcing the elf to counter with quick thrusts that kept her at bay.

But when the catkin tired, the spearman pressed the attack, using his long weapon to keep the catkin out of striking distance. She managed to avoid his strikes while looking for an opening. Finding none, she made a desperate move — dropping to the ground and rolling between the spearman’s legs to end up behind him.

As he tried to turn, she leapt onto his back, one arm wrapped around his throat. The crowd gasped as she took him into a fierce hold, legs and arms wrapped around him, forcing him to drop the spear as he futilely tried to pull himself free. Brogan called the match for the catkin as the spearman yielded.

It was now between the catkin with her dagger and Branik, who nodded with a broad grin, the battle joy clear on his lips. The dwarves were going crazy on the bleachers at the prospect of having one of them proceed to the knock-out stage. At the same time, the elves seemed to lose interest in the match now that all their candidates were out.

Brogan called for Branik and the catkin to compete next. They readied their weapons and squared off in the ring.

They circled cautiously before Branik moved in with a testing strike. The catkin parried and responded with a quick slash. Branik blocked it with his shield, and they exchanged a flurry of blows, neither gaining an advantage.

The next minute saw Branik press the attack, raining down blows with dwarven fury to force the catkin onto the defensive. She managed to parry and sidestep his strikes while looking for an opening, but that shield was hard to get around. However, Branik overreached on one attack, and the catkin landed a sharp blow to Branik’s thigh that made him stagger.

The catkin seized her opportunity and rushed the dwarf to push him out of the circle, but Branik had already recovered. Bellowing a laugh, he dropped shield and mace and picked up the catkin and simply threw her out of the circle. She landed poorly and coughed and rolled in pain.

Branik, together with several of the Priests, came to her aid, but Brogan insisted that she needed to forfeit the match if she wanted magical aid. The proud catkin did not do such things and readied herself for the next round.

This time, Branik fought more conservatively, keeping his shield ready to deflect strikes — he was perhaps a little concerned for his opponent. The panting catkin could not penetrate his defenses, and it was clear that her ribs were bruised and hampered her movements greatly.

After a minute of failed attacks, she overcommitted to a powerful stab. Branik sidestepped, letting her stumble past him, and struck her exposed back with the pommel of his mace. She fell to her hands and knees, and that was enough. With a pained meow, she yielded the round and match to Branik.

The crowd applauded vigorously as Branik helped the catkin to her feet.

“Winner: Branik Storsson of Ironfast!” Brogan exclaimed, unable to conceal his dwarven pride, which had been wounded because none of his kinsmen had made it to the elimination round so far.

The crowd — especially the dwarves — erupted into raucous cheers as Brogan took Branik’s hand and raised it high. Beside me, Karjela crossed her arms and huffed, clearly caring very little for dwarves. Ergun, however, gave a gruff nod of approval. Here was an opponent he could understand.

“And now!” Brogan bellowed, silencing the crowd. “We move to the elimination phase of the tournament!”

I smiled, feeling my muscles tighten. It would be time for me to fight again.


Chapter 29


For the first match of the elimination rounds, I stepped into the ring to face off against Ergun, the lean and hungry-looking human fighter.

He had a wild intensity burning behind his eyes that immediately put me on alert. This man clearly fought with savage passion. For this battle, he had chosen a weapon — a mace — instead of facing me unarmed.

We bowed tersely across the ring as Brogan announced the bout’s start. I raised my sword, while Ergun twirled his spiked mace, leering. When the bell clanged, he came at me with a roar, mace swinging for my head.

I barely got my sword up in time, the blow rattling my arm. His strength and ferocity were greater than expected. I had to play this carefully. Circling warily, we traded probing strikes, assessing each other’s skill. Ergun fought aggressively but not recklessly. He sought to test my reactions.

Abruptly Ergun lunged, feinting low before bringing his mace overhand with alarming speed. I raised my blade to block, but the mace glanced off and struck my forehead at a sharp angle. Warm blood trickled as I blinked away the sting. The crowds gasped. This was a friendly bout, but a little blood was possible, of course. Luckily, it was just a glancing blow.

I adopted a more defensive posture, determined to avoid another surprise blow. Ergun pressed his advantage, raining heavy chops down which I parried. The impacts numbed my arm, but I refused to relent. When he reared back for an overhead swing, I riposted with a sharp counter slash that made him grunt and spring away.

As we circled, I probed for openings in Ergun’s whirling offense, awaiting my chance. I defended another blow, then dashed forward in a burst, slashing at his calf. Ergun tried to evade but my blade smashed into his leg, drawing a satisfying grimace of pain from Ergun. He walked with a limp as he withdrew.

Then, fury manifested in him. Before I fully knew what happened, he had discarded his mace and came charging at me. I dodged out of the way of that reckless lunge just in time — he was like a rhinoceros — only to notice that I had hopped out of the circle in my eagerness to dodge him.

“First round to Ergun,” Brogan called out, his announcement met by cheering.

Damn. I needed to be more careful.

At the bell, we retreated to our corners. I sucked down refreshing water, wiping my gashed forehead. Across the ring, Ergun scowled, eager to get it on with. We had developed a grudging respect for each other’s skill over the course of our first intense clash.

Round two commenced with renewed vigor. Ergun opened with a testing series of jabs and swings, keeping me off balance. Rather than simply defend this time, I looked to counterattack before he could find a weakness in my guard. Timing his next swing, I stepped into it and grabbed his wrist, arresting the mace’s momentum entirely. Unable to wrench free, Ergun was left exposed as I smashed my sword pommel into his stomach.

Staggering back, Ergun shook off the dazing blow and came at me fiercely. We traded a blistering series of strikes almost too swift to follow. I managed a glancing cut to his shoulder, but his returning mace blow cracked against my knee, sending me to the dirt. The injury burned fiercely, but I pushed the pain aside and found my feet swiftly.

Hobbling slightly, I continued battling the relentless Ergun across the ring. My knee injury made evasion and footwork more difficult. Sensing my hampered mobility, Ergun pressed the attack even harder, wearing me down. I braced myself for his next committed swing, angling my blade to deflect. But instead he tackled me bodily, dragging us both down again to wrestle in the dirt.

I found myself grappling like crazy with Ergun. But I was quick, and I had done plenty of grappling before. When I saw an opening, I smashed my forehead up into Ergun’s nose, breaking his iron grip long enough to flip our positions. Before he could rise, I pinned him down, my forearm grinding into his throat as he thrashed. At last, Ergun slapped the ground in submission as the bell rang. I had narrowly prevailed in round two!

Both of us were battered and sucking wind as the break commenced. My hands trembled from the narrowly avoided throttling. Across the ring, Ergun spat blood while nursing his bloodied nose and gifted me with a cold smile that promised he was not done with me yet. Our final round would be a spectacle.

The crowd was cheering madly, because they knew they would see some fireworks.

At the bell for round three, Ergun discarded his mace boldly and came in low. Unable to pivot away quickly, I soon found myself grappling again on the ground. We rolled and strained, knees and elbows smashing viciously into tender areas. I tasted more of my own coppery blood during the desperate struggle. We were now in a true slobber-knocker brawl, technique abandoned entirely for primal savagery.

Finally, I smashed my forehead into Ergun’s already mashed nose again, dazing him. Pressing my advantage, I broke free and stumbled upright. Ergun tried to follow, but I stomped my boot down hard before he could rise, making him gag and clutch his stomach. Limping out of reach, I beckoned him up with my sword, chest heaving from exertion.

Slowly, Ergun dragged himself to his feet, swaying unsteadily and massaging his ravaged throat. But he still smiled that cold smile at me. We had passed the point of pain. In this final round, only an ultimate victory through surrender or incapacitation would satisfy this blood feud.

Ergun came at me again heedless of defense. I battered his grasping hands aside and dealt him a punishing rebuttal blow, my sword smashing into his chest. Howling, Ergun staggered back, gasping for air. Pressing ruthlessly, I rained chopping blows down onto his shoulders and arms, determined to make him yield.

Dropping to his knees from the sustained punishment, Ergun seemed unable to defend himself any longer. But just as I moved in for the finishing blow, his hand darted down and came up to deliver a crippling punch. With a groan, I doubled over, dropping my blade.

Ergun rose and bellowed victory, ready to strike at me again. But I was quick, and I saw him coming. I stopped his fist inches from my face with my palm, and our fingers then interlocked in the wrestlers’ stance.

We stood locked in trembling stalemate, my teeth gritted fiercely against the searing pain. Then, in a moment of chance, I stomped down hard on Ergun’s knee, buckling it. As he dropped, I smashed my fist into his temple with all my might.

The vicious haymaker hurled Ergun to the dirt. He lay still for a moment, chest rising and falling shallowly.

And then, he tapped on the dirt, and it was over. I stood there panting as the realization dawned on me.

I had won!
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After my decisive victory over Ergun, Brogan stepped forward again to announce the next matchup. I was happy I didn’t have to fight again immediately and could take some time to quench my thirst, have a healer look at the gash on my forehead, and regain my breath.

“For the next round,” Brogan bellowed, “put your hands together for Branik Storsson of Ironfast!” The red-bearded dwarf gestured toward the stocky, taciturn fighter with the great drooping mustache.

Branik hefted his sturdy oak cudgel and nodded grimly to the cheering spectators. All the dwarves were going crazy over him. He had been a formidable warrior so far, but I wondered how he would do against a nimble foxkin assassin.

Brogan turned next to the lithe foxkin woman who had fought so impressively with her twin daggers earlier. “And his opponent, the cunning Karjela!”

Karjela swept into an elegant bow at the introduction, eliciting enthusiastic applause — especially from the foxkin. Many of the catkin, no longer having a favorite, supported Karjela as well.

As the two combatants moved into opening positions, I studied them closely from the corner, eager to learn more of their styles and tactics. After all, I would face the winner of this bout in the grand finale. Branik’s sheer physical might was obvious, though perhaps he lacked nimbleness. The foxkin woman appeared substantially slighter in build but was likely faster and more agile as a result.

At Brogan’s shout, the bout commenced. Branik lumbered forward, cudgel swinging in wide arcs toward his more nimble foe. Karjela adeptly avoided the dwarf’s probing swings, her twin daggers flickering out in sharp counterstrikes whenever his guard opened. They traded cautious blows back and forth, looking for weaknesses.

Branik quickly grew frustrated trying to land a solid hit on the lithe foxkin as she darted and spun gracefully out of reach, her bushy tail swishing tauntingly. With a roar, he charged forward recklessly, seeking to trap Karjela close to the edge of the fighting circle. But she neatly sidestepped his headlong rush, sending the overextended dwarf stumbling past awkwardly amidst the crowd’s laughter.

The sly foxkin seized the opportunity, rolling forward under Branik’s attempt to wheel back around. Her swift strikes coiled around his cudgel, nearly wrenching it from the dwarf’s grasp. Snarling, he clung on desperately, leaving his torso open. Karjela’s follow-up punch knocked the wind from him entirely.

Doubling over, Branik stumbled and dropped to one knee, struggling to recover his stolen breath. Sensing imminent victory, Karjela pressed her attack, fluid strikes forcing him onto the defensive. Ultimately, a clever feint left Branik exposed. In a flash, Karjela swept his leg. The stocky dwarf toppled heavily to the dirt outside the ring’s boundary.

“Round one goes to the foxkin lass!” Brogan pronounced.

Karjela’s speed and finesse had neatly overcome Branik’s brute force. I committed her graceful movements to memory. Her fighting prowess was certainly something else, and I realized she had been holding back in the previous rounds.

During the short rest interval, Branik muttered grimly to himself between heaving breaths. His cudgel strikes had been woefully ineffective against Karjela’s swiftness. The foxkin moved with astonishing fluidity, wasting no motion. This fight was growing more lopsided by the moment.

At the bell commencing round two, Branik attempted a more conservative approach focused on defense and counterblows. But no matter how he shuffled and swiveled, he could not force the foxkin into a compromising position. Karjela flowed like water around each attack, her own dagger strikes nicking relentlessly.

Branik’s frustration mounted visibly as the agile foxkin landed blow after stinging blow without consequence. Finally, when an artful feint drew him off balance, she swept his ankles neatly again. With a thunderous crash, the stocky dwarf smashed down heavily prone in the dust.

“Karjela is the winner!” Brogan proclaimed, though without his usual gusto. He had obviously been rooting for his kinsman. And the disappointment calls from many a dwarf on the bleachers reflected this. With martial prowess so important to their kind, I could only imagine how disgraced they felt for not winning the tournament.

Applause echoed for Karjela’s dominant performance, while Branik spared only a curt nod of respect before turning to depart the arena, head hanging low.

I felt sympathy for his depleted pride but tried to remind myself defeat with honor showed strength of a different kind. He would recover, and for his mistakes, he would be stronger.

With the group now concluded, Brogan stepped forward to address the spectators. “Let us thank all our worthy combatants today, win or lose!” He led a round of appreciative cheers for those who had competed. I added my own voice, knowing Branik deserved acknowledgement for persevering against long odds.

As the applause died down, Brogan gestured to where I stood with our small handful of advancing fighters. “Now!” he declared. “The time has come for the finale! David Wilson of Gladdenfield Outpost, champion of the Gauntlet Run, against the deadly quick daggers of Karjela of the foxkin!”

Limbering my neck, I rolled my shoulders and took a few slow breaths, mentally preparing body and mind for the showdown ahead as the crowd broke out in cheers and applauding — we were fast approaching the climax!

My muscles hummed with heightened energy. I felt ready, eager even, to step back into the fray. Glancing up, I caught sight of Leigh and Diane cheering enthusiastically and making heart signs with their hands to me and blowing kisses.

Their radiant faces filled me with quiet purpose. I smiled and gave a small wave before turning my focus inward again. This next round was all mine to seize.


Chapter 30


As Karjela and I prepared to clash, a hush descended over the roaring crowds. All eyes turned to us. I was unsure who they were rooting for — me or the mysterious foxkin, Karjela. Either way, the spectators were riled up to see what promised to be an interesting battle.

She stepped into the ring slowly, her keen gaze boring into me. Her scarred face looked fierce, and the look in her eyes was baleful. In each hand, she bore a dulled dagger, but I had seen her dish out plenty of pain against Branik with them. Clearly, this foxkin would pose the greatest challenge yet.

And I was looking forward to fighting her.

I rolled my shoulders, loosening up after the frenzied bout with Ergun. My training sword felt solid and ready in my grip. Across from me, Karjela remained statue-still, attuned even to subtle shifts in the wind as she felt out our arena. When Brogan’s hand slashed down, she flowed immediately into motion.

Karjela opened with a blurring thrust of her dagger. I barely managed to redirect the blow with a sharp parry of my hand-and-a-half sword. She followed with an immediate riposte with her other dagger that forced me onto the defensive. The foxkin’s onslaught came so swift and smooth that it was all I could do to track her darting blades. Chill focus shone in Karjela’s gaze — she was a seasoned warrior.

For long moments, we continued the dance of strike and counterstrike between flashing weapons. I gave ground steadily beneath Karjela’s relentless assault until my heel nearly brushed the boundary line. Sensing my predicament, she pressed harder, dagger slashing for my neck in a move to end the bout. But I was ready.

As Karjela’s blade whistled in, I dropped suddenly into a low crouch rather than backpedaling further. The maneuver surprised her, and her sword only grazed my shoulder. In the same motion, I swept a leg at her ankles. But the foxkin’s uncanny reflexes enabled an agile vault clear over the trip attempt.

However, my unexpected counter had broken her momentum. Karjela backed off, assessing me with new respect. In turn, I evaluated her fighting style — bladework honed to lethally opportunistic perfection. I breathed deep, focusing my energy for the next clash.

With a grunt of exertion, Karjela surged forward, unleashing another punishing offensive. Prepared this time, I worked to redirect her flurries rather than block directly. By angles alone, I managed to keep the darting blades at bay. Yet no opening emerged to counterattack. Karjela’s defense was watertight.

Gradually, her bladework overwhelmed my defensive focus again through sheer speed. A timely step carried me just out of range of a committal thrust. Sensing my fatigue, Karjela calmly circled for the finish. She knew time was on her side — I needed a gambit to turn the tide.

When next she lunged, I sucked in my gut and bent back in a risky, limbo-like evasion. The blade point grazed fabric but nothing more. Off-balance from the strike, Karjela was unable to react before I spun and smashed my shoulder into her gut in a powerful tackle. We tumbled and rolled across the hard-packed dirt grappling for an advantage. I managed to pin her, but only for a heartbeat before another wriggle freed the foxkin.

We broke apart and regained our feet, chests heaving in mutual exertion. Then, we began the dance again. Our blades wove and parted in a hypnotic dance on the knife’s edge of life and death. The outside world fell away until only Karjela existed before me. I relied now on instincts. No thoughts, just flow.

Sensing the shift, Karjela bared gleaming fangs in a grin of exhilaration, her scarred face gaining a terrible aspect. At last, she had found a worthy opponent on this day! Blows came faster and harder, the wooden weapons creaking. Any misstep meant defeat for one. Yet still neither could gain a decisive advantage over the other.

The enthralled crowds were deafening as our duel raged on. I distantly felt sweat stinging my eyes, muscles burning with fatigue. Still, I held on, refusing to yield. Karjela and I were beyond thought or reason now, bodies moving on primal instinct alone as we battled for supremacy.

Then, almost faster than I could perceive, the foxkin executed a flawless reverse-grip lunge that slipped through my faltering guard. I twisted desperately, but the blade’s edge caught my shoulder, a numbing blow that sent me stumbling out of the boundary — just by a heel, but the referees called it.

Karjela’s sudden attack had won the first bout!

Chest heaving, I lowered my practice blade and nodded respectfully toward Karjela. A worthy victory. She returned the salute, panting just as hard from our intense exertions. I drank water and splashed my face during the rest interval, steeling my will for our final decisive clash.

At the bell’s clang, Karjela and I closed the gap once more. I adjusted my strategy, fighting more defensively now to conserve strength. Karjela struck like quicksilver again and again, seeking to penetrate my guard. For endless heartbeats, I managed to redirect and evade her efforts. But she had overextended with her acrobatics in the first round, and I now used my size and strength to my advantage. The key was not to try to outdo her in her own expertise — I was not faster and nimbler than she, but I could outlast her.

Gradually, imperceptibly, the tempo shifted back in my favor as Karjela’s endless whirling blows became just a fraction slower. Now I was the stalking panther to her gazelle, biding my time until the inevitable moment… There! I sidestepped an overextended thrust and smashed my pommel into her wrist, knocking one blade loose! I kicked it out of the ring in a smooth motion.

Pressing fiercely, I rained blows upon Karjela’s one-bladed defense, driving her inexorably toward the brink. Snarling in desperation, she tried vainly to battle clear, parrying valiantly. But my training sword struck true, impacting her thigh in a numbing blow that dropped the weary foxkin to one knee just shy of the line.

I followed with a kick to her shoulder, and the foxkin fell with a mewl, half of her body outside of the boundary. She looked up at me, her scarred face contorted with fury and wounded pride.

If looks could kill!

The second round was mine, and now the contest would be decided by our final bout!

During the break, water helped revive my drained limbs as I prepared mentally for the culminating clash. Across the ring, Karjela rolled her shoulders slowly, bracing to unleash her all against me. This foxkin would hold nothing back in the fight for ultimate victory, but neither would I.

When the bell rang out, we converged warily for that deciding engagement.

Immediately, Karjela pressed the attack, but I managed to turn aside her strikes with fluid parries. That was the key, and she growled with frustration as the third round seemed to become a repetition of the second.

For what seemed an eternity, we traded blows back and forth across the ring, feet shuffling in the ceaseless dance of combat. I relied wholly on my body’s memory and instincts now, conscious thought blurred away. There was only the ringing cadence of wood on wood and a desire for triumph.

A joint roar seemed to shake the arena as we clashed — the crowd and my pounding heart melded as one. I saw openings in Karjela’s stance, but each time some uncanny intuition allowed her to narrowly avoid what should have been decisive blows. We had reached the pinnacle of our skills, trading on inspiration alone.

At last, came my moment! Karjela’s back heel brushed the boundary line as she gave ground before my relentless advance. With her maneuvering room gone, I feinted low then smashed my pommel up under her guard in a punishing uppercut. The foxkin’s cry was lost in the crowd’s roar as she flew back and out of the circle for victory!

“The match belongs to David Wilson of Gladdenfield!” came Brogan’s bellow over the tumultuous ovation shaking the stands.

Elation flew over me, and I raised my hand, grasping the hilt of the hand-and-a-half sword, receiving the cheers of the crowd. People would know my name after this, and that might help in many ways. And besides, how many spellcasters actually won a tournament like this?

And as I received the cheers, I noticed an alert in the corner of my vision. All this fighting had caused me to level up!

I would focus on that later. For now, I just wanted to meet up with my women and celebrate my victory!


Chapter 31


As the crowd’s cheers finally died down, Brogan stepped forward and motioned for silence.

“My friends,” he called out. “We have our champion of Lord Vartlebeck’s grand melee tournament!” He swept a hand toward me where I stood catching my breath, practice sword resting across my shoulders.

“Let it be known that through exceptional strength and valor, David Wilson of Gladdenfield Outpost has emerged victorious this day!”

Brogan’s proclamation was met with another thunderous ovation from the spectators crowded into the stands surrounding the fighting circle. I straightened and raised my blade in acknowledgment of their praise.

Brogan beckoned me forward to stand at his side before the cheering onlookers. Placing a hand on my arm, the grizzled herald addressed the crowds once more. “This lad has more than earned the highest honor of combat — to glimpse the legendary Inner Sanctum and repose in its sacred waters, attaining Aquana’s blessing!” More raucous cheers and applause erupted in response.

At Brogan’s gesture, a robed dwarf stepped forth, bearing an ornate brass key on a silver chain. With grave ceremony, he pronounced, “David Wilson, receive now the key to the Inner Sanctum as an emblem of your hard-won prize this day.” Reverently, he placed the artifact over my head, so the key hung heavily against my chest, gleaming in the sunlight.

“Use it to gain entry to the sanctum,” Brogan said. “When the festival ends, you shall return the key to us!”

Nodding, I clasped the precious key in one gloved fist. This mythic token and the mysteries it unlocked represented my ultimate reward for persevering through such grueling contests of martial skill and endurance.

As I stood shaking hands with the dwarven organizers, my gaze found Leigh and Diane waiting eagerly at ringside. Their beautiful faces were flushed with exhilaration, pride shining in their eyes at my victory. Just seeing them filled me with renewed vigor after that draining final showdown.

Brogan dismissed me at last from the dais with an approving nod. Before I could take two steps, Leigh practically tackled me in her enthusiasm, slender arms clutching fiercely around my neck.

“You did it, sugar!” she exclaimed, humor and joy blended in her husky voice. “Why, you were just poetry in motion out there!”

I laughed breathlessly and returned Leigh’s exuberant embrace. Over her shoulder, Diane watched us with quiet jubilance, brushing a tear from her cheek even as she smiled. When Leigh finally released me, Diane stepped close and raised herself up on tiptoes to press a soft kiss to my lips.

“I am so very proud of you, my love,” Diane said earnestly, voice hushed with emotion. Her brilliant sapphire eyes shone as she looked up at me. “The way you overcame every foe through dedication was incredible. You showed true heart.”

I felt my cheeks warm at their lavish praise but accepted it with sincere gratitude. “Well, I couldn’t have done it without you both cheering me on,” I insisted modestly. Having their stalwart support at ringside had given me the strength to battle through even when exhausted.

Leigh tutted and waved aside my humility. “Oh, hush now! This was all you and that big muscly body of yours, darlin’,” she drawled playfully, giving my bicep an affectionate squeeze.

I had to chuckle ruefully at her refusal to share in any credit for motivating me. But both girls’ steadfast faith had undoubtedly contributed to my victory this day.

“And between you and me,” Leigh quipped, “I had to hold back Diane a couple o’ times. She wanted to jump in the ring and beat the living crap out of Anwick, Eregun, and that Karjela lass.”

I chuckled at the mention of Diane’s ferocity and pulled her in for a kiss, appreciative of her support, even though Leigh’s comment made her blush a little. “Thanks, Diane,” I said.

As we prepared to leave, Lord Vartlebeck himself approached, escorted by his retinue. The aged but powerfully built dwarf lord congratulated me heartily on my victory.

“It was a grand tournament, lad! You have true fighting spirit,” Vartlebeck praised in his gravelly voice. “I hereby invite you and your ladies to visit Ironfast one day. I would be honored to host the champion for a celebratory feast!”

I was surprised but flattered by the invitation. Thanking him sincerely, I said we would be delighted to take him up on it when our travels allowed. Vartlebeck gave my hand a firm shake and wished me luck glimpsing the Inner Sanctum before withdrawing amidst his entourage. I had made another valuable connection through the contest.

With our winnings gathered, we turned to leave the loud arena. However, Karjela stepped suddenly into my path before we could depart. Her expression was stoic, but she inclined her head respectfully. “Well fought today, human,” the foxkin acknowledged, extending a palm. “You proved the superior warrior.”

I clasped Karjela’s hand firmly. “You were a formidable opponent,” I replied sincerely. “Thank you for such an incredible match.”

Nodding once more, the foxkin vanished swiftly into the dispersing crowds. I watched her departure thoughtfully, honored by her show of grace even in defeat.

Truly I had been blessed to cross blades with so many estimable fighters. Each clash today had imparted valuable lessons and strengthened my admiration for the warrior’s calling. Though taxing, participating had proven deeply rewarding.

With my girls again at my side, I navigated slowly out of the arena, muscles aching and head still spinning from the day’s intense martial exertions. Though ready to rest my battered body, I nevertheless walked tall, buoyed by exhilaration at my hard-won victory.

Leigh’s exuberant recounting of highlights from the bouts made me laugh as we emerged back onto the Aquana Festival grounds. The day’s competitions had clearly energized her irrepressible spirit. Diane, too, seemed lighter than air, playfully swinging our clasped hands between us.

“So,” I said to my beautiful women. “The Inner Sanctum, right?”

Both girls giggled and exchanged playful glances. “It sounds very interesting!” Diane exclaimed.

“Hm-hm,” Leigh hummed in agreement. “It’s a pretty rare honor too.”

“Well, I say we get something to eat and head there right away,” I said. “Let’s make the most of the time we can get there.”

The girls exchanged another look before nodding vehemently.

I grinned and pulled them along to the food stands. First things first — I was starving!


Chapter 32


After indulging in a filling meal to regain our strength, Diane, Leigh, and I made our way to the mist-veiled sacred hot spring. My hard-won key felt heavy against my chest, a tangible reminder of the rare privilege we were about to experience.

We made our way toward the entrance to the sacred hot springs — that front face of the temple that had reminded me so of images of Petra in Jordan when he had first arrived at the Aquana Festival grounds.

The Inner Sanctum was situated within the caves, and the entrance to those caves was a door in the towering rocky crags. Cascades of mineral-rich water tumbled picturesquely over the sheer cliffs, flowing into a shimmering azure pool with a rustic wooden bridge leading to the stone door, which was carved with elven skill and could barely be discerned from the rock face itself.

At the pool’s edge, I glanced around surreptitiously before gesturing the girls close. Carefully, I withdrew the ornate key and inserted it into the inconspicuous keyhole carved into the living rock framing the steaming azure waters. The ancient mechanism ground softly, stone scraping on stone, as a concealed doorway rumbled open beside the cascading waterfall.

“Wow, look at that!” Leigh exclaimed, pointing to the opening. “I can’t believe we get to go inside!” Her eyes were wide with awe as she peered into the dimly lit tunnel. “What an honor!”

“It’s incredible,” Diane breathed. “I never dreamed we’d have the chance to experience something like this.” Her voice was hushed with reverence.

Together we slipped through the door into the timeworn tunnel beyond. The stone door rumbled shut behind us, sealing us in musty dimness. I noticed Leigh had brought her backpack along as she went ahead of me, slung over one shoulder. It wasn’t a bad idea — we might need a flashlight or something.

“I’m so excited to see the springs up close,” Leigh whispered, unwilling to raise her voice in this sacred place.

“We’re so lucky!” Diane nodded, equally enthralled by the ancient cavern we found ourselves in. “Are we alone, though?”

I nodded. “Brogan told me the elves have already concluded their mysterious rituals.”

At that, the girls exchanged meaningful glances and giggled, and I grinned and shook my head.

“Alright,” I said. “What is it? What are you two giggling about?”

Diane turned beet red, but Leigh spoke up, “Nothing, baby, we might do a few rituals of our own.”

I chuckled. “Fine, fine,” I said. “Keep your secrets.” Giving them both a smack on their shapely bottoms, I ushered them on.

The way I understood it, our presence here was a pretty unique occurrence. I doubted that I would be this close to an amazing natural miracle like these springs again.

With nerves and excitement thrumming through me, we continued. Orbs of magelight lit the way, floating gently overhead. Shadows fled from the flickering glow. Ancient carvings emerged from the dark, depicting arcane symbols and stylized figures cavorting around the tunnel walls, with long lines of elven text running underneath. I was a little surprised to see that many of the depictions were elves in sexual acts.

“These carvings are incredible,” Diane murmured, trailing her fingers over the weathered etchings. “This place is so old.” Her brilliant eyes were full of wonder. “And so… Tannorian!”

I chuckled and nodded, sharing her excitement of discovery. I had had many glimpses of Tannoris, but I had to admit that this place seemed very authentic — almost untouched by old Earth.

As we ventured inward, the sound of falling water ahead grew louder, beckoning us onward. The tunnel sloped gently downward, taking us ever deeper below the surface. Soon we glimpsed the subterranean springs’ shimmering expanse opening before us.

“There it is!” Leigh exclaimed. “Oh, it’s absolutely gorgeous!”

The hot spring’s misty azure waters glowed enticingly up ahead. Diane clutched my arm, enraptured by the sight.

Emerging into the vast inner cavern took my breath away. Orbs of magelight flitted playfully among colossal stalactites looming overhead like stone teeth. Below, the inky water flowed with tranquility into yawning darkness. The very air itself seemed hushed by eons of ceremonial whispers. Steam and bubbles rose in several places in the rich water, and here at the edge, the temperature was already growing hot.

“I’ve never seen anything so beautiful,” Diane declared softly, eyes reflecting the magical blue glow. Leigh slowly turned in place, mouth agape as she took in the full grandeur surrounding us. This ancient space enchanted the soul.

A worn stone dock jutted into the lake’s glassy surface just ahead. Licking her lips anxiously, Leigh squeezed my hand. “This here’s it,” she murmured reverently. “The legendary Inner Sanctum itself!”

Together we stepped onto the weathered platform edging out over the tranquil pool. At its furthest point stood a bowl-shaped font carved with swirling runes and mysterious symbols. This was clearly meant for ritual anointings and offerings to the guardian spirit Aquana whose essence imbued this grotto.

Kneeling carefully, I trailed my fingers over the font’s time-smoothed contours, marveling that so few had ever gazed upon this sanctum. When I glanced up, both girls were watching me raptly, eyes reflecting the magical azure glow.

“It’s so beautiful here,” Leigh murmured. “I almost can’t believe we’re seeing this sacred place with our own eyes!” Diane nodded agreement, seeming overwhelmed by the privilege of witnessing this secluded grotto.

After long moments soaking in the atmosphere, I rose and stepped back from the ceremonial font. We had been granted a rare chance to observe this mystical location, and I intended to make the most of it.

“Wow, David!” Leigh hummed. “This is all so beautiful!”

I nodded and smiled before my eye fell on a cozy corner overlooking the springs like a balcony, where luxurious pillows and blankets were laid out.

“Look,” I said, “that looks comfy.”

The girls’ eyes widened. “It sure does!” Leigh hummed.

“Let’s sit there for a bit,” I said. “We can relax a little. I also leveled up from the tournament, and I’d like to look into it. What better place than here?”

The girls readily agreed, purring enthusiastically at the announcement that I had achieved level 4 already. Smiling and chatting, our excited voices echoing in this beautiful, sacred location, we made our way up the slope toward the balcony.


Chapter 33


Diane, Leigh, and I looked at the luxurious balcony overlooking the hot springs with wide eyes. Orbs of magelight danced along the grotto’s ceiling, casting a magical glow on the soft pillows and rugs spread before us. Here, we could relax and appreciate the sacred hot springs’ ethereal beauty.

Cool mist swirled through the pillared alcove, carrying with it hints of sulfur and minerals. I settled onto a low carved bench between the girls, letting out a deep sigh. The secluded overlook provided a perfect respite from the day’s thrills and exertions. The girls, too, sat down and began chatting among each other excitedly, giving me my moment to focus on my interface.

Gazing out at the sprawling network of steaming aquamarine pools far below, I allowed my eyes to drift shut. Focusing inward, I opened my consciousness fully to commune with the energies flowing through mind, body, and spirit. It was time again to review my character sheet and integrate the recent influx of power from ascending to level 4 during the fights.

Opening the interface projected before my mind’s eye, I saw the notification confirming my advancement. Soon that now-familiar power began thrumming through my body and the channels conducting my mana.

Mentally reviewing the character sheet, I saw with satisfaction that my core stats had increased as usual. My health pool was up a full 10 points to 50 total now, making my body more resilient in combat and against environmental hazards. Just as significantly, my mana reserves had also increased by 5 points to 25 overall.

This amplification of my mystical energies would allow greater flexibility and power in weaving spells or summoning entities. Probing inward, I could feel the amplified mana swirling ever more strongly through my core in response to conscious direction. Its vibrant currents awaited my command.

In addition to my elevated pools, I also had a choice of three new spells. The first was Lightspear, an offensive spell that dealt radiant damage, especially useful against undead. The second was Heal, which allowed me to heal the wounds of myself or an ally.

The third one, however, caught my eye immediately. The spell was called Bind Familiar, and it allowed me to bind a single domesticant or minor spirit to me, making the summon permanent. At later levels, the number of summons I could bind as familiars would increase.

To me, it was an easy choice. Sure, damage and healing were nice, but I had no plans to focus on combat. I wasn’t a spellsword or mercenary; nor did I want to be one. I wanted to live the good life in my own little corner of the world. I wouldn’t say no to a little adventure every now and then, but spells that would help around the homestead were much more useful than anything meant for combat. And if I could bind a domesticant, I’d get a lot more work done.

As such, I quickly chose Bind Familiar. When I had done so, I took a moment to review my character sheet.

Name: David Wilson
Class: Frontier Summoner
Level: 4
Health: 50/50
Mana: 25/25

Skills:
Summon Minor Spirit — Level 10 (4 mana)
Summon Domesticant — Level 6 (6 mana)
Summon Guardian — Level 1 (8 mana)
Bind Familiar — Level 1 (15 mana)
Identify Plants — Level 6 (1 mana)
Foraging — Level 7 (1 mana)
Trapping — Level 7 (1 mana)
Alchemy — Level 5 (1 mana)

With my new abilities and elevated energies selected and absorbed, I allowed my inner sight to close, returning my full awareness again to the external world.

Gradually, the sounds of hissing mineral springs and stones creaking around us filtered back in. Beside me, Diane and Leigh watched curiously, patiently awaiting the outcome of my inner communions.

“So, did you get everything sorted and integrated from your recent level up?” Diane inquired, likely sensing my focus turning outward once more.

I nodded and gave her a brief summary of my expanded core abilities and newly unlocked elemental magic. “I’ll probably bind a domesticant to me once we leave the springs,” I said. “It can help around the camp, especially when we pack up in the morning.”

Diane happily clapped her hands. “Yay!” she hummed. “I love those domesticants. They’re so helpful!”

I chuckled and nodded. “Yeah, they’re great, for sure.”

“Oh, I’d just love to have one of those little guys around the store!” Leigh agreed. “It could clean up and stuff, and that’d leave me with more time for… fun stuff,” she added with a playful wink, eliciting giggles from Diane.

I flashed her a smile. “Fun stuff, huh?”

She let out a happy purr as she gave me the bedroom eyes. “Fun stuff,” she confirmed.

Diane smiled and shook her head. “Well, this is amazing, David,” she said. She cocked her head thoughtfully, causing a silken midnight lock to spill from her tail. “You know, David, you have progressed so quickly!” she mused aloud. “Why, you’re at level four already after just a few weeks! I can’t think of anyone else who has cultivated such swift advancement.” Her tone held only sincerity, no hint of envy.

“Yeah,” Leigh agreed. “You surpassed me, at any rate…”

Blinking, I realized their observations were completely valid. The speed of my mystical progression since undergoing the Awakening ritual did indeed seem fast. But then again, I had been very busy.

Noting my contemplative expression, Leigh grinned. “The way I see it, you ought to just focus on making the most of those special talents you’ve been blessed with, baby.” And her eyes flitted down my body to emphasize the double meaning of her words.

I chuckled to myself. It seemed that all the fighting, the winning, and now these hot springs were making the bubbly blonde a little flirty…

Diane nodded agreement, the innuendo going over her head. “Leigh makes an excellent point,” she affirmed. “And I believe your swift advancement is due to your dedication and commitment, David.”

“Thanks, girls,” I said, chuckling. “You’re gonna make me blush if you keep going like this.”

Leigh licked her lips, blue eyes blazing as they roamed over me. “Oh, I’ll make you blush, baby.”

She then lightly bumped her shoulder against mine. “Hey now, enough sitting around and leveling up!” she exclaimed brightly, her lust for life bursting forth. “Are we gonna soak it up or what?”

I blinked. “What do you mean?”

She nodded in the direction of the hot springs sprawling before us. “That’s what I mean!” she hummed. “You got your head full of numbers, but you should relax, sugar!”

Diane nodded. “Leigh has a point,” she said. “We should enjoy the moment!”

“That’s more like it,” Leigh purred. With a soft laugh, she popped back up to her feet and extended her hands invitingly toward Diane and me. “Well come on then!” she urged with a playful beckoning of her forefinger. “Let’s get our feet wet!”

I grinned as I watched her delicious body sway. I had a feeling we were about to get more wet than just our feet…


Chapter 34


The bubbling need within me escalated to a fever pitch as I watched Leigh hop down from the balcony and slip into the enchanting water like a mesmerizing nymph.

Her posture, her poise, were those of the most skilled seductress, a silent siren drawing me into her intoxicating presence. She had the most sinful of bodies — a voluptuous, sensual beauty that no clothing could ever conceal.

And she knew it…

The soft magelight danced around her, creating alluring shadows that only highlighted the flawless perfection of her physique. My desires surged, burning with the intense yearning to possess her once again, to lose myself in the heady pleasure she promised.

Her summer dress, a thin veil of propriety, clung to her voluptuously sculpted form as if desperately trying to become one with her. It revealed and concealed at the same time, marking every tantalizing curve, tracing every enticing crevice, just enough to drive a man wild.

“Come on, sugar, the water’s just right,” she said, her voice thick with that seductive drawl that had enchanted me the first time I had heard her speak. Her deep blue eyes, twin pools of sparkling mischief, beckoned me towards her, promising an adventure like no other.

Beside me, Diane tensed, her fox ears twitching in anticipation, the energy of the moment pulsating around her. She gave an excited purr, grabbing my arm as she bit her bottom lip, no doubt sensing that her harem sister was up to no good.

“Show us what we’ll miss if we don’t join you,” I challenged, my gaze locked with Leigh’s, an unspoken duel of desire simmering between us.

Her lips curled into a wicked grin as she slowly slipped off her dress, the fabric cascading down like water.

The shimmering magelight revealed her daring choice of undergarments — a skimpy thong — and the generous swell of her breasts.

“Why, baby,” Leigh purred with fake innocence, her blue eyes big, “I was just plannin’ on helping you wash up. Wouldn’t you like to be clean?”

“Oh no,” I retorted. “I’d like to be dirty.”

She grinned, then half-turned and gave her round ass in its thong a smack, making it jiggle in a way that every man dreamed of. “Gotta get clean first, baby,” she teased.

The sight of her was pure sin, and my need for her manifested physically, a throbbing pulse against the tight confines of my pants.

Diane’s slender hand traced the line of my arousal, her fingers applying a teasing pressure that only amplified my hunger as she gave a playful giggle. Our interactions with Leigh had made the more reserved foxkin a lot naughtier…

“You’re in for more than just a treat,” Leigh said, her voice laced with sultry promise, eyes dancing with bold mischief as she sauntered over to us. Her breasts swayed with each step, a hypnotic rhythm that had my blood boiling.

With an effortless grace, she stepped out of her thong and discarded it onto the rocks edging the pool, leaving her in her captivating nudity. She was beautiful — an image of art. Curvy and voluptuous and full of figure, Leigh was the perfect blonde. And now, the invitation was given, the gauntlet thrown.

Diane and I rose to the challenge, ready to strip off our clothes and join her in the comforting warmth of the water.

The heat of the springs enveloped us like a blanket, my arousal throbbing in expectation as I undid my shirt. But Leigh wanted to be more than a spectator… She moved closer, her hands finding their way to my waist, her fingers expertly unbuttoning and pulling down my pants and boxers at the same time. Freed from the confines, my cock stood proudly at attention.

Diane was next, her clothes discarded easily as she watched me and Leigh get naked. Her toned body was revealed, her breasts rich and firm, her nipples hardening in the steamy environment.

With a growl of lust at the sight of my foxkin naked, I pulled her close, our lips colliding in a passionate kiss, my hands tracing the contours of her body in a heated exploration.

Leigh watched us, her blue eyes darkened with desire. “So beautiful to watch the two of you kiss,” she purred, her soft hand trailing down my chest and stomach. “So pretty. And now to the cleaning…”

Her hand closed around my cock. “How about I start with cleaning this dick, baby?” she teased, and I could only growl my assent, my tongue currently occupied with wrestling Diane’s.

In a languid motion, Leigh dropped to her knees in the shallow water, her mouth enveloping my cock, her tongue swirling around the sensitive head. Each upward and downward glide of her lips, each careful exploration of her tongue, was a jolt of pleasure that pulsed through me.

I held Diane tighter, our bodies meshing as our mouths moved in a fervent dance. My fingers continued to explore her, feeling her wet heat, her responsive tremors. Leigh’s ministrations on my cock were pure heaven, drawing me dangerously close to the precipice of bliss.

But just as I was about to succumb, she pulled away, leaving me hanging at the edge. “Not so soon, darlin’,” she murmured, her hand teasing my throbbing cock. My groan of frustration echoed in the steamy air, my body craving the release it was denied.

Diane’s laughter tinkled through the air, her sapphire eyes dancing with amusement. She naughtily bit her lower lip, caught up in all the dirty talk of her harem sister. Her hand joined Leigh’s on my cock, giving it a playful little tug.

My gasp echoed in the space as she held me on the precipice of pleasure. “You girls tease me,” I said, voice husky. “Bad girls get what’s coming to them.”

“But… we’re not done washing you yet, baby,” Leigh said with fake innocence, her laughter mingling with Diane’s. I grinned back, a predatory gleam in my eyes.

If they wanted to play games, I was all in for the match…
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My throbbing cock still fought to overcome the girls’ teasing as Leigh took a step back, her body shimmering in the blue glow of the magelight orbs. A growl of need escaped me as she sauntered over to her bag, left on the rocks edging the pool.

From one of its pockets, she retrieved the flask of cleansing oil she had bought earlier, holding it up with a triumphant, dirty smile.

“Let’s make this interesting, shall we?” her southern drawl echoed against the cave walls. Diane, with her fox ears twitching and her tail swishing from side to side, glanced at me, a flicker of excitement flashing in her sapphire eyes.

Leigh returned to the pool, the oil in her hand glistening under the magical light. Her voluptuous, freckled breasts moved tantalizingly as she walked, and I couldn’t help but imagine what they’d feel like wrapped around my stiff, aching cock.

With a wicked smile, Leigh poured the oil out over her large breasts. The scent of the oil filled the air, intoxicating and erotic, as the viscous liquid slithered all over her perfect skin, pooling in her cleavage before flowing down to her soft, flat tummy in long trails.

“Fuck,” I groaned.

Chuckling, she poured a little of the scented oil over Diane as well, and the foxkin giggled as she began rubbing it onto her delicious body under my approving stare. Soon enough, Diane’s athletic, curvy body shimmered with oil, accentuating her breasts and the curve of her hips.

Leigh followed, the oil coating her skin, making her body shine under the magical light. She looked like a goddess, her blonde hair cascading down her back, her blue eyes sparkling with mischief. She half-turned her lower body, revealing the curvature of her ass, and a growl of need escaped me as she poured out some more oil over those perfect curves.

As she spread out the viscous liquid, Diane began rubbing some on me, making my skin tingle with anticipation. Leigh moved towards me as well, and soon enough, my girls’ soft hands were exploring my body, their touch soft and tantalizing. As they did so, my hard cock poked against Leigh’s thick thigh, bearing a not-so-subtle message.

“You’re hard as a rock, David,” Leigh whispered in my ear, her southern accent thick with desire. Her hand wrapped around my cock, her grip firm and demanding.

Diane’s hand moved down my chest, her fingers tracing the lines of my abs, making me shudder with pleasure. Her touch was timid yet filled with need. “I love how your body feels against mine,” she murmured, her voice barely a whisper.

Their bodies pressed closer, the oil making their skin feel like silk. My hands explored their curves, marveling at the contrast between Leigh’s voluptuousness and Diane’s more toned body type — although she did not lack in the curves department.

I pulled Diane closer, my lips finding hers in a heated kiss. My hands roamed over her body, tracing the curve of her breasts, the dip of her waist, the swell of her hips. Her tail wrapped around my lower leg, the soft fur adding another layer of sensation.

I slipped my hand between her thighs, my fingers teasing her slick folds. Diane gasped against my mouth, her body arching against mine. I could feel her heat, her wetness, her need.

“Oh, David,” she moaned, her fingers digging into my shoulders. I increased my pace, my fingers delving deeper, making her whimper with pleasure. My thumb found her clit, rubbing it in slow, deliberate circles.

Leigh was watching us, her hand moving on my cock in rhythm with my fingers inside Diane. Her dirty talk filled my ears, her voice husky and filled with desire. “That’s it, David, make your little fox girl cum. She needs it… we all do.”

Diane’s body started to tremble, her moans growing louder, her grip on my shoulders tightening. I could feel her orgasm building, her pussy clenching around my fingers. I kept my pace, wanting to see her lose control.

Leigh moved closer, her big breasts pressing against my back. “That looks so hot, baby,” she murmured. “Make that little vixen cum, David.” She flashed a wicked smile. “She’s not as innocent as she pretends to be… She’s a little slut for you, David.”

Diane’s moans filled the cave, bouncing off the walls and echoing in my ears. It seemed that Leigh’s dirty talk only served to arouse her more. She gave a deep-throated mewl, and then I felt her body tense and release, her orgasm washing over her in waves. Her pussy clenched and unclenched, squeezing my fingers.

“Oh, David,” she moaned. “God… The things you do to me… Ah… You make me feel so good.”

Leigh giggled and turned her attention back to me, her hand sliding down my cock. “Now, it’s David’s turn,” she said, sinking to her knees. My breath hitched as she wrapped her big, oily tits around my cock, the sensation overwhelming.

She started moving, her breasts gliding up and down my shaft, her nipples hard against my skin. The sight of my cock disappearing between her tits was so hot, I had to apply every ounce of willpower to not cum over those big, oiled-up tits right away. My fingers dug into her shoulders, my hips bucking involuntarily.

“That’s it, baby,” she cooed, her accent making the words sound even dirtier. “You like that, don’t you? You like how my tits feel around your cock?”

I could only nod, my mind lost in the pleasure. Leigh continued her movements, her pace increasing, her dirty talk getting filthier. My cock throbbed between her breasts, my balls tightening with the need to release as Diane leaned against me, still panting from her orgasm, and began nibbling on my ear.

“I want to see you cum, David,” Leigh murmured, her gaze locked on mine. “I want to see you lose control.” Her pace increased, her breasts moving faster, her dirty talk growing louder.

My body tensed, my breath hitching in my chest. I was on the edge, the pleasure building, threatening to explode. But just as I was about to cum, Leigh stopped.

I groaned in frustration, my cock throbbing with need. Leigh looked up at me, her blue eyes sparkling with mischief. “But not yet, baby,” she said, her voice teasing. “Diane needs to get a turn, too.”

She stood up, her body glistening with oil, her breasts heavy and full as she gave her harem sister a knowing smile. “Time for a little of your magic, Diane,” she said, her voice filled with anticipation.

Diane stepped forward, her sapphire eyes filled with excitement, and Leigh moved back, letting Diane take her place. My body ached with need, my cock twitching in anticipation. I watched as Diane sank to her knees; her sapphire eyes locked on mine.

Her hand wrapped around my throbbing cock; her touch soft yet firm. She started moving, her hand gliding up and down my shaft, her pace slow and deliberate — too slow to make me cum, but just edging me closer toward it. I groaned in pleasure, my hips bucking into her hand, wanting her to move faster.

Leigh joined in, her hands moving over my body, her fingers exploring every inch of my skin. I was trapped between them, their touch driving me crazy, their dirty talk filling my ears. Leigh’s lips found mine, and she drowned me in her sweet and warm kisses.

My body was on fire, my cock throbbing with need. I could feel my orgasm building, the pleasure coiling in my gut, ready to explode. But just as I was about to cum, Diane stopped.

“Fuck!” I growled into Leigh’s mouth, my muscles bulging and my cock twitching with a need to cum. I looked at the hot blonde as she pulled back from our kiss, shooting me dirty looks.

“Make me cum, too, baby,” she purred with a challenge, “and I’ll let you fuck me any way you like…”
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With a grunt of lust, I grabbed Leigh by the back of her neck. “You want to cum?” I said. “I’ll make you cum.”

The blonde beauty gave a delighted yelp at the sudden rough handling, and then another as I bent her naked, oily body over one of the rocks edging the shallow pool, her pretty ass and pussy up in the air.

“Hmm, David,” she moaned. “That’s right! Show me!”

My hand found its way to the sweet valley between her ample thighs, fingers stroking her moist folds. A low, sultry moan escaped her lips, amplified by the echoing cave walls surrounding the hot springs.

The blue magelight orbs cast a soft glow on her skin, illuminating the freckles that scattered across her shoulders and down her back. It danced over her oiled-up curves, accentuating the roundness of her buttocks and the tantalizing crevice I was so eager to explore.

From the corner of my eye, I saw Diane watching us with wide sapphire eyes. Her hands were tentatively stroking my rigid cock, her touch featherlight yet electrifying. She watched with admiration — a role she enjoyed — as I gave Leigh the rough treatment she had been soliciting with all her teasing.

I pressed my lips against Leigh’s back, tasting the salty sheen of sweat mixed with her naturally sweet aroma. My tongue traced a path down her spine, making her shudder beneath me, her plump ass jiggling in eager anticipation.

Leigh’s dirty words filled the hot, steamy air, her husky voice thickening with every moan and gasp. “Make me cum, David,” she begged, her voice hoarse with desire. “I’ll let you fuck any hole you want, baby.”

A low growl rumbled in my chest as I looked down at that plump, jiggling ass, oiled-up and ready for me. “I’ll be claiming that tight little ass of yours, Leigh,” I told her, my voice heavy with lust.

She gave a moan of delight at that, for once wordless, pushing her butt out as if she wanted me to do it now. It seemed she was an enjoyer of butt play, and I would show her something, alright…

I bent lower, my tongue sliding over her round ass to tease her shivering butt, relishing the surprised yelp that she let out. Her body bucked, her oily ass grinding against my face.

“God, yes, David,” she breathed as I teased her little pucker again. “Fuuuck!”

Diane’s touch on my cock grew more confident, her small, nimble fingers now wrapped firmly around my shaft. She was stroking me in rhythm with my tongue’s exploration of Leigh’s forbidden fruit, her soft sighs mixing with Leigh’s own moans.

“I’ll make you ready for her,” Diane whispered, her voice soft. “I want to see it, David… I want to see you take her like… like that.”

I grinned; my breath hot against Leigh’s skin. “Don’t stop, Diane,” I told her, my words punctuated by a particularly long lick that made Leigh squeal with pleasure, sending another ripple down her luscious butt. At the same time, my finger found her swollen nub and began rubbing it, making the blonde hang her head and groan with deep lust.

The feel of Leigh’s body under my hands, the taste of her on my tongue, and the sensation of the tugging on my cock was a potent mix. My cock throbbed in Diane’s grip, my body aching with the need to claim Leigh in that dirty, forbidden way that she so desired.

I continued my exploration, my fingers now joining my tongue in teasing Leigh’s tight rose as I kept rubbing her little clit. Her body convulsed with pleasure, her moans growing louder and more desperate. She was beyond her usual dirty talk — swept up by her pleasure.

“You’re so tight, Leigh,” I murmured, my voice vibrating against her skin. “Can’t wait to fuck this tight ass.”

Her response was a strangled moan of pure lust, her hands clutching at the rocks as her body writhed under my ministrations. Her freckled breasts swayed with her movements, her nipples hard and tantalizing.

Diane’s pace on my cock quickened, her grip tightening. She was watching us; her gaze focused on where my tongue and fingers were pleasuring Leigh. There was a fascinated, almost awed look on her face.

“So hot,” she breathed, her words barely audible over the sounds of Leigh’s pleasure and the bubbling hot springs. Her words told me that, in time, she might want to try this forbidden pleasure herself.

For now, her words spurred me on. I doubled my efforts, my tongue and fingers working in unison, driving Leigh closer and closer to the edge.

Leigh’s body started to shake, her moans rising in pitch. I could feel her muscles clenching around my fingers, her body winding tighter and tighter.

“I’m close… so close…” she gasped; her voice ragged. Her hands tightened on the rocks, her knuckles turning white.

I quickened my pace, my tongue flicking over her sensitive rose, my fingers rubbing against her sweet spot. I could feel her body tensing, her breath hitching.

“Cum for me, Leigh,” I urged, my voice a low growl.

With a loud, keening cry, Leigh came. Her body convulsed, her hips bucking against my face as waves of pleasure crashed over her.

Her release was pure ecstasy, her juices coating my fingers, her body pulsating against my tongue. Her moans echoed through the cave, bouncing off the walls and filling the air.

I pulled back, watching as her body shivered with the aftershocks of her orgasm. Her blonde hair was plastered against her sweaty forehead, her blue eyes glazed with pleasure as she looked at me over her shoulder, eyes wide with her lust.

“God! David!” she moaned, that delicious ass trembling. “Do it, baby, please! Fuck my ass for me!”
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Leigh didn’t need to tell me twice to fuck her ass. I was bursting at the seams, more than ready to finally claim that tight, oiled-up rose.

“You ready, Leigh?” Diane’s voice purred, her sapphire eyes gleaming with wicked delight as she took hold of my throbbing cock. Her fingers, slick with oil, sent shivers of anticipation down my spine.

“Oh, I’m more than ready, sugar,” Leigh drawled, her drawl filled with lust and excitement. Her blue eyes, brimming with desire, never left mine as she braced herself against the rock.

And that big ass of hers… Oiled up and ready for me, she stuck it up in the air, knowing full well what the effects of such a beautiful butt on any man were. I couldn’t resist that — didn’t want to…

Diane guided my cock, running it teasingly down Leigh’s oily butt crack, my precum leaving a wet trail on Leigh’s round, oiled-up cheeks. She paused, her hand on the base of my cock, positioning me at Leigh’s entrance.

Then, with a slow push, Diane eased the tip of my cock into Leigh’s tight hole. Leigh’s body tensed, a gasp escaping her lips, before she relaxed into the feeling, her eyes fluttering closed as she moaned in pleasure. As she accommodated me, she let one hand dip down to rub her clit still swollen from her previous orgasm.

“Fuuuck,” she moaned. “David… Oh… I feel so full… It’s so good, baby… Ahn… Go slow.”

“You feel so good,” I murmured, my voice hoarse with desire as I slowly began to push deeper into her. She clung to my cock as I penetrated her, and the slick oil made me slide in with relative ease.

Diane’s hand slipped from my cock to cradle my balls, her fingers gently kneading them. Her touch was soft, teasing, adding another layer of pleasure to the already intoxicating sensation of being inside Leigh’s tight little asshole.

I started moving, pulling out slightly before pushing back in, still taking it slow and letting her ease into things. My cock slid effortlessly in and out of Leigh’s tight ass. And her ample curves jiggled with each thrust, her curvy figure bouncing enticingly under me as she held onto the rocks for balance.

“Oh, fuck, David!” Leigh moaned; her head thrown back in pleasure. Her voice echoed around the hot spring, spurring me on. “Go faster, baby!” She demanded, her dirty words firing up my lust even more, as she began moving with me. “Fuck that ass!”

I gripped her hips, thrusting into her with more force, my cock going deeper each time. Our skin slapped together wetly, little threads of oil connecting my hips to her ass every time I slammed into her.

Diane was watching us, her fox ears twitching in pleasure. Her hand never left my balls, her fingers working in rhythm with my thrusts. Her other hand slipped between her own legs, her fingers disappearing into her wet folds as her tail wrapped around my leg.

“You’re so fucking tight, Leigh,” I groaned, my hands gripping her hips harder. My cock was throbbing, the pleasure building up in my lower abdomen.

Leigh’s ass clenched around my cock every time I moved out, so tight she almost pushed me out. The sensation sent shivers of pleasure down my spine. Each thrust, each moan, each dirty word from her lips was pushing me closer to the edge.

Diane’s fingers moved faster on her clit; her sapphire eyes glazed over with pleasure as she watched us. Her hand on my balls moved faster, almost coaxing my cum out of me.

“Ahn… Cum for her, David,” she purred, her voice filled with lust. “Fill that nice ass up with your big load.”

Damn, I couldn’t hold back much longer. Leigh’s body was shuddering under me, her ass clenching around my cock with each thrust as she kept rubbing her swollen clit. She was close; I could tell. Her moans were louder, her dirty words more desperate.

“Oh, yes, David! Fuck my ass!” she cried; her southern accent thick with lust. “I want… Ahh! I want you to cum in my ass, baby!”

Her dirty words were my undoing. I felt my balls tighten as Diane massaged me, the pleasure coiling in my lower abdomen. I thrust into Leigh one last time, my cock buried deep in her tight ass.

The orgasm hit me like a tidal wave, my cum shooting out of my cock and into Leigh’s tight little asshole. I groaned in pleasure, my body shaking with the intensity of it as I gave her my all.

Leigh’s body was trembling under me, her own orgasm rippling through her. Her pucker clenched around my cock, milking every last drop of cum from me.

Diane’s hand was still on my balls, her fingers lightly squeezing them as my orgasm subsided. She was panting, her own orgasm having hit her moments after mine. Seeing her cumming like this was a delight as I spurted another rope into Leigh’s oily rose.

Finally, I slowly pulled out of Leigh, my cock sliding out of her tight ass with a wet pop. The release of pressure made my cock shoot another thick rope all over her jiggling butt, coating it in a creamy white layer that dripped down.

With a happy hum, Diane moved her hand from my balls to Leigh’s ass, her fingers tracing the white streaks of my cum. Her sapphire eyes watched in fascination as she spread my cum over Leigh’s ass, her own fingers glistening with her juices.

Leigh looked over her shoulder, her blue eyes meeting mine. Her body was covered in sweat and oil, her skin glowing in the blue magelight of the Inner Sanctum. Her breasts were heaving with each breath she took, her nipples hard and inviting.

“That was incredible,” she breathed, a satisfied smile on her face, and she gave her booty a little shake.

“God,” I groaned, watching Leigh jiggle her cum-splattered ass for me as she shot me a bold, blue-eyed look over her shoulder. “That… That was amazing.”

Both girls giggled at that, exchanging naughty looks.

With a growl, fully spent, I sank down into the hot pools, dragging the girls with me. I was eager to relax after this particular bout of lovemaking.

The water was warm, soothing against my skin, and I let out a deep sigh of pleasure. The girls were on either side of me, their bodies still slick from the oil we’d used, their skin glistening in the glow of the magelight. Diane’s fox ears twitched slightly as she leaned against my chest, while Leigh’s golden locks floated lazily in the water as she let out a delighted sigh.

We stayed in silence for a while, each lost in our post-orgasmic chill. The only sounds were the soft lapping of the water and the occasional sigh of contentment. I let my hands wander, trailing underwater over Leigh’s voluptuous curves. My other hand found Diane’s delicious body, soft beneath my touch.

“That was… incredible,” Leigh murmured after a while. She angled her head to look up at me, her blue eyes sparkling. “Never thought I’d experience something like that. And here in all places… This was amazing.”

“Hmm, it was,” Diane added, her voice softer. Her tail twitched against me underwater, and a blush painted her cheeks a rosy hue.

I smiled, my gaze flicking between the two of them. “I’m glad you both enjoyed it,” I said, my voice low and hoarse. “I certainly did.” I gave them both a squeeze, pulling them closer against me. “I’m glad we got the most out of this little prize!”

Their laughter echoed in the cave, the sound pure and joyous. I felt warmth spread through me, a sense of fulfillment that was greater even than the physical pleasure we’d shared. I reveled in the moment, the connection between us all.

Leigh’s hand slid over my chest; her fingers soft as they explored me. “I reckon you got me good after all that teasing,” she hummed, her eyes twinkling with mischief.

Diane giggled, her fingers tracing circles on my thigh. “He did,” she said, her voice light and airy. “That was really hot, though…” She trailed off, a satisfied smile playing on her lips.

I chuckled, the sound rumbling in my chest as I glanced at Diane. “It sure was,” I agreed, my hand reaching for Diane’s tail. It was so soft, the fur smooth beneath my fingers, and I gave it a playful pull that made her give a cute yelp. “And I’ll be ready for round two soon enough.”

They both laughed at that, their bodies shaking with mirth against me. We fell into silence again, the gentle sound of the water and the soft hum of the magelight filling the air.

I looked around, my eyes taking in the blue glow of the orbs, the steam rising from the hot springs. It was peaceful, serene. The perfect setting for what we’d just shared.

“You know,” Diane started, her voice thoughtful. “I think we’ve been blessed by Aquana.”

Her words caught me off guard, and I turned to look at her, my brow furrowed in question. “What do you mean?”

She was looking at me, her sapphire eyes serious. “I think Aquana blessed us because of what we did here. The connection we shared, the pleasure… It felt divine.”

“So… we were blessed?” I murmured. I didn’t feel any different.

“Yeah, of course, silly!” Diane purred, winning a giggle from Leigh. “What do you think those elven rituals are that everyone’s been joking about? How do you think the elves worship Aquana?”

I frowned for a moment. “By fucking?”

She grinned and gave me a playful nudge. “By making love, yes!”

At that, Leigh chuckled. “That’s the truth,” she said. “And I reckon we earned Aquana’s blessing in full today…”

"Still," I said, raking my beauties with hungry eyes. "We'd best do everything we can to make sure we've truly earned that blessing."

Giggling, the girls exchanged naughty glances, knowing well what I meant…


Chapter 35


The next morning, I awoke fresh and well-rested. Beside me, Leigh and Diane still slept soundly, exhausted from our passionate exertions in the Inner Sanctum the night before. Careful not to disturb them, I dressed and slipped outside into the fresh morning air.

I was eager to try out my new spell and see if the domesticant bound as a familiar would be as useful as I anticipated it would be, so after washing up in a nearby stream, I returned to our camp.

With a murmur of focus, I summoned forth a domesticant spirit with a spectral whisking of air. I always had to smile when I saw it with its bedsheet-ghost like appearance and those twinkling eyes looking up at me. The cheerful creature hovered before me and chirped, awaiting instruction.

I immediately cast the Bind Familiar spell on the domesticant, and as I did so, I felt a deep connection to the chirpy little creature’s energy. I was down 21 out of my 25 mana in one go — 6 for the domesticant and 15 for the Bind Familiar spell — but I was hoping it’d be worth it.

I uttered the arcane words imprinted in my consciousness, weaving strands of mystical energy between us. The domesticant chirped happily as the spell locked it in service to me.

At my mental command, the spectral servant immediately set to work tidying our belongings and stowing gear with uncanny efficiency. Meanwhile, I rekindled our firepit and prepared a humble breakfast from the provisions we had purchased for the road back. The smell of frying eggs and steaming tea eventually roused Leigh and Diane from the tent.

“Mornin’ handsome!” Leigh greeted me huskily, giving my shoulder a squeeze before accepting a mug of fragrant tea.

Diane murmured a drowsy greeting as well as she emerged from the tent, fox ears twitching as she took in the domesticant’s industrious efforts. I smiled, bidding them both a good morning.

Over a simple meal of eggs, bread, and berries, talk turned to departure plans. The Aquana Festival was winding to a close this morning. Many pilgrims had already packed up and prepared to embark on the journey home in one big procession for safety. They were already gathering at the edges of the festival grounds. Soon we would join them, returning to our remote homestead and familiar daily rhythms.

“It will be nice to sleep in an actual bed again,” Diane remarked. “As much as I’ve enjoyed our days here.”

Leigh nodded agreement, though her forlorn expression hinted she would miss the festivities. I too felt a touch of melancholy at leaving this temporary community and its wonders. But the homestead awaited, and I was equally eager to get back home and check on our crops.

Once breakfast was finished, we worked in easy tandem to take down our tent and load up our backpacks. The domesticant continued bustling about, swift and tireless as it gathered any overlooked items. Soon our humble camp was dismantled, with nothing left to signify our presence save flattened grass.

All around us, the other pilgrims were doing the same. The mood was easy and friendly, although a lot of people struggled with hangovers or lack of sleep.

Shouldering packs, we joined the trickle of pilgrims making their way towards town. I glanced back wistfully at the mist-wreathed vale, knowing these sights must hold us for another year. But the memories we’d forged would sustain us in the days ahead.

“Who knows what next year’s festival will bring,” I mused aloud.

Leigh gave me a playful nudge. “Why, yes indeed! You’ll have to win us another peek at that gorgeous Inner Sanctum,” she teased with a suggestive wink that made me chuckle.

Diane swatted her arm lightly, feigning offense, and I laughed and shook my head. When my mind drifted to the things we had done there, my skin began tingling. I shifted focus back to the journey to stop myself from getting any more distracted.

The journey back from the festival site to Gladdenfield Outpost stretched long ahead of us as we joined the pilgrims heading back and departed the now quieting and emptying vale. Though the winding forest trail was familiar from our initial pilgrimage, it felt new again now, and I was thankful for the procession to lead the way, as I hadn’t memorized the route that well in all the excitement of coming here for the first time.

Despite the miles, our spirits were buoyed by reminiscing about the week’s adventures and wonders. Laughter echoed between us as Leigh dramatically reenacted moments etched fondly in our memories — the catkin acrobats’ death-defying flips, the comedian’s ridiculous impersonations, the bard’s ballads, and Anwick’s two defeats — favorites among us all.

The vibrant wilderness enfolding the trail entranced us anew with its marvels unveiled in solitude. Diane paused frequently to point out exotic fauna, edible herbs, and glimpses of scenic vistas through the soaring trees. We took them in with joy, and I felt alive once again as we journeyed, although my desire to see home again had become a palpable thing.

When weariness set in, we would pause beside the burbling creek to soak our sore feet in the bracing water and refresh ourselves. With such a throng of pilgrims, there was always somebody taking a break. Watching schools of minnows flit in the shallows brought tranquil interludes between the miles.

Every now and then, kits or children would approach me, recognizing me from the gauntlet, the tournament, or both, and they would ask for my autograph. I was becoming something of a celebrity…

During a sparse and light dinner, the young ones were soon distracted by my domesticant, which turned out to be really good at entertaining kids. Simply by existing, floating about, and giving its happy chirping, it got barrels of laughter. Since it was a cute little ghost-like creature, they lovingly dubbed it ‘Ghostie,’ and the name stuck with us as well.

After heartening breaks, we quickened our pace until we crested the last familiar hill. Below, Gladdenfield’s sturdy walls greeted us. A steady throng of pilgrims flowed into the town, and smoke rose from chimneys, promising hearths and hot meals.

The guards hailed us jovially by name and waved us through the gates without hesitation. Despite the lateness, the lively streets remained abustle with travelers and enthusiastic reunions after the festival’s dispersal. But the mood was not as outrageously festive as it had been before — people had had their fill of feasting, and everybody was looking forward to heading home.

Winding through the cheerful chaos, familiar facades emerged until finally Leigh’s beloved shop rose into view, just as we had left it. Smiling, Leigh led us into the cozy seclusion of her home above the store, and as she rekindled the hearthfire, Diane and I shed our burdens and damp boots by the door. Ghostie, the domesticant, buzzed around and chirped happily, lending a hand wherever it was necessary.

Soon enough, the cozy space was filled with dancing firelight and the aroma of simmering meats brimming with forest mushrooms and herbs — a late-evening complement to our earlier, sparse roadside meal. We would go home tomorrow — it was too late now — and we were all looking forward to a quiet night by the fire after such an exuberant time.

We lingered late over hearty helpings, our travel-worn bodies and spirits restored by Leigh’s hospitality. When at last we found our bed — all three of us in Leigh’s bed was a little snug, but no one seemed to mind — sleep came swiftly.

Well… after a little bit of nighttime activity, of course.


Chapter 36


I awoke slowly to pale sunlight shimmering through the curtains of Leigh’s bedroom. For a moment, I simply lay there, letting memories of the incredible Aquana Festival replay through my mind. The days of music, feasting, and passion spent with Leigh and Diane had been utterly unforgettable.

Beside me, Leigh still slept, golden hair splayed over the pillow. On my other side, Diane began to stir, her velvety ear brushing my cheek. I smiled, cherishing these moments together before Diane and I would head back to the homestead. Saying goodbye to Leigh — even though it would only be temporarily — was not something I was looking forward to. I found that my mind was already at work trying to come up with ways to keep her around.

Soon Leigh too awoke, gifting me with a sleepy smile when she found me watching her fondly. “Mornin’ darlin’,” she murmured, voice still husky with sleep. “I hope you got some rest after the busy week — and night — we’ve had.” Her hand idly traced along my chest.

I chuckled. “I certainly slept well thanks to present company.”

Diane hummed agreement, nuzzling drowsily into me. I reveled in their feminine warmth a while longer before gently disentangling. Lazing about was great, but I was really looking forward to seeing the homestead again. Humming a song, Leigh joined me while Diane decided to laze a bit longer.

Down in the cozy kitchen, Leigh and I made fluffy pancakes along with sizzling sausages, figuring we would all need a fulfilling morning meal. The domesticant, which had spent its night in the kitchen, joined us happily, chirping and bustling about as it helped.

Leigh and I laughed and joked as we made breakfast together, and it was hard to keep my hands off Leigh in her delicious little nightgown — the same one she’d worn when she, Diane, and I had had our first little menage.

Diane soon joined us, drawn by the mouthwatering scents. We ate leisurely amidst easy conversation, simply enjoying these final shared moments together.

Over steaming mugs of rich coffee, talk turned to our imminent departure. “We’ll load up the Jeep,” I said to Diane. “Is there anything we need from town before we continue on to the homestead?”

Diane shook her head, setting down her mug. “We have plenty of supplies back home,” she said. “Enough to last us until we make another trip to sell the surplus from farming, fishing, trapping, and your brewing activities. I think the first harvest of potatoes is due soon!”

I smiled, looking forward to that. With the help of my permanently bound domesticant, it would be easy enough. “Yeah,” I said, smiling at Leigh. “Looks like we’ll be coming back soon with lots of stuff to sell.”

Leigh smiled softly. “I ain’t gonna lie, David,” she said. “You two can’t come back soon enough. I reckon I’ll miss you.”

I smiled and took her hand in mine. “Then why not drop by?” I said. “You can come see the homestead. You’ll love it.”

She lit up at that. “Well, there’s an invitation I ain’t gonna decline!”

Diane clapped her hands. “Yeah! Why don’t you come over and check the place out? You can close up shop and have a little vacation by the banks of the Silverthread.”

Leigh considered it for a moment. “A few days… I don’t know,” she hummed. “Folks’ll miss me. Or… well, they’ll miss the shop!”

“Oh, come on!” Diane exclaimed. “There’s the markets, the traveling traders. You can be missed for a few days, can’t you? If you drop by in a few days, you can pick up the harvest as well!”

Leigh touched her plump lip with her finger as she considered it. “Alright,” she said at last. “I suppose if I give my customers a heads-up it should work. And I have been dyin’ to see this place of yours. But just for one night!”

“Then it’s settled,” I said, and she laughed and nodded. We worked out the details over breakfast, and truth be told, I was really looking forward to showing Leigh around the homestead.

After breakfast, we got dressed and began gathering our belongings strewn around Leigh’s cozy apartment, preparing to depart Gladdenfield Outpost. Leigh’s bright chatter couldn’t fully mask her wistfulness at our leave-taking. I could tell the gregarious shopkeeper would feel our absence. We had really bonded over the past days.

When we finally stood arrayed by the door with packs on our backs, Leigh became suddenly misty-eyed. She engulfed Diane in a heartfelt embrace. “You take good care of yourself out there!” Leigh entreated. Diane returned the hug fiercely, vowing that she would.

Then it was my turn. Leigh clung to me tightly before drawing back to caress my cheek. “I sure am gonna miss you two,” she admitted tremulously. “This ol’ shop will feel empty without you.”

“We’ll miss you, too, Leigh,” I said. “But we’ll see you…”

Before I could finish my sentence, she had pressed her lips to mine and began kissing me with passion. My eyes widened for a moment, and then I returned the kiss. When she finally drew back, she was a little teary-eyed.

Of course, I didn’t like seeing her like this, but it was happy proof of what we were starting to mean to one another. With Diane, I felt very sure of our love, and I knew she would be with me for the rest of our days. Leigh — through all her good cheer and bubbliness — was a little harder to gauge. I was sure that what we had wasn’t a one-time thing, but it was nice to see — and feel — confirmation.

And in my heart, I knew I would have to find a way to make sure we could all be seeing a lot more of each other. And it was only a twenty-minute drive, after all…

I smiled and tucked a blonde lock behind her ear. “We’ll see you in a few days, Leigh.”

“Uh-huh,” Diane said, her voice soft and sympathetic. “We need the time to tidy up!”

Leigh laughed at that joke, and the mood was lightened a little. With final farewells, Diane and I turned and headed into the streets of Gladdenfield Outpost. Already, the little town was much more quiet than it had been yesterday, and there was a steady stream of pilgrims, vehicles, beasts of burden, and carriages leaving town.

With a smile, I placed my arm around Diane’s shoulder and pulled her along to the alley where we’d parked the Jeep.

“On the road again,” I sang, making Diane both wince at my false singing and chuckle at the same time.
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The peaceful drive home afforded Diane and me the opportunity to process all that had transpired during the incredible festival as the open frontier rolled by.

Diane stared out the window at the world rolling by us and gave a happy sigh. “What an incredible week that was at the festival,” she said. “I don’t think I’ll ever forget the beautiful rituals and dances. It was amazing to see that side of elven culture.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “It really was an eye-opening experience. And so much fun — especially in the Inner Sanctum.”

She laughed and gave me a playful swat on the arm, but she nodded her agreement as well as she blushed a little. “I never experienced anything like that before…”

I grinned and patted her on the thigh. “Well, I’m happy I could share it with you.”

She shot me a radiant look, her cheeks still a little flustered. “Me too!” she said.

I shot her a look, feeling my excitement rise. "Maybe you would like to try it next it?"

Chuckling, she turned red and bit her lap. "Maybe," she hummed, drawing out the word. Then, she was silent for a moment before she looked at me again. “What do you think Leigh thought of it all?”

“I’d say she had a good time,” I said and smiled.

“Yeah, yeah,” she said, grinning, “but as in… you know… Do you think she wants to be… well, a part of us?”

It took me a moment to process that question. She was, of course, referring to the Tannorian custom of the harem, which the humans called an ‘elven marriage’, and which she had shown an interest in before. I still had to get used to the idea myself, but having shared these days with Leigh and Diane, I could honestly say that I would like it.

“I would say so,” I said. “I mean, she’s been spending so much time with us, and she’s laying it on pretty thickly that she enjoys it.” I was silent for a moment as I navigated the Jeep past a convoy of elves leading their beasts of burden along. “I’ll talk to her,” I continued when the road was clear again. I think the time has come to see if we can’t take the relationship to the next level, so to speak.”

Diane nodded, a beatific smile on her lips. She was silent for a bit after that before she turned to me again. “You know, David,” she began, “I was really scared for you when you signed up for that tournament.”

I smiled broadly, remembering how she had suddenly lashed out at the other participants, threatening all sorts of grueling torture if they hurt me. “I noticed,” I said. “I know my participation in the fighting tournament was a bit intense. How are you feeling about everything you witnessed in the arena?”

Diane pressed her lips into a thin line. “I’ll admit,” she said. “It was jarring to see you in combat. You’re good at it — I won’t deny that — but I love to see you safe.”

“Don’t worry,” I told her. “My heart lies along much more peaceful paths with you, not in harming others. But…” I raised a finger and shot her a crooked grin before returning my attention to the road. “I might go on a little adventure every now and then. There’s just so much to discover out here!”

Diane licked her lips and smiled as she sat back in her seat. “Well, boys will be boys, I suppose,” she hummed.

I could tell that she liked it when I indicated I would seek out a little excitement every now and then — even if it didn’t fully agree with her preference for safety. But what is a journey without the boat getting rocked a little along the way?

“I’ll likely ask you to come along,” I said with a smile, and I could see that satisfied her.

After that, we reminisced fondly about the Aquana Festival, recalling beautiful rituals, wild dancing into the night, and unexpected sides of one another revealed far from our daily lives.

As our conversation lapsed into easy silence, I simply enjoyed Diane’s soothing presence beside me while I navigated the rough road out here, turning onto the trail at the cottonwood tree.

When our secluded valley finally came into view, I let out a contented breath, shoulders loosening. This humble plot between the trees represented sanctuary from loud crowds and strife. Diane gifted me her brilliant smile, recognizing the almost spiritual relief that washed over me as we came back home — and she felt it too. Without words, we had returned to the still point around which our world turned.

I parked the dusty Jeep beneath the rustling trees and stepped down into profound silence, so different from the cacophony of the Aquana Festival still echoing in memory — however enjoyable. Diane came to slip her arms around my waist, sharing this moment of profound homecoming. After that, we did a quick lap of our property, finding everything in order. The domesticant hobbled after us, cheering happily as it surveyed its new home.

Unloading gear onto the worn planks of the cabin’s porch reoriented me further. Each familiar habit and rhythm of our self-reliant existence was a balm, grounding us after days of indulgence and tumult. Together, Diane and I fell easily back into our domestic routine.

Over a humble but heartening lunch of wild greens, smoked trout, and bread, lighter talk turned to hopes for coming days upon the land — crops to cultivate, new skills to hone, simple wholesome tasks that lent meaning to solitude.

After tidying up from the meal, Diane lingered over a steaming cup of tea by the kitchen counter, gaze distant. I sensed she was still processing all that had occurred during our time away in Gladdenfield and at the festival. I gave her space for contemplation.

As for me? Well, I was eager to get to work again… And there was still a whole afternoon left.


Chapter 37


Eager to do some work, I headed out to inspect my fledgling garden and see how my crops were faring. I stepped outside into the golden light and inhaled the loamy scents of the wilderness, and it felt like coming home.

My diligent domesticant, Ghostie, floated after me, chirping happily as its round, black eyes took in the garden. I could instruct it mentally, but I still found myself saying, “Come on, Ghostie, let’s have a look around.”

Together, we crossed the short distance from the cabin to my raised garden beds for the alchemical herbs. I was most interested to find out how they had been doing.

Kneeling amidst the dark, moist soil, I first examined the Wispsilk. Delicate seedlings were just peeking from the earth, their nascent leaves covered in ethereal down. Heartened to see them emerging, I gently watered the thirsty sprouts with care. With time and tending, they would yield the leaves so useful for alchemical bindings.

Next, I inspected the Magebread flowers, drawn by their enticing aroma. The blossoms had opened wide to the afternoon warmth, revealing flashes of glittering pollen within. Soon, their petals would yield traces of concentrated mana nectar. Their healthy growth pleased me; they had done well during our absence.

I also checked on the Thauma Roots, using my trowel to gently shift the soil and expose several plump, gnarled roots. Faint violet light still pulsed within their coarse flesh, signaling the latent magical essence waiting to be extracted alchemically. A few required harvesting, but I would get to that later. For now, I wanted to inspect the rest of the farm.

So far, our main crop was the moonlight potatoes, and they seemed to be doing well, having grown at an exceptional rate thanks to their magical imbuement. Their tubers were just peeking out from the loamy soil. I examined each plant carefully, gently brushing away dirt to inspect the developing tubers.

The enchanted potatoes grew well in moonlight, and as a result, their mystical growth was accelerated compared to normal crops. Between that and the work of my minor spirits — one with Woodland affinity to accelerate growth further and one with Earth affinity to make the soil extra fertile — they were ready for harvest.

No mundane cultivation could match this. Row by row, I inspected the vines, thrilled to see the moon-kissed tubers proliferating rapidly beneath the dark soil. There were a lot of them, and we would be able to feed ourselves on them and sell or trade the rest for a little more varied diet. Potatoes were delicious, but I required a little more than just potatoes.

When the thorough inspections were finally complete, I mentally tasked Ghostie to water the alchemical garden — might as well make efficient use of the little domesticant. Having this mystical servant to assist with menial tasks amplified my own productivity considerably.

As it worked, I inspected the remainder of the plants and the fence. There had been some nibbling and burrowing at the edge of the field, ruining a small part of the harvest, and I resolved to solve that problem by having the domesticant patrol the plot at night to keep out any critters and pests.

Inspection complete, I stepped back and surveyed the garden beds and cultivated lands around the simple cabin with immense satisfaction. Since my arrival in this valley, the once wild and overgrown plots had been transformed through dedication and toil into orderly rows of crops and alchemical herbs.

It was deeply fulfilling to stand as witness to the literal fruits of patience, care, and applied mystical knowledge manifesting so tangibly before my eyes. And this was just the beginning — we had seeds for fast-growing tomatoes and onions ready to go.

Guided by my summoning abilities and intuitive connection to the valley’s natural bounty, together with Diane’s invaluable assistance, we would cultivate something sustainable and prospering here in this previously untamed world.

Up next, I slung my rifle over my shoulder and headed out to check on the traps and snares I had left around the homestead. Before we had set out to the Aquana Festival, I had made sure they were all disarmed — after all, it would be a waste to catch something and then leave it in the trap for a week. I had no objections to hunting, trapping, and fishing, but I did want to make sure that everything I caught would be used well.

Whistling and taking joy and pride in my work, I reset the traps and snares, repairing them where necessary and applying my Trapping skill several times.

Once I had completed this task, I returned to the cabin. Diane’s radiant smile of greeting welcomed me as I emerged from the garden’s edge.

“Everything’s looking good!” I told her.

“I’ll say,” she said, shooting me a wink.

I laughed at that, giving her a kiss on the lips as I headed to the edge of the river to wash the grime of honest work from my forearms. Once clean, I drew Diane’s slender frame close to steal a lingering kiss of affection. Our lips clung together sweetly, both of us simply enjoying these simple yet profound pleasures our shared dedication and labors had brought about.

“How about a nice early dinner and a night by the fire?” Diane suggested.

I nodded. “I think that sounds about as perfect as life is gonna get.”

She grinned and gave me another kiss before heading inside. As Diane turned her attention toward preparing a hearty dinner to replenish our bodies, I retreated to my secluded alchemy laboratory. There was some more inspecting to do. As I walked, I smiled at the sight of the radiant little domesticant watering the potatoes as it happily chirped to itself.

The comfortable interior of my alchemy laboratory with its racks of drying Wispsilk and orderly arrangement of jars and instruments soothed my spirit. I inspected the Wispsilk and found it ready for use, which meant I could make another batch of mana potions soon, as I already had Magebread nectar and Thauma Root pulp.

“Great,” I said to myself, satisfied with the process. I would get started on the next batch soon. It would also help level my Alchemy skill. So far, the effect of that seemed to be an increase in batches — just like higher Trapping skill yielded more catches.

I spent the remainder of the afternoon on the stack of firewood. We were burning lots of it, and the alderwood needed for the smokehouse especially was running out. We had been left a generous supply by the people of the Frontier Division who had made this place ready for us, but there was little left now.

The work wasn’t bad to do; there was a rugged satisfaction in chopping wood. Tomorrow, I would employ the aid of my Summon Minor Spirit spell to make sure some of the local saplings would grow faster — I didn’t want to chop every tree in a mile radius.

Whistling a happy tune, I continued my hard work until the sun’s rays grew weaker. By then, the aroma of a delicious meal was drifting my way, with a gentle plume of smoke rising from the chimney. It was time for dinner.
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The fire crackled merrily in the hearth as I added another log, sending a fresh wave of warmth washing over Diane and me as we relaxed at the small wooden table. Outside, the wind picked up as gentle rain began trickling. But inside our remote cabin, all was snug and serene.

I smiled at Diane as she sat sipping a mug of steaming chamomile tea across from me. Her brilliant sapphire eyes shone in the firelight. After indulging in a simple but satisfying dinner of venison stew with freshly baked bread to dip, we were both perfectly content.

Ghostie chirped a cheerful tune as it whisked around the cozy space, tidying up the meal’s remains with swift, spectral hands.

“Oh,” Diane hummed as Ghostie swept past her. “This is such a quality-of-life improvement.”

I chuckled and nodded. We had had no trouble doing our work ourselves, but that didn’t mean an extra pair of hands wasn’t welcome — especially if the owner of those hands never complained and was always ready to work.

With her mug drained, Diane rose gracefully to slice us each a generous piece of the berry pie she had prepared earlier. I watched her affectionately, admiring her nimble grace. Soon she returned bearing two heaping slices on tin plates. The tart-sweet fragrance made my mouth water.

“This looks absolutely delicious,” I remarked sincerely, picking up my fork.

Diane smiled, peering at me through dark lashes. “I certainly hope you enjoy it. We got lucky to forage so many berries! And I figured I could make jam… but well… Pie!” She took a delicate bite and closed her eyes blissfully.

I chuckled and dug in heartily. The filling was perfectly sweet-tart, complemented by the tender, flaky crust.

We ate in comfortable silence for several minutes, simply savoring the treat. The only sounds were the merry crackling of the hearth and Ghostie’s faint chirping as it tidied the kitchen area. Diane and I traded frequent glances and smiles across the table.

As I polished off the last morsels, I sat back with a satisfied sigh. “That hit the spot perfectly. You never cease to amaze me with your skill in the kitchen.”

Diane’s fox ears twitched happily at the praise. “Thank you!” she hummed. “I try.” She shot me a loving wink as she began gathering up our empty plates.

“Leave them,” I laughed. “Ghostie doesn’t mind doing the work.”

She covered her mouth for a moment. “Oh!” she exclaimed. “I completely forgot. Of course!”

I took her hand and pulled her onto my lap, and she gave a happy giggle as she settled there. “Why don’t we just relax by the fire tonight and let Ghostie take care of things here?”

“Hmm,” she hummed. “That sounds… perfect.”

Neither of us minded the work, honestly. And domestic duty could feel pleasantly intimate at times. However, it was also great to just relax, and after a long day of travel and looking after the crops, that was what I was in the mood for. I drew Diane close for a long, sweet kiss, then led her over to the fire, where we sat down on the braided rug.

“This was a perfect evening,” I said, caressing her velvety cheek. “Just the time together we needed.” Diane snuggled against my chest with a contented sigh.

“Oh yes, I cherish our quiet nights in,” she agreed softly. “The delicious meal, the fire’s glow… What more could I ask for?” Diane tilted her face up for another lingering kiss.

I indulged her before we settled comfortably before the flames; Diane nestled between my legs and leaning back against my chest. I wrapped my arms snugly around her slender frame. Ghostie drifted over to add another log to the fire before vanishing to tidy the loft.

We exchanged idle chatter as we relaxed in the warmth and watched the flames dance. Diane pointed out shapes she discerned in the shifting blaze — soaring birds, prancing deer, leaves fluttering in the wind. I smiled and held her close, occasionally nuzzling into her velvety hair to place tender kisses atop her head.

Gradually our talk lapsed into a cozy silence, broken at times by Diane humming a song. My eyelids grew heavy watching the hypnotic flames. But I fought off sleepiness, desiring to savor every moment with Diane. Moments of connection like this sustained us, and I had missed them sorely in my previous life in New Springfield.

After a time, Diane craned her head back to smile softly up at me. “I know it’s still early, but would you care to head up to bed, my love?” Her brilliant eyes were full of promise.

I grinned and stole another kiss. “With you? Of course. Just let me take care of the… Oh no, Ghostie can do that.” Hand in hand, we ascended to our cozy loft chamber as I issued Ghostie the mental command to watch the fire and let it extinguish before heading outside to guard the plots.

Upstairs, Diane welcomed me eagerly into her arms. We traded slow, passionate kisses as I ran my fingers through her dark tresses, scratching behind her soft furry ears as her tail played with me under the blanket. I relished the velvet softness of her lips moving with mine.

Guiding Diane onto her back, I trailed kisses down her neck as she sighed my name, fingers tangled in my hair. I worshipped every inch of her with reverent devotion. And tonight, I would take my time savoring her fully.

Our tender passions escalated steadily as we gave ourselves to one another, the rest of the world falling blissfully away. Much later, I held a thoroughly satisfied Diane against me, our limbs entwined beneath the quilts. She nuzzled drowsily under my jaw as I gently stroked her hair, her fox ears tickling me. I listened to her breathing gradually slow and deepen into slumber, a faint smile on her lips.

Before I could drift off myself, I left one last kiss on Diane’s forehead. “Sweet dreams, my love,” I whispered in the flickering darkness. She nestled unconsciously closer in response.

With Diane secure in my arms, I let the comforting weariness claim me at last.


Chapter 38


I awoke from a deep slumber with that deep-down sense of wanting to hop out of bed and get to it. Beside me, Diane still slept soundly, her chest rising and falling rhythmically. Not wanting to disturb her rest, I carefully slid from beneath the quilts and began dressing for the day’s tasks.

I headed downstairs to wash up. After that, I got the stove lit to boil water for coffee. While waiting, I sliced some bread to toast. The familiar routines of the morning were comforting, and my mind was already going over everything I wanted to do today. When I had a moment, I opened the door and called Ghostie in. I had left the little domesticant outside during the night to keep critters off the farm, and it looked like it had worked.

When the coffee finished brewing, I savored the rich aroma as I poured myself a steaming mug. Diane joined me just as I was sitting down to breakfast, yawning and rubbing the sleep from her eyes. I wished her a good morning with a kiss on the cheek before passing her a mug of the invigorating brew. As she sat down and gave a sleepy mewl, Ghostie bustled about her, already cleaning up the crumbs I had left.

We ate a simple meal of toasted bread, fried eggs, and foraged berries. The food and coffee restored my energy and left me eager to get started on the day’s work. Diane said she’d help Ghostie tidy up, leaving me free to go check on the traps and snares.

After gathering my gear and my rifle, I headed out into the golden morning sunshine. A light mist still clung to the meadows bordering the woods. The valley air felt fresh and earthy, hinting at later heat as the sun climbed higher.

I hiked briskly through the forest to the first snare line along a winding creek. Kneeling to check each trap carefully, I found two plump rabbits which would make a nice stew. Resetting the empty snares took precision, but I worked efficiently.

Farther along the path, I checked a small trap I had set and found a single quail inside. My Trapping skill continued providing good luck in the hunt. The supplement of fresh game was crucial to vary our diet, and we got good coin for feathers and furs in town.

Approaching the next clearing, I suddenly caught a glimpse of tawny fur through the brush — likely a fox, at least two years old judging by its size. It was a rare sight, and I merely glimpsed it from afar before moving on. It snuffled around the undergrowth before hopping away, and I was left in awe at the sight of the beautiful creature.

As I looped back around toward the cabin, I reset the empty snares along the game trails. Overall it had been a productive early morning trapline check. I looked forward to cooking up the rabbits with Diane.

Arriving back at the cabin, I found Diane fussing with the fish nets and getting ready for a day by the river. Her fox ears perked up happily at my approach. After greeting me with a tender kiss, she fetched a bucket so I could clean and dress the fresh game by the riverbank. I smiled, enjoying our easy domestic rhythm together.

With the rabbits cleaned, I stoked up the fireplace and began chopping carrots, potatoes, onions, and garlic to add to the bubbling pot. I’d get a good stew going, which would be ready for tonight. Meanwhile, Ghostie made busy around the cabin. I could already see the difference from before: the place was immaculate. Before long, mouthwatering aromas of my stew filled the cozy cabin.

Leaving the stew to simmer, I checked up on Diane again. She was busy fishing, and she had already caught several trout. We enjoyed lunch together on the rocks, overlooking the clean water of the Silverthread as it cascaded away from our little place on Earth.

After a hearty lunch, I felt renewed energy flow through my limbs, ready to accomplish more tasks. There were several left — harvesting the potatoes and the Thauma Roots and making the next batch of potions foremost among them — but considering Diane’s catch, one job took precedence: we needed more firewood for the smokehouse.

Before I got to work, I performed the requisite maintenance on my axe. First, I cleaned the axe head thoroughly, making sure there was no wood matter or dirt anywhere. When that was done, I oiled up the sharpening stone and got to work sharpening the blade. I used the rough side of the stone first to make circular passes across the bit on both sides until all nicks, chips, and dents were gone. After that, I refined the edge on both sides with the finer side of the sharpening stone, using a few drops of oil.

With maintenance done, I began work in earnest. Hefting the axe, I embraced the vigorous exercise and the satisfaction of seeing the woodpile grow. This was rewarding work that kept the homestead functioning. Pausing to wipe my brow, I gazed out at the sun-dappled valley that was now home. Its beauty stirred my spirit.

The rhythmic chopping receded into the background as my mind wandered. I thought of life back in crowded, noisy New Springfield and how hollow it all seemed compared to the fulfillment of this frontier life. Sure, I had had good times, but ever since the Upheaval had happened, I had never lost the feeling that there was a whole world out there that I was missing out on.

And now, with my Class and with the support of the Frontier Division, I was no longer missing out. I was free, independent, making my own way with my loved ones, and my family would only grow.

Stacking the split logs neatly once my muscles grew pleasantly weary again, I decided to take another short rest before turning to other tasks. I stretched my back and took a few gulps of cool water. Reinvigorated, I mulled over what to do next. I was eager to get to brewing potions, but that was the task with the lowest priority — yes, it needed to be done before we’d trade in town again, but that wasn’t going to be very soon.

Truth was, I still had more firewood to chop, so I picked up the axe and swung it in steady, even strokes, further adding to the neat piles of split logs. The repetitive motions were meditative, allowing my thoughts to drift. Birdsong and the thunk of blade meeting wood kept me company.

When I had another sizable batch of firewood ready, I stacked it carefully with the rest. Stepping back, I surveyed my progress approvingly. Our homestead would have ample fuel, and the smokehouse would keep smoking for a while thanks to my efforts.

Wiping my dusty palms on my trousers, I turned back to the remaining unsplit logs. There was still time to continue replenishing our firewood reserves. The work brought deep satisfaction. I hefted the axe and resumed methodically chopping.

My muscles soon warmed to the familiar motions again. The sharp tang of split wood filled the air as I worked up a good sweat. Though the labor left my limbs pleasantly weary, I drove myself to keep my focus and maintain a steady pace through the late morning hours.

When the blisters began forming, I knew it was time for a longer respite. I rolled my shoulders to work out the kinks. The impressive pile of neatly stacked firewood testified to a productive few hours of determined chopping.

As I stretched my back and sipped water from my canteen, I gazed out at the sun-kissed valley, feeling contentment wash over me. Just then, the rumbling sound of a heavy engine reached my ears over the usual valley birdsong. It seemed a visitor was approaching along the winding trail to our remote cabin.

Wiping my hands, I turned curiously toward the sound, interested to see who would be emerging from the forest.


Chapter 39


As the vehicle slowly approached, I tensed, unsure of who would be arriving at our remote homestead. Diane had heard it too. Fox ears perked, she came up from the banks of the Silverthread and drew closer to me, her body tense as her sharp eyes followed the truck’s progress down the winding trail.

It was an unmarked truck, and I nodded at Diane. “Can you get my rifle, baby?” I asked, thinking it was better to be safe than sorry.

She replied with a nod and darted off. Meanwhile, I kept my eyes on the vehicle as it rolled closer. With the shadows cast by the canopy, it was impossible to make out whoever was inside. Diane was back in a moment, and the weight of the rifle in my hands was reassuring. I thanked her with a nod as the truck came closer still.

When it finally rolled to a stop on our property, a familiar face stepped out — none other than Caldwell himself! Relief washed over me at the sight of the man who had recruited me to this new life on the frontier. He stepped out of the truck and brushed off his suit — impeccable as always — as his steel-gray eyes settled on me and Diane.

“Caldwell, welcome!” I called out in greeting, striding over to shake his hand firmly, the rifle still in my other hand. “This is a pleasant surprise.”

Beside me, Diane relaxed her guarded posture and allowed a small smile now that she recognized our visitor.

“Good to see you again, David,” Caldwell returned warmly as he shook my hand. His sharp gaze drifted to the rifle. “Vigilant, I see. Good.”

I smiled. “They don’t call it the Wilds for nothing.”

He chuckled as his keen eyes swept appraisingly over the tidy homestead. “I was impressed to hear how swiftly you and Miss Whikksie have gotten settled in here and begun shaping the land.” His eyes returned to us. “They sing your praises in Gladdenfield, you know? Especially the shopkeeper.” He raised an eyebrow. “What was her name again?”

“Leigh,” I said, smiling.

A knowing grin spread on his lips, and he gave a nod. “Indeed. But this place is looking good. I see I made no mistake when picking you.”

Diane inclined her head graciously. “David has worked very hard, and this frontier life suits him,” she replied.

“Clearly so!” Caldwell chuckled. He turned back to me. “I apologize for arriving unannounced, but I was in Gladdenfield and something came up that required me to come down. I hope you don’t mind if I impose for a conversation?”

“You’re welcome anytime,” I assured him. In truth, I was eager to update Caldwell on all Diane and I had accomplished. “Please, come inside and make yourself comfortable. Stay for dinner if you like. We’re having stew.”

“Hm,” he hummed. “Well, I certainly won’t decline that invitation.”

Leading him into the cozy cabin, I quickly stoked up the fire against the evening chill that would soon come. Meanwhile, Diane politely offered Caldwell a chair at the wooden table before hurrying to portion out three bowls of the venison stew we had prepared for dinner. I poured mugs of cool water to accompany the meal.

Soon we were all seated and digging in hungrily. The stew’s rich flavors elicited an approving hum from Caldwell as he ate. Across from me, Diane flashed a subtly pleased smile at our guest’s enjoyment of her cooking.

“So, David,” Caldwell began. “Please, tell me about the skills you’ve developed on the frontier so far.”

“Well,” I replied. “I’ve learned a lot about farming, hunting, trapping, and fishing to provide food. We’ve been mostly self-sufficient.” I looked at Diane, and she nodded vehemently.

“I’ve been focused on fishing,” she said. “We’ve also been foraging for berries, roots, and herbs. But to be honest, David hasn’t needed much guidance. To tell you the truth, Caldwell, I think he would’ve made it out here without me easily.”

“It would’ve been less fun, though,” I said around a mouthful of food.

She laughed and gave me a playful nudge that said we were more than friends, and I was fairly sure that Caldwell’s knowing smile said he noticed.

“Very good,” Caldwell said. “It’s clear you two are swiftly developing the self-sufficiency needed to thrive out here. Being able to live off the land is absolutely crucial on the frontier.”

“It’s definitely been a big adjustment,” I agreed. “But also deeply rewarding. We can see real progress, and it’s a good life.”

Diane nodded, her eyes shining with happiness. “Mmhmm, I agree completely!”

Caldwell smiled. “And I’ve been to Gladdenfield Outpost before I came down here. If I understand correctly, David, I must congratulate you on a victory in the Gauntlet Run. That was mighty impressive for someone so new to the frontier. You showed true grit and determination.”

I laughed. “Thanks,” I said. “I… uh, it was a case of sudden-onset competitiveness…”

He grinned. “The same thing that made you fight valiantly — and prevail — in the grand melee tournament at the Aquana Festival as well. Is that right?”

I chuckled, feeling a little put on the spot, but Diane quickly chipped in. “He did!” she exclaimed, beaming as she looked at me full of affection. “You should’ve seen it. He wiped the floor with the competition, and without being a bully about it!”

I smiled thankfully at her. “It was an honor to compete against so many skilled fighters there,” I said. “The arena battles were incredible tests of combat prowess.”

“Indeed,” Caldwell agreed. “My little birdies told me the crowds were impressed. You are something of a celebrity in Gladdenfield Outpost now, and surely the dwarves of Ironfast will remember your name as well.”

“They did seem to enjoy the action,” I said. “Though it was a rough fight — especially the last round. I was fortunate to prevail.”

“Nonsense,” Caldwell said. “You showed grit and determination, and you won. A rare victory for… a mage Class?” He perked an eyebrow at that, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

“A Frontier Summoner…” he mused softly. “It has been a while since we saw a Class like that, David. It explains why I felt your energy calling out amid the drab masses of New Springfield. It is a unique and powerful Class, and I understand well that it needed a ritual to awaken. Very few manage to unlock such a Class on their own.”

I leaned in, interested. “So… I was this all my life.”

He gave a solemn nod. “Indeed.”

Diane shot me a happy look as if her suspicions were confirmed. “All that was needed was something to rouse your talent,” she said.

Caldwell gave her an agreeing nod. “Now,” he said, glancing down at his bowl of stew, “I’ll cease harrying you for a moment. Let us eat. Such a delightful meal should not be allowed to go cold. I happen to have brought a fine whiskey from the city, pre-Upheaval, and I suggest we enjoy it as we continue the conversation after dinner.”

I grinned. “Well, sounds like a plan to me.”

With a smile and a nod, he attacked his meal with gusto, and Diane and I followed suit.

[image: image-placeholder]

“Level four, huh,” Caldwell mused as he poured us both a twenty-six-year-old Glenfiddich. When I sampled it, the sharp and delicious taste went deep and made me exhale with a sigh.

“Such swift advancement is rare, David,” Caldwell continued. “Especially among the homesteaders. And a Summoner! How fascinating. I suspected your affinity for magic meant a special Class awaited you. With training, your mystical energies will only continue to grow.”

With a twinkle of amusement, his steel-gray eyes followed my domesticant as it chirped happily and began cleaning up after our dinner. “And a bound summon already,” he added. “Very good.”

I smiled, watching the domesticant for a moment as Diane sidled onto my lap. “I gained level four after the tournament, and that unlocked the power to bind one of those guys to me,” I said at length. “It’s still new and perplexing, but incredibly exciting. I can’t wait to see how these summoning abilities grow over time.”

Diane gave a happy hum. “David’s talents are already proving so helpful around the homestead. His minor spirits keep the soil fertile and help the crops grow!”

“Splendid!” Caldwell said after savoring his whiskey. “Well, it certainly seems you two are thriving out here. I had expected the two of you would do well, but you seem to be doing even better than I had expected.”

“It’s been a big adjustment but deeply rewarding,” I agreed after swallowing a mouthful. “We feel a sense of purpose shaping this land with our own hands. It’s possible to see real progress.”

Beside me, Diane made a soft sound of agreement, her eyes shining.

When Caldwell asked about my summoning abilities, I proudly described some of the nature spirits I had manifested to aid our work.

“Well, like Diane said, I’ve been able to manifest some minor nature spirits to help with chores around the homestead,” I explained. “Earth spirits enrich the soil, and Woodland spirits help the plants grow. My skills are still new, but regular practice is yielding tangible results. In addition, I can summon domesticants like Ghostie here…” I nodded in the direction of the ghost-like creature that was working hard in the kitchen. “And I also have a spell that allows me to summon a guardian, although I’ve not had much use for that yet.”

Caldwell’s eyes glittered with interest. “Fascinating!” he remarked. “I’m very eager to see how you develop these nascent mystical talents. And I’m sure your guardian will find purpose.”

Over our second round, the conversation turned to hopes for expanding the homestead. “We’d like to clear more pastureland eventually for livestock,” I mentioned. “Diane is really eager to raise goats for milk and wool.”

Diane spoke up eagerly. “Oh yes, having a little herd would be wonderful! I just adore goats.”

Caldwell nodded. “Well, as you grow more self-sufficient, consider trading your surpluses with nearby elven, dwarven, foxkin, or catkin settlements,” he suggested. “It might be worth it to travel to places other than Gladdenfield Outpost. For example, you will get a much better price for produce in the dwarven settlement of Ironfast as they have fewer farmers due to the threats of the Shimmering Peaks and the less fertile soil. And besides mundane livestock, some interesting creatures came to Earth from Tannoris that could be useful as well.”

“Great advice, thank you,” I replied. “We’ll be sure to explore trade once we have excess goods. And I’m very curious about potential Tannorian livestock too.”

Diane could barely contain her excitement. “Ooh, yes,” she hummed. “Leigh knows a lot about Tannorian creatures, being a Beastmaster.”

As we finished the second round, Caldwell savored the taste of his whiskey and sighed with satisfaction.

I grinned. “At this point,” I said, “I’m going to offer you to stay here tonight. We can make a nice spot for you by the fire.” The implication, of course, was that it was unwise to drive after drinking, and I wanted my friend to be safe.

Caldwell raised an eyebrow, apparently confused, and I smiled and nodded at the bottle of whiskey in his hand as he poured us both another. He laughed.

“Oh! I see,” he said, then waved it away. “You are kind, but I must continue my journey this evening. I know a quite effective purge spell to whisk the whiskey from my system, so to say. And I do not fear the things that prowl these Wilds after dark.”

“Teach me that one someday,” I muttered, taking another sip of the fine whiskey.

He laughed. “Perhaps, perhaps! But I must say, David, this land holds such promise for those bold enough to work it. I am proud of how you have embraced the challenge. You represent the future of the frontier.”

I inclined my head, humbled by his high praise. “Thank you, Caldwell.”

He nodded, then grew serious. “There is another reason I came to see you both tonight. I was hoping you might lend me your assistance with a matter that touches closely on our future as the Frontier Division.”

I blinked in surprise. “Of course, anything we can do to help.”

Caldwell’s sharp eyes bore intently into mine. “Good,” he said. “I would not ask if it were not of grave import.”

I met his solemn gaze unflinchingly. “Of course. What do you need us to do?”

Caldwell nodded, looking relieved before taking another swig and leaning back. “Well,” he began, “it’s a bit of a sad story…”


Chapter 40


Caldwell leaned forward, his expression grave as he looked at both me and Diane. “Recently, an elf of great renown and skill approached the Frontier Division seeking aid. He is something of a… controversial figure. No great lover of humanity or non-Tannorian beings, you see.”

I nodded, my eyebrow rising. “Sounds like a charming fellow.”

He chuckled softly. “Indeed. Anyway, this elf came to us desperate for help acquiring something very rare from the Wilds — something he has been unable to procure himself. He promised the Frontier Division access to his very exclusive arcane knowledge if we assist him. And you must understand that this is the kind of knowledge we cannot access through our elven allies in the Coalition. This man works with no one, and he lives — as they say — off the grid.”

“What kind of knowledge are we talking about?” I asked.

“He has access to a warding spell that could allow the Frontier Division to begin sectioning off parts of wilderness for cultivation without the need of building walls and allocating security officers. According to arcane lore, these wards will keep the threats of the Wilds at bay long enough for us to employ a mobile security team.” His gaze intensified. “We could protect ten times the territory we do now. People could leave the city and set out for new places! More freedom!”

It sounded good, like something I would have wanted had I still been in New Springfield or any other Coalition-protected city.

“Who is this mage?” Diane asked hesitantly.

“I am unsure if he is a mage,” Caldwell replied. “He was an eminent teacher at the Thilduirne Arcane Academy, but he chose exile long ago to pursue a simpler life after tragedy hit him. This was shortly before the Upheaval, which destroyed Thilduirne, and he is the only surviving alumnus of the Thilduirne Arcane Academy. All other copies of his knowledge were lost.”

Diane nodded sadly. “There are many such stories from the Upheaval, like that of Talamas-Adaa. The elves especially suffered much, and swaths of Tannoris were destroyed.”

“It is the same with Earth,” Caldwell commented. “The Upheaval created much, but it also destroyed much.”

I nodded slowly, grateful for still being here myself. Things were different for my parents.

Caldwell’s steely gaze bore into mine. “This elf has agreed to reveal his powerful warding spell if we help find what he requires.”

I sat back, turning over this unexpected revelation. Beside me, Diane listened raptly, ears perked.

“What exactly does he require?” I asked.

“He will tell you that himself,” Caldwell said. “He is secretive. Paranoid perhaps, but he is also desperate. What he seeks lies in a place he cannot seem to find, and he needs adventurers to retrieve it for him.”

“So why not employ actual adventurers,” I suggested. “Like Clara out of Gladdenfield?”

Caldwell grinned. “He asked for you specifically.”

“For me?” I blinked, trying to process this. “Why?”

“He asked for the Champion of Aquana,” Caldwell said. “Perhaps it is some kind of elven superstition — maybe he believes you have Aquana’s blessing. But he specifically asked for the man who fought in Lord Vartlebeck’s tourney at the Aquana Festival and won.”

I exchanged a look with Diane, and she seemed as confused as I was.

“You can understand why I am eager to assist this elf,” Caldwell said. “His arcane knowledge could greatly aid the Frontier Division’s purpose.”

I nodded slowly. “What is it you need us to do?”

Caldwell smiled. “Speak with the elf,” he said. “Do not say yes now. Speak with him and make your own assessment. While I am keen to learn his warding spell, I don’t see a reason to jeopardize you or your life. You alone know best what you can do, and if you feel that you can accept his quest, then I would ask you to please do so. But understand you are under no obligation.”

I nodded, weighing each word that he spoke. It seemed a fair proposition, and I appreciated that he put no pressure on me. I sat back, intrigued but uncertain. “I want to help, but I need to know what the dangers are.” Beside me, Diane nodded anxiously.

Caldwell nodded. “Have faith in your capabilities, David. You will not have to go alone; the Frontier Division will make available means to hire some men if needed, but perhaps you have companions of your own that will come.”

Diane bit her lip but kept silent. I knew she would accompany me everywhere, and I believe she was also thinking of Leigh. The bubbly blonde was a Beastmaster after all — she would be useful to any party venturing out into the Wilds.

I furrowed my brow contemplatively. “When would we depart on this venture?”

“One week from today, our elf will be in Gladdenfield Outpost,” Caldwell stated. “That should allow ample time to prepare yourselves and put the homestead in order for a short absence. The mission itself could take as little as seven to ten days.”

I met Caldwell’s gaze squarely. “Alright, I’ll meet him.”

Caldwell looked relieved. “Excellent. You have my gratitude. I must take leave to continue preparations. Meet the elf in the Wild Outrider. He said you will recognize him by his purple cloak with golden trim bearing the unique sigil of the Thilduirne Arcane Academy.”

With that, he rose, bowing to Diane and thanking her and me for our hospitality. “Keep the whiskey,” he said. “It is especially good on cold winter evenings, I find!”

Smiling, I led Caldwell to the door and shook his hand as he took his leave. Within a minute, he had purged himself with his spell, and his truck soon rumbled down the winding trail into the moonlit valley until the sound faded, leaving only gently rustling trees. I had to wonder what level he was to venture out at night so fearlessly.

I turned to see Diane watching me solemnly. Taking her hands, I squeezed gently. “I know you’re worried for me. But this is important work. If I can help Caldwell, I would like to. I owe him much, and he acts in the interest of people in the cities — people who are just like I was, dreaming of freedom.”

Diane managed a small smile. “I cannot pretend I’m happy about this perilous mission,” she admitted. “But I understand why you feel compelled to help.” Her grip on my fingers tightened. “I’ll come with you. And perhaps Leigh will too!”

I smiled, lifting her slender hand to my lips. Then I drew her into my arms, hugging Diane close beneath the stars to soothe her anxiety over what lay ahead. Within my own chest, I felt a stirring of excitement. I was keen to go out there and see what more waited to be discovered. But I would do so wisely, well-prepared, and after careful consideration — especially if my loved ones were coming with me.

We stood that way awhile before retiring to bed, our minds heavy with thoughts of the task Caldwell had assigned. Much preparation and work around the homestead awaited on the morrow. But together, we would manage it with dedication.


Chapter 41


When the morning’s light woke me, it took me a few seconds to realize where I was, but Diane’s warm body against mine was a fine reminder. At once, yesterday’s conversation with Caldwell flooded back into my mind, and I found that the excitement for the quest was lasting.

But there was much to do before we could travel to Gladdenfield and meet with Caldwell’s elf contact. The homestead needed attention, and we’d have Leigh come over to visit before that as well.

Giving Diane a kiss on her raven hair, I rose from bed, eager to harvest the now abundant crop of moonlight potatoes our dedication had cultivated. Harvesting and storing this crop would provide sustenance through the coming months and surplus to sell or trade in town. But before we would sit down for breakfast, I did a quick round of the snares, bringing any bounty home for cleaning.

After breakfast, Diane and I donned our work clothes and gloves and readied our hand trowels, gathering buckets, and burlap sacks. Outside, we found Ghostie diligently guarding the field, and we set about first carefully inspecting each plant, noting their overall health and robustness, before beginning the harvest.

Kneeling between the first rows, we began gently digging around each plant, carefully loosening the rich soil. One had to be cautious not to damage the delicate potato skins or tender roots anchoring them below. Once freed, we grasped each large tuber and gently pried it from its earthen bed.

The harvested potatoes were spectacular — some as large as my fist and a few even bigger. Their skins were healthy, and so were the plants themselves. Diane and I exchanged an awed smile, thrilled at how large and plentiful the yield was.

Working slowly and steadily down the rows, we continued the tedious but rewarding process of unearthing each potato. The freshly dug tubers were transferred into burlap sacks, their taut skins still flecked with bits of moist soil.

Occasionally, a potato would snap free unpredictably and go bounding down the furrow. These we would quickly retrieve and place with the others — we did not want to lose a single spud! Soon enough, our sacks were overflowing with the harvest.

As we worked, Ghostie tirelessly floated back and forth, assisting us. It carefully transported each full sack of harvested potatoes to the cellar, returning with empty sacks so we could continuously fill them. Having this supernatural helper to ferry the filled sacks amplified our productivity considerably. By mid-morning, I did a quick check-up on the cellar and found an impressive yield.

The root cellar itself was a deep dugout beneath the cabin, lined with stones and insulated with packed earth to maintain cool, humid conditions ideal for potato storage. One by one, Ghostie stocked the shelves as Diane and I continued working our way down the densely planted rows out in the field. Later, we could store the surplus spuds in crates and sell them to Leigh.

Around ten, we finally straightened up, our backs pleasantly sore from hours of stooped digging. Gazing across the now denuded potato beds, I smiled tiredly. Though our muscles ached from the work, our efforts had borne fruit, literally filling the cellar with bushels of the mystical tubers. We would eat well this coming winter! And the money would allow us to buy new seed potatoes when the right season came around again.

After a short break for coffee and brunch, Diane and I returned to finish harvesting the last potatoes. The enchanted spuds had clearly thrived in the fertile soil and magical moonlight; it was incredible witnessing their abundance. By late morning, the last had been pried from the dirt and transferred into storage.

When the work was done, I did a final survey of the field’s vacant furrows. Hard work, skillful cultivation, and a touch of magic had coaxed forth a prodigious yield from the valley’s fertile soil. Gazing at the now barren beds, I swelled with pride in our accomplishment.

Diane slipped a slender arm around my waist, leaning into me contentedly. “Look at how many potatoes we were able to harvest!” she exclaimed.

I smiled down at her grime-smudged but glowing face, sharing in her joy and sense of fulfillment. “It’s a good harvest,” I agreed. “And we can plant the tomatoes and onions next!”

She nodded enthusiastically. “According to Leigh, they should grow fairly quickly!”

“We’ll do that later though,” I said. “We should plow first, and I want to summon an Earth spirit to imbue the soil again. We’ll do that tomorrow, after we harvest the Thauma Root as well.”

“Great idea,” she agreed, and we got to work swiftly.

First, we collected our muddy tools and buckets and handed them to Ghostie so it could clean them. We cleaned up the rest, and I made a final inspection of the tubers to ensure that Ghostie had laid them out well, which it had. At that time, my stomach was rumbling, and it was time for lunch. Together, Diane and I made our way back to the cabin.

Diane hummed happily as she prepared a lunch of bread and yesterday’s leftovers while I sat down at the table and gave my weary limbs some rest. My pleasantly tired body rejoiced at the prospect of good food and comforts after the long morning working the soil.
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My mind was pleasantly empty as I sat at the table and rested. Soon enough, Diane placed a pitcher of fresh water in front of me and served the leftovers of yesterday’s venison stew with some bread to dip in the tasty broth.

I gratefully dug in, and Diane joined me with a broad smile. She had worked up an appetite too, and we were silent for the first few minutes as we ate and sated our hunger.

“This is delicious, thank you,” I said sincerely after the worst of my appetite had been stilled. The bread was a little old, but she had solved it by toasting it and slathering it with salty butter, enriched with some of the herbs we kept in the pantry. My stomach rumbled appreciatively as I took another big bite, savoring the flavors.

“Of course!” Diane replied. “We’ve earned a good meal after all that work this morning.”

As we ate, Ghostie whisked in to clear away crumbs and dirt clods that had fallen from our work gloves earlier. Its spectral hands worked swiftly and tirelessly. It was so great to have that little domesticant around, doing all the tedious jobs!

Over our simple but satisfying lunch, talk turned to the mission Caldwell had proposed. In a few days, we would depart for Gladdenfield Outpost to meet with the mysterious elf seeking aid. Though eager for adventure, trepidation still lingered.

“I have to admit, I’m a bit anxious about venturing out into the unknown Wilds,” Diane said. “Anything could be awaiting in those unmapped lands.” She chewed her lip, looking at me across the table. “And it’s been a while since I was really out there.”

I nodded solemnly. “You’re right, it’s a bit daunting. But with proper precautions, I think we can manage it.” I reached over to give her hand a reassuring squeeze. “And it’s the right thing to do if it helps the Frontier Division protect more people. I know from experience that a lot of people in the walled cities are really eager to finally venture out again.”

Diane managed a small smile. “I know, and I’m glad we can assist. It just feels strange leaving our peaceful valley for potential danger.” Her brilliant eyes were clouded with concern.

“We won’t be taking any risks unless I feel certain that we’re up for them,” I said, placing my hand over hers to reassure her. “We’ll hear what this elf has to say, and if either of us feels like it’s too dangerous, we won’t be doing it at all.”

Diane visibly brightened at that. “I think that’s wise,” she agreed. “And then again…” Her eyes drifted over me for a moment. “You are already very powerful. More so than me or Leigh… We should be able to handle some things.”

I nodded. “I hope so, but I’m still not taking any risks when it comes to you two.”

Diane shot me a grateful smile at that. As we continued eating, talk turned to speculating what unique region of the frontier we could be venturing into. The merged continents of Tannoris and Earth contained many uncharted and perilous domains.

“Do you think we’ll actually encounter magical creatures from Tannoris?” Diane asked curiously before taking a sip of water. Her sapphire eyes went wide with intrigue at the prospect.

“Who knows!” I replied after swallowing a mouthful of broth. “Considering the story that Caldwell told us, I think it’s very plausible to assume we’re heading into an area heavily touched by Tannoris. We might run into anything, honestly.” The possibilities fascinated me.

Diane smiled softly. “All the more reason for getting Leigh on board!” she said. “Leigh can handle the critters. She might even befriend one or two and get them to help us.”

As lunch wound down, I pushed my plate away with a satisfied sigh and leaned back in my chair. “Well, regardless of what awaits, I feel ready to face this challenge with you two by my side.”

Diane shot me a bright smile across the table. “We’ll make a great team out there,” she agreed, reaching over to squeeze my hand. Her anxiety seemed to have faded. “Do you think Leigh will want to join us?”

I smiled and nodded. “She takes the store very seriously — as she should — so she’ll likely have to find someone to cover for her while we’re gone. Then again, we won’t be away much longer than we were for the Aquana Festival.” I shrugged. “I don’t expect her to say no to an adventure, though. She’ll probably join us.”

Diane gave an enthusiastic nod. “I sure hope so,” she mused.

As Ghostie cleared away the meal’s remains, talk returned to the work we still needed to do around the homestead before we could comfortably leave it. We had potions to brew, ingredients to harvest, crops to plant, and meat and fish to smoke.

With lunch concluded, we rose from the table and headed back out into the bright afternoon sunshine, invigorated by food, conversation, and each other’s steadfast support. The fields beckoned us back to work, but we would soon see fresh purpose in Gladdenfield. We left Ghostie still bustling about the kitchen to clean up.

As Diane and I stepped outside, I glanced around the peaceful homestead that had become so dear to my heart these past months. It was nice to have a few more days around here before we’d head back out into that wide world for an adventure.


Chapter 42


After lunch, I decided to harvest some of my fledgling crop of Thauma Roots to add to my stock of alchemy reagents. During my inspection of them yesterday, I had noticed that several were ready to be harvested, and I did not want to wait too long — my Identify Plants skill had shown me that they could wither if left unharvested.

Donning thick gloves, I selected several mature specimens that had reached the proper length. Carefully grasping the leafy stems, I eased each Thauma Root from the loamy soil, taking care not to bruise or nick their delicate flesh.

Bringing the harvested roots over to my worktable, I washed away clinging bits of earth and trimmed away the thin rootlets from the main swollen taproot. Then, using a small sharp knife, I carefully peeled away the coarse exterior of the mystical crops.

This revealed the supple inner flesh, which pulsed with a faint violet glow. This living light emanated from the latent magical properties concentrated within. I sliced the cleaned roots into half-inch discs to maximize exposure of the valuable interior.

Working swiftly before the ephemeral magical glow could fade, I took up my mortar and pestle and began grinding the Thauma Root slices into a thick, viscous paste. Slowly the opaque pulp began to take on a shimmering quality as I worked.

When fully pulverized, I tapped the glittering violet essence from my implements into a mason jar for the next phase of production. Each step had to be completed swiftly before potency diminished.

Now, the time had come to use the prepared ingredients and brew another batch of mana potions!

On my worktable were arranged jars containing rare glowing Magebread nectar harvested from the arcane blossoms cultivated in my garden, dried Wispsilk leaves, and pulped Thauma Root that I had carefully cleaned, peeled, sliced, and pulverized through vigorous effort — a shimmering violet pulp brimming with latent magical essence.

As the cauldron heated slowly and began boiling the minute quantity of water within, I quickly consulted my notes before preparing the harvested ingredients in accordance with the instructions I had left myself. When the water was steaming, I dimmed the fire and, carefully tilting the jar, I allowed the glowing Thauma Root paste to fall into the now-steaming water. The viscous stuff quickly dispersed in the steaming water, and I gave a satisfied nod before moving on to the next stage — the Magebread nectar.

Of all the ingredients I cultivated in my alchemical garden, the Magebread nectar was the most precious. A single bloom produced only a little, and the plants took up ample space. As such, when working with Magebread, I triple-checked my quantities and took extra care not to waste a single drop of nectar. I used the stirring rod for this. As the nectar was absorbed by the mixture, flecks of gold swirled around the so-far colorless liquid.

Finally, I added the powdered Wispsilk leaves from their jar. The fine, emerald-colored flakes — a potent binding reagent — settled into the concoction, making it thicker and more viscous.

Now, I rekindled a low flame and heated the mixture slowly. I frequently stirred the components with my glass rod, allowing the binding agent to do its work. As the brew boiled, I watched the familiar process as the concoction swirled and shimmered — the alchemical reaction that would result in the desired mana potions.

I watched with fascination as most of the water steamed away. What liquid remained settled into a pale, opalescent silver-blue concoction, signifying the proper mystical fusion and stability. As my notes confirmed, this was a sign that I should continue with the next step.

First, I extinguished the fire and lifted the cauldron with iron tongs, transferring it to its rack to cool off. As it cooled, I cleaned my instruments and put them back in their place, making sure my laboratory would be tidy for the next use.

When this was done, I poured the concoction into an earthenware bowl, lamenting that I still had not yet bought the proper glassware for this process. Still, it had worked the last time, and my innate knowledge and the skillbook on alchemy were clear: glass was best for letting the liquid settle, then earthenware, and metals were to be avoided. I was certain that it would work now.

The liquid glowed vividly as it settled, imbued with remarkable concentrated mystical essence distilled from my harvested ingredients. Working carefully, I poured the potion into the vials I had prepared, filling each with the shimmering turquoise elixir.

By the time I finally set down my implements and extinguished the alchemical station fire some time later, my table gleamed with an array of over twenty freshly produced mana potions, each one containing concentrated mystical quintessence distilled solely from the rare reagents I had meticulously cultivated and harvested.

Holding up one of the finished vials, I gazed with deep satisfaction at the glimmering results of this day’s dedicated alchemical efforts. Each drop of this iridescent mana extract represented hours of hard-won progress, from the tending of my arcane garden to the preparation of ingredients to the intense focus required to properly amalgamate and transmute the components into such a potent final form. It was challenging work, but the fruits of applied alchemical knowledge felt deeply fulfilling.

And if we were going on an adventure, I would hold onto several of these for my own use…

Now ready, I carefully stored the array of freshly produced mana potions along with my brewing implements, fastidiously wiping down the workspace afterward. Meticulous documentation was a key practice for any serious alchemist, so I dutifully recorded the results of this large batch transmutation in my journal, noting the precise measurements of ingredients and step-by-step processes followed so that I could continue refining my methods over time.

Leaving my alchemy laboratory after cleaning and tidying the space, I strode out into the fresh air ready to check off the next tasks. Watching dusk slowly paint the valley in rosy hues, I realized the alchemical work had cost me most of the afternoon, and there was no sunlight left to complete other tasks.

That was fine with me. I was tired, and we still had some time before Leigh would visit and we would have to venture to Gladdenfield to meet with Caldwell’s mysterious elf at the Wild Outrider.

Wiping sweat from my brow, I gave a satisfied nod as I mentally went over the day’s work. Meanwhile, Ghostie continued busily floating about the grounds on patrol. I gave a smile at the sight, then continued toward the house, where smoke was already rising from the chimney.
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After a long day working the fields and brewing potions, I was eager to enjoy the fruits of our labor with a hearty dinner featuring the potatoes Diane and I had harvested that day. Diane busied herself at the stove, slicing up a few of the plump spuds while I set the table with wooden bowls and utensils.

The aroma of the potatoes sizzling with herbs soon filled the cozy cabin. Diane hummed as she tended to the skillet, using a fork to turn each potato slice until lightly browned. Beside her, a pot of beans simmered away, sending up equally appetizing scents. In addition, there was some trout in the pan, and the scent of the sizzling fish made my mouth water.

“Supper’s just about ready,” Diane called over her shoulder to me. “Why don’t you pour us some fresh water while I dish up?” I nodded and grabbed the pitcher from the sideboard, carefully filling both our cups nearly to the brim with water.

Settling down across from Diane at the worn wooden table, my stomach growled loudly in anticipation. Diane laughed merrily. “Someone’s eager for their potatoes!”

I just grinned in response, eyeing the delicious fare as she brought it all over.

With great care, Diane used a slotted spoon to transfer the sizzling potato slices onto our plates until each was heaped high. She then ladled out plenty of steaming beans to accompany the potatoes before taking her own seat.

“Dig in! The fruit of our hard work!” Diane encouraged, already spearing a slice of potato on her fork and bringing it eagerly to her lips. The tender spud gave way with a satisfying crunch, imbuing her senses with its earthy flavor and the aroma of the herbs.

Following suit, I bit into one of my own potato slices and nearly moaned in pleasure. The exterior had browned to a perfect crispness, yet the interior remained pillowy soft. The humble tuber tasted sweeter and richer than any I could recall. I guess I could taste the hard work we had poured into the harvest.

For several minutes, the only sounds were the clink of forks on wooden bowls and sighs of gustatory contentment. Diane and I savored the fruits of our shared labor bite by tender bite. The steaming beans made the perfect accompaniment to the potatoes and the fish.

As our initial hunger pangs were gradually sated, I finally paused to take a long drink before glancing across the table at Diane. “This potato harvest was even more plentiful than I’d hoped,” I remarked appreciatively. “I’m happy we planted them.”

Diane smiled, looking up from her plate. “So am I,” she replied. “I’m not a farmer — not many foxkin are — but we seem to have a good patch of soil here!” She speared another bite, closing her eyes blissfully as she chewed and savored the tender morsel.

We continued enjoying second helpings as darkness gathered outside, bathing the cozy interior of the cabin in a warm, even glow from the fire crackling merrily in the hearth at the far end of the room, keeping the darkness at bay. Our appetites finally satisfied, Diane and I eventually sat back with simultaneous sighs of repletion.

“That was delicious,” I said sincerely, setting down my wooden fork next to my cleaned bowl. “What a satisfying meal!”

Diane nodded agreement, dabbing her lips delicately with her napkin. The comforting heaviness in our bellies was testament to a simple dinner well enjoyed.

We allowed ourselves a few minutes of rest for digestion’s sake, simply gazing into the flames in unhurried silence. Eventually, Ghostie started clearing away the dishes, but we both rose quickly to assist.

Together, the three of us efficiently tidied up the remnants of our dinner. Diane put away the few leftovers for tomorrow’s lunch while Ghostie scrubbed the pots and dishes clean before setting them on the rack to dry. I busied myself with the fire — I could already see we would need more wood soon.

With the kitchen tidy once more, Diane went to make us some herbal tea, while I stepped outside briefly to haul more split logs in from the neatly stacked pile. Arms laden with wood, I nudged the cabin door shut with my foot before depositing the logs by the hearth.

“There, that should keep us nice and toasty,” I proclaimed, dusting a few stray bits of bark from my hands, which Ghostie immediately came to clean up. Diane gifted me with a smile of thanks as she settled onto the rug before the now crackling fire. Its cheery glow lit her features beautifully.

“Come join me?” Diane entreated, patting the space beside her invitingly.

I needed no further persuasion. I sank down onto the soft rug with a grunt of satisfaction, mirroring Diane’s relaxed posture as we stretched our feet toward the fire’s warmth.

Idly, I reached for Diane’s hand, gently clasping her slender fingers in mine. Diane hummed contentedly at the contact, nestling closer until her head came to rest on my shoulder. We exchanged a tender smile, simply enjoying the momentary stillness and closeness after our meal.

As the flickering flames gradually soothed away the day’s exertions, a pleasant weariness settled over us both. But despite the temptation to nod off right there in the firelight’s glow, I forced my eyes open, loath for the cozy moment with Diane to end.

Giving my hand a gentle squeeze, Diane murmured, “I’ve been working on a new song. I’m not really sure if it’s any good. Can I sing it for you?”

“Of course!” I replied. I greatly enjoyed Diane’s singing — she had a rich voice, and the songs she composed were all tender and sweet.

Diane smiled and clapped her hands. Settling more comfortably, she began to sing in her sweet, lilting voice:

“My love, my heart, my everything;No one else makes me feel the way you do.Your smile chases the shadows away.Your laugh makes my heart sing.

When the day is done and we’re side by side,All the world fades away in your eyes.No matter what each new dawn may bring,My home’s where you are, my love.

Sometimes this life tries to pull us apart,But your hand in mine helps me stand strong.Through rain or shine, sorrow or joy,I know I’m right where I belong.

My love, my heart, my everything.Every moment with you is a gift.All I’ll ever need is your smile so sweet,To fill my life with meaning.

They say no wealth is made to last.But my love for you will never fade.Grow old we will, but never apart,Forever and always in each other’s hearts.”

Her voice trailed off on the last gentle note, and she shot me a very expectant, vulnerable look that was just the cutest. She was a talented singer and songwriter, but she had her insecurities, which made sense I suppose. It is always the hardest to endure criticism when something comes from the heart.

But I was enthralled, clasping her hand tightly. “That was beautiful, Diane,” I said earnestly when I found my voice again.

Diane ducked her head shyly. “Just a little something I made up to the tune of a folk song from when I was younger.”

She sidled up next to me, her sapphire eyes big as she had bared her insecurities to me. “I’ve been thinking about… love a lot lately,” she said.

I smiled gently. “Me too,” I said. “I treasure having found it.”

Diane blushed and rested her head against my chest, her fox ear tickling my chin. “Writing that verse made me think of you,” she said, “and how lucky I feel to have found someone who makes me feel at home no matter where we are.”

I smiled. “It wouldn’t be home without you.”

She gave me a loving look. “Why don’t you sit in front of me?” she said. “Your shoulders are sore from all that work. I’ll massage them for you.”

That sounded like heaven, and I scooted over to sit in front of her.
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After a long day of working on the farm, my shoulders were feeling sore and tense. Diane’s offer to massage them was more than warmly received, and I settled back against her with a sigh. Her soft body was the perfect cushion, and I released a sigh of pleasure as her soft but strong fingers explored my shoulders.

“Oh my,” she hummed. “Your shoulders must be really bothering you, right?” she asked sympathetically.

I nodded. “Yeah, just a bit tight after all that digging and hauling today.”

“Here, just relax, and I’ll make it all better,” she offered.

As she began to knead the knotted muscles, I let out a soft groan of relief. Her slender fingers worked with precision, locating and smoothing out each point of tension. I hadn’t realized just how tense the day’s labors had left me, but this was really good.

“That feels wonderful,” I murmured appreciatively as Diane rolled her knuckles firmly along either side of my neck. Already I could feel the accumulated soreness start to dissipate under her ministrations.

“I’m glad I can help you relax a bit after your hard work today,” Diane replied, satisfaction in her voice as she continued patiently working the stiffness from my shoulders and upper back.

I focused on keeping my breathing steady and even, allowing my body to gradually release its grip on the strain and fatigue that had built up. With each rolling squeeze of Diane’s thumbs, more tightness yielded, leaving me feeling pleasantly loose and relaxed.

Her agile fingers walked the length of my trapezius muscles, locating knots and coaxing them patiently to unwind. She applied just the right alternating levels of pressure, backing off when a sensitive area protested before easing into it again.

As the massage continued, any lingering tension gradually melted away under Diane’s practiced touch until only soothing warmth remained. Her thumbs traced long strokes outward along my shoulders as I inhaled and exhaled deeply.

Each pass of her hands now glided smoother over muscles that had softened and unkinked thanks to her patient dedication. She varied her strokes skillfully — kneading, loosening, and finally lightly stroking along the top of my back.

“There we are, how does that feel now?” Diane asked after some time, giving my shoulders an affectionate final squeeze before her soft hands slipped away.

Rolling my neck slowly, I was impressed by the increased range of motion and lack of tightness that remained. “Amazing,” I said sincerely, twisting to face her with a smile. “You really have a healing touch, Diane.”

She flushed prettily with pride at having succeeded in easing my discomfort. “I just want to take good care of you, my love.”

Impulsively, I drew Diane into my lap so I could properly express my gratitude with a long, sweet kiss. She hummed happily against my lips, arms twining around my neck.

“What would I do without you?” I murmured when we finally parted, tucking a silken strand of raven hair behind her ear.

Diane nuzzled her cheek against my palm, eyes glowing with affection. “Well, you won’t ever have to find out,” she promised, stealing another kiss.

I held Diane close, cherishing her nearness as I basked in the pleasant aftermath of her massage efforts. My neck and shoulders now felt wonderfully loose and supple thanks to her dedication.

She snuggled contentedly into my arms; lithe frame molded cozily into mine. Her velvety ears tickled my jaw as she rested her head on my shoulder with a sigh.

We lingered that way awhile, simply enjoying the intimacy of holding one another as the valley bathed in darkness outside. Slowly, the fire grew weaker, and night birds called softly in the dark of night.

Eventually I placed a tender kiss atop Diane’s head. “We should probably turn in for the night soon,” I murmured, stifling a yawn.

Diane hummed agreement, squeezing me affectionately before rising from my lap. “Let me help tidy up first.”

Together we swiftly straightened and tidied the cabin’s interior, stoked the fire for the night, and secured the doors. Ghostie buzzed about as we did so, helping with the tasks it could help with before I let it out for the night to stand watch over the fields. Within the cozy space, only flickering firelight and our murmured endearments could be heard.

When everything was in order, Diane took my hand, smiling up at me softly. “Ready for bed?”

I smiled and drew her close, kissing her raven hair. “With you? Always.”

Hand in hand, we made our way upstairs, content in the sanctuary of our remote valley as the night deepened around us.


Chapter 43


The morning dawned bright and clear as Diane and I readied ourselves to manually till the vacant rows that had previously held potatoes. After a quick breakfast and retrieving any catches from the snares, we headed out to the field with Ghostie drifting along behind.

At the field, I carefully inspected each furrow, confirming the soil remained rich and fertile. But manually turning the earth would enhance its suitability for new crops. After that, I would imbue the soil with one of my Earth spirits, making sure it was the best it could be.

Having no workhorse, I would rely on my own muscles and stamina along with Ghostie’s magical and endless stamina to plow the field. Diane offered to follow behind clearing clumps to further prepare the beds.

I took hold of the shovel while Ghostie hovered adjacent with another, ready to assist with the arduous task. Together we began laboring down the first row, overturning the soft loam and plowing as man has done for countless ages. The fresh earthy scent of newly turned soil filled the air, and I felt connected to my land as I did the hard work.

But the job was challenging. Shoveling is hard work even when the soil is soft, and I decided that if we were ever to expand our farmable land — which was something I planned on doing — we would need an actual plow and a beast to pull it. Slowly we worked our way up and down each row as Diane cleared clumps behind us.

The morning hours passed swiftly; our focus narrowed to the repetitive motions. My shoulders and hands soon ached fiercely from wrestling with the shovel. But furrow by furrow, Ghostie and I worked diligently to manually turn over the entire field.

When the final row was overturned, I finally straightened with a pained groan, rubbing my throbbing palms. Ghostie hovered patiently nearby awaiting further orders. Surveying the field’s series of straight, evenly tilled rows filled me with humble satisfaction.

While I stretched my sore muscles, Diane kindly offered me a dipper of cool water. “You’ve worked so hard, my love,” she said supportively. After hydrating, I turned my focus to the next phase — summoning Earth spirits to enrich the freshly turned soil.

Settling on my knees, I closed my eyes and cast my Summon Minor Spirit spell, manifesting an Earth spirit as I drew on my mana and sent it blasting outward from my core.

An orb of arcane energy swirled before manifesting into a stout, rock-skinned humanoid. It regarded me steadily, awaiting instruction, and I gave it the mental command to imbue the soil with its magic.

Bowing, the spirit began passing its stony hands over the newly turned earth around each plant. Wherever its rocky hands went, the soil became darker, richer, and much more nutrient. The soil restored from feeding the previous crop of potatoes and would be ready for the next crop.

I directed the benign entity out over the furrows we had plowed and instructed it to channel its energies into the soil. Soon, rich light suffused the beds as the spirit imbued the earth. With this little creature, crop rotation or letting fields lie fallow was no longer necessary.

Methodically, I guided the spirit through the field row by row until it had enriched every inch we had manually worked. When it disappeared, I simply summoned a new one. Having attained level 4, my store of mana reserves were good enough to summon six of these little guys if necessary.

Though draining for my mana, I continued this process to further empower the soil until the entire plot was infused with magical fertility awaiting new crops. Diane and I were both in awe at the visible effects of the spirits’ work manifesting before our eyes.

As midday approached, we returned to the cabin for a simple but filling lunch to restore our energy. I winced as my taxed muscles began seizing up from the morning’s exertions. But it was satisfying work.

As we ate, Diane and I spoke excitedly about the incredible effects of the Earth spirits on the soil.

“Did you see how the furrows seemed to shimmer after the spirits passed over them?” Diane asked, eyes shining. “It’s amazing what they can do!”

I nodded, swallowing a bite of bread and cheese. “No mundane means could have enriched the earth so profoundly,” I agreed. “The spirits amplified the soil’s vitality tenfold. I still think this is one of the most useful spells.”

“I don’t know,” Diane laughed as she watched Ghostie pass by, cleaning up after us already. “I think your domesticants come pretty close!”

I grinned and nodded. “Fair enough.”

Diane smiled, taking a sip of cool water. “Still, it’s so fulfilling seeing the results of your summoning magic before our very eyes,” she said. “I’m sure we would have managed without, but it makes life here a lot easier.”

“It does,” I agreed. “And I’m hoping we’ll see even more quality-of-life spells later down the line when I advance again. I’m pretty sure that if we do the quest for Caldwell, we stand a fair chance of leveling.”

She nodded enthusiastically, and I could see her contemplate my words. Diane had mostly been worried about safety, and she hadn’t thought much about the potential benefits of completing a quest, which only now seemed to sink in.

We continued eating slowly, marveling over the Earth spirits’ mysteries and talking about our possible advancement. And as we finished our meal, Ghostie buzzed around behind us, swiftly gathering up crumbs and tidying the kitchen area.

I smiled watching the dutiful spirit work, grateful for its continual assistance around the homestead.

Bellies full, Diane and I lingered a while longer discussing hopes for which crops would thrive best in the mystically-enriched soil. But soon enough, the revitalized field beckoned us back to continue our work nurturing the valley’s bounty.

Together we rose, spirits renewed. Outside, the furrows awaited.
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After lunch, Diane and I donned our work clothes, gloves, and hats and headed out to the field with baskets of onion bulbs and tomato seedlings. Once we were back on the plot, Ghostie joined us with happy chirping.

At the field, we inspected the furrows. Now that the spirits had done their work, the soil looked rich, dark, and perfectly turned over. Nodding in satisfaction, I motioned for Ghostie to begin dropping onion bulbs along one set of furrows while Diane and I started transplanting the tomato seedlings along the others.

Working slowly and methodically, Diane and I removed each fragile seedling from its pot, loosened the roots, and placed it into the prepared furrow, packing the dark soil gently around its base. The tender plants needed care in handling so as not to damage their stems or newly established roots.

It took us an hour or two, but we had soon finished transplanting all tomato plants into evenly spaced rows. As I patted the soil around the base of the last seedling, I stood up with a groan, stretching my back muscles. Planting an entire field was arduous work but deeply rewarding.

Wiping sweat from my brow, I turned to see Diane finish settling the last seedling into place with a satisfied smile. She stood gracefully, only the faintest sheen of perspiration on her dainty brow betraying the lengthy labor. Her brilliant eyes shone with accomplishment.

“Just look at all those future tomatoes!” Diane enthused, gazing out over the field. “With the spirits’ help, we’ll have such an abundant crop.”

I smiled and put an arm around her slender shoulders in agreement, sharing in her joy of creation. “Yeah,” I agreed. “And let’s see if Leigh is true to her advertising and these are fast-growing.”

Diane laughed and gave me a playful nudge. “She’d never pull a fast one on you,” she hummed.

I grinned and nodded agreement.

After a short water break, we moved on to planting the onion bulbs. Ghostie had finished spacing them evenly along the furrows and now awaited instruction. Together, Diane and I knelt between the rows and began carefully placing each onion just below the surface, roots down and tips up. Ghostie would help with tidying up.

The process was slower and more meticulous than the tomato seedlings. Each onion had to be positioned precisely and covered properly to prevent damage or disease. But our progress remained steady beneath the warm morning sun.

After a while, I paused to stand and stretch and looked out over the field with satisfaction. Nearly all the bulbs were tucked snugly into freshly turned earth, promising a bounty of the aromatic vegetable.

Diane came over to stand beside me, slipping a slender arm around my waist. “We make a great team,” she said contentedly, looking up at me with a radiant smile.

“We sure do,” I agreed, leaning down to plant a kiss on her cheek, eliciting a happy hum. With Diane’s support and skill, even lengthy tasks like this never felt like solitary drudgery. Working side by side kept our spirits lifted.

After a quick drink of cool water, we returned to our knees, finishing the last row of onions. Soon enough, the final bulb was nestled securely into the nurturing soil. I sat back on my heels and massaged my sore neck, gazing over the field with pride.

“Come harvest time, we’ll have onions and tomatoes galore,” I remarked to Diane as we collected up the empty crates and baskets. “Should be enough surplus to trade for some seeds and livestock in town after winter.”

Diane’s eyes shone at the prospect as she brushed soil from her gloves. “Oh, I can’t wait! We’ll get rich before long!” She laughed at her own joke, and so did I — this was honest, nurturing work, but being rich was a long way off.

After putting away the planting tools, we left Ghostie to water the new plantings while Diane and I took a break in the shade.

Settling in the shade beneath a rustling tree, we shared a canteen of cool water and a handful of oat biscuits to replenish ourselves after the lengthy planting and kindle our appetites for dinner. The murmur of water pouring over furrows and birdsong in the branches overhead was tranquil.

Diane nestled contentedly against me, her lithe frame pressed close. I wrapped an arm around her, breathing deeply the earthy scents clinging to her hair and clothes.

Gazing out over the verdant valley, I felt profound gratitude for all we had manifested together here — a fertile garden, smokehouse filled with provisions, an alchemy laboratory, and a clean and cozy cabin. But most important was the loving partnership that enriched the solitude of living out here on the frontier.

This humble plot between the whispering trees had become home, more than any crowded city streets I’d known. With dedication, our dreams would take root and flourish. Diane seemed to share these quiet musings, her fingers gently entwined with mine as we sat gazing out over our land, each pondering our own thoughts.

When the simple but restorative break concluded, Diane and I returned to the field to help Ghostie finish and tidy up. I then took a moment to summon my Woodland spirit and let it work its magic on the new crops. I watched as the playful little sprite blessed our crops; they grew visibly under our eyes.

After returning the tools to the cabinet in the mudroom, Diane and I turned our dusty boots back toward the cabin, ready for a well-earned dinner and rest.


Chapter 44


The fire crackled merrily in the hearth as Diane and I settled onto the braided rug with mugs of steaming chamomile tea. Outside, the wind howled as a gentle rain pattered against the windows. But inside our remote cabin, all was snug and serene.

There had been something on my mind the past few days, but with the hubbub of getting the homestead in order and Caldwell’s visit, I hadn’t really gotten around to it. Now, I would, though.

As Diane sipped her tea, I retrieved and returned with the ornate leather tome Lord Vartlebeck had gifted me for winning the tournament. The title “Farming and Ranching” glinted on the cover in gilded letters.

Diane leaned over curiously to peek as I gently turned the first parchment page.

“Oh, how fascinating!” Diane exclaimed, her brilliant blue eyes wide with interest. “Finally getting around to it?”

I nodded, equally intrigued by the secrets waiting to be unveiled within the ancient tome’s pages. Magical agricultural knowledge could allow us to yield more bountiful harvests to support ourselves and trade. If the Farming and Ranching skills were anything like Trapping, mastering them would increase the yield from my fields and gardens!

Focusing on the opening text, I began to read. The words flowed melodically, imparting arcane agricultural knowledge that imprinted itself upon my consciousness. Diane leaned in closely, utterly engrossed in the tome’s contents.

The introductory section covered ideal crop rotations to replenish vital soil nutrients between seasons. While this was perhaps less relevant to farmers with arcane means to replenish nutrients — like myself — it still stood at the principles of farming and remained useful.

Interspersed in the text were detailed diagrams showing sample garden plots with certain plants grouped together in a specific sequence to maximize productivity.

Turning the pages slowly, I came to a passage detailing training techniques for domesticating various farm animals. The instructions for gentle but firm animal handling were rich with specifics, advising the reader on establishing human authority while still building trusting bonds.

“Just look at all that detail,” Diane remarked in awe, glancing over the complex steps outlined. “You’ll be a professional at animal husbandry in no time with guidance like this!”

I chuckled in agreement, continuing to pore over the ancient manual while Diane returned to her tea and her own book. My tome’s immense breadth of agricultural wisdom was deeply humbling. Coming from the city, my knowledge had been so limited. But through the tome’s guidance, a whole new frontier of understanding was unfolding.

The fire’s cheerful crackling accompanied my engrossed reading. Our cooling mugs of forgotten tea sat nearby as I turned page after page, striving to fully absorb the lessons so I could apply them to our own modest plot. The book’s weathered pages contained generations of distilled experience.

The next section had intricate irrigation diagrams accompanied by equations for calculating water flow based on terrain and soil composition. I was eager to apply some of this knowledge to our own terrain, and I wondered if spirits with a Water affinity — so far, I had only used them for fishing — could be useful here.

As the hour grew late, I paused, carefully closing the tome. Diane shot me a sleepy smile over her book; she had already been nodding, and she stretched and yawned cutely. “I think I’m about ready for bed,” she purred.

I drew her close and kissed her silken hair. “Me too,” I said. “We have a few more days for me to finish off this book, so I’m not in a hurry.”

Diane nuzzled against me contentedly. “Oh yes,” she mused. “It should be a day or three before Leigh arrives.”

I nodded agreement, thinking that it might take me a bit longer to finish the book, but I could take it with us to Gladdenfield and finish it there. Of course, if we were heading to Gladdenfield with Leigh, I wouldn’t be able to apply the knowledge straight away, but it would be in my mind for when we returned.

I stood and stretched, then walked to the front door to give our property a final check.

Outside, the moon cast its magical glow over the lush fields as the rain tapered off, leaving glistening droplets on leaves. I imagined that ethereal light nourishing future crops as they slumbered in tidy furrows. Our dreams lay in the soil. Seeing Ghostie patrol the fields elicited a smile from me before I headed back inside.

The fire had gradually burned down to glowing embers during my engrossing study session. Taking Diane’s empty mug, I placed it with mine on the mantle before carefully stowing the valuable tome on its shelf for tomorrow.

I stifled a yawn as we rose to ascend the ladder up to bed, pleasantly weary after a long but fulfilling day. Upstairs, Diane welcomed me eagerly into her slender arms beneath the quilts. We traded slow kisses as I ran my fingers through her silken tresses, scratching behind her velvety ears until she purred with pleasure against me.

Guiding Diane gently onto her back, I worshipped her porcelain skin with tender devotion, and our tiredness and need for sleep were soon forgotten for the moment as other needs came to the foreground.

When we were finally sated, I held a thoroughly satisfied Diane close against me as we drifted toward slumber. As I finally surrendered to welcome sleep, my mind dwelled on glorious visions of the homestead continuing to take shape through our shared dedication.
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Over the next three days, Diane and I fell into a steady routine around the homestead as we worked diligently to get everything in order for Leigh’s upcoming visit and our subsequent journey to Gladdenfield.

Each morning began with us rising at dawn together. After washing up, I would get a pot of rich, fragrant coffee brewing on the stove while Diane prepared a breakfast from our larder.

We would sit across from one another at the worn wooden table to indulge in fluffy egg omelets brimming with foraged mushrooms, crispy bacon, and toasted bread slathered with homemade blackberry preserves. Over breakfast, we’d talk and make our plans for the day.

Then, fortified by the wholesome meal, I would gather my gear and hike out to methodically check each trap and snare along my winding trapline through the woods and meadows. Kneeling in the dew-kissed grass, I would carefully reset the empty snares with precision before bagging any fresh catches to bring back.

More often than not, I returned with several plump rabbits or quail to later clean and smoke. Stocking the smokehouse with these lean game meats would provide sustenance and coin.

Meanwhile, Diane would make her way down to the pebbly riverbank, her brilliant blue eyes scanning the rippling water keenly. Settling atop a flat boulder, she would spend long tranquil hours casting her line, waiting for subtle tugs signaling lively fish had taken her bait.

Using skills honed through her Scout Class, her catches were consistently impressive. The cool rushing waters of the Silverthread teemed with trout, bass, and catfish that she would reel in steadily, bringing home bounty for many meals to come.

When I returned from checking the traps, Diane and I would work side by side tending to the garden plots, ensuring the crops remained healthy and strong. Tomatoes and onions grew in tidy rows, staked up tall and leafy. Together we nurtured them, gently working the soil, watering from the creek with pails, and plucking any encroaching weeds.

In addition to these tasks, I made sure to harvest any ready reagents from my secluded alchemy garden daily. Using a small silver blade, I would gently cut Wispsilk leaves, remove Thauma Roots, or collect Magebread blooms, mindful not to damage their delicate structures lest their arcane potency evaporate. I stored each ingredient separately in covered jars, wanting to be certain I had ample reserves before our coming travels.

Then, for a few hours each afternoon, the valley would ring with the repetitive chunk of my axe biting into logs as I focused on stockpiling ample firewood. I embraced the vigorous activity, taking satisfaction in steadily adding to the neat rows of split logs until my back and arms burned pleasantly from the exertion.

As I worked up a sweat, my mind wandered, picturing how we might clear and pasture more land for livestock in seasons to come. Our needs for fuel outstripped even my most ardent chopping, however, and finding a sustainable supply would need to become a priority.

When the sinking sun’s amber light filtered through the rustling leaves, signaling an end to our outdoor labor, Diane and I moved our efforts indoors. Together we would clean, salt, and prepare the day’s bounty of fish and game for preservation.

I stoked glowing embers beneath the smokehouse while Diane dexterously removed scales and bones before layering the dressed cuts atop the wire racks in tidy rows. Shutting the door, fragrant alder smoke slowly infused the harvest, the rich scent and prospect of having food reserves helping to set my mind at ease about the days ahead.

Each evening as rosy dusk settled over the valley, Diane would prepare a filling meal using that day’s bounty. Savory trout fried up crisp in cast iron over the hearth, venison stews brimming with tender vegetables, or roasted quail glazed with honey were all staples she expertly elevated. The frontier cooking was good and hearty!

We would share these dishes across from one another at the worn table accompanied by a pitcher of apple cider or clear water. Ghostie darted about after each meal, whisking away dishes to be cleaned and putting everything to order with inhuman efficiency.

At night, I would leave Ghostie to diligently float about the periphery keeping away possums, raccoons, deer, or other hungry interlopers that might pillage our plants under cover of darkness. Between our combined efforts, the garden flourished.

As my domesticant patrolled the grounds, Diane and I nestled skin-to-skin beneath thick quilts in the cozy loft, Diane and I would often express our passions for one another through tender caresses and sighs of pleasure. Her lithe foxkin form entwined with mine never ceased to enchant me. Since our adventures with Leigh, Diane had also grown a bit bolder in her sensuality when we were intimate. She delighted in trying new positions or using her mouth and hands in creative ways to provide and receive satisfaction. Within the sanctuary of our remote valley, we cherished these unhurried moments of shared intimacy.

After our play, I would prop myself up against the headboard with pillows and open the ancient skillbook Lord Vartlebeck had gifted me. Beside me, Diane would nestle comfortably under the covers with her own book of poetry or fiction, purring happily at being close to one another.

Together in bed, we would read by the golden flicker of oil lamps for an hour or so before drowsiness overtook us. Occasionally, Diane would ask questions about some farming technique or animal husbandry tip that piqued her curiosity from my reading. I would do my best to explain the principles in plain terms, equally happy to share knowledge with my inquisitive beloved in these peaceful moments.

The days passed in that manner until noon of the fourth day when I saw a rider coming down the trail to our homestead. I leaned on my shovel and peered in the distance, about to ask Diane for my rifle.

But I recognized the cowboy hat and the cheerful ‘howdy!’ that drifted our way…
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As the horse and rider drew nearer, I saw Leigh’s wind-tousled golden locks peeking out from beneath her wide-brimmed hat. She caught sight of me and waved excitedly before pulling up her steed just outside the yard.

“Well, howdy there!” Leigh called in greeting as she swung down fluidly from the saddle. “I hope y’all don’t mind me just ridin’ up like this!”

“Not at all!” I assured her warmly, striding over to help as she began unfastening her packs and gear. “We’re so happy you could make it out here. Please, make yourself at home.”

Diane emerged smiling from the cabin to add her welcome. Together we helped Leigh unpack and get her strong chestnut mare settled in the pasture — it was small for a horse, but she would only be here for the night, and we could turn her out later and let her graze.

“Thanks for having me out here,” Leigh said happily, giving us both quick one-armed hugs once her hands were free. “I’ve just been dyin’ to see this place of yours!” She shot us both a warm look. “And both of you, of course!”

“Well, we’re excited to show you around,” Diane replied. “How was the ride out?”

Leigh laughed. “Long and dusty, but can’t complain! Ran into a few critters, but Colonel here kept me safe by carrying me off.” She patted the neck of her loyal steed fondly. The horse responded by nuzzling her, and I immediately noticed how well-behaved it was, following her every command to the letter — those had to be the benefits of being a Beastmaster.

I smiled. “I’m glad to hear the trip was uneventful. Why don’t you relax a bit, and then we can give you a tour of the homestead?”

“Sounds perfect, sugar!” Leigh enthused.

Inside, we got Leigh settled at the table with a refreshment while Diane sliced some freshly baked bread. I could tell Leigh was intrigued by the little domesticant as it floated around assisting. Soon we were all chatting brightly between bites of the snack to refresh ourselves after Leigh’s long ride.

Over the meal, Leigh regaled us with humorous tales of some of the odd customers and strange requests she’d gotten at her shop since we left town. Her colorful accounts left Diane and me laughing frequently. It felt good to sit and simply enjoy one another’s company for a spell. I found that I had missed her and her upbeat stories a lot, and my mind once again wandered to my desire to have her around more often.

When the refreshments were finished, Leigh leaned back with a satisfied sigh. “Woo! Y’all sure know how to make a gal feel welcome ‘round here.”

“Ready to look around the place?” I asked her with an eager smile.

“You betcha!” Leigh replied, hopping up brightly.

We started our tour outside with a walk around the perimeter of the modest homestead, pointing out the smokehouse, garden, alchemy laboratory, and the charming bank of the Silverthread River where we fished and relaxed often in the sun. Leigh admired the tidy plots of crops and alchemical ingredients. Her eyes shone with interest as we described our tasks and self-sufficient lifestyle.

“Why, you two sure have done so much with this place in just a few weeks,” Leigh marveled as we strolled through the gardens overflowing with ripe vegetables.

“It’s been very fulfilling work,” Diane said, smiling proudly. She gave me a happy nudge as we walked. “And David and I make a good team.”

“We sure do,” I agreed.

Circling back around, we showed Leigh the cabin and the cellar where the potatoes were laid out in great numbers.

“Well, look at that!” Leigh exclaimed. “You’ve got enough spuds down here to feed an army!”

I chuckled. “Hopefully enough to last us the winter, and we wanted to load the surplus up in crates and sell them to you. We’re going back with you to Gladdenfield tomorrow, so we can transport them in the Jeep.”

She perked a dark blonde eyebrow. “You two are headin’ to Gladdenfield?”

I exchanged a look with Diane before nodding. “We’ll tell you all about it later,” I said. “For now, let’s finish the tour.”

We further showed her the cozy cabin and the loft where we slept, which prompted Leigh to chuckle.

“So little space,” she hummed, studying me with her big blue eyes. “I bet you two have to get really creative in bed…”

I laughed, and Diane shook her head with a playful grin. “I see you haven’t changed a bit,” she playfully scolded her friend, and Leigh threw up her hands with a disarming smile.

After showing Leigh the kitchen and the living room, we headed back outside, where I showed her the interior of my small alchemy workshop where I concocted potions from cultivated reagents. Leigh’s curiosity was plain as she pored over bottles of brightly colored brews and examined my tools and equipment.

“Ain’t this something,” Leigh mused as she perused my meticulous alchemical notes and formulas. “Why, you two have a veritable laboratory!”

Diane smiled happily. “David does the alchemy,” she said. “I honestly don’t understand any of it.”

Leigh shook her head with a look and nodded. “That makes two of us, darlin’!”

Finishing the tour, we headed back to the house. It was time to talk to Leigh about the quest Caldwell had proposed for us… and to ask her if she was interested in joining up with us.
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Back inside the cozy cabin, I poured each of us a mug of cool apple cider before we all settled down around the worn wooden table.

“So what’s this I hear about you two fixin’ to head back to Gladdenfield tomorrow?” Leigh inquired, taking a sip of the refreshing beverage.

I nodded. “Diane and I need to meet with someone there. A… shall we say potential business partner.” I didn’t want to reveal too much yet before gauging her interest.

Leigh’s curiosity was clearly piqued as she leaned forward intently. “Oh? What sorta business opportunity we talkin’ about here?”

“Well…” I began slowly. “Let’s just say it involves a bit of a journey into uncharted territory. This fellow claims to have access to certain valuable resources and knowledge. But he requires some assistance acquiring a rare… something or other that we’d be tasked with retrieving.”

I could see the intrigue lighting up Leigh’s blue eyes as she processed this cryptic summary of our quest. “Go on…” she urged.

Diane shot me an encouraging look, silently signaling that she, too, wanted me to continue. She was obviously eager to find out if Leigh would be inclined to join us on this quest.

“This mission was requested by Caldwell on behalf of the Frontier Division,” I explained. “Our contact is apparently an elf living in the frontier. Maybe a mage or a hermit — I don’t honestly know. He’s seeking aid from capable adventurers, which Caldwell believes we can provide. Specifically, he asked for me — the winner of Vartlebeck’s tournament at the Aquana Festival.”

Leigh let out an impressed whistle. “Why, color me curious! What a mysterious tale!” She leaned forward eagerly in her chair. “What’s this rare thingamajig he needs so bad?”

I glanced at Diane again before replying. “We’re… not entirely sure yet. I would assume it’s some form of reagent, or perhaps a powerful artifact. The full details will only be provided once we meet with him in Gladdenfield. But it likely exists somewhere deep in uncharted wild lands.”

“He must be offerin’ something mighty valuable in return if Caldwell is recruiting on his behalf,” Leigh mused aloud. Her sharp blue eyes were now alight with building excitement, and I could tell her own restless spirit of adventure was stirring.

Diane nodded in confirmation. “This elf is said to possess very rare magical knowledge that the Frontier Division is eager to learn,” she explained. “Including warding spells that can help protect settlements from the threats of the Wilds.”

I took over again. “Exactly. Which means successfully completing this mission could ultimately help a lot of people, human and non-human alike, thrive out here on the frontier.” I looked between both women earnestly. “Caldwell believes we’re capable, but it will likely require venturing into dangerous unmapped regions. Diane wanted to come, right?”

Diane gave me a brave smile. “Wherever you go, I’ll be at your side.” Her hand found mine and squeezed. After our time together, her unwavering loyalty was no surprise but still a profound delight.

I smiled at Leigh. “So here’s the question… How would you like to come along as well?”

Leigh drummed her fingers contemplatively on the tabletop. “Hmm, risky but righteous work, traipsin’ out into the great unknown, just the three of us?” A grin slowly spread across her face. “When do we leave?”

Diane and I both laughed at her enthusiasm. Clearly the allure of adventure still called strongly to Leigh’s free spirit despite the dangers that potentially lay ahead.

“We’re planning to meet our contact tomorrow at the Wild Outrider inn,” I told her. “If you’re interested in coming along, we’d be happy to have you. Your animal handling skills could be invaluable where we’re going.”

Leigh nodded confidently. “You bet they will! Ain’t no beasts or critters that don’t eventually warm up to me.” She smirked and tossed her golden waves. “Present company included, as y’all well know.” Diane and I chuckled, with Diane flushing slightly.

“So you’re in?” Diane asked hopefully.

“Try and stop me, baby!” Leigh confirmed with a wink. “It’s been a while since I’ve been out there, and I’ve been hearing the call of the wild frontier lately. And with you two… Well, I can’t resist that offer.” Her eager grin was infectious. “I’m sure I can get someone to watch the store a few days. Just tell me when!”

“Excellent,” I said sincerely. Having Leigh along would provide another valuable skillset and a welcome dose of humor and levity around the campfire on long nights under the stars. “We’ll head for Gladdenfield tomorrow then — after we get the homestead ready.”

The three of us touched mugs together in an impromptu toast, excitement rising at the prospect of the quest ahead. Our first adventure together out in the wilderness! Around the table, Diane, Leigh and I began happily discussing preparations and speculating on what mysterious mission awaited in the frontier’s uncharted depths.

“One thing’s for sure, with y’all by my side, there ain’t nothing we can’t handle together out there!” Leigh declared confidently, giving my shoulder an affectionate rub.

Diane smiled, but I could detect traces of lingering anxiety behind her eyes. Taking her hand again gently, I said, “Don’t worry, we’ll make thorough preparations and won’t take any undue risks. Our first priority will always be keeping one another safe.”

Diane nodded, mollified by the reassurance of caution. There were still details to be sorted out and supplies to be gathered on the morrow. But already the promise of exploration beyond the known horizon stirred our spirits. With my two capable partners at my side, I felt ready to embark into the wilderness seeking whatever revelations awaited discovery.

Our conversation carried for a while as we shared hopes and speculation about the journey ahead. But soon enough, the homestead called again, and it was time to make things ready.
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After discussing the mysterious quest with Leigh, Diane and I spent the remainder of the afternoon immersed in preparing the homestead for our imminent departure. There was much to do before we could comfortably lock up and leave the place for a few days.

As we tied up loose ends, Leigh cheerfully offered to get supper underway. “You just point me to the pantry and leave the cooking to me!” she declared. “I’ll whip us up a real hearty meal to fuel us up for tomorrow’s travels.”

I smiled appreciatively. “That would be wonderful, thanks Leigh. Let me show you where everything is.”

I proceeded to provide her a quick tutorial on operating the cast iron stove so she could get to work preparing our dinner. Opening up the cellar hatch, I illuminated the way with a lantern and led her down the creaking steps. Our well-stocked preservation cellar contained shelves laden with potatoes, smoked game and fish, alongside wild vegetables and herbs we had foraged.

After examining the options, Leigh selected a nice venison roast along with some wild carrots, potatoes, pearl onions, and an array of wild herbs to add flavor. I helped carry everything upstairs and get it situated on the countertops while Leigh rolled up her sleeves, ready to get cooking.

Meanwhile, Diane was carefully taking stock of our supplies, making a list of anything we would need more of before setting out into the wilderness.

“We’ll need to be well supplied with good traveling fare,” she remarked as she inventoried. “Dried fruits and nuts, hard tack biscuits, jerky…” Her quill scratched busily across parchment.

I nodded in agreement. “Good thinking. We can purchase any essential supplies missing from your list when we reach town tomorrow before departing.”

Diane gave a satisfied nod and continued her diligent tally, brow furrowed in concentration.

Outside, I did my round of the snares and traps, emptying them and disarming them as we'd be gone for a while. It would be a waste if I caught anything while not being here.

After that, I spent some time walking the property perimeter with Ghostie, checking the split rail fences for any breaches and reinforcing weak areas. The little domesticant already knew the grounds well from its nightly patrols, but I wanted it to be extra familiar during our absence.

“You’ll be on your own out here for a few days,” I told Ghostie as we walked. “So stay vigilant, my friend.” I knew the little creature couldn’t talk, but it was hard to suppress the human tendency to communicate vocally. In return, the domesticant chirped cheerfully in affirmation and gave me a brisk salute.

Satisfied the fences were secure, I next inspected the smokehouse and garden plots. The garden showed healthy signs of growth thanks to my spirits’ enriching care. And the smokehouse was in good shape, the latest batches of meat and fish smoked and ready.

Kneeling between the tomato trellises, I rubbed my palms together and then summoned forth my Minor Woodland spirit. Its sprightly form manifested in a swirl of verdant leaves.

Closing my eyes, I instructed it to hasten the growth of our crops. Its form glowed brighter, suffused with natural vitality. Then it zipped eagerly among the plants, dancing over each furrow and saturating the soil with renewing energy. Soon it faded back into glimmering motes that dispersed on the breeze. The garden would continue flourishing thanks to the spirit’s efforts.

I repeated the process with the earth spirit, watching with a smile as the rocky little creature trudged about and infused the soil, making it more fertile. I knew it was a little overkill as I had already given the soil the same treatment yesterday, but I wanted everything to be as good as it could be before we set out.

Inside, I rekindled the hearth fire with a poker while the savory aromas of Leigh’s stew filled the room. Diane and Ghostie were just finishing loading surplus smoked trout and fowl into crates for transporting to town come morning. I gave them both an appreciative smile as I stirred the coals and added more wood, building up a nice cooking fire for Leigh. The mouthwatering scents of wild onion, garlic, venison, and herbs all mingling set my stomach to rumbling.

Over our hearty supper of tender venison stew with roasted tubers later, Leigh regaled Diane and me with humorous anecdotes from her life on the road as a roaming Beastmaster before she’d settled in Gladdenfield.

“Why, I remember this one time I ran into the orneriest mule you ever saw!” she recounted between bites, waving her spoon. “Its master wanted me to break the beast for riding, but it was having none of it. Every trick I tried almost got me a hoofprint on my behind!”

Diane and I chuckled frequently at her colorful accounts of stubborn creatures and demanding animal owners. But all too soon, the empty stew bowls signaled an end to the leisurely meal. We soon turned our conversation to finalizing plans for the morning’s departure.

“The crates of potatoes and smoked goods are already loaded in the Jeep,” I told them over a final cup of rich coffee. “If we leave at the end of the morning, we should reach Gladdenfield before midday tomorrow.”

Diane and Leigh both nodded agreement to the start time I proposed.

“Oh, what about your little helper?” Leigh asked, watching Ghostie whisk by with empty mugs. “Is it coming along with us tomorrow?”

I gave her a summary of how I planned to have Ghostie remain here keeping watch over the homestead while we were gone. Leigh shook her head in amazement as I explained how tirelessly the domesticant would continue its work in our absence.

With dinner concluded, we soon had the kitchen area tidied up neatly. Diane double-checked our provisions and travel supplies while I inspected our weapons, clothing, and gear to be sure all was in order for the journey ahead. Leigh trailed after us lending her assistance where she was able. Working smoothly together, we soon had everything ready to embark in the morning.

“Whew, I’d say we make a pretty productive team!” Leigh remarked brightly, leaning against the wall and fanning herself. “Got all our ducks in a row in no time flat.”

I smiled. “We do work well together, and I’m grateful for all your help today.”

Leigh waved off my thanks. “Ain’t no thing! Just doing my part.”

Our tasks complete, we decided to turn in early and get a good night’s rest before tomorrow’s travels. After a brief competition between Leigh and Diane over who got to snuggle up with me that night, we finally settled on Leigh taking the downstairs cot while Diane and I headed up to our cozy loft to share the bed.

I bid Leigh a good night at the foot of the ladder before following Diane upstairs and leaving our guest settling comfortably into the quilts and furs on the cot warmed by the fire. Soon we had all slipped gratefully into a well-earned rest.

In bed, Diane immediately nestled into my arms with a contented sigh, the long day of preparations having tired her out. I held her slender frame gently, listening to her breathing gradually deepen into soft slumber. The familiar comfort of having her near quickly lulled me into restful sleep as well.


Chapter 48


The next morning, I awoke feeling energized and eager to get on the road. Beside me, Diane stirred and blinked awake, her velvety ears twitching adorably. We headed downstairs for a quick washup, where Leigh was already bustling about, making a delicious breakfast of fried eggs, crispy bacon, and griddle cakes.

“Rise and shine!” Leigh called out cheerily. “Can’t journey on empty stomachs after all.” Soon we were all seated around the worn table, indulging in the replenishing fare and steaming mugs of rich coffee. Our conversation centered on speculation about what we might find out once we reached Gladdenfield.

With our bellies full, we did a final check of gear and loaded up the Jeep. I made sure to bring my rifle and handgun just in case, along with a satchel of mana potions I had brewed using my alchemy skills. I also brought the skillbook, too eager to finish it to leave it at home.

After all, chances were we’d move on to the quest if we accepted it, and that meant we wouldn’t be returning home in the interim. Meanwhile, Leigh swiftly saddled up her chestnut mare, Colonel, and secured her camping supplies.

Stepping outside into the golden morning light, I smiled, seeing Ghostie already diligently going about its morning chores. I called the domesticant over and crouched down to level with its big, black eyes. “Guard our homestead well, my friend,” I said.

Ghostie chirped and briskly saluted, its message clear — I could count on its vigilance.

With a final fond look over our secluded valley, Diane and I climbed into the Jeep. Beside us, Leigh swung easily atop her handsome steed. “All set back there?” I called. “Ready when you are!” Leigh confirmed with an enthusiastic thumbs up. I started the engine, which rumbled to life reassuringly.

Navigating the dusty trail winding out of the valley, I gripped the wheel lightly but steadily. Beside me, Diane watched the passing scenery, a small smile on her lips. Soon we had emerged from the sheltering trees back into open wilderness. In the side mirror, I caught occasional snatches of Leigh’s lively whistling as she and Colonel trotted beside the Jeep, staying out of the dust cloud it threw up. I found that the Jeep wasn’t even that much faster than Leigh’s horse on this trail, which made me once again consider switching to animals for transportation.

The miles passed smoothly beneath bright clear skies. Occasional curious creatures would peer from the brush at our passing convoy before darting away. Diane kept careful watch, ready to alert me to any potential hazards on the crude path ahead. But no threats arose during the sunny drive.

After a while, we crested the final hill above Gladdenfield Outpost. I felt a swell of excitement at the familiar sight of its log walls and rooftops nestled amidst the lively frontier. Diane, too, sat forward eagerly, no doubt picturing the coin we’d earn from this surplus haul and the adventure that was waiting for us. Behind us, Leigh whooped excitedly at the sight of her hometown.

At the gates, the guards waved us through immediately with no more than a cursory glance at our supplies. Inside, the energy was very different from what I remembered from our pilgrimage to the Aquana Festival some weeks past. The place had calmed down and was back to its usual small-town charm, and what few vehicles there were — ours included — could make their way down the thoroughfares with ease.

Navigating the streets, I soon located Leigh’s shop and steered us into the narrow alley beside it to park.

“Here we are!” I called out as I killed the engine. Leigh was busy stabling Colonel near the gates, and she would join us in a few minutes. While we waited, Diane and I loitered around the store, leaning against the sturdy timbers and watching the people pass by while offering friendly greetings.

After Leigh arrived, she unlocked the store, and we began unloading the Jeep. “Let’s get it all inventoried!” Leigh called out excitedly. “And you two can put your stuff upstairs.” After unloading, Diane and I grabbed our personal gear and brought it upstairs.

Inside the blessedly cool shop, I smiled, seeing the familiar bolts of cloth, shelves of goods, and cases filled with Leigh’s eclectic wares. She moved briskly behind the counter, retrieving her ledger and an inkpot to begin jotting down the new inventory.

After leaving our stuff upstairs, Diane and I made ourselves at home, happy to see Leigh in her element as she efficiently accounted for each bushel and crate. Soon she’d have it all ready and make us an offer.

When the work was complete, Leigh closed her ledger with a satisfied sigh and turned to Diane and me with a sunny smile. “Alright!” she huffed, waving her hand at the ledger. “I have it all inventoried and tallied up! Usual rates, but go check it out to see if it’s satisfactory.”

Diane and I exchanged a smile before we headed over to the ledger to go over Leigh’s calculations. The blonde’s work was immaculate — not a single item was missing from her list — and the price she offered was indeed more than suitable. The massive haul of potatoes and the mana potions I had brewed got us the most coin. I expected her margins on the stuff she got from us weren’t stellar, but her store did more than well enough. We agreed on the price, and Leigh counted out the coins for us, which we stowed upstairs for the time being.

“Alright,” I said when I returned downstairs. “That concludes the business.”

Both girls looked at me enthusiastically and nodded. “Which means it’s time to check in at the tavern, right?” Leigh ventured.

I nodded. “Yeah,” I said. “Let’s see if we can’t find this mysterious elf…”


Chapter 49


The sun was high overhead as Diane, Leigh, and I made our way through the dusty streets of Gladdenfield toward the ramshackle tavern known as the Wild Outrider. This was where Caldwell had instructed us to meet his mysterious elven contact.

The sounds of the lively frontier settlement surrounded us as we walked — raucous laughter drifting from street stalls selling liquor, a peddler hawking his wares, and a smithy’s rhythmic hammering rang out. Now and then townsfolk would call out cheerful greetings to the gregarious Leigh, who waved merrily in response.

But in contrast to our earlier visit to town, many folks recognized me as well. I had won Lord Vartlebeck’s tournament, as well as the Gauntlet Run, and most folks seemed to respect that profoundly.

Soon the squat, timber facade of the tavern rose into view, tucked between two other buildings along the main thoroughfare. Even from outside, we could hear the ruckus of coarse laughter and shouting emanating within.

Pausing before the entrance, I turned to Diane and Leigh. “Alright, we’re here. Let’s secure a table and keep an eye out for any elves.”

Diane nodded bravely, though I could see the nervousness shining in her brilliant sapphire gaze. Leigh just flashed a casual grin, evidently unfazed by our mission.

I pushed through the doors into the tavern’s dim interior, thick with roiling pipe smoke. Today, rough-looking patrons crowded the place — drunk dwarves arguing loudly at the bar, shifty-eyed catkin playing cards, and various vagabonds. Off-color jokes and raucous laughter rang out above the lively fiddle music. Darny was busy behind the bar, keeping his patrons happy, and waved at us as we entered.

Wrinkling her sensitive, dainty nose at the stale odors surrounding us, Diane moved closer to me while Leigh seemed utterly unbothered. I wondered if she knew some of the rowdier folks as fellow regulars. Scanning the audience, I saw no elven faces — only the scowling, bearded visages of frontiersmen and wanderers.

We managed to secure one of the only unoccupied tables not already littered with empty mugs and pipes. A harried serving girl hurried over, and Leigh cheerily ordered us a round of drinks. I chivalrously insisted on paying, and we settled in with a nice, cold brew.

The boisterous discussions around us centered on local happenings, bawdy jokes, and rambling drunken boasts by equally soused listeners. Nowhere did I catch even a whisper of elves. As we sat, I glanced repeatedly toward the entrance, but I kept my calm. The way Caldwell had said the elf would be dressed, it would be impossible to miss him.

As we relaxed, Leigh regaled us with humorous descriptions of some of the tavern’s more colorful regulars whom she recognized. She did so in hushed tones, of course, preventing any of them from hearing it.

While we nursed our drinks unhurriedly, I occasionally glanced toward the entrance whenever it creaked open. Welcoming in a new dusty face each time — some roaming trader, a trapper with a bundle of furs. But no elf yet. The way Caldwell had described him, I was sure I’d notice him, so I wasn’t too concerned.

The three of us whiled away the minutes chatting about nothing consequential, simply enjoying one another’s easy company. Leigh’s humorous banter helped distract from the slower passage of time. She seemed utterly unbothered by the wait, idly twirling one golden lock. Diane was a little more nervous, watching the door with her sharp eyes almost continuously.

I leaned back comfortably in my chair. Based on the warm sun still streaming through the windows, I guessed it wasn’t yet midday. Our elf had time yet to appear. And the inn’s laughter and music were starting to grow on me. Diane offered an unsure smile, still a little uneasy.

“No need to worry,” I told her. “I’m sure he’s on his way.”

Leigh grinned. “And in the meantime, we’ve got drinks and good music! What more could we want?”

Unable to argue with that cheerful logic, I simply lifted my tankard in agreement. No sense in rushing things.

We whiled away another half hour chatting of nothing consequential, simply taking in the rustic tavern atmosphere. Though I still kept one eye on the door, I was breathing easier. And just as I signaled for another round, the entrance creaked open, framing a tall, lithe figure against the sunlight…

I straightened immediately at the sight of the elf framed there, his fine robes marking him apart from the usual clientele. As he began gliding between tables, his posture slightly bent, Diane whispered “The sigil!”

I followed her gesture to the prominent crest of the Thilduirne Arcane Academy on the robes — our elf had arrived.

Making way for the elf, the noisy patrons stole glances at his out-of-place finery as he passed. But he seemed accustomed to such awed stares, offering polite murmurs as he made his way through the gloom toward a table tucked away in the corner.

As the elf drew closer, he threw back his hood and looked around.

It was Waelin, the stern elf alchemist I had aided previously! I rose from my chair and waved at him, getting his attention.

He spotted me soon enough, and he made his way to our table, keen gaze sweeping over me appraisingly. Up close, the immense weight of ages was evident in his eyes, belying his ageless face. I met his stare openly, intrigued that fate had brought us together again.

His eyes narrowed slightly in consideration before he spoke. “Congratulations on winning Lord Vartlebeck’s tournament.”

Though polite, I sensed the same skepticism in his tone as before. But this time, the tables were turned. He wanted something from me.

I nodded. “Come sit down with us,” I said. “Have a drink.”
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Waelin inclined his head politely and took the empty seat across from me. Though he hid it well, I could tell he was slightly uncomfortable in the raucous tavern surroundings. The way I understood it, he usually rested here whenever he came to Gladdenfield, but it was clear that he spent little time in the actual tavern.

“I will have water, thank you,” Waelin stated when the serving girl hurried over. His sharp silver eyes swept over Diane and Leigh appraisingly. “I see you have companions as well.” Though terse, I sensed this was his way of showing interest.

“Of course,” I replied. “Caldwell told me I might need an adventuring party for this, so I brought them along. You already know Leigh and Diane, right?”

“Indeed I do,” Waelin allowed. “Leigh and I have had dealings in the past, and Miss Whikksie accompanied you on your previous quest for the Moon Blossoms, if I recall correctly.” He then turned his piercing gaze back to me. “Caldwell said you were willing to render me aid.”

I met his stare levelly. “I’m open to hearing your request,” I replied. “Why don’t you start by telling us a bit more about yourself and what you need?”

Waelin stiffened slightly at my directness but answered evenly. “Very well. As you may know, I was formerly an instructor at the Thilduirne Arcane Academy before its destruction. I chose exile to live simply but require aid acquiring something I am… unable to reach myself.”

His silver eyes took on a distant cast. “Like many elves, I relocated here, hoping to find sanctuary. The merging brought our ancestral home and yours together and left Tannoris much diminished. And yet… pockets remain untamed where things old and powerful still dwell.”

Diane leaned forward curiously. “So this item you seek… it’s somewhere in the wilderness?”

Waelin shook his head sharply. “I cannot say. Not here.” He took a slow breath before continuing. “My kind once commanded great magic. Though weakened, some places remain little touched. I need those able to brave the unknown and retrieve something of importance.” His eyes bored into mine. “Thus I require your… skills.”

I furrowed my brow contemplatively, intrigued but cautious. “And in return, you’ll share elven warding magic to help the Frontier Division protect settlements?”

Waelin gave a solemn nod. “I possess such lore. But revealing it is… complicated.” His eyes darkened. “Suffice it to say your Caldwell drives a hard bargain. Once I confirm your success, we shall make an exchange.”

Though cryptic, I sensed no deceit in the ancient elf. His need was sincere. Still, risk remained. “Before agreeing, I require more details about hazards we could face. My friends’ safety comes first.”

The elf considered this carefully before responding. “Your caution is warranted. I cannot disclose the nature of what is sought here before I have your agreement — that knowledge is perilous. But know that it lies within a Dungeon… There will be other creatures there, and they may be hostile.”

I weighed his words. “What kind of creatures?” Diane and Leigh nodded, eager to learn this as well.

“Wardens,” Waelin clarified. “Summoned and bound creatures that guard the Dungeon. They may be elemental in nature, and they will be bound to specific locations.”

Leigh nodded. “I know the type,” she said. “As magical creatures, my Beastmaster abilities don’t work on them, but they’re usually pretty… well, dumb.”

Waelin nodded. “They patrol an area. That’s it. They show little initiative or intelligence.”

“What level will they be?” Diane asked. It was a good question.

“No higher than level four,” Waelin said.

I nodded, feeling more confident about our ability to tackle the creature threats. Still, intruding in forgotten elven realms could hold other challenges. I would prepare accordingly.

“Why don’t you go yourself?” I asked. “And why me?”

Waelin smiled. “The Dungeon does not allow elves. It has a core that is… not fond of my kind. And I figured that whoever won Lord Vartlebeck’s little tourney would have the skills needed to brave this threat. Besides, we have done business before, and it was satisfactory.”

“So it has nothing to do with Aquana’s blessing?”

He shook his head. “Just something I said to confuse anyone who might have been listening in on my and Caldwell’s conversation. I need a capable human who does not employ elves. You have revealed yourself capable, and you have no elf companions I know of.”

“Why all the mystery?” I asked, eyebrow perked.

“Because I do not want others to know of the Dungeon. The treasure contained within is valuable and unique. And it is of utmost importance that I acquire it. Now…” He spread his hands. “If you wish to talk further, we should go to my chambers.” His eyes fixed on me, then on Diane and Leigh. “What say you?”

We exchanged glances for a moment, and I could see the excitement in their expressions. They both nodded at me.

“Very well,” I said to Waelin. “We’re interested…”


Chapter 50


Waelin nodded, looking satisfied that I had agreed to at least hear him out further. “Very well. Let us continue our discussion then.” He took a slow sip of water before rising and beckoning us to follow.

Several pairs of eyes were on us as we followed the wizened elf up the stairs to his private quarters in the Wild Outrider. He opened the door to us and let us in, then beckoned for us to sit down. Before we picked up the conversation, he spoke a swift incantation in elven, clarifying afterwards that it was a spell to prevent our conversation being overheard or scried.

“As I mentioned,” he began, “the object I seek lies within an ancient elven ruin deep in the wilderness. Specifically, a Dungeon that has stood since before the Upheaval and was carried over whole from Tannoris.” His voice dropped lower. “Within lies an artifact known as the Star Jewel. It is this which I quest to recover.”

My curiosity was piqued by the arcane name. “What exactly is this Star Jewel?” I asked.

Beside me, Diane and Leigh leaned in eagerly to hear more details about our mysterious objective.

“It is… a relic of great power,” Waelin explained carefully. “Forged in the First Age by elven magic during the height of our civilization. The Jewel has grand restorative properties.” His eyes grew distant as he dwelled on the lore. “It can be used to cure ailments and restore life, but it is a tricky thing; it is said to disappear after use, only to appear elsewhere years later.”

Leigh let out an impressed whistle. “That sure sounds like powerful magic,” she said. “Why are you so set on getting this jewel?”

I nodded, agreeing with her line of questioning.

Waelin inclined his head slightly. “I have told you before, during the Aquana Festival… My niece, Celeste, is deathly ill,” he said. “She is with me now… resting.” He gestured at a narrow door leading away from this room.

I nodded, remembering the conversation. “I am sorry the Moon Blossoms didn't heal her.”

Waelin nodded. “As I said, her ailment is stronger than the Moon Blossoms’ curative powers. There is no medicine that can heal her, save the wholesome power of the Star Jewel. It is my last hope, as it is hers.” His brow furrowed pensively. “And it lies all but forgotten in the depths of the Nimos Sedia — the Shining Dungeon. I had hoped it wouldn’t be necessary, but now there is no other choice.”

“And this Dungeon won’t allow elves inside?” Diane asked. “So that’s why you need others to retrieve the Jewel?”

“Just so,” Waelin confirmed grimly. “Nimos Sedia’s wards repel any elf who attempts entry. I do not know the story behind it; perhaps some mage who hated my kind. Either way, we cannot so much as step foot upon the threshold. Thus do I require capable agents to recover our lost Star Jewel.” His piercing eyes fixed on me.

I took a slow breath considering his request. An ancient elven relic of great mystical power did sound enticing. “You’re certain this artifact still rests within the Dungeon?”

“Beyond any doubt,” Waelin stated firmly. “Before the Upheaval, we of the Thilduirne Arcane Academy descried it sealed within. None have breached Nimos Sedia since its fall. The Jewel awaits still.”

“If it’s so secure, why worry about recovering it now?” Leigh asked curiously.

Waelin’s stoic features tightened anxiously. “Celeste’s time on this world is fading.”

His insistence was compelling. This quest clearly meant a great deal to Waelin on a personal level. Still, doubts lingered. “And you believe we three are capable of succeeding?” I pressed.

“I do,” Waelin stated without hesitation. “Your resourcefulness and skill is proven, and your level is right for the challenge. I will furnish you with healing potions and antidotes, and you will succeed. I know this.”

I exchanged another look with my women. Leigh nodded, and Diane did so too after a moment of consideration. For myself, I did not need to think long.

“Very well,” I said. “We’ll make the attempt,” I said. “If the Star Jewel can help your niece and in doing so help the efforts of the Frontier Division, that would be reward enough.”

Beside me, Diane and Leigh hummed their agreement.

Visible relief washed over Waelin’s aged features. “Good, good,” he muttered fervently. From his robes, he produced a map and spread it on the table before us. “Now heed closely…”

As the elf traced a path across the faded map, I leaned in intently, memorizing each landmark and direction. The route looked straightforward enough through forested country for perhaps two days. The terrain would be too rough for the Jeep or a horse. Then the path turned into a remote valley already labeled ominously as “Blighted Land” in spidery script.

“Blighted Land doesn’t sound too inviting,” Diane remarked uneasily, voicing my own thoughts.

“The valley was tainted by dark magics,” Waelin explained grimly. “Furious beasts now stalk there. But perseverance shall see you through safely.” His confidence in our skills was oddly comforting. “There are no creatures there above level two, and you should be safe. Besides, your Beastmaster’s skills should help you brave the area.”

Past the Blighted Lands, an imposing mountain range loomed where Waelin indicated the hidden pass into the secluded valley that supposedly harbored Nimos Sedia. He concluded by carefully reiterating the landmarks that would lead us to the ruined Dungeon’s lost threshold.

I sat back, committing the route fully to memory. “We’ll find this Dungeon and recover the Star Jewel,” I told Waelin seriously. If an entire settlement’s safety depended on success, we could not fail.

“My prayers go with you.” The relief in Waelin’s voice was clear. This quest meant more to him than even the promise of powerful magic. The man cared for his niece, and his devotion to his family made him friendlier in my eyes.

“Before we go,” Diane said, her gaze flitting from me to Leigh to Waelin. “Could we see your niece?”

Waelin blinked. “See her? Why?”

Diane shrugged, a little red with all eyes on her. “Well, I suppose we’re doing it for her, too, right? I… Well, I would like to see who we’re helping save.”

I thought about it and nodded, understanding where the desire came from.

Waelin contemplated for a moment before something that resembled a smile appeared on his old and weary face. “I suppose so,” he said. “Yes… Come with me.”
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Waelin rose slowly from his chair and gestured for us to follow him to the narrow door on the far side of the room. His movements were careful and measured as he turned the worn iron handle and eased it open just enough for us to file through into the dim chamber beyond.

“Please, enter quietly,” he cautioned in a hushed voice. “Celeste rests within.”

I exchanged an uncertain glance with Diane and Leigh before stepping cautiously over the threshold after Waelin, senses heightened. But all that greeted us was the sweet scent of burning incense and gentle shadows.

My eyes quickly adjusted to the low lighting within the sparsely furnished room. Dominating the space was a simple cot draped in wispy elven silks upon which lay the still, delicate form of an elven maiden — surely Celeste.

And even in repose, her beauty was evident.

Long locks the color of amber were fanned out over the pillow, contrasting beautifully with her smooth, pale skin. The blanket covering her curvy and womanly frame rose and fell shallowly in sleep. I caught glimpses of finely pointed ears peeking through her finely braided amber tresses.

She was Sleeping Beauty incarnate!

Though gaunt and wan from her mysterious affliction, the elegant angles of Celeste’s face still conveyed vestiges of majestic elf beauty. Her eyes remained closed, long dark lashes resting against sharp cheekbones in slumber. Even the dim lighting lent her skin an almost luminous glow. Most elves I had seen in my life were disappointingly plain-looking, but Celeste was one of the few who had those looks that could stop a man’s heart.

As I studied her, I realized she reminded me of the visions of the elven maiden Devaara, triggered by the magical words of the Storyteller at the Aquana Festival. She had that same vibrant color hair, and their noble features were remarkably similar.

Waelin moved silently to the bedside and gazed down at his ailing niece. In sleep, some of the pinched lines of pain smoothed from her brow, lending the illusion of health, however temporary. Her hands, folded delicately atop the covers, looked as fragile as glass.

Diane crept closer behind me, blue eyes wide and sympathetic. Even brash Leigh was subdued, mouth agape at the elf maid’s ephemeral loveliness. I felt my own chest tighten looking down at her diminished, helpless form. Her life truly did seem to be hanging by a slender thread.

Kneeling, Waelin carefully drew back the blanket, exposing one of Celeste’s slender arms. Even in the low light, angry red spiderwebs of infection were starkly visible, marring her alabaster skin. Waelin’s lined face grew even more somber as he studied the spreading sickness before covering her again gently.

“As you can see, she worsens despite all efforts,” Waelin murmured, more to himself than us. His weathered hand lingered a moment, almost protectively, on Celeste’s blanketed shoulder before he slowly straightened again.

My companions and I remained silent, sharing looks heavy with meaning. Having seen the frailty of the ailing elf maiden now lent greater weight and urgency to the task entrusted to us by her uncle. We could not fail; her life depended on it.

Gazing at Celeste’s deceptively peaceful, beautiful face, I knew she would haunt my thoughts in the days ahead, a constant reminder of how fragile life could be. The idea of her gentle radiance being snuffed out before her time was unbearable.

Waelin gestured wordlessly toward the door, and we filed out quietly, heads buzzing with unspoken thoughts. Once back in the main room, I met Waelin’s eyes and gave a single firm nod. Our course was clear.

“We will find this lost Star Jewel, no matter the peril or challenge,” I told him solemnly.

Beside me, Diane squeezed my hand in silent emphasis of our shared commitment. Even carefree Leigh wore a look of somber determination. Saving Celeste had become personal now that we had glimpsed the soul our struggles would spare.

Tired relief broke over Waelin’s careworn features like dawn’s first light. He clasped my shoulder briefly in wordless gratitude, the most open display of feeling I had witnessed from the reserved elf.

“You cannot know what this means to me,” he rasped fervently. “With the Star Jewel, my niece will be made whole again. Of this I am now certain.” His eyes shone with fragile hope, revealing the weariness that must have plagued this man ever since he began his quest to heal his niece.

Diane gave Waelin a sympathetic pat on the arm. “We will find a way,” she assured him gently. Though she still looked anxious at the uncharted perils ahead, her compassion for Celeste’s plight now overrode her own hesitations.

“You just make sure she keeps fightin’ till we get back,” Leigh added staunchly, signaling her own commitment to the quest.

Waelin inclined his head in acknowledgement of their solidarity. For long moments, he simply stood gathering himself as the mantle of stoicism settled over his features once more. But the iron resolve in his eyes remained bright with new purpose.

When Waelin turned to me again, it was with fresh vigor to finalize the details of our imminent journey into the unknown. He briskly summarized what provisions and equipment he recommended, emphasizing medicine and antidotes to counter any toxins.

Finally, he saw us to the door, pressing a satchel of medicine and healing elixirs into my hands along with earnest wishes for our success and safe return. His parting gaze lingered on each of us in turn as if sealing our likenesses in memory.

Stepping back out into the bustling frontier settlement, I felt the full weight of our grave purpose settle over me. But looking at Diane and Leigh’s resolute faces beside me, I knew that together, we would forge ahead into darkness without hesitation or complaint.

The ailing elf maiden’s exquisite, haunted face lingered in my mind’s eye as we strode purposefully back into town to make ready for the journey ahead. For her sake, we would brave the nameless perils of the wilds.

Her life, and Waelin’s hopes, now rested in our hands alone. And we would not fail them.


Chapter 51


After leaving Waelin’s quarters, we headed back to Leigh’s house to further discuss our quest. Inside, I stoked up the fire to remove the chill in the air, while Leigh busied herself preparing a belated lunch to restore our energy.

Soon we were seated around the table with bowls of vegetable stew accompanied by slices of crusty bread still warm from Leigh’s oven. The simple but nourishing fare, along with a pitcher of ale, washed the dust of travel from our throats and bellies.

Across from me, Diane picked at her food, her appetite diminished by anxiety. I reached over and gave her hand a supportive squeeze. “Try not to worry,” I encouraged gently. “We’ll make thorough preparations before departing. And we’ll watch out for one another along the way.”

Diane managed a tremulous smile in response. “You’re right, of course,” she replied bravely before determinedly tucking into her meal.

When our bowls were cleared, Leigh poured us each a mug of steaming herbal tea before we settled in to discuss the journey ahead in greater detail.

“From the sound of it, we’ve got two or three days’ travel through open country before things get truly perilous,” I remarked. “We’ll want to be well equipped with basic camping supplies like food, water, bedrolls, and cookware.”

Leigh nodded in agreement. “I’ve got all that covered, sugar,” she assured me breezily. “I have lots of that and good packs to stow it all in.”

“Once we near the Blighted Lands, we’ll need to be extra cautious,” Diane added anxiously. “The beasts in that valley sound horrible.”

I gave Diane’s arm a reassuring pat.

“Don’t you worry none,” Leigh told her supportively. “With my animal handling skills, I reckon I can keep us from tanglin’ with most critters if we give ‘em a wide berth.”

Diane still looked uncertain. “I hope so,” she murmured. “Warding off hostile wildlife has never been my strong suit.” Her sleek black furry ears drooped slightly.

“Hey now, that’s what I’m here for!” Leigh insisted staunchly. “Between wranglin’ beasts, David’s magic, and your crossbow, nothing’s gonna give us trouble we can’t handle.”

I smiled at Leigh’s irrepressible confidence. “We’ll keep our wits about us and avoid unnecessary risks,” I said seriously. “Our goal is to get in, find this artifact, and get out safely. The moment we feel too much is at risk, we’ll call it off or get reinforcements.”

Both women nodded at that sensible approach. We would prioritize caution on this journey into the unknown.

“Waelin mentioned the Dungeon has some kind of guardians,” Diane said contemplatively. “Magical creatures bound to protect the place. Should we expect trouble from them?”

I furrowed my brow, thinking back on the elf’s descriptions. “He suggested they would be hostile but dimwitted,” I recalled. “If they patrol hallways and rooms, we can send summons to deal with them or lure them to a place where we have a tactical advantage over them.”

“And with your alchemical concoctions to aid us, you’ll have plenty of mana,” Diane suggested helpfully.

I grinned, appreciating her faith in my amateur mixtures. “Let’s hope so. I’ve brought potions to replenish energy. But fighting face-to-face will be a last resort.” I smiled. “I’m a summoner, so I’m not going to stand in front with a sword. Let the summons do that part!”

The girls laughed at that, and I could feel excitement flourishing within them.

“And hey,” I added. “Apart from this being an adventure, it’s also a road trip. We get to see places we’ve never seen before. We get to explore. Who knows what we’ll run into? Personally, I’m pretty excited.”

“Oh, me too!” Leigh chirped, clapping her hands. “It’s been so long since I’ve been out there. I’m really happy to do some exploring and adventuring.”

Diane smiled happily, picking up more of the excitement. “Yeah,” she said. “It’d be nice to see some new sights…”

With that, the conversation turned to the prospect of exploring and charting the Wilds. Diane’s apprehension gradually eased as we talked through preparations and speculated on the things we might see and do.

As we spoke through the afternoon and into the evening, the lively sounds of Gladdenfield Outpost’s streets outside faded as residents and travelers finished their business and headed home for the night. Inside Leigh’s cozy dwelling, we let the fire gradually burn down as we finalized details for our imminent departure. The time had flown by, so we set to preparing dinner before getting some rest afterwards.
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After dinner, we collapsed together onto the plush sofa in Leigh’s living room. We kicked off our boots with unanimous groans of relief. After discussing our plan to go to Nimos Sedia and all the excitement, we were all pretty tired.

Leigh was the first to rise, padding barefoot across the creaking floorboards toward the kitchenette. “I’ll brew us up some nice calming chamomile tea,” she offered. “We could all use something soothing after all that preparatory work!”

Diane and I murmured gratitude as Leigh filled the kettle from a porcelain pitcher and set it over the stove’s flickering flame. Soon, tendrils of steam began curling up from the heating vessel.

While we waited, I slipped an arm comfortingly around Diane’s slender shoulders. She had turned quiet again after the initial excitement, no doubt anxious about the dangerous quest. Sensing her disquiet, I drew her nearer, so her head came to rest upon my shoulder.

“It’s going to be alright,” I soothed gently. “We’ll be fine as long as we prepare properly and watch each other’s backs out there.”

Diane managed a smile at the reassurance, some of the creases leaving her furrowed brow. But tension still gripped her delicate frame.

The merry whistle of the kettle provided a timely distraction. In moments, Leigh was pressing warm mugs of fragrant tea into our hands with an encouragement to “drink up!” before settling onto the plump armchair across from us with her own steaming cup.

For a time, we simply sipped in unhurried silence, allowing the honeyed infusion to soothe our minds and bodies. Some of the day’s weight seemed to lift from my shoulders in the wake of the calming brew. But while Leigh soon relaxed back into the cushions, Diane remained taut as a bowstring beside me.

Noticing Diane’s lingering unease, Leigh set down her mug and peered at her sympathetically. “Aw, sweetie, no need to fret yourself sick over what’s coming,” she crooned. “Why don’t you let David here give you a nice shoulder rub? He’s got magic hands!” A playful wink accompanied the suggestion.

Diane glanced uncertainly at me, cheeks coloring. “Oh, I wouldn’t want to trouble you…” she demurred shyly, lowering her gaze.

“Trouble me?” I chuckled. “Getting to rub your shoulders is a privilege!”

She chuckled at that, throwing me a coy look. “Well, alright. It sounds like a good way to relax…”

Carefully taking the half-finished tea from her clasped hands and setting it aside, I guided Diane to sit on the floor between my knees with her back presented toward me. “Believe me, it would be my pleasure to help you relax.”

With care, I began kneading the knots of tension from Diane’s slender shoulders and upper back through her blouse. Though dainty in build, her muscles were rigid beneath my fingertips. Applying firm but gentle pressure, I felt her gradually begin surrendering as I smoothed out each area of accumulated strain.

“Oh, that’s just heavenly,” Diane sighed, neck craning to the side to grant greater access as my thumbs traced along the taut cords up to her nape. “You truly have a gift for this, David. I can feel the stress melting away already.”

I smiled, encouraged to continue my ministrations by her breathy sounds of relief. “Just let all those anxious thoughts go,” I murmured. “Focus only on how your body feels right now.” Using my knuckles, I traced longer strokes outward along either side of her spine, eliciting another soft moan.

From her seat, Leigh looked on approvingly, wearing a subtle, knowing smile. “Mm, ain’t nothin’ better than a rubdown after a long day,” she remarked airily before taking another leisurely sip of tea.

I just chuckled and shook my head, keeping my focus wholly on the woman nestled trustingly between my knees. Diane’s occasional hums of gratitude told me my kneading fingertips were hitting their marks and slowly unburdening her of the day’s strain. I worked diligently until I could feel her frame leaning into my touch, loose-limbed and pliant.

After some time, I gently turned Diane’s head from side to side, eliciting satisfying pops from her slender neck. “There we are, how’s that feeling now?” I asked, repeating longer strokes down the length of her back.

Diane rolled her shoulders experimentally, head swaying side to side. “Simply wonderful,” she declared, twisting to flash me a smile of genuine gratitude. “I feel like an entirely new woman! You’ve worked all the awful tightness away.”

“I’m so glad I could help you relax a little,” I replied sincerely, giving her shoulders an affectionate final squeeze before withdrawing my hands and rising to my feet. Diane hopped up fluidly and turned to pull me up into an embrace, reaching up on her toes to press a soft kiss of thanks to my cheek.

“Your massages truly are magical,” she murmured near my ear, nuzzling against me for a blissful moment before stepping back. The lingering shadow of anxiety had receded entirely from her eyes now, replaced by serene calm. My efforts had succeeded.

Leigh set down her drained teacup onto the side table by her chair with an exaggerated sigh of satisfaction. “Well, I’d say we’ve all more than earned ourselves a nice, quiet evening in after the emotional day we’ve all had, wouldn’t y’all agree? What do you two say we all relax here in the living room before we go to bed, nice and cozy! I got plenty of soft stuff for us to relax on by the fire!”

Diane and I readily voiced our consensus. After the sobering meeting with Waelin and learning of the difficult quest awaiting, Leigh’s cozy apartment felt like a sanctuary where we could unwind and regain strength and clarity of mind.

Rising with a leisurely stretch from her armchair, Leigh stifled a small yawn behind one hand. “Alrighty, then I’ll rustle up some comfy spare quilts and pillows for us all,” she announced. Without awaiting a response, she began bustling about industriously to prepare makeshift beds for us all to share the room.

As Leigh busied herself gathering bedding from the linen cupboard, I settled back onto the sofa and slipped an arm around Diane’s slender shoulders when she joined me there. Still emotionally drained from the day, Diane nestled wordlessly against me, slender fingers twining with mine. In this moment together, no speech was needed.

Soon Leigh returned, her arms laden with thick quilts and downy pillows. “There now, ain’t no way we’ll go cold tonight!” she proclaimed, dumping her haul onto the floorboards in a cozy looking heap. Diane and I both rose to help her shake out and smooth each blanket until a trio of plush pallets surrounded the hearth rug in a ring, making a cozy little nest.

While the girls put the finishing touches on the makeshift beds, I moved to add another split log to the flickering flames in the stone hearth, stoking up the fire to keep it crackling merrily. Shadows danced across the room as the renewed blaze snapped and popped.

With everything arranged to her satisfaction, Leigh wasted no time sprawling atop her chosen quilts with a dramatic groan of satisfaction. “Well now, ain’t this just about the coziest arrangement you ever saw?” she remarked sunnily, patting the space beside her in invitation.

Diane answered with a soft laugh, crawling over to nestle down onto the thick blankets as well. Beaming, Leigh wrapped both arms snugly around her friend and nuzzled into her neck, eliciting more giggles.

“Why don’t you come over here, David?” Leigh said, a naughty light burning in her eyes. “Diane had her massage, but I feel like you should get one too. Ever had a four-hand massage?”

I grinned broadly at the prospect. I was certainly up for a four-hand massage…


Chapter 52


The girls both watched with big eyes as I undid the buttons of my shirt and made to lay down.

“No, no,” Leigh said, wagging her finger. “The rest, too! It’s a full body massage!” Her accent twanged playfully as she spoke, a sparkle in her eye that matched the heat of the room.

I chuckled, my body radiating with building desire as I stripped down entirely, revealing the full extent of my body. The girls’ eyes traveled over my form with an almost palpable desire, and I reveled in their attention.

“Now you can lay down,” Leigh said with a smirk, her eyes twinkling as she looked me over once more.

I lowered myself onto the plush rug before the fireplace, feeling the soft fabric beneath me, the heat from the flames warming my exposed skin.

Leigh and Diane approached me, each with a bottle of oil in their hands. Leigh dripped some onto my back, the cool liquid causing me to shiver with anticipation. Her hands made contact with my skin, and I let out a low, satisfied groan. The feel of her soft fingers kneading into my flesh was intoxicating.

Diane soon joined in, her smaller, athletic hands finding their own rhythm on my body. I could feel her hesitation at first, but as I relaxed under her touch, she grew bolder, her hands exploring my body with growing confidence.

The two women worked in unison, their hands gliding over my skin, the oil acting as a conduit for their touch. Their fingers dug into my shoulders, kneading the tight muscles until they loosened under their expert ministrations.

I closed my eyes, allowing myself to sink into the sensation. The room was filled with the soft crackle of the fire, the rustle of their clothes against my bare skin, and the occasional giggles from the girls. The heat, the touches, the sound, all combined to form a symphony of sensation that left me in a state of bliss.

Their hands traveled lower, trailing down my spine, causing shivers to ripple through my body. The sensation was exquisite, their fingers knowing exactly where to press, where to knead, where to caress.

Leigh’s hands worked their way down my lower back, her fingers tracing the contours of my muscles. Every stroke, every touch sent waves of pleasure coursing through my body. Diane’s hands, meanwhile, ventured to my legs, her fingers trailing down the length of my thighs.

I could feel her fingers tracing the defined muscles of my legs, her touch light but firm. Her hands were warm against my skin, the heat seeping into my flesh, making me tingle all over.

Then, I heard the soft rustling of fabric, followed by a round of giggled whispers. Curiosity piqued, I cracked an eye open, but I couldn’t really see the girls, their hands still moving over my body, unless I turned my head.

A playful smile tugged at my lips as I closed my eyes again, content to let them have their little secret — I had a suspicion of what the rustling fabric had been…

The girls’ hands continued their exploration, Leigh’s hands kneading my lower back while Diane’s continued their journey down my legs.

Their touch was tantalizing, their fingers gliding over my skin, leaving trails of warmth in their wake. I could feel their bodies moving around me, the soft touches, the gentle sound of their breaths.

I felt Leigh’s hands venture to squeeze my buttocks, causing me to let out a surprised grunt. I could hear her chuckle at my reaction, her fingers continuing their ministrations with a renewed vigor.

“Sorry,” she purred. “Couldn’t help myself.”

I chuckled and shook my head.

Diane’s fingers found their way to my calves, her touch light as a feather. I could feel her fingers exploring the muscles, her touch sending sparks of pleasure through my body.

I was in a state of absolute relaxation, my body melting under their touch. My mind was filled with the sensation of their hands on my skin, their soft giggles filling the air.

I heard another rustle of fabric, followed by a soft gasp. I knew they were up to something, but I chose to keep my eyes closed, to savor the moment, to enjoy the anticipation.

I felt a new touch on my skin, something soft and fluffy brushing against my leg. I stifled a chuckle, guessing that it was Diane’s fox tail. I felt it glide over my skin, adding a new texture, a new sensation to the mix.

“Like that?” she purred, and I could hear the joy in her voice.

“It feels nice,” I confirmed, winning a happy giggle from my fox girl.

Their hands continued their dance over my body, their touches unrelenting. I was lost in the sensation, the pleasure, the intimacy of their touch.

Leigh’s hand slid back up my spine, her fingers tracing the line of my muscles. At the same time, Diane’s fingers massaged my feet, her touch sending waves of pleasure up my legs.

I let out a soft sigh, my body sinking into the rug. I could feel their bodies close to mine, their heat radiating against my skin. It was starting to feel a little like teasing…

I could hear their soft laughter, their whispers filling the air. Their hands continued to move; their touch unyielding.

I felt a sudden warmth on my back, naked skin against mine, and I realized that Leigh had straddled my legs. Her hands were firm on my back, her touch sending sparks of pleasure through my body.

There was a soft sigh from Leigh, her hands slowing in their movements. I felt her lean forward, her hair brushing against my back.

After a few seconds, she got off again, and I heard a soft rustling, followed by a few whispered words. I could feel their bodies moving around me, their hands still on my skin, as they were making their naughty little plan.

“Okay,” Leigh purred. “We’re finished with your back. Now it’s time for you to turn over…”
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I turned onto my back, and a broad smile appeared on my lips when I saw that both girls were now fully naked. My eyes traced the curves of their bodies, drinking in the sight of their bare skin illuminated by the soft glow of the flickering fireplace.

They were beautiful — Leigh voluptuous and curvy, parts of her body already covered in oil. Diane had plenty of curves, too, but her overall build was much more toned and lean, and she bore her athletic qualities with grace.

“We were getting oil all over our clothes,” Diane explained with a blush, nodding down at her delectable naked body.

“I bet,” I said with a grin. Now fully turned, my rock-hard cock was claiming their attention. Diane blushed a little at the sight, and Leigh bit her bottom lip as she stared at it.

They both moved towards me, their naked bodies brushing against each other, the soft sounds of their giggles filling the room. Their hands moved over my chest, fingers tracing the lines of my muscles, their touch light but firm. I felt a rush of electricity ripple through me, my muscles flexing under their gentle ministrations.

Their hands continued to glide downwards, reaching my waist. I felt Leigh tease around where my tip rested on my lower abdomen, and my cock bucked at the nearness of her warm hand. With a playful wink, she kept going around it.

Both girls had their eyes on my cock now, their lips parting in an unspoken admiration. I could see the lust in their eyes, their bodies responding to my arousal.

Leigh was the first to give in to her lust, her hand wrapping around my cock, testing its girth and giving my weapon a little squeeze that made me grunt. She gave a low moan as she began to stroke me, her hand moving up and down my shaft.

Diane watched, her eyes wide, her cheeks flushing a deep red.

“This is part of the massage, too?” I asked, a broad grin on my lips.

“Full body is full body,” Leigh said, eliciting a naughty giggle from Diane. “But I think this needs some expert attention from my colleague masseuse!”

Diane licked her lips, then leaned in. I gasped with delight as her lips brushed against the head of my cock.

“This is a very special foxkin technique,” Leigh said, gathering Diane’s loose hair in her hand so she could suck my cock better. “Full relaxation massage.”

I chuckled, then let out a low growl as Diane began to suck me off in earnest, her tongue teasing the sensitive skin. Leigh watched, a wicked grin on her lips, one hand playing with my balls while the other held up Diane’s hair.

“You like this technique, don’t you?” Leigh murmured, her southern accent thickening with arousal. “You like having your cock sucked by Diane’s pretty mouth…”

I nodded, unable to form words, as Diane’s mouth slid down my length. Leigh’s hand teased my balls, rolling them gently in her palm. I felt a surge of pleasure course through me, my hips bucking up against their touch.

“Can’t wait to see you fill Diane’s tight pussy again,” Leigh breathed out, her words sending a jolt of anticipation through me as she kept her naughty eyes on me. “Such a perfect technique deserves a reward, right?”

Diane blushed at Leigh’s words, her eyes flickering to mine, her mouth still full of my cock.

I grinned and nodded. “It sure does.”

“That would be the perfect end to this massage,” Leigh purred, her palm massaging my balls while she gave Diane a playful little tug on her hair. “For you to cum in Diane’s sweet, tight pussy.”

Diane’s blush deepened, her sapphire eyes wide and watching me for a reaction, but she didn’t let up sucking me off.

I grinned; my arousal heightened by her shy response. “Oh, it would,” I agreed, my voice low and husky. My mind was already wandering to the way I’d fuck Diane.

Leigh’s grin widened, her fingers tightening around my balls. “I have the best ideas!” she purred, making me chuckle as she softened her grip on my balls and began gently kneading them again.

Diane whimpered, her lips sliding off my cock with a wet pop. “Hmm…” she hummed, her cheeks scarlet at all the dirty talk. “So good…”

Leigh smiled and gave another playful tug on her long, raven locks. “Don’t stop,” she said, turning her attention back to me. “You need to get David nice and ready if you want him to fuck you, baby.”

Diane’s eyes met mine once again, her blush spreading to her ears. Her hand reached out, fingers brushing against Leigh’s as she began stroking my shaft — slick with her spit — while Leigh kept working on my balls.

I groaned, my head falling back onto the pillows. “Fuck…” I muttered, my fingers curling into the blankets beneath me. The pressure in my balls was building, my cock throbbing in their hands.

“You’re close, baby?” Leigh asked, her voice filled with satisfaction.

I nodded, my breath coming in short, ragged gasps. “Fuck, yes…” I hissed, my hips jerking up into their touch.

“So ready,” Leigh cooed, her hand slowing down, her grip loosening. “You wanna cum in Diane’s tight, wet pussy?”

“Leigh!” Diane gasped, her blush deepening. But I saw the way her eyes grew even smokier, the way her nipples hardened. She wanted it as much as I did.

Leigh chuckled, her hand still lazily stroking me. “Diane needs it, David. She needs you to fill her up… Can you do that for her?”

I groaned, my hands gripping the blankets tighter. “Fuck, Leigh…” I muttered, my body aching with the need to release. “I’m going to creampie you both.”

And before either of them could respond, I shot up and grabbed Leigh by her waist and pulled her onto me, making the lusty blonde purr and writhe as she settled her deliciously curvy self on me…
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Leigh settled in my lap with a delighted mewl, my rock-hard cock, slick with oil, resting against her soft tummy. “You’re gonna fuck us both, baby?” she purred, blue eyes blazing naughtily.

“You bet,” I replied, my voice a low growl.

Diane, sitting on the edge of the luxurious rug, watched us with wide sapphire eyes, her fox ears twitching in anticipation. The fire from the nearby fireplace danced off her naked skin, highlighting her curves.

With a firm grip, Leigh guided my thick shaft between her legs, running the tip of me up and down her wet folds. Her eyes met mine, an unspoken promise of pleasure hanging in the air. I flexed my hips, nudging against her entrance, causing her to bite her lip in anticipation.

“Why don’t you sit on his face, baby?” Leigh suggested, turning her gaze towards Diane. “Let him eat you out.”

Diane reddened, hesitating before joining us, her fox tail swishing nervously behind her. But I was having none of her reservations — I wanted her on top of me as well. I needed to taste her.

I reached out, my fingers sinking into her soft, delicious skin, and guided her down onto me. She went along with it, purring with arousal until she straddled my face, toned thighs to either side of me.

Then, her mouth fell open in a silent gasp as she felt my tongue on her. Her taste was sweet, intoxicating, and I reveled in her shudders, the way her body responded to my ministrations.

Leigh watched with fascination as I ate Diane out, her fingers toying with herself in rhythm with my lapping.

“That’s so pretty,” she hummed. “Look at that! Doesn’t that feel good, baby?”

“It does,” Diane hummed, gently grinding on my face. “Ahn… yes… Oh, it feels so good!”

Leigh purred her approval and rose a little from my lap, running my cock along her wet slit once again. I bucked in her hands, eager to penetrate her and feel her tightness around me.

She moaned her delight and slowly sank down onto me, her eyes fluttering closed as she took me in. I groaned at the feeling of her, warm and inviting, her inner muscles clenching around me. It was pure bliss, her tightness enveloping me.

Diane whimpered above me, her body trembling with desire as I kept lapping at her little clit. Her arousal was evident, her scent filling my nostrils. On a whim, I placed one hand on her toned ass, slippery with massage oil, and let a finger crawl its way to her tight little pucker. She moaned with arousal as I played with that sensitive spot, her tail swishing wildly.

Leigh began to move above me, her hips rocking in a seductive rhythm as she took every inch of my rod. Each bounce was a new wave of ecstasy, her walls caressing me with each movement, massaging me toward my orgasm. I matched her pace, thrusting up into her as she came down, our bodies moving as one.

The room was filled with the sounds of our passion, the crackling fire playing a sensual symphony to accompany our moans and the wet slapping of skin. Diane’s mewls mixed with Leigh’s husky moaning, creating a melody of pleasure that drove me wild.

Diane’s body tensed above me, her breath hitching as she neared her climax. To push her over, I slipped my forefinger an inch into her oily and welcoming pucker, and she gasped for air and began grinding on me even faster. At that, I doubled my efforts, my tongue driving her wild as her harem sister bounced on my dick.

With a loud cry, Diane shuddered, her orgasm washing over her. Her body convulsed, her muscles clenching rhythmically. I drank in her release, my senses overwhelmed by her taste, her scent, her sounds.

Leigh watched in awe as Diane rode out her climax, her own movements never ceasing. She pressed both palms down on my chest as she rode me hard, and I felt her tighten around me, her body reacting to Diane’s release, her pace quickening.

“Oh, David,” Leigh moaned, her accent thick with arousal. “I want to feel it inside me, baby. I want your cum,” she purred, her dirty words driving me wild.

I groaned in response, my hands gripping her hips and guiding her movements even as Diane still quivered on my face. Leigh’s body responded to mine, our rhythm intensifying.

Leigh’s cries grew louder, more desperate as she neared her climax. I could feel her tightening around me, her body preparing for release.

“Ahnn… Fuck! I’m cumming… God! Give it to me, David,” she begged. “I want to feel you cum inside me.”

I grunted, still drowning between Diane’s delicious hips as my pelvis bucked upwards. I was teetering on the edge, my climax imminent.

Leigh’s body clamped down on me, her orgasm making her cry out in pleasure. I felt her inner walls clenching and releasing in waves, pulling me deeper into her.

My own climax hit me like a tidal wave, my body spasming as I spilled into her. I groaned her name between Diane’s thighs, my voice echoing in the room, as I shot rope after rope of hot seed into her warm and welcoming body.

Leigh’s body shook with the force of her orgasm, her cries of pleasure filling the room. I could feel her clenching around me, milking me for all I was worth as she kept bouncing on my cock in her lustful way.

I held onto her, gripping her hips as I pushed another spurt of cum deep inside her. My body shuddered, my release now painting her insides.

The room fell silent, save for our heavy breathing. Leigh collapsed onto my chest, her body slick with sweat as Diane was still panting beside me, recovering from her orgasm, her fox tail twitching lazily.

But I needed only a moment to recover, so great was my desire. With a rising need in my chest, I pushed Diane off my face, making the cute fox girl yelp in surprise.

“Yeah, baby!” Leigh murmured, already knowing what was about to happen. “It’s her turn now… Fuck her nice and hard!”
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Diane was on her knees in front of me, those mysterious sapphire eyes of hers peering over her shoulder, shrouded in a seductive, smoky haze.

With a voice dripping with a lustful purr, she called to me. “Do it, David,” she beckoned. “Take me! I want it.”

In response, a grin stretched across my face, my cock pulsating in eager anticipation.

“With pleasure,” I replied, my voice a low rumble of promise as I eased myself into position behind her.

“Do it,” Leigh hummed. “Show her, baby!”

I found her still trembling, quivering in the aftershocks of her recent orgasm. Her profound wetness made the initial penetration smooth and effortless, the head of my cock slipping into her invitingly, her soft warmth enveloping me. I was taken aback by the incredible tightness of her, causing me to shut my eyes to savor the exquisite sensation.

“Oh yes, David,” she moaned as I pushed deep into her. “This… Ahn… So good!”

With a deep, steady push, I bottomed out inside her, causing her to emit a startled gasp that echoed in the quiet room.

Leigh sat on her knees next to me, running a soft hand over my back. “That’s it, baby,” she purred. “All the way in. Let her feel you as deep as she can take you!”

“Goooods,” Diane moaned, throwing her head back as her tail swished in front of me.

I then thrust, slow at first, akin to a languid dance, but soon the rhythm grew faster and more relentless. Every thrust was punctuated by the swish of her fox tail against my stomach, a mesmerizing sight and a deliciously soft sensation.

As I plunged into her with growing fervor, Leigh reached between my legs. The delicate touch of her hand against me was electrifying, her fingers gently massaging my balls while she brought her plump lips close to my ear, brushing it and making me shiver.

“Make her cum again, David,” Leigh murmured, her voice laced with desire. “Make her tremble on her knees, baby. I want to see it.”

With a throaty growl of agreement, I reached forward to grab Diane’s swishing fox tail. In a sudden show of dominance, I pulled her tail with a firm tug, causing her to cry out with a mix of surprise and pleasure.

“Ahn!” she moaned. “David… it’s… Oh Gods-oh Gods-oh Gods!”

“Cum for him, Diane,” Leigh crooned. “Cum!”

The sensation of her tightness clenching around me was heavenly, her pussy squeezing my cock so tightly I feared I would lose my composure too soon. But I pounded into her with all my might, making her delicious frame jiggle and shudder under my power.

“I’m… I’m cum — ahnn! I’m cumming, David!”

And with that, Diane began trembling uncontrollably, arching her back as I pulled her fox tail and smashed even deeper into her. Her orgasm seemed to stretch out, her body convulsing in pleasure as she cried my name in a misty moan. I felt her juices coat me, making me stiffer and more eager to give her my seed.

She shuddered again, her pussy tightening around me even more as she drifted for a second, then came down from her delicious orgasm, her head hanging as I slammed inside her again.

“Now it’s your turn, David,” Leigh cooed, her voice resonating with anticipation.

“Yesss,” Diane moaned, her voice husky. “Cum in me… David, please… Fill me up…” she pleaded, her voice hoarse and heavy from the intensity of her orgasm.

This combination of their dirty requests and the intense sensation of Diane’s pussy around me was simply unbearable. My orgasm was coming, and I wanted nothing more than to fill Diane’s pussy with my seed.

“I’m close,” I warned, my voice strained from the effort to hold back.

“Let it out, David,” Leigh urged, her voice breathy and eager.

I couldn’t resist any longer. With a final, powerful thrust, I let go.

The climax that washed over me was like a torrential storm, one of the most potent I’d ever experienced, my entire body writhing in the throes of pleasure. My cock pulsed inside Diane, each spurt of cum bringing with it another wave of ecstasy.

“Yes, David!” Diane cried out, her body shuddering against mine as she felt my warmth fill her. “Fill me up!”

Leigh was still next to me, her hand fondling my balls, her breath hot against my ear. “That’s it, baby,” she whispered, her words fueling the incredible rush of my climax as her hand coaxed every drop of seed from my stones. The satisfaction that followed was indescribable, my body still tingling from the intensity of the release.

I sighed with deep, contented delight as the remnants of my release shot into Diane’s warm and tight body. A satisfied grin crept onto my face as I gave her butt a resounding smack that echoed in the room, causing her to yelp in surprise, her fox tail swishing wildly.

“Hmm,” Leigh purred as we collapsed into a heap on the blankets and pillows in front of the fireplace. “You fucked us both good, baby!”

I smiled, rolling to my side to face her, taking in the sight of her flushed cheeks and tousled blonde hair. Her freckled breasts heaved with each breath, a sight that stirred my cock even in its sated state.

“Well, I aim to please,” I replied, the smirk in my voice evident. My hand trailed lazily across her belly, dipping below her navel, tracing the curve of her hip. I loved the feel of her under my touch, soft and warm, and the little shiver that ran through her when my fingers brushed against her sensitive skin.

Diane snuggled closer as well, her bushy fox tail flicking gently against my bare thigh. She was still panting, but she had a broad smile on her lips as she traced little patterns on my chest with her fingertips, her sapphire eyes shining after her delicious orgasms.

“That was wonderful,” Diane mumbled, a blush creeping up her cheeks. She was not as bold or as dirty-mouthed as Leigh, but I loved the contrast. I turned my head to give her a slow, sensual kiss, my hand moving to cup her firm breast. Diane shivered under my touch, her eyes fluttering shut.

We lazed about for a few more minutes as the fire slowly grew weaker. Cold crept in, and we soon headed to Leigh’s bed together. It was a tight fit, but none of us minded.

As I lay in bed, a beauty in each arm, my thoughts went out to tomorrow. Never a dull moment on the frontier, because adventure and exploration were waiting!

Finished and eager for early access to my next book? Check out my Patreon: patreon.com/jackbryce
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