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        * * *

      

      Brea’s arrow snaked through the underbrush, sinking into the chest of a shaggy gray wolf.

      The beast flinched and tried to turn, but the shot had been accurate. After releasing a startled yelp, it slumped to the ground and quickly died.

      A curse exploded from Astra’s mouth.

      She’d been sneaking up on the wolf den, hoping to get into position before the battle started.

      Siobhan laughed as she darted in from the opposite side.

      I just waited to see what would happen. We’d formed a plan, sure enough, but this was the third and final wolf den on our list.

      Brea, like the rest of us, was bored.

      A howl rose up from the depths of the den, and five more wolves bounded out to meet us.

      Brea’s bow string snapped rhythmically. One after another, the arrows found their marks, dropping the low-level beasts with a single shot each.

      It helped that she was using razor arrows enchanted with ice damage, but even without, I was certain the monsters would have fallen easily enough.

      Oh, she is getting good, Rin! Minh shouted in my mind. I don’t know about you, but a woman with a bow… it makes me want to have the sexing with her.

      I stifled a laugh. Bad timing, Minh. And I don’t know if that will ever happen. Brea isn’t as… friendly as Astra. At least not around other women.

      Minh grumbled in my head, then defiantly sent me a few choice images of what she obviously wished she could do with Brea.

      I chastised her by relaying an image of me tossing a bucket of ice water on her. Not now, Minh. We’re in the middle of a damn hunt! Or have you not noticed?

      At last, the coin shield backed off.

      The last wolf bled out and fell after bounding away a dozen paces.

      “Give me a break?” Astra shouted as she ran forward, only to find twitching corpses at her feet. “If you kill the alpha too, I’m going to smack you!”

      Siobhan’s laughter continued. “I think she’s serious, Brea. If you value your life, save us some action.”

      I sighed and watched my girls in action. They’d each come so far since I’d first met them.

      Astra was just as snarky as she’d always been, but she’d not only improved her ability to work as part of a team—she’d also lost some of the lingering sadness that once clung to her.

      Of my four vessels, Brea remained the most timid.

      Yet as she’d just demonstrated, the woman was finding her stride and asserting herself in this world. That she’d done so to irk Astra was telling.

      Brea trusted Astra, and the two had grown close.

      So, naturally, she feels most comfortable pissing Astra off, I mused with a smirk.

      When we’d met Siobhan, the riordi woman was a stone-cold killer. She could knock down three men with her staff, and that was without having bonded with me.

      After I ascended once more, she would be a terror to behold.

      But she was more broken than the other two.

      Her past experiences had turned her into something she didn’t fully respect. After living with Astra, Brea, and I for a time, Siobhan not only smiled more, but felt more comfortable expressing her strange sense of humor.

      I walked up the slope as Astra and the others fell quiet. Each den held at least one higher-leveled monster. This was the third and final den the quest required us to defeat, so I had a feeling we were in for a surprise.

      Sure enough, two more wolves loped out of the den. I inspected the largest of the two.
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        * * *

      

      Pineburrow Wolf Alpha

      Rank: Level 3

      Monster Type: Mammalian

      Disposition: Pack Mind

      Elemental Affinity: Earth
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        * * *

      

      Interesting, I thought. Pack Mind is new, but it makes sense given the way wolves operate socially.

      I assumed the second wolf was the beta, so I didn’t bother inspecting it. Given that Astra could manage to kill both on her own, I knew my presence wasn’t exactly needed.

      Astra shifted her posture, and the intimidating swordspear form the Second Tower had granted her Divine Artifact emerged.

      Rael grew longer, and his tip narrowed into that of an ordinary, if short, broadsword.

      I’d been encouraging Astra to take a more active leadership role in certain fights.

      She proved herself by barking out an order to Siobhan. “Take the beta! Brea, hold your fire unless something goes wrong. Rin, stand there and look pretty!”

      I chuckled and did as ordered.

      Folding my arms, I admired the way Astra’s lithe body moved to attack.

      The alpha snapped its jaws at her, trying to edge around her considerable reach.

      Suddenly, its fur shone with green spirit, and its movements became faster.

      Astra pivoted and retreated a step, slashing out with her polearm. The wolf yelped as Rael’s keen edge tore through the fur over its chest.

      Its skill continued to evolve, however, and soon it was darting back and forth at double speed. A trail of glowing leaves fluttered to the ground behind it.

      The wolf managed to get past the imposing blade, and I saw Brea lift and aim her bow.

      She didn’t release the shot, though.

      As I’d expected, Astra showed that she was still in control. Backing up again, she spun the weapon in her hands. The crack of bone and teeth echoed in the dim hollow as the butt of the swordspear struck home.

      The alpha pulled away just long enough for her to finish the job.

      Astra stepped back once more, then thrust forward, growling as she did so.

      Her weapon pierced the wolf’s chest and slid in up to the crossbar. Astra held the beast down as it writhed in pain. She could have ended it quickly if she’d activated one of her abilities.

      They were all working on using their Spirit less often when possible.

      Soon enough, the monster ceased to struggle.

      Siobhan had waited patiently as the beta circled her. The second wolf proved more cautious, and only after Astra had skewered the alpha did the wolf attack.

      The avian woman sidestepped a lunging attack. The wolf’s mouth snapped shut on open air, and she brought her staff down upon its snout.

      It tried to retreat, but Siobhan stalked forward, her staff a blur.

      Three more times, she pounded the wolf.

      The last attack landed atop the flat expanse of its skull. A hollow click sounded, and the monster expired.

      I raised my hands and clapped theatrically. “Bravo! Bravo! If you guys keep this up, I can just stay back at the house while you all do the fighting for me.”

      Astra grunted as she tried to free the swordspear from the wolf’s carcass. It seemed lodged between the bones in its chest.

      She finally gave up and recalled Rael.

      The Divine Artifact disappeared in a shower of Spirit and formed again as a trinket around her wrist. “If you did, Rin, you wouldn’t be able to absorb the Spirit we’re collecting for you.”

      “True enough,” I admitted, sitting down amid the cloud of shimmering Spirit. “Speaking of which… give me a few minutes and we can be on our way.”

      I began to cycle in the released energy, trying to tune out Astra’s grumbling.

      She was most likely hungry again, which explained her mood. Astra was consistently the most cheerful yet also grumpiest person in our little party. Though occasionally this aspect of her personality was irritating, I tended most often to find it adorable.

      The rush of power felt as refreshing as it always did. As I took in the monster’s relinquished Spirit, the fatigue of the day washed off of me.

      A few minutes later, I opened my eyes again to find the girls hard at work in harvesting the pelts and gem hearts.

      Siobhan and Astra were the experts in this regard. So, naturally, Brea was doing much of the work, trying to gain more skill.

      I stood up and walked over to the beta’s carcass. “Siobhan, can you help me again? I really want to get this down.”

      The avian approached as I removed a skinning knife from Minh’s storage and then dismissed the shield once more.

      Siobhan walked me through the process yet again, and soon my hands were covered in gore.

      We’d discovered early on that the wolves had tainted meat. They were infested by some nasty parasite which left white rings mottled over their lean muscles.

      As such, I didn’t bother removing the monster’s guts and instead focused on skinning it as quickly and efficiently as possible.

      When I’d finished, the resulting hide lacked the clean and tidy look that Astra and Siobhan’s always had, but it was the best I’d yet achieved.

      We stacked the hides and then rolled them up with some cordage. Finally, I summoned Minh and touched the storage crystal to the hides. They disappeared into Minh’s storage in a flash.

      Of all the fine gifts I’d received from the towers so far, this might have been the most convenient.

      There were limitations, of course.

      I couldn’t store an infinite amount of items.

      We’d tested Minh’s capacity several times already, trying to ensure we wouldn’t be taken by surprise when she couldn’t hold any more at a crucial moment.

      Using stones we’d gathered, I found Minh could store around five hundred pounds of material, a pile of some eighty melon-sized rocks.

      When trying the same with logs, I discovered that weight wasn’t necessarily the limiting factor. Each ten-foot log took up much more space than its corresponding weight, proving size and or shape was a factor as well.

      So, our little party had grown accustomed to carrying a couple packs with us on adventures as well, just in case we happened upon excess resources.

      “You guys ready to go?” I asked when I’d finished.

      Brea walked over to Astra and threw an arm over her shoulder. “Yes, we need to get back soon. This one is about to die of starvation.”

      Astra grumbled again, and Brea silenced her protests with a kiss on the cheek.

      Siobhan chuckled, shaking her silver tresses. “You two are like sisters. Soon, Rin will need to separate you from time to time.”

      I was about to agree, but I heard a branch break in the undergrowth nearby. A few heavy-footed steps followed.

      Something had approached our position. Something big.

      Turning to the sound, I summoned my Chasing Hammer instinctively.

      The Spiritarm shimmered in the dim light beneath the dense forest canopy.

      My companions reacted accordingly.

      Siobhan and Astra moved to either flank, and Brea fell behind me, nocking an arrow immediately.

      We waited, unsure what to expect, but nothing happened.

      After a minute of silence, Astra whispered, “Maybe just a lost cow. We aren’t far from the nearest farm, and I doubt anything powerful lurks so close to town.”

      I glanced over at the woman, considering her words.

      Her logic was sound, but my instincts told me something was wrong.

      It was true, Bern stood just two hours’ march from here. I’d picked up a new quest some farmers had dropped on the Adventurer’s Guild. The wolves we’d slain had been taking too many of their livestock, and the problem needed to be handled.

      So far, other than a handful of ordinary animals, all we’d come across were the wolves in this forest.

      That was no damn squirrel, I mused. It sounded bulky, heavy.

      Siobhan broke the silence a second time. “Perhaps we should just go. I’d rather not go poking around in the brush.”

      “She has a point, Rin,” Brea supplied from behind.

      I sighed, not wanting to make a bigger deal out of this than was necessary. “Fine, you three start heading back toward the game trail,” I said at last. “I’ll wait here while you go.”

      “But, Rin,” Astra protested.

      I silenced her with a firm shake of my head.

      She gave me a curt nod and began her retreat.

      When the women had moved some twenty feet away, an explosion of movement and noise erupted from the underbrush.

      A massive boar charged, its eyes glowing a vivid red.

      It stood over six feet at the shoulder, and given the powerful aura emanating from its form, I assumed the boar was a Spirit Beast.

      Without thinking, I shouted, “Core Flash!”

      As the blast of light flared in the boar’s face, it grunted and shook its head. That caused it to careen off course just a bit.

      I dove in the opposite direction, rolling away to safety. When I popped up again, I found the boar wheeling around to charge me again.

      Reaching up a hand, I cast my latest Spell Shard. “Frost Shards!” I yelled, and the ground beneath the boar erupted with thick columns of jagged ice.

      They pierced the monster’s gut and chest, nearly killing the beast in a single, violent attack.

      But the boar was in a frenzy, and nearly dead was not the same as dead.

      Roaring, the boar opened its maw and released a pulse of Fire Spirit. The wave of energy struck the ground, and a column of flames raged toward me.

      I sidestepped and caught the flames on Minh’s surface. The skin on my face and arms were scorched anyhow, and I grunted in pain.

      The boar tore free from the ice spell and lowered its head to bash me.

      Suddenly, Astra screamed, “Flame Bulwark!” A large, flaming shield rose up between us.

      The beast crashed into the shield once, and it held long enough for me to recover.

      Brea cast Frigid Shot a second later. The icy projectile burrowed into the boar’s ribs, sinking in exactly where its heart would be.

      Still, it bucked against the shield Astra had summoned, this time shattering it.

      I waited for it to get a little closer, then dropped two more abilities. “Buckler’s Bite!” I growled, clutching Minh in my hand as we rocketed forward and crashed into the boar’s bloodied snout.

      The beast’s momentum halted, and I cried out, “Anvil Onslaught!”

      My most powerful skill activated, and a series of spirit-forged anvils fell from the sky, devastating the boar. Two ruined its snout, and the third pounded into one of its glowing red eyes.

      The fourth and fifth anvil cracked its skull, and the monster finally expired.

      I stepped back while the monster twitched and thrashed. Even in its death throes, a monster this powerful could be a danger.

      “Fuck me with a nine iron,” I grumbled, dismissing Minh and staring at the beast.

      Sure enough, the boar was a Minor Spirit Beast with a Fire affinity. The element explained its attack as well as its glowing eyes. What troubled me the most, however, was its Disposition.

      The boar’s description read Deranged.

      Astra ran up to me and hugged me from the side. “I’m sorry, Rin. I’m so sorry. I’ve been off all day, and—”

      “It’s alright,” I cut in. “Let’s see about harvesting this monster, okay? I’ll gain some more Progression, and then we can all head home.”

      I looked to the other two women as well. “It’s been a long day, which might explain our complacence. But we need to be more disciplined. That was too close, and the risk unnecessary.”

      Siobhan lowered her head, and Brea spoke up in a miserable tone. “We should have waited with you, Rin. Sorry. We won’t fail you like that again.”

      I laughed bitterly. “I’m in charge of this parade. I told you guys to retreat even when my gut told me there was danger… My fault. Just in case, Brea, I want you to remain on guard while Astra and Siobhan harvest the boar. I’ll cycle in the meantime, and we should still be home before nightfall.”

      The girls all nodded, their faces somber.

      I gave Astra a shake and kissed her on the mouth. “Come on! How about a little pep in that step?”

      She gave me a sad smile. “I don’t deserve any pep, Rin. I feel terrible.”

      I let her go but added, “If I told you that I put in an order for meat pie and pastries to be delivered tonight, would that change your mind?”

      Astra squealed and then clamped a hand over her mouth.

      She bounced up and down a few times before running over to Siobhan, who’d already begun skinning the massive boar. “Did you hear that? Rin bought us pastries!”

      The redhead performed a silly dance, which had everyone laughing.

      Brea took up a position, bow held and eyes peeled. Astra and Siobhan hacked into the boar with their knives, beginning the hard work of harvesting the Spirit Beast.

      Overall, it had been a fine hunt.

      Not only had it brought me closer to my next ascension, but I was certain the boar would fetch quite a price.

      So, with a grin on my face and an optimistic mind, I sat back down to cycle.
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        * * *

      

      After finding our way out of the dense forest, the ride home quickly became a pleasant one.

      A cloud-strewn sky and gentle breeze marked yet another lovely day in our little patch of Acalia.

      The seasons, I’d learned, were much less distinct near Bern. Spring, summer, and early fall tended to blend almost seamlessly together.

      Winter alone stood out, though for the most part, the snowfall was most often gentle and predictable.

      Astra rode ahead beside Brea.

      The two chatted as we walked down the wide country road.

      Siobhan kept to herself, her thoughts turned inwards.

      Finding a few spare moments, I decided to check my Progression. I brought up my Spirit Interface with a thought.
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      Name: Rinmarron Runesmith II

      Rank: Level 4 Cultivator

      Occupation: Runesmith

      Spiritarm: Level 4 Chasing Hammer

      Spirit Reserves: 1200/1200

      Progression: 3171/5000

      Vessels: 3

      Tower Keys: 2
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      Core Enhancements: Hunger, Might, Capacity, Potency
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        * * *

      

      I’d reached around the sixty percent mark. Slow progress since leaving the Second Tower.

      After defeating the crazed final boss, I’d found myself at over the halfway point to reaching Level 5.

      Considering the new section in the cultivation book Goran had given me, I had plenty to look forward to.

      Not only would my cultivation reach a new level, but choosing another rune with which to enhance my core was always exciting.

      If I were being honest, what pressed at me the most was the thought of bonding with Siobhan.

      The avian had proven time and again that she could keep pace with our group, even without access to Spirit.

      She’ll be a nightmare when she can cast spells, though, I thought, glancing at the woman from the corner of my eye.

      A lovely nightmare.

      Sighing, I dismissed my SI and focused on the road ahead.

      “Progression is still slow?” Siobhan asked, somehow knowing exactly what was troubling me.

      I chuckled. “Yes, you got it in one. I know it makes sense. The monsters around here—even raging Spirit Beasts—they’re just weaker.”

      Siobhan’s silver eyes shone in the afternoon sun. She chewed her lip thoughtfully. “Might be more than that, Rin. I have heard the monsters in the towers might be growing more and more Spirit-dense. Like the towers are saturated with power, and so the monsters give off more Spirit than ever.” She shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe it is true.”

      “Makes sense to me,” I admitted.

      I was about to add another theory along those lines when a thought occurred to me. “Siobhan, you talk a great deal about what you have and have not heard… are these rumors from your people?”

      Her wings stiffened slightly, her grip tightening on her reins.

      Then she seemed to remember who she was speaking with.

      Relaxing a little, Siobhan nodded. “Mine are a tribal race, as are many of the riordi. We can draw letters on paper as easily as humans or elves, but we rarely do. News is best shared face to face with someone you trust.”

      “So, word of mouth is the most valued form of communication?” I asked.

      Siobhan’s wings flapped idly, then she folded them tightly over her shoulders again. “This is true, Rin. I know how others think of writing. They think it lasts forever. But writing can easily be changed. How do I know something is true if I do not see who speaks the truth? You see?”

      I mulled the concept over in my mind.

      It was intriguing.

      She was essentially saying that playing telephone was more trustworthy than letters and documents.

      Part of me couldn’t help but wonder where the riordi’s distaste for written communication had come from. Treaties gone afoul? Some betrayal from the elves or humans?

      None of Rin’s old memories could answer that for me.

      I pressed for more information. “Your memories must be precise, then? If you rely on such a system, I can imagine it is very important to memorize the details.”

      Siobhan’s chin unconsciously tilted up an inch. Staring ahead with a confident gaze, the avian answered, “The riordi are more clever than other races give us credit for. Our ways are different, but yes, Rin, our truths can be trusted.”

      “Then why did you say the monsters might be growing more dense in Spirit? If you have confidence in this truth, why question it?”

      One of the avian’s eyebrows arched dramatically.

      She looked at me like I’d asked a fool’s question. “Because the riordi scout who said so was unsure. His truth has not been proven. To say he was certain would be a lie.”

      Okay, now I’m impressed, I mused with a grin.

      Qualifying their observations before deeming them facts… that’s a sign of methodical thinking.

      I opened my mouth to tell Siobhan as much when a peal of laughter split the air.

      Astra cracked her reins over Duncan’s back, and she took off like a loosed arrow.

      Brea dug her heels in and chased her friend a moment later.

      Grinning, Siobhan flashed her brows at me and took off down the road.

      I watched the women retreat for a few seconds before patting my horse’s neck. “You ready for a run, Jax? Can’t let the girls make us look bad.”

      The horse nickered, and when I flicked the enchanted reins the elves had given us, we rocketed forward.
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      After a brief discussion, we decided to head to town together.

      The girls, clutching their own coin purses, decided to do a little shopping.

      “I know we’ve been there twice this week already, but I’m already running out of cloth… mind if we stop at Mattias’s?” Brea asked nervously.

      Siobhan shrugged noncommittally, stifling a yawn with her hand.

      Astra replied with more enthusiasm. “Fine, but only if you will make two stops with me.”

      The avian woman laughed. “Let us guess. Sweets, and more sweets?”

      Brea sniggered and Astra pretended to be hurt. Pressing a hand to her chest, she defended herself by saying, “You are only half right, Siobhan! Yes, I suggest we visit the bakery. Pastries would be… a nice treat, but we’re also almost out of bread.”

      “And the other stop?” I asked, hoping to catch Astra in a lie.

      She glared at me, trying not to smile. “Goran’s shop, I’ll have you know. We need fruit, flour, and many other base ingredients.”

      A silence stretched, and I heard the distant sound of the townsfolk going about their business. We’d stopped at the intersection on the edge of town.

      Finally, Brea poked once more. “Ingredients for what, Astra? I’m usually the one who cooks, and honestly, I would say our foodstuffs are sufficiently stocked.”

      Astra muttered something that was soon swept away on the breeze and drowned out by the shuffling of horse hooves.

      “What was that?” I pressed.

      “Cobbler!” Astra spat out. “I just thought, you know, peaches are in season. Least that’s what Goran told me two days ago. So, I thought it might be a nice treat if Brea and I cooked up some peach cobbler.”

      Her voice had trailed off as she neared the end of her explanation, and a blush crept up her cheeks.

      Siobhan beamed, apparently quite amused by her new friend’s endless appetite.

      She broke the silence with a too-loud proclamation. “You say I am only half right, yet admit that you want pastries at one stop and cobbler at the next! Oh, Astra, you are first-class gribhoombar!”

      The avian slapped her thigh and laughed.

      Her white teeth flashed, and I shook my head. Such an awkward and beautiful creature.

      Brea giggled, and Astra’s face scrunched up in annoyance. “Gribhumbir? What in the towers are you talking about?”

      “Gribhoombar!” Siobhan corrected. “They are desert creatures known for great hunger. Though they are small, these beasts are known for eating full-grown horses in less than a day. Quite impressive.”

      Astra rolled her eyes and cracked her reins. “Well then, the grumbibers must be quite attractive! I’ll see you in town, girls. I’m off to sate my hunger!”

      Brea smiled at me before turning her horse and pursuing Astra as well.

      Siobhan stared after for a time, an odd look on her face. I eventually realized it was confusion.

      Turning to me at last, she said in a low whisper, “The gribhoombar are not beautiful, Rin. Perhaps I should draw her a picture?”

      I shook my head. “No need. Have fun, Siobhan, and maybe let the matter rest for now.”

      She seemed to absorb my advice, taking it more seriously than it deserved. Then she gave me a terse nod and galloped after the girls.

      Left alone, I looped around Bern and headed toward the trappers.

      I found Collin standing like a merchant lord, practically decked out in finery. The business I’d brought the man had not only blessed his own life but those of the trappers around him.

      Several new faces were present—cousins or acquaintances, I supposed. And some had gone.

      He’d mentioned that since they had the coin to invest, he’d sent several of his best men to nearby towns to trade where items might be less common.

      As I dismounted, the trader strutted up to his polished oak counter.

      Where once he’d worked out of stalls, hauling his goods to and from his house each day, Collin and his boys had constructed a proper trading house.

      The work was finally complete.

      I whistled appreciatively. “Last coat of paint really makes it pop, Collin! You must be proud.”

      “If I was a goose, my eggs would be pure gold,” he replied casually.

      I ignored the strange idiom and summoned Minh. Activating the shield’s storage, I deposited not only the many wolf pelts and gem hearts we’d picked up that day, but also the hulking body of the Spirit Beast boar.

      A few shouts from the trappers came after, and Collin emerged out a side door to inspect my kill. “Another one? I’ll be damned, Rin. You must be the luckiest cultivator in all of Acalia.”

      He glanced around, barely concealing a grin. “And the redhead… she isn’t with you?”

      “Nope,” I admitted. “Doesn’t mean I’ll give you a better deal, though. I’ll give you twenty-four hours to give me a full offer, and until then, let’s just say I walk away with a clean 15 Platinum as partial payment.”

      Collin tilted back his head and laughed. “I was gonna offer 12 for the whole lot!”

      “Bullshit. Let’s skip the games for today. I’m too tired. 15 Platinum, plus ten pounds of boar meat. We need some enchanted food for the Third Tower.”

      The trapper stood and folded his arms.

      He held his thoughts back behind a stern gaze for a few long moments, then nodded to one of his fellows.

      Immediately, the other trappers fell to harvesting the corpse. We had skinned the beast and removed its organs, storing them individually in the shield. But there was much work to be done yet in butchering it properly.

      I walked over to the counter and deposited the organs and the gem hearts next, all of which had the greedy businessman grinning like a fox. “Plenty to be made here, Rin,” he said in a whisper. “And a good thing we’ve expanded. I think we’ll get a much better price for most of this in Merrin.”

      “I have a few gem hearts as well,” a familiar voice called from behind me.

      I turned and saw Yurek standing nervously a few paces away.

      “Gem hearts?” I asked, cutting off any response from Collin. “Wait… so Mattias, he sent you on an adventure?”

      My old friend’s face lit up with a bashful smile. His chin lifted as he walked forward and unslung a heavy pack.

      Just from the sound, I could tell the bag contained a great many gem hearts.

      “We went to the marshes, killed thirteen gremdaw and a handful of other monsters,” Yurek finally replied. “I had no idea how powerful my master truly was until I saw him wielding his Spiritarm.”

      I practically choked. “Mattias went himself?” My third question came out shrill and much more offensively than I’d intended.

      “Sorry,” I said in a hurry. “I’m just surprised. I’ll bet he is quite a potent warrior when he sets his mind to it.”

      Yurek unfastened the bag and tipped it over, revealing nearly two dozen smaller gem hearts.

      Briefly, I caught his eye moving toward the larger ones I’d brought in. Stepping forward, I brushed mine aside. “Spread them out, Yurek! Man, you really took in a lot. My first adventure wasn’t nearly so fruitful.”

      Either taking advantage of a moment to humble me or else catching on to my tactic, Collin threw in his own two cents. “It truly was. What a pathetic sight you were then, Rin. Not even a matching set of armor!”

      I laughed, accepting the jest, and looked back to my friend. Sure enough, he wore simple yet efficient armor. The well-trimmed and tailored leather armor matched his normal garb closely.

      Triggering my Runic Vision momentarily, I confirmed my suspicion.

      Runes shone all over.

      From his new leather boots up to his buttoned vest, Yurek wore a full set of enchanted leather armor.

      “Mattias spared no expense on your armor,” I admitted. “That much enchanted leather must have cost him a small fortune.”

      Yurek’s eyes dimmed briefly. “I told him it wasn’t necessary, but he insisted. I just don’t want him to—”

      “Trust your master,” I said, butting in before the young man could voice his doubts. “Trust he knows his business.”

      At last, Yurek nodded. With eyes on the ground, he continued to bob his head up and down for a time, seeming to bolster his own opinion. “You’re right, Rin. Thank you for reminding me.”

      I clapped him on the shoulder. “Very good. Well, I have another stop at the Guild Hall. I suppose I’ll see you two on another day.”

      Yurek said his farewell, and Collin waved goodbye.

      I stood and folded my arms.

      The trapper finally groaned and dipped beneath his counter. Removing a small chest, he counted out the platinum coins.

      “You’re lucky, Rin,” he grumbled. “Some merchants wouldn’t stand for such disrespect. When I’m a rich man and live in Ferendell, I’ll refuse such crude treatment.”

      I accepted the coin and gave the man a wicked smile. “Oh, come on, Collin… you know you love me.”

      “Go and bugger a golem!”

      I left still laughing.

      Tucking the coin away, I led Jax back through town toward the Guild Hall.

      It was busier than normal. Several new cultivators had come to Bern, apparently seeking to clear out the First Tower.

      After Astra and I had defeated it, news had gotten round.

      The tower had grown steadily more difficult over the years, and only now had it become a more reliable training ground for new adventurers.

      So, when I strode into the Adventurer’s Guild, I found the dusty room occupied for the first time.

      Several young cultivators examined maps or sat in the corner chatting.

      A few noticed me enter, but the rest were too intent on their own business.

      Alfred wasn’t asleep for once. In fact, I’d rarely seen the old hero livelier.

      He leaned against the counter, his paunch folding over atop the polished wood, speaking with a man I’d not seen before.

      Alfred shot me a wink, but returned his focus to the travel-worn man before him.

      Wearing a legitimate kilt, and sporting brassy, red hair that emerged at odd angles from under a black cap, the old newcomer was caught up in the threads of his own grandiose story.

      “Shoulda seen it, Alfred! The lockmere are tough bastards to be certain, but this one just refused to fall.”

      The man gestured to Alfred. “You know how they often carry about bits of clothing? Many even going so far as to mimic human words?”

      “Sure,” Alfred replied, not missing a beat. “Sure, I do. They’re queer monsters indeed.”

      “Indeed! Well, as my companions threw everything they had at the beast, I stopped and stared in wonder. Not only did the bastard have a shield and long sword in its slimy hands, but— and I do not lie—he was wearing breeches!”

      Alfred slapped the counter sharply. “No! I’ll not believe it!”

      “Yes! I swear it! Min was spinning up one of his nasty spells, and Cordrey danced around with her shortswords flashing.

      “Meanwhile, the all-too-human lockmere hunkers behind its shield. Then, suddenly, its sword starts to glow azure blue! And I knew it was gonna be trouble!”

      The old man coughed and dipped his head for a time as he sagged against the counter.

      Alfred gave me a sympathetic grin, but he waited for his friend to finish.

      Finally, after hacking up gobbets of phlegm, the man drew to an end.

      “‘Hold,’ I shouted to them all. ‘Hold, and let us hear what this fine creature needs!’”

      With gnarled hands held up for dramatic effect, the man lowered his voice to a whisper.

      “I swear it, Alfred. The lockmere looked at me then, and it saw that I, too, was a man. It knew I respected it, and briefly, its shield dipped.

      “Could have been the start of a beautiful future between humans and lockmere, and who knows what might have followed?”

      Alfred waited a few seconds, then took the offered bait. “Well, Dillan, what happened? How did it all end?”

      Old Dillan chuckled and shook his head. “Always impatient, Alfred. But I can’t blame you. Still in the prime of your youth.”

      I stifled a laugh, unable to consider the drooping man behind the counter anything close to young. Not having gotten a good look at the old man’s face yet, though, I suspended my judgment for the time being.

      Dillan patted Alfred on the back of one hand. “Not to worry. The ending is always the best part. The moment that poor fellow’s shield dipped, Min let loose with an unholy fireball!

      “Caught the lockmere straight in the face. It howled in outrage, but the damage was too much to overcome. It died shortly after, and our group marched ever deeper into the swamps.”

      Alfred opened his eyes wide and gasped at all the right parts. “An unbelievable tale, Dillan. Unbelievable!”

      “I know, it is hard to take in, but all of my stories are true,” Dillan replied. “Anyhow, I still need to pick up some milk and eggs. See you soon, my friend.”

      Dillan turned round and completely ignored me as he shuffled toward the door.

      His beady green eyes shone bright. Despite the fire of life in his hearth, Dillan’s age was immediately apparent. With thin, pale skin and sagging jowls, he was the very picture of old age.

      I watched him shuffle for another few seconds, quite aware of how long it would take him to exit the small room.

      Then I looked back to Alfred.

      He waited another few moments before letting out a lungful of air. “Oh! By the Seven, Rin. If I have to hear that bleeding story once more, I swear I’ll scream.”

      I reached out and shook his hand, laughing all the while. “You did a good job at not letting him know.”

      “One of the burdens of friendship,” he offered. “Only once have I told Dillan he was repeating himself. Was twenty years ago if it was a day. Dillan, already old as stone itself, stomped away like a thundercloud. Took me months to repair that slip-up. Anyhow, what are you here for, Rin? Finish off them wolves?”

      I handed in the quest item required as proof. Nearly thirty wolf fangs, one taken from each beast, made for a morbid pile in the center of the counter.

      As if I were handing him polished stones, Alfred swept them up with a grin. “Well done. Here is your fee, Rin.”

      After counting out the gold, Alfred sighed. “I have some bad news for you, my friend.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Let me guess. No more quests to go around?”

      Alfred smiled nervously. “Actually, more keep coming in quickly. Seems that word has gotten round that our humble little quest system is working well again.”

      I waited for him to fill in the rest.

      He rubbed his hands together. “Our very own Mayor Willsby stopped by yesterday with a small favor. He asked me to ask you if your party would back off for a time. Four upstart cultivators are in town, and their masters were hoping to help them ascend through the quest system before risking the First Tower.”

      I shook Alfred’s hand a second time and held his gaze. “Not a problem, my friend. But did the mayor’s request extend to anything… further afield?”

      Alfred smiled mischievously. “By further afield, do you perhaps mean something to the south?”

      “Astute as always!” The old guildy released my grip and folded his arms.

      “I have already done some digging around, Rin. There are three such quests that I feel would be absolutely perfect. And each,” he said with a glint in his eye, “are within two days’ ride of the Third Tower.”
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      That night, we stuffed ourselves with pot roast and peach cobbler.

      It was another grand meal that had earthly rival. We ate, drank, and passed out early, tired as we were from our most recent adventure.

      The next morning, we woke early on Brea’s request.

      After following me around for several days on local quests, and then heeding Astra’s random cravings, our little group didn’t hesitate to humor the modest ranger.

      We ate a light breakfast and left out the back porch just as the sun was coming up.

      I looked around at the tranquil beauty of the ranch home we’d been so lucky to buy.

      A faint layer of fog hung over the still pond. Dew shone on the tips of tree branches and lay scattered like a million glistening pearls across the grass.

      Sipping my tea, I walked beside Astra to where Brea was waiting for us.

      The ranger’s pale face was nervous with expectation. When we were within ten paces, Brea ducked down behind the stone she was sitting on.

      She lifted up two long fishing rods. “I don’t want to force anything on the lot of you, but I’m a riverlands girl, and I’ve been fishing all my life. We often use nets or stoop over holes in the river with a simple piece of string wound around a stick.

      “But pond fishing is different, I hear! So I made a few deals with Annis Merchandiser, who traded with…”

      Brea suddenly noticed she’d been rambling, and her words trailed off.

      “Go on,” Astra encouraged. “Tell us what you’ve drummed up.”

      My heart filled with warmth as I witnessed Brea eagerly snatch up the offered approval.

      These two are more and more like sisters, I mused. And as weird as that sounds, I actually think it’s a good thing.

      It is! Minh blurted in my mind. Brea is a tasty human. Her legs are sooooo—

      Minh! I snapped. Focus on the fishing!

      She giggled and retreated in time for me to focus on Brea’s explanation of the clever device.

      “Each rod has a spool of string. It runs up through these hoops, you see? All one needs to do to cast is unhook the string from this catch here.”

      Siobhan watched with the intensity of a hawk, and Astra buried a yawn in her steaming mug of tea.

      “We can use all sorts of things for bait. Honestly, we should experiment, because I have no clue what kind of fish actually live in this pond. Various types of bass, perch, and catfish most likely, but you never know!”

      Brea’s green eyes were wide with excitement. Each word was delivered with care, and I could practically feel her energy thrumming in the morning air.

      She took a deep breath and then stood. Walking over to Siobhan, she tried to offer one of the poles.

      Siobhan stepped back. “Sorry, I know many ways to fish. This… this just seems foolish.”

      Before Brea could respond, Astra pushed her mug of tea at me and then cleared her throat.

      “Me first! I want to give it a go. I’ve only ever used a simple line on a stick or nets, as you said. This looks fun.”

      Brea handed her the rod, and then took up the other.

      The ranger found a small wooden box that, by the look of it, she’d borrowed from my Runecrafting workshop.

      She opened it and exposed a variety of grubs, worms, and insects.

      Astra cringed a little despite obviously trying not to. Not noticing her friend’s reaction, Brea took up a large cricket and skewered its small body with her hook.

      “With crickets like these, you wanna go through the stomach, and if they’re big enough, weave back around like this. The end of the hook tucks neatly in the back of their heads!”

      Astra looked away, displaying a surprisingly squeamish side of herself.

      “Seriously?” I asked. “You tear out livers and beating hearts like it’s nothing.”

      She shook her head. “Sorry, I just… I don’t like bugs, okay?”

      Brea shot me a glance, and I shrugged.

      Not willing to be defeated so easily, Brea repeated the process on Astra’s hook, but this time she used a worm.

      Before she finished, Siobhan made a startled gasp and moved toward the little box.

      She reached inside and plucked out a fat, writhing grub. It had a black head and tiny black legs, but its body was pure white.

      Walking to the edge of the pond, the avian reached out and swished the grub around a few seconds.

      Then she stood up, popped the grub into her mouth, and folded her arms once more.

      Several things happened at once after that.

      Brea’s mouth mirrored the shape of her widening eyes.

      A squelching crunch sounded as Siobhan chewed the grub, moaning in satisfaction.

      And Astra turned away, her usually sweet face contorting as she gagged.

      I just grinned wide and laughed.

      “What a morning, eh, girls?” I had to ask, looking around at my vessels. “What a great fucking morning!”

      Brea finally joined me in my unabashed amusement shortly after. Siobhan refused to even acknowledge Astra’s discomfort.

      Minh, always observant, seemed confused by the entire exchange. I don’t get it, Rin. Why is Astra acting like that? Did she eat something bad? And why are you laughing?

      I winced as hot tea burned my hands. Finally, I set down my mugs and clutched my stomach. “I can’t, Minh. I just can’t right now.”

      What is so funny? Those grubs are delicious! Have you ever had one?

      “No, Minh, I’ve never eaten a grub. I’ll take your word for it, though,” I responded, wiping a tear from the corner of my eye.

      A few minutes later, Astra sat rigid and pale-faced on the rock near the pond. She clutched her rod like a lifeline. “Okay, I’m just gonna give this a shot. Please, Siobhan, don’t eat anything weird again.”

      The avian rolled her eyes. “Humans are such soft animals sometimes.”

      Astra groaned but didn’t argue.

      As she cast her pole, and Brea cheered her on, Siobhan excused herself.

      I watched the avian walk to a stand of trees. After crunching around for several minutes, she snapped off a long branch.

      She returned, removed a dagger from her belt, and started whittling away at the end of the branch while Astra and Brea fished.

      I let the girls take the lead, but soon was given a chance to try my own luck.

      Only after switching to a shiny blue beetle did I get anything. Casting near the stump of a long-dead tree, I watched the dark form of the beetle sink slowly into the water.

      A few seconds later, the telltale strike of a fish made my heart leap. “I got one!” I shouted, lifting the pole in the air and fumbling for a handle that wasn’t there.

      “Reel it in, Rin! Like I showed you!” Brea demanded. She hopped up and down, unable to contain herself.

      I cleared my mind and focused on the technique I’d been taught. Grasping the line, I started to slowly loop it around the spool.

      When the fish pulled back, proving it was larger than I’d originally thought, I let the line out a little.

      Back and forth the fight dragged on.

      After thirty seconds, a broad tail broke the surface of the pond. An ugly blueish-green fish exposed itself.

      “It’s a cat!” Brea squealed.

      Astra stood up and moved closer, but Siobhan hardly glanced up from whatever she was working on.

      I kept at it.

      This would be a fine lunch if nothing else.

      A few more dramatic displays occurred where the fish battered the pond water about, and finally, I pulled the creature up onto the shore.

      Brea swooped down like a hawk.

      She crushed it behind its barbed whiskers in a death grip, then wacked it twice on the back of its head.

      The fish jittered about a bit but, stunned as it was, didn’t offer much of a fight.

      Two minutes later, Brea had removed the hook, strung up the fish through its gills on the end of a long rope, and prepared the rods for more action.

      I would have offered to help, but I felt doing so would have ruined some of Brea’s fun.

      Brea was the next to land a fish. This time, it was a fat perch the size of a small dinnerplate.

      I admired its rainbow-colored scales, thinking it was one of the most beautiful creatures I’d ever seen.

      Then Brea ran the already-bloodied rope through its gills and plopped it out into the water.

      The sun slowly rose, and we caught plenty of fish. After landing such a big one, I let Astra keep trying.

      She seemed intent on proving herself, but the woman simply had bad luck. It wasn’t as if Brea and I were doing anything other than casting around and waiting for the bait to sink.

      Astra squealed when she got her first bite. I clapped my hands and stood as she bounced around and reeled the fish in.

      Seconds later, a tiny, flapping perch came up onto the grassy shore.

      The woman groaned in frustration.

      “Don’t worry!” Brea called out. “Plenty of people have trouble at first. Here, let’s just try once more, and I’m sure you’ll get a big one.”

      Tossing the little thing back in the pond, Brea put on another beetle and handed Astra the pole.

      The redhead took it begrudgingly, and they both made another cast.

      Brea shot her line over to a deep end of the pond. Astra, on the other hand, cleverly aimed the line toward an overhanging branch.

      The bait plunked into the water just under the branches.

      I bit my lip, hoping her luck would change. What do you think, Minh? Seems like a perfect spot for a big one to me.

      Minh hummed in my head. Maybe. I have never fished in a pond. In my old life, I did take fish from a river, though!

      Really? That must have been amazing.

      The coin shield sent me a series of images, all of them clearer and somehow more visceral than those I’d been shown before.

      All were staring down at rushing water as it raced down a cascade of boulders. The first image showed only the water, but I could hear it rushing, could smell something almost like pine in the air.

      The next image showed a massive salmon bursting from the water, heading my way.

      Another was that of a blue-furred paw sweeping out, long claws just beginning to dig into the fish.

      Finally, all but the fish’s fin was out of sight. The angle of the perspective had tilted slightly, as if the viewer’s head were twisted.

      An explosion of flavor, blood, brine, and delicious fat gushed into my mouth.

      Then the visual communication ended abruptly.

      I nearly gasped aloud, and I touched my fingers to my lips, still tasting the salmon.

      Was that… was that you, Minh? Was that your blue fur? Your paw?

      For once, my first vessel remained silent.

      Minh, you can’t just drop a bomb like that and then go quiet… Minh!

      I was about to shout at her mentally once more when Brea cried out. She stood, her rod bending over dramatically. Another epic battle ensued, and she reeled in the second fat catfish of the day.

      The woman’s cheeks were flushed. A huge smile stretched from ear to ear.

      Then she noticed Astra’s scowl. “Sorry! Listen, Astra, I’ve been doing this all my life!”

      Astra growled and started reeling in her line. “Yeah, yeah. I’m a hunter’s daughter—you think I haven’t heard that line before?”

      Siobhan stood from where she’d been crouching all this while, then walked over to the pond’s edge. The avian peered down into the murky water.

      Poor Brea wrestled the large cat and knocked it atop the head, all the while trying to convince Astra she’d done nothing wrong.

      Astra wouldn’t hear it. She finished reeling in and set the pole down. Folding her arms, she glanced back at the house, letting us know she was done for the morning as politely as possible.

      Finally finished cleaning the fish, Brea washed her hands in the water and walked over to Astra. She gave her friend a hug. “Please don’t be like this. You said it yourself, you’re a hunter’s daughter. I’ll bet you’re an excellent hunter!”

      Shrugging, she added, “I just happen to be excellent at fishing. My dad always said I was one of the best he’d—”

      A loud splash cut the woman’s words off midstream. Siobhan’s following laugh was high-pitched and a little unnerving.

      The avian struggled to haul a huge fish up onto the grassy shore, but it pounded from side to side in protest.

      With inch-wide golden scales and a long, narrow head, I thought the fish might be some kind of carp. It spanned well over three feet in length, and though its movements were sluggish, the fish was powerful.

      “Siobhan! What did you do!?” Brea demanded, both obviously impressed and a little taken aback.

      “Father says I am world’s best with fishing!” Siobhan said before cackling again. “Then take up spear and prove to me!”

      For the second time that day, I lost my shit. Astra joined me as well. Only Brea held out, her cheeks burning, but soon, even she joined in.

      The situation was too damned absurd not to.

      Slowly but surely, the avian dragged the fish ashore, and Brea walked over to help her finish the job.

      “It is okay,” Siobhan said. “I can do myself. And I’m sorry. I just do things different.”

      Rather than knock the carp on the head, Siobhan simply pinned the carp to the ground and ran her dagger up its belly, spilling its guts out into the pond.

      She worked quickly, slicing here and there, and in moments, the fish was empty.

      Siobhan took up a long pouch filled with black eggs. “Here, Rin! For you!” she said as she walked over to hand me the roe.

      I chuckled but took the delicacy for what it was. “I’ll have to make some crepes,” I offered. “These will be a perfect touch.”

      The avian sighed. “I don’t know what craps are, but if you like, Rin, I am sure I will like too.”

      Brea drew up the other fish, and Siobhan turned back and headed toward where the dead carp lay.

      I was about to head into the house when a huge shape exploded from the pond.

      Just a dozen feet away, a shelled beast emerged, its beaked jaw flared wide.

      A turtle! A huge fucking turtle. It careened out of the placid pond and tore the bloody carp out of Siobhan’s stunned hands.

      Its knobby shell spanned over five feet across. The turtle clawed up on strong legs and crushed the carp in its big mouth.

      Then it retreated as quickly as it had come.

      Unable to wrestle with several hundred pounds of turtle brawn, Siobhan fell on her ass, wings spread wide in shock.

      Moments later, we had backed away from the pond to relative safety.

      Sure, the turtle would most likely be sated by now, but how many times could it have taken a hand—or a leg, for that matter?

      Siobhan laughed nervously, but her silver eyes were still wide with disbelief. “Who would have thought?” she asked nobody in particular. “A pond so small to have such a massive turtle!”

      Brea gasped and slapped a hand over my mouth. “Shit,” she moaned through her fingers. “Lil’ Frederick.”

      “Little who?” Astra asked, her expression just as drawn and rattled. “What are you talking about?”

      The riverland girl chuckled, then stopped herself. Her bright green eyes flicked between the three of us. Then she smiled sheepishly.

      “Mrs. Baker, the day after we bought the place,” Brea explained. “She showed me how to work her stove and where she stored everything. Then, before we all met up again, she took me by the shoulder and pointed out toward the pond.”

      “And?” Astra demanded.

      “Mrs. Baker told me, don’t forget to feed Lil’ Frederick. That he prefers beef, but lamb would do. I…” Brea’s smile widened. “Sorry, guys, but I did kinda just think she was a little crazy.”

      Siobhan pointed a finger at Brea’s chest, her severe features stern and unyielding.

      For a moment, I thought a true fight might break out, but the avian cracked.

      Collapsing forward, Siobhan held herself with hands on knees. “I think that is fair, Brea. It does sound crazy. Maybe we bring that damned thing some meat tomorrow, so it leaves our chickens alone.”

      Everyone laughed until tears came.

      All of Astra’s frustration faded, and the women all laughed and cried and hugged one another.

      Not for the first time, I reflected on exactly how fortunate I was. My warrior vessels were tough in battle, but they were also some of the silliest, cutest, and sweetest women I’d ever known.

      Astra and Siobhan departed first, and I was about to follow. Then I noticed Brea holding back. She watched the other two, and briefly, I caught a flash of insecurity in her emerald eyes.

      “Hey, you alright?”

      She jumped slightly, and a faint blush followed. “Yes, I… towers above, I’m just worried that whole mess was too awkward. I really want Astra and Siobhan to like me.”

      I moved to her side and wove my arm around her waist. “They do, Brea. Astra loves you like the sister she never had, and even though Siobhan is a bit… different, I think she’d let you know if she didn’t like you.”

      Brea sighed and looked down at her feet. “I suppose so.”

      The woman shifted, her belly pressing to mine. Her eyes glistened, less than a foot from my own. Amazing, I thought. I’d nearly forgotten how devastatingly beautiful she is.

      Brea bit her lip and explained her emotions further.

      “They’re just so strong. Astra is like a wildfire, and Siobhan a storm over the seas. I feel like this silly girl from the riverlands, Rin. And today… oh, neither one of them liked the fishing!”

      I shook my head. “Maybe not, but I promise you they liked that you wanted to share it with them. Trust me, Brea. Things are going well for our little group. Let’s head back inside and have a nice meal together. Sound good?”

      She shrugged and sighed again.

      I kissed her on the lips so suddenly she gasped. Then she melted into the embrace, and for a few amazing moments, we were one.

      Our tongues danced delicately, and I wove my fingers through her thick, brown hair.

      When I pulled away, her face was flushed. “What was that for?” she asked.

      I landed another kiss on her cheek before whispering in her ear.

      “To remind you, Brea. You’re dear to me. Just as you are dear to Astra, Minh, and Siobhan. Now come… let’s go.”

      We headed back into the house, arms linked, to prepare for a legendary brunch.

      Siobhan and Brea fell to playfully bickering about how to prepare the fish while Astra grabbed a hunk of beef from our fridge for Lil’ Frederick.

      I took out the eggs, flour, and milk.

      It was time for crepes.
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      After the initial groans and expected chatter regarding the food, our conversation switched to a more solemn topic.

      One we’d all been ignoring.

      I waited for a pause and caught Astra’s eyes. “I have promised you that I’ll resist Cormac, but, Astra, I think we’d all like to know more about the situation.”

      Astra’s shoulders bunched, and her gaze hardened briefly. “What does that mean, Rin?”

      Brea cleared her throat and attempted to soothe her friend. “I think he just wanted to talk about how this all happened, Astra. Nothing more.”

      I smiled sympathetically and nodded.

      “Brea’s right. I didn’t mean to sound harsh, and I’ll never interrogate you, love. But it would help us if we knew the story in full. How did you come by Rael in the first place? Why did you sign a contract with Cormac?”

      Astra’s face underwent several rapid changes. I watched the emotions flicker between outrage and suspicion. Thankfully, they ended up on sad resolve.

      She set down her fork and sat up straighter. “Very well. I trust you all. It is a sore subject, so I’m sorry for snapping back a little.”

      We waited for her to compose herself, and then she began the story in full. “I was eighteen when I first registered to become a vessel.

      “I’ve mentioned that my father is a great hunter. This is true. But I didn’t quite emphasize how much influence he has in some ways.

      “My combat training was much more extensive than most vessels. Sure, I’m terrible at the domestic arts, but I was one of the most promising vessels in Southern Acalia. So, my father placed my bid at 100 Platinum to discourage unworthy cultivators.”

      Astra sighed and rubbed her temple with two fingers.

      “Cormac contacted us first, almost immediately, in fact. He asked for an in-person meeting. Neither my father nor I wanted to agree, but nobody outright says no to Cormac Alchemist. We might as well leave the south altogether if we did something like that.

      “We met him, and he was very insistent that I agree to become his vessel. He promised me the best training, armor, and weapons a young warrior could want. He promised me all of Acalia if I but agreed.”

      Astra glanced my way, and tears welled in her blue eyes. My heart twisted in my chest, but I held my tongue.

      This was her time to speak.

      “I tried to say no, but my father convinced me. He said Cormac would likely ignore me entirely and that I could live a wealthy life and adventure to my heart’s content. Finally, I agreed.

      “One of Cormac’s primary vessels met me the following night, and I traveled to his estate in Ferendell. True to his word, I was given many fine things and trained with absolute masters of combat… I might have been happy had things stayed that way.

      “But then Cormac visited me in person one night. He came alone, to my private room. He wanted to come in and speak with me. I remember his breath smelled like he’d been drinking too much, and it didn’t take a genius to know what he really wanted.

      “I refused him as politely as I could. It’s every vessel’s right to choose who she or he lays with. Everyone knows this!”

      She ground her teeth and calmed herself for a moment. Brea shifted and made to intervene. I held up a finger and shook my head.

      Brea sat back in her chair and waited patiently.

      After half a minute of tense silence, Astra continued. “He came every night for a week straight, and finally, he brought with him Rael. This last visit, Cormac showed up sober.

      “He presented the sword to me and said I’d earned his utmost respect. ‘Take the blade, Astra,’ he said. ‘Become the finest warrior in Acalia.’

      “Cormac left me alone for a long while after that, for well over a year, in fact. Rael and I started to get to know one another. We became the best of friends. I trained with an amazing zambato master, and my hope returned.

      “Then, a few months after my twentieth birthday, I received a note. Cormac told me he would visit my room that night. He told me what he expected of me… and he said if I refused him again, he would take Rael away.”

      Astra gripped her mug. She drank deeply, as if to wash away the filth of the memory.

      Showing her usual resilience and spirit, she flashed us all a broad smile. “So, I said fuck that old, dirty man! I left as soon as the sun went down and never looked back. Best decision I’ve ever made.”

      Suddenly, she chuckled and glanced at the trinket around her wrist, Rael’s condensed form. “Yes, you’re totally right, Rael. It would have been worth it.”

      “What did he say?” Brea asked.

      “He said it was wise of us to leave, but seeing Cormac’s expression when he found us gone might have been worth sticking around for,” Astra replied with a smirk.

      A bit of the heaviness of the conversation returned, and Astra looked at me. I could see it in her eyes, a need for approval.

      I leaned forward and rested my elbows on the table.

      My stomach was a pit of vipers. Hearing how some old fucker tried to coerce my love into his bed didn’t feel good. But Astra had trusted me enough to tell me the details.

      I gripped my emotions firmly before speaking.

      With a careful tone, I said, “I think we’ve all learned a bit more about this Cormac. He sounds like scum to me. I know he has power and influence, so we will attempt to deal with him… diplomatically.”

      I held up a finger to emphasize my next point. “Believe me, anything less than cutting him down feels like a betrayal to Astra. Our duty is to the tower, though. I’ve sworn an oath, and we’ve been warned time and again that time is limited.

      “I’ll do everything I can to resolve this peacefully. It is up to Cormac to find reason.”

      I chuckled bitterly. “If I’m being honest with myself, however, I can admit I hope he refuses reason. If he won’t work this out like a gentleman, I’ll cut out his fucking heart.”

      My statement landed hard, and the table stayed quiet for a few minutes.

      I picked up my fork and resumed eating after a time. My heart slowed, and the rage ebbed somewhat.

      After swallowing another delicious bite of pork, I pointed to the meat and attempted to shift the topic to something more pleasant.

      “We can try a few different recipes, too,” I said, wiping grease from my chin. “I’m sure we can come up with something more tasty than pork jerky to take with us on our next journey.”

      Siobhan’s wings fluttered briefly. Then she cleared her throat and started to eat again.

      Brea nodded nervously, taking my offered bait. “Surely. Surely, there are a great many recipes. The possibilities are nearly endless. I promise to come up with something amazing.”

      Astra groaned dramatically, making Brea snicker and Siobhan smile, after sinking her mouth into another bite of the braised Spirit Beast meat.

      With so much of the precious meat to go around, it had only seemed natural to test it out. As it turned out, the flavor was as good as could be desired, but the buff it granted was even more promising.
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      Status Effect Active: Power of the Pork
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      Power of the Pork: By consuming Braised Spirit Beast Boar, you have received a temporary boost to Stamina Regeneration, Strength, and Attack Damage.
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        * * *

      

      Time Remaining: 4 hours and 59 minutes.
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      “This will help in the tower,” Siobhan added pragmatically, moving our talk further away from Cormac.

      “I enjoy the taste as much as you, but I think we save what we can. Who knows if we will be lucky to bring down another beast this potent.”

      Astra garbled out a muffled response. “But it’s so good!” she said between bites, her eyes drooping with pleasure.

      “I was thinking meat pies might be nice,” said Brea with a grin. “Small ones, so they are easy to consume on the road.” Her green eyes searched the air as she brainstormed. “Rosemary for certain, but am I going out on a limb to think that thyme might be too strong a flavor?”

      We chatted for a few more minutes, considering other ways to prepare the meat. Little by little, the tension drifted away until it was all but gone.

      Suddenly, a burst of light and sound came from the counter, and I turned my head just in time to see Minh emerging from her coin form.

      I’d left the coin on the counter after coming home.

      She sniffed the air, eyes wide and almost feral. The blue-skinned woman ignored the fact that she had her bare ass pressed down firmly on the counter.

      Minh launched herself down, moved to the table, and tore off a hunk of the pork roast with her bare hands.

      Then she hunkered down on a chair, one foot perched on the seat so her knee jutted up at an odd angle, and tore into the meat.

      Astra giggled and Siobhan seemed only to approve of the display with a subtle nod.

      Brea, however, suddenly turned beet red.

      The ranger stood up abruptly and made her way into the kitchen. She found a rag and soap, then proceeded to scrub the wood surface where Minh had just been sitting.

      I bit my lip, knowing full well a storm was brewing.

      You can’t laugh, Rin. No matter what, just don’t laugh.

      Minh had nearly finished the one-pound hunk of roast by now, and she continued to eat ravenously.

      A low growl rose from her throat, most likely unconsciously. She didn’t make any eye contact, focusing only on the meat, ignoring the dripping grease working its way down her neck and chest.

      Brea finished and walked stiffly back into the dining room. Like a stalwart matron, she stood with hands on hips, glaring at Minh.

      When the feral woman didn’t so much as glance up, Brea cleared her throat. “I know you are the first vessel, Minh, and I respect that, but this is all a bit much to swallow.”

      Ironically, Minh shoveled the last of the roast into her mouth, chewed it, and worked her throat to finish it off.

      She let out a low sigh of contentment.

      Her slouched posture was hilarious to see.

      Not only was she coated in pork grease, but her belly was slightly jutting out to accommodate the rapidly devoured food.

      “Nothing is more delightful than boar,” Minh said in a voice just above a whisper. “Reminds me of when I had a pack of my own and plenty of game to kill.”

      “Did you hear me?” Brea asked, her own eyes growing a bit wider.

      I held up a finger, thinking it might be best to stop the inevitable train wreck. Astra leaned over and pulled my hand down a second later, though.

      Pure mischief danced in her eyes, and she slowly shook her head side to side.

      Fine, I thought. If this is gonna happen, might as well enjoy the show.

      Minh, still ignoring Brea, stood up and hovered over the table, her hands flared wide in greed.

      She eyed the bread and butter, the side dish of vegetables.

      Then she spotted the honey.

      The woman cackled and swooped down a hand to pluck up the jar. Then she shot her other hand toward what remained of the roast.

      Brea sprang into action.

      The ranger caught Minh by the wrist and pointed a finger in her face. “Give me a break! To have you eating like a beast at the table is one thing, but could you at least put some clothes on?”

      Minh’s spine curled over and she dropped the jar of honey. It slammed to the table on its side.

      Siobhan turned it back up, saving at least half of the honey.

      Brea, now aware she was clutching what amounted to a Spirit Beast made human, at least had the decency to look alarmed.

      Minh flicked her hand up to Brea’s shoulder and dug her claws into soft flesh.

      Swiveling toward the ranger, Minh growled out, “Release me, human, or I might take a bite of you next.”

      Brea released Minh, and we all watched the blue woman breathe through her tumultuous emotions.

      Then she took up the honey again, claimed the roast, and sat back down with a savage grin.

      Astra tried to hold back, but her muffled laughter was the only sound in the tense room.

      Siobhan looked to Brea. “You are a human of surpassing wisdom, Brea, but don’t try that again.” Nodding to Minh, who was busy satisfying her gluttony, she added, “Next time, you will get bitten.”

      Brea stood trembling, rage and fear both evident in her now pale features. She sat back down a moment later and sipped from her mug.

      The dinner party had been ruined for the time being, but I still had food on my plate.

      I ate and then sat back, enjoying the hum of Spirit coursing through my body from the activated food buff.

      Finally, Minh groaned.

      She slammed the empty honey jar on the table and grinned over at me, face and chest shiny. “That was amazing. Thank you, Rin. I think I’ll go to sleep again. The Spirit in that food will help me restore my energy. Next time, I come for you.”

      Despite being covered in grease, the vibrant woman was still sexy. I smiled at her and nodded. “Ready when you are, Minh. Rest well.”

      As if seeing the others for the first time, Minh waved to Astra and Siobhan.

      Then, yawning fiercely, she looked at Brea, laughed, and shook her head.

      Her blue curls bounced side to side. As her body exploded into a shower of Spirit, she said, “Wear clothes while eating… savages.”

      Then she shifted, and a simple copper coin rattled as it came to rest on the seat she’d just occupied.

      Showing a commendable force of will, Brea held her chin high and broke the silence. “I hope you’re all still hungry. We still have dessert, after all.”
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      The rest of the night passed without any strange interruptions. Astra helped Brea sanitize the kitchen table and chair where Minh had feasted naked.

      Siobhan took the scraps out to the chickens and then retired to bathe.

      And soon, I was preparing for bed myself.

      It was Astra’s night, so I lay in bed waiting for the woman to come to me.

      She’d developed the system herself, intent on ensuring Brea felt… satisfied with our unique arrangement.

      Astra warmed my bed most nights. She’d tried more than once to coax Brea in with us, but the ranger simply had a different outlook on such things.

      So, as it happened, Astra ended up announcing to everyone it was “her turn” with me “unless anyone else is hungry.”

      The joke always made her giggle, but Brea didn’t seem keen on it.

      At last, the door creaked and Astra tiptoed in.

      She closed the door behind her and giggled.

      Tossing her robe against the wall, she raced toward me in the dim light, mouth wide in a grin. “Scooch over! It’s cold!”

      I laughed and lifted the blankets for her.

      She slipped in and pressed against me, skin warm from the bath.

      “You know, it doesn’t seem necessary to announce every night you want me,” I said. “Brea only ever tells you in private anyhow.”

      Astra wrapped her arm over my chest and kissed me on the cheek. “Don’t be silly. Soon, Siobhan will need her own time too. And, Rin, you will have more vessels! This system will be all that saves us from chaos in the years to come.”

      “Siobhan? She hasn’t stated anything outright,” I argued. “Are you sure she’s even interested?”

      Astra ran her hand down my muscular chest, playfully tweaking my nipple as she did so. “She doesn’t talk as much as I do, but her eyes say plenty, Rin. Siobhan will have you soon enough. Just… you… wait.”

      When she finished her words, her greedy hand had swept down to my groin, where she clutched me.

      She moaned in pleasure and tilted her head up.

      Knowing what she wanted, I kissed the woman, enjoying her slow, rhythmic manipulations.

      I rolled to my side and filled my hand with her ample backside.

      “If you say so, woman. Honestly, I do think she is beautiful. And those wings… call me crazy, but they are something, am I right?”

      Astra kissed me again and chuckled. “Yes, I have to agree. I just hope she is more… open than Brea.”

      “Most women aren’t as powerful as you, Astra,” I said for what felt like the tenth time in as many days. “But don’t worry, there’s always Minh. She could take us all if she had a mind to.”

      My companion laughed and tossed the blanket aside. “Minh is so sexy. The way she just ate that meat! Such a beast.”

      Letting out a growl of her own, Astra positioned herself between my legs and grinned at me. “Speaking of which,” she said, then dipped her mouth down to take in my manhood.

      The hot splash of her tongue sent jolts of pleasure up my torso and down my legs. She gripped my girth in her hand while she ran a hand across my thigh with the other.

      “Towers above, Astra!” I moaned. “You are in a mood tonight.”

      She lifted up and released me. “Oh, I’m sorry, is this not what you want?”

      To answer her, I flexed my member and arched an eyebrow. She waited for a few seconds, but her own hunger won out.

      Growling softly, she resumed her ministrations.

      I lay my head back and relaxed as Astra worked the tension from my body.

      She’d gained much skill in the short time we’d been together.

      Where once the woman had won me over with sheer enthusiasm, now she surprised me each day with some new trick.

      Grazing her teeth up my shaft one moment and then plunging the length of me into her greedy throat the next, Astra was a marvelous lover.

      Tension rose after a few minutes, and I touched her cheek. “I’m not far off, love. Do you want to try something else?”

      “I want to taste you, Rin. I want all of it,” she said in a husky voice. “And then I want something else.”

      I chuckled and ran my fingers through her silken hair.

      Astra found a perfect rhythm and bobbed up and down over me, pumping her hand up and down my length as she did so.

      Each second brought me closer to the brink, and soon I was rolling in pleasure.

      “Stop holding back—give it to me,” Astra said before taking me in her mouth again.

      I gripped the hair on the side of her head softly as my body tensed. My cock grew in her mouth, hard as stone.

      Astra moaned in pleasure, and those subtle vibrations were what tipped me over the brink.

      My stomach clenched, and my groin burned hot with liquid pleasure. I moaned as I let myself go, filling Astra’s mouth with my seed.

      She showed me yet again how thirsty she was.

      The woman didn’t let a drop spill into the blankets.

      Astra slowed and lapped at me until I was completely finished.

      Then she sighed in satisfaction and lay down beside me. “That was wonderful,” she said in a happy voice. “Take your time, Rin. I’ll be ready whenever you recover.”

      I reveled in the post-orgasmic pleasure for a minute or two, holding Astra in my armpit.

      Then, enjoying one of the many benefits of an ascended core augmented with a rune of Might, I focused my mind.

      In seconds, I had recovered.

      I lifted up off the bed and fell down between Astra’s thighs.

      She squealed a little. “Oh, Rin, are you going to—”

      “Quiet, woman. Yes, I am.”

      I dipped my head and tasted Astra’s sex. Her plump lips were as cute and inviting as ever, and she dripped with anticipation.

      I relished her taste as much as she had mine, moving my tongue slowly inwards towards her already-firm bud.

      When I touched it at last, Astra gasped, clutching my hair in her hands.

      I pressed two fingers against her entrance and swirled them in a lazy circle to entice her further.

      I was about to push them inside when a loud banging rattled the house.

      Someone was knocking on the front door.

      I sat up, fearing the worst.

      Astra pulled the blankets over herself reflexively and mouthed, Who is it?

      I shrugged but stood up to find out.

      The person pounded on the door a second time, and a muffled voice called out something indecipherable.

      Pulling my robe on, I wrapped my sash about my waist and opened the bedroom door.

      Brea’s concerned face was sticking out of her bedroom further down the hall, and Siobhan emerged a second later.

      “I’ve got this, guys,” I said. “It’s probably not a big deal.”

      Astra shuffled behind me, a blanket wrapped around her body.

      Just to be safe, I summoned my Chasing Hammer before unlatching the door.

      A man stood on the porch in what looked to be a military uniform. His horse chuffed behind him, the steam rising off of its back illuminated in the silver moonlight.

      “Are you Rinmarron Runesmith?” the man asked gruffly.

      I kept the door open only a foot, noticing the sword slung at the man’s belt. “I am. What’s this about?”

      “My name is Jeremiah Courier. I have a letter that was sent all the way from Ferendell. I suggest reading it immediately. It’s been sealed by the Council of Cultivators.”

      With that, the man touched the brim of his hat and stomped away.

      A few seconds later, he threw his leg over his horse’s back, and the two went galloping off into the dark.

      Closing the door behind me, I faced the three women standing in the entryway.

      Brea had lit a lantern, and I could easily see the worried expressions on their faces.

      Not sure what else to do, I opened the letter and read it aloud.

      “Addressed to one Rinmarron Runesmith II. It has come to my attention that you have bonded with a vessel previously contracted to me. By which I am referring to Astra, daughter of Almred Hunter.

      “By breaking her contract, she has incited the Turncloak’s fee of 50 Platinum, to be paid immediately to the nearest OVA office.”

      I paused, shaking my head.

      Astra’s face was drained of color, and her shoulders were trembling.

      Brea swept in beside her and held her around the waist.

      Taking a deep breath, I continued. “Additionally, the Divine Artifact known as…”

      My words trialed off as I read ahead. Then I bolstered myself and continued. “Known as Rael shall be returned immediately as the terms of the contract no longer apply.

      “Respond to this letter immediately to arrange the return of the Divine Artifact. Failure to do so will result in punitive measures issued by the Council of Cultivators. Regards, Cormac Alchemist IX.”

      I folded the letter and sighed.

      Astra was outright crying by now, Brea patting her on the back to soothe her.
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      Looking to the women, I asked, “So, how big a deal is this Council anyway?”

      Siobhan’s brows rose. “Even my people, who live far from human society, fear the wrath of the Council.”

      “They are the rulers of Ferendell, Rin,” Brea added, shaking her head in disbelief. “They are the greatest single power in Acalia.”

      I walked toward Astra and lifted her chin.

      “Listen to me,” I demanded.

      The iron in my voice caused her sobs to end.

      Then I wiped one of the tears from her cheek.

      Looking to each woman in turn, I made them a single, solemn promise.

      “I will handle this. We’re headed south soon anyhow. Might as well be sooner rather than later. I’ll eat crow if I have to, but hear me, we are not giving Rael back. Understand?”

      Astra nodded, more tears spilling from her eyes.

      She crashed against me, and I pulled her into a tight hug.

      When Brea moved closer, I opened my arm to pull her into the embrace as well.

      Siobhan came near and held out a hand.

      I took that as well.

      The group of us were united, and I refused to bend to the will of some stuffy lord I’d never met.

      My only concern was how much it would cost us.
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      “Sorry, sir, we cannot do that here,” the clerk repeated. “The nearest official Notary is in Merrin, sir. They can handle your request.”

      She gave me the sort of smile that lets you know a person has exactly one drop of give-a-shit left.

      Then she slid the window closed and left me standing in the street.

      I sighed and clenched my fists.

      Taking another deep breath, I headed to Goran’s.

      It isn’t her fault, I told myself.

      You’re just pissed at this stuffy, asshole cultivator. Cormac Dickhead the fifteenth! I mean, how dare he?

      If I tried to look at the issue from his perspective, sure, I could understand being upset.

      Astra had signed up to be his cultivator and then fled with a priceless gift. But by her account, the man took advantage of his vessels.

      Not in any creepy sexual way, but by signing on more vessels than he could bond with. Cormac was essentially crippling their future.

      Most might be fine living in idle safety.

      But not Astra.

      I passed a few people in the street, one a young man who veered toward me as if to catch my attention.

      “I’ll be in the shop later!” I barked out, slapping on a crude smile when the poor man blanched.

      This wasn’t a day for niceties.

      It was a day for business.

      When Goran took in my expression, he guessed my mood at once. “Tea it is, then,” he muttered. “And why not? Been an odd morning anyhow.”

      I beelined for the table in the back of his shop and sat down with a huff.

      Goran locked the front door, flipped the open sign announcing he was away, and returned to fuss with his stove.

      The old man worked in silence, and I closed my eyes. The sounds of his movements soothed me. They were predictable, necessary.

      Finally, when the water had come to a boil, he poured us both a mug of tea. “Out with it. What is all of this about?”

      I groaned and rubbed my face. Then I asked him simply, “What do you know about Cormac Alchemist?”

      Goran’s brow rose and he hummed worriedly. “I know a great deal. Before I spout off about the bastard, why are you asking?”

      I told my friend about the letter, recalling the details as well as everything Astra had told me before and after regarding their contract.

      When I finished, Goran had an all-too-somber expression.

      “That is serious trouble, Rin. Cormac is no man to meddle with. Single-handedly, he wields more power than any other person in Acalia. There are a few who might best him in a duel, but political power is often harder to contend with.”

      I nodded, knowing he was in the right. “So, what do I do? I don’t mind paying a fee, but to return Rael… it would crush Astra to pieces!”

      Goran sipped his tea and shrugged. “You may have no choice, ultimately. Still, such matters do not need to be resolved immediately. I suggest taking your time, looking for some other solution to present itself. For instance, try to consider what else Cormac might want in the sword’s stead.”

      I’d figured as much myself, but the old riordi man reinforced my thoughts. It felt good to hear someone else say what I hoped to be possible.

      We sat in silence for a time, and then curiosity stirred in my mind.

      “What’s his deal? Astra said he has a reputation for keeping a large array of trained vessels. He sends them adventuring in his stead, without the aid of a bonded core. That sounds like a good way to get people killed.”

      Goran growled, his mouse-like front teeth protruding slightly. “Indeed. Legally, there is nothing to do about it. But yes, Rin, Cormac is a bastard through and through.

      “Back when Yory and I were adventurers, Cormac was seen as the foremost adventurer in Acalia. He became a Level 7 cultivator and even entered the Seventh Tower!

      “When he returned from that trip, however, many say he had changed. Not once has Cormac ever entered a tower since, nor did he risk any of his six bonded vessels.

      “Back in the safety and riches of Ferendell, Cormac instead started to seize power where he could. He has all but taken over the Council. And now he employs a strong force of vessels who do his bidding.”

      I couldn’t imagine Astra living under such conditions. “They’re just thugs, then, these unbonded vessels? Or do they actually enter the towers still or go on quests?”

      Goran shrugged. “I’m sure they do so occasionally to keep up appearances, but for the most part, many are as you say they are. Cheap muscle to carry out the old man’s will.”

      “It seems…” I searched for the right word. “I don’t know, cheap. Like a cheap way of treating a vessel. They train their whole lives to serve a cultivator. Then to only receive a portion of the benefits? Cormac is ruining those women.”

      Goran chuckled. “Not just women. His six bonded vessels are of course, but his contract vessels are a mix of men and women. Cormac has no scruples. He simply wants the best fighters.”

      I pondered all I’d learned and drank the tea I’d been offered. It was as bitter as the news.

      A knocking sound interrupted my thoughts.

      Surprisingly, however, it didn’t come from the front of the shop.

      Goran grinned for some reason and then patted the back of my hand. “Excuse me, Rin. I’ll be but a moment.”

      I watched the old man totter away, suspicious.

      That was an odd smile, I mused. And poorly timed considering our previous conversation.

      He opened the back door that led out into the alley behind his shop. “Ooh!” I heard him croon. “I knew it was you. Safe trip?”

      I peered over the table but could only see Goran’s round backside and tail swishing.

      A slightly muffled voice answered. “I am well, Great Uncle. The road was pleasant enough.”

      “Come inside! Your timing could not have been better.” Goran backed up, allowing room for a young woman to enter.

      Her mouse kin riordi features were at once evident.

      Where I’d grown accustomed to Goran and his old man version of a mouse kin, I found the girl to be absolutely adorable.

      Her shiny black eyes were tucked in a pretty face that was as nervous as it was excited.

      She reminded me of a kid at a carnival.

      She bowed her head when she saw me, clearing her throat nervously.

      “No need to be shy,” Goran stated.

      The old man looked up at me. His eyes were twinkling with pure delight. “Master Rinmarron. Please, allow me to introduce you to Pimwol, my niece.”

      I stood and held out my hand as Pimwol approached. Her embarrassment peaked as she shook my hand.

      “Please, call me Pim,” she said in a squeak.

      “Nice to meet you, Pim. And please, call me Rin.” I glared at Goran. “No need to call me Rinmarron, let alone master.”

      Goran lifted an eyebrow, but instead of answering my indirect question, he held out a hand, gesturing to the front of the shop.

      “Come, Pim! Let me show you my little store. Master Rinmarron can finish his tea alone.”

      I sat back down and did just that. While I was alone, I wracked my brain for what was so familiar about the girl’s name.

      Then I remembered.

      Yory’s wife had been named Pim.

      I made a note to bring it up when the time was right.

      Whatever reason Goran had for insisting on my full name and title, I would soon find out.

      Listening to the two shuffle about as Goran showed the woman this and that was plenty of entertainment.

      He fawned over her like a doting grandfather. Several times throughout their exchange, Goran would insist she take a piece of fruit with her or a pouch of nuts.

      Each time, Pim tried to refuse, but her efforts were pointless.

      Goran stuffed her pack with foodstuffs and then sent her on her way out the front door.

      He unlocked the door and let in a customer who’d been waiting outside.

      “Excuse me a moment,” he said politely. “Please, find what you need. I’ll be back in a moment.”

      Whistling now, Goran returned to stand before me. “She’s wonderful, isn’t she? Only fifteen summers old but as bright as a new copper.”

      I nodded, watching Goran’s expression carefully. “Pim seems like a nice girl. I didn’t know you were having family come to live with you.”

      “That’s just the thing, Rin. I’m not sure if she will live with me at all.” He sat down and snatched my hand off the table. “I have a proposition for you, Master Rinmarron. Hear me out. That’s all I ask.”

      Goran chewed his lip and waited for a response, then continued when he found me waiting patiently. “Pim is young. She is incredibly intelligent and has mastered her letters, numbers, and several other domestic arts.”

      Holding up a finger, worry creasing his brow, he added, “But she isn’t a warrior. So, either she lives her life poor, her only hope an early marriage… or… she can take another path entirely.”

      I fought to keep my expressions in check, but I feared Goran was about to ask me to take the girl into my own home. She might be gorgeous in a few years, but Pim was far too young for me to consider.

      Besides, I had two more vessels to acquire, two more women who would no doubt take up space of their own in my strange little family.

      Goran tapped the back of my hand three times with a clawed finger. Then he asked an entirely unexpected question. “Have you given any thought to your apprentice?”

      “An apprentice? But I’m hardly a true master, Goran. I wouldn’t know how—”

      “Nonsense!” the old man cut in. “I don’t know how you do it, but you’ve surpassed Yory! I’ve seen your creations, Rin. They are inventive and precise.

      “Now, I already asked Pim to apprentice for me, but she has no interest in running a shop. She has a crafter’s mind. I do not lie when I say she is clever. And there are other factors to consider, Rin!”

      Changing the subject randomly, Goran pointed out, “You’re leaving again, aren’t you? Heading south, and for who knows how long? It doesn’t make sense to close your shop yet again! No doubt, you’ll need to find a Grandmaster Runesmith as well.

      “You have more to learn until you become a grandmaster yourself, and who knows what you may come across on your journey?”

      I leaned back and held up a hand. “Hold on, Goran! What is all of this about? Yes, I’ll be leaving, but I thought we could make the same arrangement as before. Even Mattias agreed to sell some of my Spell Shards for me. And grandmaster? What are you on about?”

      Goran stood then, seemingly unable to sit still any longer. He glanced at the door leading to the storefront and then returned his gaze to me. “I have done much for you, have I not?”

      I sighed. “Of course, Goran. I owe you a great debt for your help, especially in reclaiming the runesmith shop.”

      He smiled, his old eyes suddenly seeming tired.

      “That was necessary. Yory would have wanted it. Anyway, I would ask a favor of you now, Master Rinmarron, if you’ll hear me. I would like you to give Pim a chance. Let her work for you for a short time. Test her skills and aptitude to learn runesmithing.

      “And if she excels, please choose her as your apprentice.”
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        * * *

      

      Pinewood, oil, and the cold tang of metal filled my nose as I entered my workshop.

      In the short time I’d lived at the ranch house, I had turned this place into something nearly majestic.

      Siobhan had helped most of all.

      The avian sorted through the old tools left by the previous occupant, and we’d pushed the mundane items off to one side of the shed.

      Further inside lay the tools I was more familiar with.

      Both of the old runecrafting tables stood side by side, next to a third. This new addition held the largest Spirit Shards available.

      Elite Spirit Shards.

      I’d ordered the vise from Annis Merchandiser and installed it just three days ago.

      Though I’d done much planning on how I might use the three massive shards, I had yet to work them.

      No better time than the present, I thought as I shook out my hands and surveyed the room.

      The first thing I did was check for new orders. Astra, still an active part of our business, spent a few hours a day down at the shop. She kept things tidy and also collected any order slips left by customers.

      Four slips sat on the edge of the counter.

      I read each of them in turn, as usual, enjoying the glimpse they gave me into the private lives of the townsfolk.
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        * * *

      

      From: Mrs. Reanne Gardener

      Custom Order: Reanne requests three Hiccup-Banishing Spell Shards. Her recent bouts of indigestion have kept her up at night, and she’s willing to fork up solid coin.

      Suggested Fee: Reanne has agreed to pay 2 Gold apiece for the Spell Shards if they will last at least a week each.
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        * * *

      

      “Might want to avoid over-eating before bed,” I said as I took up the next order. “But, if you want something to cover up the symptoms, I’m your man.”

      The next two orders were less interesting.

      One was a request for more Gopher-Smiting Spell Shards from Oswaldo Farmer. I suspected he was now selling them to neighboring farms, but I didn’t really care.

      He paid 20 Gold per shard, and though they were expensive to make, it was good money.

      The final order made me laugh out loud.
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        * * *

      

      From: Mr. Bill Blacksmith

      Custom Order: Bill had the audacity to ask for what he calls a Mammary Enhancement and Rejuvenation Spell Shard. Can you believe that, Rin? He wants his wife’s knockers to grow!

      Suggested Fee: Bill is willing to pay 55 Gold for the damn Spell Shard. Might be worth trying… good commission, and his wife was with him. She wants it too.
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        * * *

      

      Astra took many of the orders herself when present, and I found a great deal of pleasure in experiencing her sass indirectly.

      Even her handwriting changed when she got angry or thought something amusing.

      I pictured her scrawling down the order and giving the couple a strained smile before showing them out.

      With nothing else stopping me, I got started.

      I knocked out the gopher spells first, since they were familiar to me.

      When both were done, I set them on the counter atop the order and gave the hiccup spell some thought.

      I am not keen on trying to suppress the woman’s diaphragm. That could end terribly. No, but I could do something to kick her digestion up a notch.

      I recalled an old spell Yory had used to help a man with a weak gallbladder.

      It used Fire Spirit to amplify the potency of the man’s stomach acid, thereby helping his digestive process.

      Modifying the spell slightly, I forged the first of what I named the Strong Stomach, Slim Waist Spell Shard.

      It would probably work… and if it didn’t, Reanne would most likely forgive me considering the side effect of helping her lose a few pounds.

      Then I puzzled out how to soup up Mrs. Smith’s drooping chest.

      I thought about the surgeries performed back on Earth. The tight-skinned and too-resilient silicone boob jobs from my old life had never seemed appealing to me.

      But in Acalia, I had magic to play with.

      What made breasts grow? Hormones.

      So, drawing two odd recipes together, I forged a Breasts of Great Magnitude Spell Shard.

      Laughing at the over-the-top name I’d given it, I at last focused on the combat spell I’d been wanting to make for ages.

      Each Elite Spell Shard cost a fortune. I picked one up and placed it in the new vise.

      Then I retrieved the reagents needed to fashion the spell.

      The Elite Spell Shard could accommodate six runes, which gave me an almost infinite variety of options to play with.

      The girls and I had drummed up several options a couple days ago, and now I was set on making the best idea we’d come up with.

      The spell I had in mind was most certainly Compound. It had two primary runes. The first was the rune for Iron, the second Corrosion.

      Each of these were augmented by a secondary rune. Using Runic Vision, I placed these in the slots available, my precision exact.

      I changed the Iron rune with the Dagger rune, giving the metal its intended shape.

      Corrosion was augmented with the Sap rune.

      Then, combining the two halves of the spell, I added two more runes. Acceleration and Cluster runes would guide the destructive spell so that its force wouldn’t disperse.

      Then I took out 3 Platinum worth of reagents, enough to bankrupt me if I had a mind.

      Adding the reagents one at a time, I at last summoned my Chasing Hammer.

      I closed my eyes and envisioned a maelstrom of absolute chaos, hoping to make the most terrifying spell possible.

      I tapped the runes and watched as the shard lit up with released Spirit.

      It vibrated slightly, and I dismissed my hammer, preparing to leap beneath my bunker.

      But the vibration settled, and a long and pleasant ringing followed.

      I took a deep breath and chuckled. “You know, for a weapon of mass destruction, that was almost a pretty sound. I shall name thee, Calamity Claymore!”

      The next couple of hours had me working out the other two new Spell Shards I’d invented, only one of which exploded when I misguessed which reagent to use.

      I also spent considerable time refilling our store of combat spells for the journey ahead. It was tedious work, but I found it pleasant enough.

      When I finished, I headed inside only to be greeted by an overwhelming aroma.

      Yeasty bread and mouth-watering pork struck me right off the bat. Then a bouquet of savory herbs followed.

      Siobhan hunkered nearby, digging through the packs that were lined up near the front door. Her wings fluttered briefly when she saw me.

      “Hey, Rin,” she said plainly before resuming her task.

      Astra and Brea were in the trenches, waging a battle in the heart of the house. “Yes, I’m certain! Minh’s storage can keep them from being spoiled, and the buff is the best we’ve found so far!”

      Astra held up her hands. “Fine, Brea. Just seems extravagant for an adventure. You’re the boss in the kitchen, though.”

      I wove my way straight toward the source of the magnificent smell.

      Fluffy-looking lumps steamed on the counter, flecks of green and red showing through the browned edges. I reached for one, and Brea smacked the back of my hand.

      “Sorry, but please, let’s save these for when we need them. Pork and truffle soufflé, the best recipe I could come up with on such short notice.” A guilty look spread across her face.

      I wiped away some of the flour streaked across her rosy cheek. “No problem. I trust your expertise, Brea.”

      I kissed her on the mouth before she could speak again.

      Then I kissed Astra and headed for the door. “I’m meeting someone in town. Sorry for the back and forth, but this is important. I’ll see you all for dinner!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Pim was waiting on the front porch of Yory and Rin’s Runecrafting. The mouse kin girl was adorable, all nerves and eagerness brimming over.

      She reminded me of a girl headed off to college or perhaps an internship.

      And I guess that is exactly what she is, I mused as I opened the front door and led her inside.

      After Goran had explained Pim’s situation, I found myself glad to give this arrangement a try.

      Her family had landed on hard times. Pim’s options for marriage were limited in the small town she’d come from.

      Instead of shoving her into the arms of an old man, her father had reached out to Goran.

      “This is the storefront, obviously,” I muttered as I moved behind the counter. Pointing at the labels, I said, “Astra organized these. We have almost fifty of the most common Spell Shards customers come in for. They’re labeled, and their prices are as well.”

      Pim nodded, her brow knit in concentration.

      “We keep coin in the register, but if you need to break down a gold or platinum, I suggest heading over to Goran’s.” Then I wiped a finger across the counter. “The storefront isn’t hard to keep clean. Just dust once a week, and make sure to keep this bowl of hard candies full at all times.”

      Pim eyed the bowl quizzically. “The candy is for…”

      “For the customers. Sugar makes everyone happy. I use peaches or pears when in season, but the candy keeps longer. Goran always has something to do the job.”

      Moving back into the house, I opened the door to my old room. The musty smell triggered countless memories of a life I’d not directly experienced.

      Still, by now, the old Rin was so ingrained in my mind, I could hardly tell the difference.

      “This is where you can sleep. It isn’t much, but it is cozy.”

      Pim’s eyebrows lifted. Her unguarded expression showed me she was used to modest conditions. “The room is… mine alone?”

      I smiled. “The entire house is yours alone, at least for the time being. There’s a master bedroom, but I would prefer you not sleep there if it is fine. That was Yory’s room, and I’ve arranged it just so.”

      I led Pim past the dojo. “Feel free to use this room if you have free time. The walls are covered in diagrams regarding cultivation.”

      Finally, I passed the old workshop and pointed ahead to the kitchen. “Please, take a seat at the table, I’ll be right back.”

      I returned a moment later with a dusty book in my hand. It was heavy and worn around the edges, but the leather was oiled and well-maintained.

      The title, Principles of Runecraft, Reagents, and the Symphony of Elemental Presences, was as stuffy as one might expect.

      I sat opposite Pim and smiled.

      Positioning the book between us, I held out my hand.

      She placed hers in my palm.

      I moved her hand above the book and pressed it down firmly.

      “This, Pim, is the best you’re going to get for now. I trust Goran and I owe him more than a few favors. But I don’t have the time to teach you properly.”

      I smiled sympathetically. “No worries, though. Yory didn’t actually teach me a thing until I’d read this entire book twice over, and several others like it.

      “Study well, Pim. Anyone can wield a Spiritarm when their core is activated… few can do so wisely.”

      I pulled back my hand, but Pim’s remained.

      Her innocent eyes were locked on the manuscript, betraying a sense of awe and respect that appealed to every bone in my body.

      Good girl, I thought. This is exactly as serious as you think it is.

      I stood, intent on showing her the list of duties I’d written down and ensuring she knew where everything integral was.

      But Pim got to her feet and she snatched at my sleeve. “Thank you,” she said awkwardly. “Thank you, Master Rinmarron.”

      I smiled and waited for her to release me. Then I stood up tall and tried to emulate Yory, the kind but severe old man I’d served under for so many years.

      “You can thank me, young Pim, when I have accepted you as my apprentice. You haven’t earned the right to call me Master yet. Until I return, I am just Rin to you.”

      Pim’s mouth worked, her eyes wide in fear, perhaps worried that she’d overreached.

      I dropped the mysterious teacher act and took out my list.

      “No worries, Pim! I have faith in you yet. But pay attention. There’s a lot we need to go over and too little time to do so… Tell me, would you feel comfortable feeding an enormous snapping turtle?”
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        * * *

      

      Acalia spread out before us like a living emerald. Everything was green and lush, at least in the verdant heart of the country.

      With the aid of our enchanted reins, our horses made quick time as we tore south.

      We passed one or two small towns each day, and soon, the land shifted from grassy hills to marshy lowlands.

      Rivers coursed through the land like huge, silver snakes, and the air grew heavy with moisture.

      I rather enjoyed the change in atmosphere, but Astra simply abhorred it. After the third day of travel, she declared war on the riverlands, claiming the humidity would destroy her fragile complexion.

      The fine clothes we’d ordered from Mattias’s shop went a long way in increasing our comfort.

      They not only gave a myriad of tiny buffs, like sure-footedness and increased balance, but most were enchanted in more mundane ways.

      Having a shirt that refused to cling to sweat, for instance, was an absolute marvel to behold.

      I promised myself that when we returned to Bern, I would order myself a dozen pairs of enchanted socks.

      A warrior was not better than the condition of his feet, after all.

      Brea, on the other hand, had never looked more at home.

      On the fifth day of travel, we forced our mounts up a steep hill. Atop, we were afforded a grand view of the sprawling valley below.

      Several rivers converged to spill into a vast lake. It shone in the afternoon sun like a plate of burnished bronze.

      Standing tall and imposing in its center was the Third Tower.

      “It’s rather beautiful,” Brea said contentedly.

      Siobhan stretched out her wings, letting the sunshine warm them for a while. “I guess it is. Like a spear that landed in the middle of a puddle.”

      Astra groaned. “I feel like a spear in a puddle. I’m sure it is very pretty, but honestly, I just can’t wait until I can wash my face in a proper basin.”

      I took a bite of jerky and stared into the distance.

      Then I patted Astra on the shoulder. “Sorry, love, but I’m with them. That is one hell of a view. So, everyone remember our plan?”

      Siobhan bounced her head side to side as if thinking. “Kill some slime monsters. Crush tower. Move to Merrin. I miss anything?”

      “You more or less got the gist of it. I’m not sure exactly what monsters we need to find. The quest was a bit vague on that point, but we need their slime apparently. Here, I’ll just read the quest one more time.”
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        * * *

      

      Major Quest: To Shine in Slime

      Cadmin Boyer has requested the viscous slime produced by certain Water affinity monsters found in the southern riverlands.

      The surprisingly expensive goo can be used to craft the finest waterproof boots around. Look for the monsters near or inside the Third Tower of Acalia. Most Water element monsters attack in large groups, so use caution when hunting them.
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        * * *

      

      Requirements: Deliver 25 units of Viscous Monster Slime to the Adventurer’s Guild. Must be completed within ten days of accepting quest.
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        * * *

      

      Reward: 6 Platinum and 10 Gold
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        * * *

      

      Brea spoke with a mouth stuffed full of bread. “Simple enough. I say we just go to the tower. If we can find them there as well, why bother wasting time?”

      I nodded. “I agree. Then, as Siobhan stated so concisely, we crush the tower and move on to Merrin. Hopefully there we can sort out at least a portion of this mess with Cormac.”

      Astra shot me a worried look, but I smiled at her confidently.

      We’d gone over this plenty of times. Paying the fine she’d incurred by breaking her contract wouldn’t bankrupt us.

      After collecting the money from the Spirit Beast boar, and all we’d earned since buying the ranch house, we were flush for the time being.

      I waited a few minutes while the girls finished their brief meal, then stood up in my saddle to stretch my legs.

      Sitting back down, I cried out, “Come on! Let’s make this last stretch a race. First round is on whoever makes it to Orinthell last!”
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, the sun was setting at last.

      I caught up to the three women who’d taken pity on me. Brea grinned like a fool, and when I finally reached them, panting and wheezing, she was the first to speak.

      “First round?”

      I groaned and leaned on Jax heavily. “First round. Should have known Jax would have his own plans.”

      My horse had kept a commendable pace for the first hour of our race. The enchanted reins allowed the horse to run nearly nonstop at high speeds.

      The road was well maintained this close to the tower, so our party had practically flown toward the tower.

      But then he’d slowed, apparently bored. He’d even stopped altogether to sample some lush clover on the side of the road.

      I’d fought with him and chased after my female companions.

      After each of the girls had a turn in teasing me, I dismounted and reminded them all that it was a cultivator’s job to pay the bills anyhow.

      “That’s a clever way of admitting you lost,” Siobhan jabbed again.

      I winked at her, and when she landed on the ground beside her horse, I thought for a second she was blushing.

      Orinthell spread out in a loose spattering of buildings that converged in a dense cluster near a long bridge.

      Night was rapidly falling, and the dark shapes of bats swooped over the placid lake, snatching insects from the sky.

      The tower loomed darkly, like a threat and a promise at once.

      But Orinthell glowed from a thousand torches, and the jangle and shouts of taverns echoed through the streets. The joyful sound warmed my heart.

      “Let’s go find a place to stay,” I said, leading Jax by his reins. “Hopefully, there’s a cozy inn with a couple rooms to spare.”
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        * * *

      

      Standing in a muddy street, I gaped up at a most obscene sign.

      A red-faced warrior stood with fists held high. The paint on his exaggerated features was peeling, but there was no hiding the dangling bit between his legs.

      The Short Spear must have been the crudest inn to be had in Orinthell.

      But it was the only one with rooms available.

      The Strutting Knight, Milk and Honey, and the Bunny’s Den were all packed to the brim.

      Though Astra tried to use her charisma to eke out some wiggle room, none of the innkeepers would hear of it.

      They’d each pointed elsewhere until we’d arrived at The Short Spear.

      “Not exactly short at all, if you think about the proportions,” Astra mused.

      Brea’s blush was visible even in the dim light.

      Siobhan’s wings were drooping, and she pushed ahead. “Come on. There’s no point in putting it off.”

      I walked in beside her, and the loud clamor of revelers increased in volume immediately.

      Sour beer and wine floated among the fragrant bodies of what appeared to be a mix of adventurers and common workers.

      Admittedly, the minstrel stomping out his song atop a nearby table showed considerable talent.

      And the crowd wasn’t as rough as I’d feared.

      Still, none of my girls looked pleased to be standing in this place. Brea, especially, seemed ready to run off at a moment’s notice.

      Thankfully, a wire-thin innkeeper walked up with a smile on his face. “Drinks, food, a place to stay?”

      “The last of those, please. We’d like two adjoining rooms if that’s possible.”

      The man shook his head. “Sorry, friend. I have five rooms currently, but they’re scattered about. One has three beds, though. Should be enough for your party. What do you say?”

      I forced a smile and nodded to the women. “We will take it! Also, I assume you’ve got a stable tucked away somewhere? We’ve got four horses that need tending.”

      Our host’s smile never faltered. “Nope! But I can have my boy run them over to a nearby stable we often work with. They take good care of the beasts we send to them, no worries.”

      I rubbed my temples.

      Seven fucking towers. This day needs to end.

      “If you can tell us where the stables are, I think we’ll bring the horses over ourselves. But we’ll take the room, please, and a round of beer.”

      “Wine!” Astra cut in, and Brea amended her order as well.

      I paid the man, and he scurried away to fetch our drinks.

      Meanwhile, Astra had the wisdom to take Brea elsewhere. After helping them unload the horses, Siobhan and I stood at a corner table, our saddlebags piled at our feet.

      Surprisingly, the beer was excellent. Served ice cold, the brew was fresh and strong enough to make me forget the stench of the common room… a little, at least.

      Siobhan drank her own beer and eyed the people assembled around us.

      The woman rocked a serious poker face, but I could see she had her guard up.

      Considering the nearby shouts and increasing aggression of an adjacent table, I could understand why. Three burly men sat among a throng of elves and riordi women.

      All wore impressive if uncared for armor, and I knew by the dents and scrapes that these weren’t idle adventurers.

      Though which among the group were actual cultivators, I couldn’t quite tell.

      One riordi made more noise than the lot of them combined.

      The bear-like man had a massive back that stretched the leather armor he wore.

      He was telling some crude story I could only half-hear.

      Apparently, the tale required him to stand, and he started moving his hips in a suggestive manner.

      Yep, I should have known. Men only get that excited about two things. Fighting and—

      “Fucking hell!” a man screamed from behind the riordi. “How many times you gonna bump into me with your hairy ass in one fucking night?”

      A portion of the common room fell quiet, but the minstrel shifted into a new song. He hopped down and started moving toward the more amiable portion of the room, sensing trouble.

      Ooh! I do hope that’s enough to start a fight, Minh said in my mind. I’m so bored.

      Turning to see the man who’d obviously offended him, the riordi growled loud enough to be heard over the chipper beat of the new song.

      “If you weren’t sitting so close, maybe that wouldn’t have happened,” he said at last. “Now, how about you fuck off? I was telling a story.”

      The opposing man stood, and several patrons started moving away.

      I think you’ll get your wish, Minh.

      The coin shield buzzed in my pocket in response. Oh, I sure hope so. Maybe you can fight someone next! Nothing like establishing dominance to rile up your appetite.

      I chuckled. Sorry, Minh. I won’t be establishing anything tonight.

      Minh sighed mentally, but I could feel her presence as we watched the confrontation unfold.

      “All I’ve heard come out of your ugly mouth tonight is a string of exaggerated lies,” the other man said. “You don’t need half the common room to bullshit, do you?”

      I chuckled, nudging Siobhan with my boot.

      A hint of a smile touched the corners of her eyes. Then she joined me in watching the fight unfold.

      The riordi set down his mug and proceeded to call the man several colorful names.

      That was a good one! And I agree. That man does resemble a sow’s ass, Minh articulated thoughtfully.

      The man in turn mocked the bear kin, and sure enough, fists were flying in no time at all.

      Though the man who’d called out the riordi was stout and skilled, he was taking the worst of it before long.

      Giggling now, Minh added, Never wise to offend a bear kin. He’s lucky that riordi wasn’t hungry. I would have eaten at least part of his face.

      Minh! I interrupted. Why would you ever eat someone’s face?

      Face, eyes, organs… these are all very fatty and nutritious, Rin. Now quiet, there’s still a chance someone could die!

      By the time Astra and Brea came in, the riordi had knocked his opponent’s two front teeth out.

      The man’s friends hauled him up, stuffed him in a different chair around the table, and forced another drink into his hands.

      Then, as if nothing at all had occurred, the room resumed its previous levity.

      “What did we miss?” Astra said. “Bit of blood on the floorboards over there… was there a fight?”

      “Not worthy to be called a real fight,” Siobhan said, her arms crossed and face impassive.

      Astra groaned. “Not fair! Whatever, let’s just go to our rooms.”

      She picked up the chilled wine that had been waiting for her and upended the cup in a matter of seconds, wincing at the end and shuddering slightly.

      Brea watched her with a look caught between bemusement and awe.

      “I think I’ll just take mine upstairs with us,” she said when Astra gestured at the woman’s wine. “I can return the cup in the morning.”

      We shouldered our saddlebags, much lighter than usual due to Minh’s storage, and headed upstairs.

      Our room was on the third floor, the roof slanting down and making it difficult to stand properly in most of it.

      The beds, however, were at least clean.

      Siobhan led the search for bedbugs and fleas, which lasted long enough for me to assemble a modest meal for us on the patch of floorboards between the beds.

      Satisfied the beds were sanitary, my companions sat down with me, and we ate in silence.

      Disappointed by the accommodations and tired from the day’s travel, we undressed and all crawled into bed.

      Siobhan and Brea took the two singles, and Astra and I climbed into the larger bed.

      It would be snug, but we would be dry and safe.

      I blew out the candle and listened to the sound of the girls breathing. It was a sweet sound, something I didn’t take for granted.

      Feeling sleep finally begin to take me, my eyes popped open when I heard a raucous laugh echo from down the hall.

      “Just you wait, woman!” a familiar voice shouted. “You’ll be impressed when you see the majesty of a true bear kin warrior!”

      Muffled giggling followed, and then I heard a door rattle open and two sets of feet shuffle in.

      The door slammed shut, and the noises one might expect followed. Soon, a woman moaned and a bed rattled.

      The riordi bear kin growled louder and louder as he enjoyed his companion.

      “This is fucking terrible,” Astra said beside me.

      Siobhan chuckled softly. “Don’t worry. He won’t last long. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s rutting with the floorboards and his woman friend is scratching him behind his ears.”

      Brea sniggered, but didn’t speak.

      Sure enough, roughly thirty seconds later, the bear kin’s growl increased in volume.

      A heavy silence followed.

      “For all his talk,” Astra squeaked out between laughs. “I’ll bet she’s relieved, though, poor thing. She’ll be plucking fur out of her ass crack for a week.”

      Brea outright snorted at that, and Siobhan let out a high-pitched laugh that was so unexpected and inhuman I practically died.

      We were just about to calm down when another sound filtered in through the gap between our door.

      A low, rumbling snore began to vibrate up the hall.

      We all laughed again, and—feeling much happier than we had been before the awkward interruption—finally relaxed into a long and restful sleep.
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        * * *

      

      In the full light of day, The Short Spear was even more dreary than it had appeared last night.

      But our host, the thin man whose name was apparently Cory, set aside one of the bathrooms for our use alone.

      An hour after sunup, we picked up our horses from the nearby stables and headed toward the tower.

      Orinthell sprawled out around a single bridge. Part of the town rose up on the green slope of a low mountain, and the rest sat in the lowlands.

      Astra, who’d spent some time here in her youth, told us the hillside portion of town was more prosperous.

      “Would be a good place to go if we have time to visit a market. I still love the armor we picked up at the Second Tower, but there’s always room for upgrades!”

      Siobhan arched an eyebrow at Astra’s statement. “This is the finest equipment I’ve ever owned… and already you want something better?”

      Astra grinned proudly. “Don’t think I’m not grateful for all Rin’s gotten for us. And the clothes we ordered from Mattias will help a great deal as well. But I just love to shop, Siobhan. No harm in that.”

      Before the two could continue their discussion, we turned a corner and came to the mouth of the bridge.

      A line of adventurers waited for their turn to cross.

      Thankfully, it looked to be moving quickly.

      After only ten minutes’ wait, I paid a 10 Silver bridge tax, and our party was allowed to cross.

      The surface of the still lake shimmered in the morning sunlight. It was a vast body of water, and a rhythmic shushing told of waves lapping at a nearby shore.

      Clusters of trees clung around the vast valley, but mostly grassland surrounded the huge lake.

      It was like a great bowl filled with pristine water. My imagination tried to picture the vast god who held this bowl in their hands.

      The bridge spanned over three hundred feet or so, but it was quickly crossed.

      On the other side, we hitched our horses and made our way to a guard standing nearby. We were ushered into the line of cultivators awaiting their turn to enter the Lake Tower.

      “This is awfully exciting,” Brea said as she examined the pale tower standing above us. “Amazing how it just pours out like that, no?”

      Siobhan flapped her wings and leaned on her staff. “It is like a river runs up through the tower itself. That is a lot of water.”

      I, too, was staring at the three waterfalls that plummeted down into the lake.

      The Lake Tower stood taller than the first two.

      From a distance, it had looked thin, but up close, I could make out its true size.

      White-walled and stretching up into the sky far above, I knew this would be a harder challenge than anything we’d experienced before.

      And no matter how I thought about it, I couldn’t figure out what could make so much damned water pour out of the three vast spillways cut into the side of the tower.

      A cheerful voice spoke up ahead of us. “You might be closer to the truth than you’d imagine. Shouldn’t be surprised. Few are as clever as an avian riordi, after all.”

      The speaker was a short woman wearing thick robes and a large, lopsided grin.

      Standing around her were three burly men strapped to the teeth for battle.

      One, an archer armed with a side sword, had the angled features and pointed ears of an elf.

      Another was a human who stood in full plate armor with a heavy shield strapped to his back and a short spear in his hand.

      The final man was riordi. Standing a full foot taller than me, the avian was as striking as Siobhan and just as terrifying. He bore a huge, hooked war axe with a six-foot haft.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      The woman pointed over her shoulder at the tower. “We’ve only been inside once before, but there was a central column too thick to be merely a support.

      “My guess is that somehow the tower pulls water up from the lake and spills it back down again. This whole lake is saturated with Water Spirit, which likely provides the energy to do so.”

      Minh took that moment to butt into my thoughts.

      Can you believe it, Rin? One woman with three men!

      How lucky is she? Do you think she beds them all?

      I told my first vessel to back the hell off and hid my embarrassment by coughing into my hand. “Seems logical,” I said lamely. “I wonder what purpose it serves.”

      The avian in the woman’s group spoke for her in a voice as deep and hard as granite.

      “The tower lives up to its name. Not only is it in the center of a lake, but each floor is filled with aquatic environments.”

      “How far did you guys go up?” Astra asked, her enthusiasm already piqued.

      The female cultivator sighed. “Only the second floor. The tower is… harder than we thought possible. We cleared the Second Tower over a year ago and have been training and questing ever since.

      “I bound my third vessel a month ago, and we came here straight away. But the monsters inside… they are potent to say the least.”

      I approached the woman and held out a hand. “My name is Rin. This is Astra, Brea, and Siobhan.”

      Minh rattled in my pocket and demanded she be introduced as well. “Sorry,” I amended, pulling out the coin and transforming the shield. “I forgot to mention Minh. She is my first vessel, and her power and beauty are well known all across Acalia.”

      The cultivator chuckled and nodded toward her companions. “I’m Deanna. That’s Gil and Quinn,” she said, pointing to the human and elf in turn. “And the giant is Tairvane.”

      Siobhan struck the stone at her feet. She held up two fingers to her lips and whistled sharply.

      Tairvane laughed, making a sound like cracking boulders. Then he returned her odd salute. “Well met, Wind sister. May your feathers never fall out.”

      Deanna eyed the two and flashed her eyebrows at me.

      “Always a delight traveling with vessels who come from different parts of Acalia. You should see the trouble we cause at supper.”

      “I can imagine. So, Deanna, what is your Occupation?” I asked, curious how the woman would survive the tower wearing only the thick, brown robes that wrapped her small body.

      She answered by holding out her hand and calling out, “Shephard’s Crook!”

      A tall staff materialized in her grip, towering above her with a curved hook at the end.

      “That’s amazing,” I said with honest admiration. “I’m a Runesmith. My Chasing Hammer keeps growing, but it must be nice to have that reach advantage.”

      “It is! As you can see, I’m not exactly built for close quarters… but my enchanted robes and these three lugs are enough to keep my head on my shoulders.”

      I was about to direct another question at one of the woman’s vessels when a cry of frustration came from behind us.

      A column of adventurers were barging forward through the line, ignoring the protests of the others waiting.

      At the head of the group was the bear kin riordi man I’d seen all too much of already. He bumped past Astra, and she gave him a shove instinctively.

      The huge man barely budged.

      Instead of rebuking her, he locked eyes with me and then Deanna. “I’ve a vessel waiting for me ahead. No need to get upset.”

      Everyone bristled, but we didn’t stop the group.

      Sure enough, I spotted a tall woman waving to the riordi man, and the rest of their party caught up and took up a position near the entrance to the tower.

      Biting down my frustration, I asked Deanna, “Is that permitted? Kinda seems a bit unfair.”

      She rolled her eyes. “It isn’t strictly forbidden, and probably not worth challenging the bastard to a duel. We’ll get our turn soon enough.”

      “That guy’s a real asshole,” Brea whispered.

      Astra nodded beside her. “Hell yes, he is. And honestly, smells like one too. He’s in great need of a bath.”

      Her jab caused a few laughs, and the tension dissipated somewhat.

      Deanna called her vessels closer, and the four of them spoke in a huddle. Then she turned back to me with a more solemn expression.

      “I have a proposition for you, Rin. Last time we entered, we couldn’t make it even halfway through the second floor. The fucking tower is tough as hell, and there’s certainly no rules against teaming up. Would you consider joining with us?”

      I scratched my chin and glanced at the girls.

      Siobhan tilted her head to the side, somehow perfectly indicating she would do as I said.

      Astra shrugged and Brea just looked to me.

      Deanna held up a hand. “Sorry, that’s a lot to ask someone you’ve only just met. And I should clarify. I’ve only joined parties with another cultivator once before.

      “The normal way one goes about it is to share the loot evenly regardless of how each battle goes, and we can either cycle together or trade off rooms.”

      I nodded to let her know I understood.

      Thinking about the situation, I figured it would be a good way to clear the tower much faster. It would allow us to reap the tower’s rewards sooner and also to move on with our other tasks on this journey.

      But we’d only just gotten here, and I wanted to learn what the tower had in store for us firsthand before I teamed up.

      “Thank you for the offer, Deanna. I think I’d rather enter with my party alone. We need to figure out how to operate in this tower, fight its monster, and learn its dangers.”

      I glanced at each of her vessels, who stared me down implacably. “It’s obvious you have a strong party, though, and frankly, you’re one of the kindest cultivators I’ve met.

      “Is there any way we could consider doing so in the future should the tower continue to prove too difficult?”

      Deanna held out a fist, and when I held mine up as well, we bumped knuckles.
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      “That sounds reasonable, Rin. Thanks for your honesty. We’ll be working the first and second floors until we gain the strength to push higher up. If you want to give a dual run a try, look us up at Milk and Honey. Nicest inn in town, by the way.”

      Astra and Brea groaned simultaneously.

      I laughed and thanked the woman again. “Sounds good. And if you and yours get bored of having a clean and spacious room, come on by The Short Spear. There’s cold beer and enough fistfights to keep the night entertaining.”

      Deanna and her vessels laughed, agreeing to take me up on my invitation.

      Then the guard standing near the entrance to the tower called us all forward, and I watched Deanna’s party enter the massive doors.

      They clanged shut, and as the echo slowly faded, I wished our new friends well in braving the monsters ahead.
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            The Temptation of Dry Socks
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        * * *

      

      I bent over, hands on knees, panting like a dog.

      Like a wet dog, I mused, still quite unused to the smell.

      All around us, littering the puddled ground, lay dozens of monster bodies.

      The musty muskrats were simple enough to kill.

      A few whacks with my Spiritarm, or a well-aimed slash of Astra’s sword, and the beasts would fall.

      But as soon as we’d been shut into the first room of the tower, our party had been assaulted by over fifty of the monsters.

      Perhaps worse than the countless cuts and wounds we’d been thrashed with was the constant spattering of sludge and blood.

      I had gotten the worst of it.

      Pounding a wet muskrat with a hammer apparently caused as much spray as you might imagine.

      Astra stared down at her once shining armor and made a sad, mewling noise.

      Brea strode over to her and patted her on the back. “Sorry. That doesn’t look very…”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Astra supplied. “Good day to be an archer, eh?”

      Even Siobhan looked cross. “These beasts smell like the underside of a stone in the deepest part of a bog.”

      I shook my head. “That was oddly specific, Siobhan. Should I ask how you know that?”

      The avian wiped a tendril of gore off her cheek and flung it to the ground. “Bogs are good hunting, Rin. This is well known.”

      I dismissed my Spiritarm and transformed Minh back into a coin. Tucking her in my pocket, I found a patch of the tower floor ahead that was almost dry.

      I sat down and tried to calm my nerves. “If you guys can gather the gem hearts, that would be great. Everyone did a great job, by the way, and maybe tonight we can hit up a shop. I’m not usually one for perfume, but… I doubt we’ll get this smell out of our clothes otherwise.”

      The girls went about collecting the monsters’ gem hearts after the bodies disappeared into a thick cloud of Spirit.

      I closed my eyes and started in on the advanced cycling technique I’d learned from the cultivation manual Goran had given me.

      My core took in the condensed Spirit, and my energy levels rose.

      Cycling was something I wished I could share with my vessels. They were given time to rest between battles, but only I was truly restored.

      After fifteen minutes, I had cleared the air of Spirit.

      We spent a little while longer cleaning one another’s faces and hair, then proceeded through the opened door that led deeper into the tower.

      The first room had been a dark, empty chamber that had almost no distinguishing features other than dozens of puddles across the uneven floor.

      Our battle had become tricky due to a thick layer of algae growing over everything.

      But despite our numerous enemies, the fight had finished in less than five minutes of intense struggle.

      The next room was not nearly so dank and depressing.

      Five columns of golden sun shone down in thick shafts from high windows.

      The central column Deanna had mentioned stood in the center, and trickles of water cascaded down a curtain of vines.

      A pool lay beneath, one that I was immediately sure would have some part in the next battle.

      The door slammed shut behind us, and the shape of several monsters lit up as the tower summoned them.

      Two large monsters formed at the edge of the pool, and the water itself lit up as more of the tower’s minions were summoned below the surface out of sight.

      I blinked in surprise when the two big monsters came into view at last.

      Shaped like enormous mussels, the monsters stood unmoving before us.

      I checked them in my SI, hoping to gain some insight.
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        * * *

      

      Colossal Clam

      Rank: Level 4

      Monster Type: Mollusk

      Disposition: Reactive

      Elemental Affinity: Water, Earth
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        * * *

      

      Reactive? What does that mean? I wondered, edging closer to the nearest clam.

      I waved at Astra to remain behind me and activated Runic Vision. The clam’s broad shell, some five feet of slimy, gray surface, lit up with runes.

      Scanning them, I saw most were runes of Durability. I doubted I’d have the strength to crack the monster’s defenses outright.

      I sidestepped around but didn’t brave getting closer to the pool.

      Nowhere could I find an empty rune slot.

      “Damn, I can’t see any weaknesses. I’m gonna whack the thing and see what happens. Astra, be ready to attack when I do. Might want to use Rael’s other form.”

      Astra nodded, then whispered to her sword.

      The thick-bladed zambato sword shifted, extending into a long polearm with a sword fixed at the end.

      I took one step closer to the clam and decided to strike for the seam where its two shells closed.

      “Peening Strike!”

      My Chasing Hammer landed true, and fragments of shell burst out in all directions.

      The clam suddenly flashed blue.

      Its shells parted quicker than I’d expected, and a gout of viscous fluid shot out and into my face.

      I managed to block some of the stream with Minh, but far too much slime filled my mouth and eyes.

      Stumbling back, I spat the slime out and sputtered for breath. I distantly heard Astra activate a skill and attack the clam.

      A bow string twanged twice, and then a shrill shriek echoed in the chamber.

      It took me a few minutes to clear my eyes, and when I finally did, I discovered my companions had slain the colossal clam.

      I blinked around, slime still webbing over my eyelashes and making the room appear blurry.

      “You okay, Rin?” Astra asked sympathetically.

      I sighed. “Yes, just very, very sticky. At least I know what to expect this time.”

      I walked around to the other clam and gestured for the girls to get prepared.

      Holding Minh up over my face, I hammered the clam before me blindly.

      A wet squelch announced the clam opening up, and I hunkered down to give Brea a better shot.

      Something pushed against my shield, and I figured it was another blast of slime. But then I was pulled off balance, some force tugging at Minh’s surface.

      My shield dipped and I saw a long, muscular tongue contracting to yank the shield closer.

      No sooner had I laid eyes upon the clam’s disgusting insides than a fountain of slime rocketed out and into my face a second time.

      It hit me with such force that I released the shield and rolled backward.

      I stumbled away blindly, trying not to vomit outright. Again, Astra and Brea attacked.

      Siobhan gripped me under an arm and helped pull me away to safety. Moments later, the chamber was silent besides my frantic gasping.

      Though the attack did nothing to hurt me physically, it had an immediately suffocating quality that not only terrified me, but could be fatal if the slime couldn’t be cleared away in time.

      Thankfully, Siobhan helped scrape the slime from my face, mouth, and nose.

      Finally able to see around the room again, I glared at the cursed clams that sagged open like the beaks of huge, sleeping birds.

      “What the fuck?” I shouted. “That wasn’t fun at all!”

      To give the girls credit, none of them laughed at me. I’m sure it would have been tempting, but all they did was wait patiently while I got over my fit of outrage.

      After catching my breath, I took in the scene before us. Two huge monsters had been slain, and their bodies had not yet dissolved into Spirit.

      The pool at the edge of the room glowed blue, and shapes shifted below the surface.

      The door to the next chamber had not been opened.

      “We have to kill whatever is swimming in that pool,” I said, stating the obvious. “Any ideas on how to draw them out?”

      Brea cleared her throat. “I could fire an arrow into the water. Might cause a reaction.”

      Appreciating the simplicity of the plan, I retrieved Minh from where she clung to the clam’s dripping tongue and held the shield up. “Okay, fire away, Brea. Let’s be ready for anything.”

      The archer released a simple arrow, and it plunged into the water.

      Water sprayed up, but otherwise, nothing happened.

      “Try again,” I said. “See if you can’t hit one of those things moving about.”

      Brea loosed her arrow, and it splashed into the pool.

      A storm of chaos ensued.

      I saw something flinch away within the dark water one moment, and then shortly after, a grinding vibration rattled up through the soles of my boots.

      A network of cracks formed in the stone floor, and the water in the pool rushed outwards and filled in the cracks.

      In a matter of seconds, nine squares had been formed, and several feet of water gushed between each.

      With the water drained from the pool, the writhing mass of tentacles that had once been submerged became visible.

      “Brea, try Frigid Shot!” I bellowed as I waited to see what the tentacles might do.

      Her arrow streaked through the room and connected with the foot-thick base of a writhing appendage. It froze the tentacles, shattering it off and killing it quickly.

      Before any of us could celebrate, a new tentacle grew so rapidly I knew we would need to do something else to defeat this enemy.

      I was about to jump forward to the square in front of me in search of the body of the monster when all of the tentacles rose up and then plunged into the muddy embankment of the now dry pool.

      As they did so, I spotted a faintly glowing shell at the base of the empty pool.

      It was covered in slime, and in my Runic Vision, I could see it was as invulnerable as the clams had been.

      “We have to kill that thing!” I shouted. “Astra, let’s—”

      All of the tentacles emerged from between the cracks in the floor at the same time, stifling my command.

      They were not as long as before, but each still had a ten- to twelve-foot reach.

      Two shot out and wrapped around Brea’s ankles, rudely tugging her to the ground.

      The arrow she’d had nocked fired up and pinged off the far wall.

      Thankfully, Siobhan was standing nearby. The avian flapped her wings and evaded two more tentacles aimed at her.

      She landed near Brea and let her staff fly.

      With deadly precision, Siobhan crushed one tentacle, then stabbed the butt of her staff through another. And just like that, Brea was set free.

      Astra yelped, and I turned to see she’d been assaulted by four of the grasping appendages.

      Only one wove toward me, which I quickly blasted apart with Oaken Mallet.

      Then I leapt across the three-foot gap and attacked the writhing arms pulling Astra toward the pool.

      “Peening Strike!” I shouted twice, severing the limbs by blasting them against the stone floor with my Chasing Hammer.

      Her arms now free, Astra screamed, “Cinder Slash!”

      The Fire Spirit hissed out and seemed to do little damage, but Rael was sharp.

      In his swordstaff form, Rael cut through the base of the tentacle, leaving a ten-foot segment flopping about on the stone.

      As quickly as we’d cut them down, more tentacles rose up like ugly worms.

      The battle waged ineffectively for another minute or so until our slippery attackers changed tactics.

      The twelve tentacles—their number finally clear after I’d had a chance to count them during their unending assault—formed into groups of three.

      Rearing back, the triads swirled around one another in creepy tentacle pillars.

      Each pillar flared open at the tip, and blue Water Spirit flared to life in the makeshift mouths.

      “They’re charging a spell!” Brea cried out. “What do we do?”

      I pointed to the pillar on our left. “Brea, use razor arrows on that one. Siobhan, guard Brea if you can. Astra—”

      But the redhead was already on the move. She used Cinder Slash twice in quick succession and cut down one of the pillars.

      I ran at another and used Anvil Onslaught to take it down immediately. The Spirit-forged anvils blasted apart the fleshy appendages.

      By then, Brea had severed the third pillar.

      Astra sprinted across the floor, but the final pillar had finished charging its spell.

      A beam of Water Spirit blasted outward and lanced across our group in a horizontal trajectory.

      Astra shifted Rael just in time and blocked the attack on the flat of his zambato form.

      I easily deflected the beam with Minh, but Brea and Siobhan didn’t fare so well.

      They blocked their faces and hunkered behind their upraised forearms.

      The beam cut through their flesh with ease and refracted outward. Smaller beams grazed other parts of their bodies, and the two collapsed to the ground.

      Then the tentacles disappeared, leaving us suddenly alone.

      I reached out a hand and cast Font of Vitality on each fallen woman. The spell was a more efficient upgrade of my previous healing spell.

      It used Earth and Water Spirit to provide nearly instant healing from moderate wounds.

      Three seconds later, Siobhan and Brea were standing back up.

      Still, the tentacles remained out of sight.

      I glanced over at the slimy shell in the bottom of the pool. Its blue glow had brightened.

      Before I took a step toward the thing, the tentacles blasted up from the cracks again, attacking us seemingly at random.

      Having confronted the tentacles already, we fought them more effectively. Siobhan and Brea acted as one team while Astra and I formed the other.

      A few minutes later, the tentacles started forming pillars yet again. “It’s a pattern. Same as before! Act quick, everyone!”

      Before I ran at the nearest pillar, I reached out an arm and cast Ice Spear on the one we’d neglected last time. The thick shard of ice split through the pillar and killed it instantly.

      I unleashed Anvil Onslaught again, and Astra and Brea finished the other two pillars.

      “Astra! Swordstaff! With me!” I hollered as I ran across the room. I slid down on my knees and flew into the bottom of the pool.

      Chasing Hammer held over my head, I used Oaken Mallet first. The hammer pounded into the dense shell, forming tiny cracks across its surface.

      “Peening Strike!” I cried out, using the skill three times in quick succession.

      On the third attack, a large portion of the shell flaked away.

      Beneath lay a writhing, muscular core.

      Astra didn’t need to be told what to do.

      Rael flashed over my shoulder a second after she cast Star Lance. The swordstaff punched into the monster’s core, searing its flesh with raw Fire Spirit.

      When Astra withdrew, I let loose with another Anvil Onslaught, but the attack proved unnecessary.

      Even as the anvils formed in the air, the creature’s shell shattered apart. A huge wad of pink muscle was exposed. At its center, the charred hole gaped where Astra had skewered it.

      Suddenly, tentacles wrapped around my arms and legs as the monster shook violently.

      Black blood welled up in the gaping wound, and the tentacles lost all their strength and fell to the ground around me.

      The anvils of my spell plummeted into the squishy monster, and the three-hundred-pound glob burst apart in a shower of black blood and slime.

      For the third time during the fight, I was coated in goo.

      I fell back against the muddy bank of the pool and spat out the offending liquids. Letting my head splat back against the mud, I took my time to catch my breath.

      The monster evaporated, and a huge gem heart splatted to the mud at my feet.

      “Rin?” Astra said tentatively. “You okay there?”

      I laughed a little harder than was strictly necessary. I knew the reaction might worry my companions, but I’d about lost my mind.

      My boots were filled with goo, my armor covered in the stuff, and the clothes I wore beneath were equally soiled.

      The only saving grace was that somehow my eyes had been spared this time.

      Siobhan and Astra grabbed me beneath my armpits and dragged me out of the mud. I looked up at their concerned expressions.

      “I think he is broken,” Siobhan muttered.

      Brea tiptoed toward the pool. “I’ll get the gem heart,” she offered politely.

      Astra knelt down beside me with a grin on her face. “Broken? Maybe, but my Rin has always been broken, haven’t you?”

      I sighed, my fit of laughter finally petering off. “You’re not wrong, Astra, not in the slightest.”

      Shambling toward a heap of gleaming sludge on the ground, I inspected it.

      Sure enough, the slime was what we were looking for.

      “What do you think, Astra? Think this is enough to count as 25 units of Viscous Monster Slime?”

      I pressed Minh to the goo and mentally stored it in the shield. Confirming there were 25 units total, I left the rest where it lay.

      “Who would pay for that stuff?” Brea asked, her voice pinched in revulsion.

      I chuckled and shook my head. “No clue. I don’t really care, though. It’s worth a handful of platinum when we get back to Bern. Now, what do you say we get the fuck out of here? I need a bath.”

      Wanting to finish with the tower for the day, I sat up and focused my mind. Difficult though it would be, I didn’t plan on wasting the precious Spirit floating in the air.
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        * * *

      

      I squelched through the rest of the first floor.

      Sadly, the tower refused to let us out until we’d finished clearing the following four rooms.

      The next room had us dicing apart flying eels that attacked with razor-tipped fins and electric charges.

      Following that hell hole, Siobhan and Brea finally got a taste of goo when we were assaulted by a horde of bounding pyre frogs.

      Those little beasties used Fire Spirit, so not only were we spattered in their guts after killing them, but we had to stop and heal several burn wounds as well.

      I’d brought some salve we’d picked up from a traveling apothecary, so the burns were easy to deal with.

      But it all added up to fraying our nerves nonetheless.

      Oddly, the next room was guarded only by a single, massive salamander.

      The beast’s eyes flared to life as if it were about to cast a spell.

      We cut it down well before it had a chance to do so.

      Finally, exhausted and sticky, we tromped into what turned out to be the final chamber of the first floor.

      As usual, a flare of Spirit-blue light filled the chamber as a monster formed.

      Our opponent had six legs, gaping gills, and what appeared to be two huge sacks of fluid on either side of its fat body.

      A fish frog? I wondered idly.
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      Lesser Minnowpole

      Rank: Level 5

      Monster Type: Amphibian

      Disposition: Territorial

      Elemental Affinity: Water
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      The monster shrieked at us with an eerie, warbling voice. Ripples of blue Spirit filled the air, and I had to struggle to remain standing.

      The auditory attack had caught us off guard, but I wasn’t about to throw in the towel by any means.

      As soon as the intense sound cut off, I urged Astra forward alongside me.

      If we could close the distance, we might be able to finish this fight soon enough.

      Brea dropped Frigid Shots into the minnowpole’s chest, but the ice didn’t cause much visible damage.

      The monster pounded its front feet on the stone floor and then puffed up its body.

      A series of holes opened up under its wide neck and broad shoulders.

      Then it contracted its sides, and the bulging sacks of fluid started to glow.

      Fuck this, I thought. There’s no way in hell I’m going to be covered in another slime bath.

      Reaching out a hand, I cast Boulder Bash.

      Using the somewhat expensive Spell Shard might not have been the best use of our resources, but I’d had enough.

      The condensed stone of Earth Spirit struck the monster in its throat and interrupted the spell. Crumpling over in pain, the minnowpole trembled before us.

      I ran in and triggered Anvil Onslaught.

      Astra used Star Lance a second later, and we ended the thousand-pound boss monster before it had a chance to show off its true power.

      It took all of my discipline to remain in the tower long enough to cycle.

      After I stripped the Spirit from the air, our sodden group claimed the gem heart and elected to exit the tower instead of heading up the stairs that had formed upon killing the boss.

      The four of us exited at the back side of the white tower. Warm sun and a gentle breeze did little to restore our sense of dignity.

      I sighed, opening and closing my hands, strings of slime stretching between them.

      Astra came up to me with a tired smile on her sweet face. “We did it, Rin. Now we can spend the rest of the day soaking in a bathtub.”

      Her brow furrowed, and she reached her hand up behind my right ear.

      She pulled away a fish scale and flicked it to the ground.

      “Yeah, that sounds about right,” I replied. “Come on, guys, let’s get out of here.”

      We’d only made it a few strides when I heard a party emerge from the tower behind us.

      “Ah! I see you lot had as much fun as we did!” Deanna said in a cheerful tone. “Really makes you miss the Forest Tower, doesn’t it?”

      When I looked back, I saw the cultivator’s party in as disheveled a state as we were.

      Deanna summoned her Shepherd’s Crook and cast a spell. “Cleansing Crook.”

      A sphere of Spirit emerged from the tip of her Spiritarm and sunk into the chest of the human warrior.

      Gil closed his eyes and sighed in relief as the spell took effect.

      Not only did the few cuts on his face close up, but the slime and goo that coated his skin and armor sloughed off to the ground, where it dissipated into the air.

      The entire process took only a few moments.

      It was the greatest miracle I’d ever seen.

      One by one, Deanna cleansed the rest of her party, treating herself with the spell last of all.

      The now clean and dry party faced us, and an awkward silence fell upon us.

      She lifted her crook and tilted her head to one side. “You guys want me to—”

      “Please!” Astra blurted, stepping forward immediately.

      Our new friend cleansed each of us, and a minute later, I felt as fresh as I’d ever felt before. Even more so than I had after this morning’s bath.

      “I am not sure about that ability’s combat uses, but I have to admit, I’m a little jealous,” I said after thanking the woman.

      She scratched her shaved head and smiled.

      “You’d be surprised. It works on poison, venom, curses, and disease effects. And, of course, it alleviates minor wounds. I cast it more than any of my other spells.”

      Siobhan spread her glorious wings, perhaps enjoying the fact her feathers weren’t weighed down by goop. “Thank you, Deanna. Will you accept a gift? I would be happy to give you gold.”

      The cultivator waved off the offer. “It’s fine. It only cost me Spirit, and that is already regenerating.”

      An idea occurred to me. I summoned Minh and accessed her storage. “Here, at least take these,” I said, producing four of the boar soufflés Brea had baked for our journey.

      They were wrapped in wax paper, each the size of a large square of cornbread. “They provide an excellent food buff. We made them ourselves.”

      When the woman tried to refuse again, her elf vessel Quinn stepped forward. “Thank you for the kindness. We accept.”

      I glanced to my companions. We now suddenly had the afternoon to ourselves.

      I wasn’t sure what we’d do, but preparing for tomorrow’s tower run was a good idea.

      “The tower was as challenging as you said,” I told Deanna. “We only cleared the first floor, and by the looks of it, there are a great many more above. You wouldn’t know of any other way to deal with slime, would you?”

      The cultivator frowned as she thought about my question, but surprisingly, it was the elf who answered again.

      “Head to the Upper Market. It has all the best items and equipment anyhow. You can find potions of cleanliness there that will prevent your clothing and armor from being soiled. That is how most adventurers deal with that particular challenge.”

      Deanna nodded. “Thank you, Quinn, I’d quite forgotten. And good luck on clearing the first floor. It is a bit of a slog.”

      “What is the second floor like?” Brea asked.

      I bit my lip, and Astra shot her friend a disapproving look.

      It was usually considered rude to ask another cultivator about the layout of the tower.

      Tairvane and Gil bristled as well, but Deanna held up a hand. “It’s fine. I don’t mind. Calm down, you two.” Smiling patiently at a now embarrassed Brea, Deanna answered honestly. “The second floor contains a boss monster that is frankly quite difficult to beat.

      “It’s called a Vumpere, an odd name for an odd monster. If I had to describe it, I’d say it was a huge water spider that has a taste for blood. Cut down its legs, avoid the swarm of needles it sends out every once in a while, and target its cluster of eyes. Easier said than done, but possible.

      “There are only a few rooms, and those are easy enough, but the boss is extreme,” Deanna said with a solemn expression.

      “We beat it quicker than the first time, but I am still too afraid to move up to the third floor. The difficulty escalated very quickly. And besides… word has it that an entire party died on the third floor just last week.”

      Brea gasped, and I swallowed hard. “Well, I appreciate all of this information. We are going to try to brave the tower once more alone. There is value in doing so by ourselves. But, if your offer of joining forces still stands in a couple days, I may seek you out.”

      Deanna beamed. Despite her oddly shaved head and somewhat plain features, the woman was pretty.

      Her eyes were a deep brown, and when she smiled full on, her cheeks dimpled.

      “Sure thing! Thanks for the food too! We will use it before we try the tower again tomorrow. Later!”

      Our groups parted ways, and soon we were back on our horses and heading for the Upper Market.
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      Fingers covered in a glistening layer of frosting, eyes gone vacant as her soul tumbled through an abyss of pleasure, Astra lost herself to Orinthell’s finest pastry.

      “I can’t believe I never saw it before,” Brea whispered to me from the corner of her mouth. “She’s just like Minh. That girl is ravenous.”

      “Must be in her blood,” I added. “The woman has been like this since I first met her. If the food is cheap and bad for your health, she is all about it.”

      Astra groaned and tilted back her head.

      A streak of frosting lay unnoticed on her left cheek.

      Then, suddenly, her eyes locked with ours. She’d noticed our lengthy observation.

      “What? It’s delicious!” she said defensively.

      I laughed and nodded. “Of course it is. But I think you might need to eat in private from now on. A couple kids running by just saw way too much for their own good.”

      Siobhan stood up and called out in an awkwardly loud voice, “She eats like sex! I get the joke! It is very funny, and, Astra, Rin is right. Your face shows much pleasure!”

      Astra’s cheeks reddened.

      A man walking by increased his pace, and an old woman scowled at Siobhan.

      I stuffed the last of my own pastry in my mouth and stood up. “Enough dawdling. We’ve got work to do. I’ll get the equipment we need. Siobhan, I want you to do something for me.”

      The avian’s grin vanished almost instantly as she awaited my order.

      I was reminded of the severity of Deanna’s riordi vessel Tairvane. Maybe all avians are like this, I thought. Certainly, the other riordi I’ve met were far less intense.

      “I’d like you to make your way around town. Visit pubs, merchants, anywhere you might pick up on some banter. I want to find out as much about the Third Tower as possible.”

      Astra had composed herself at last.

      I nodded to her and said, “If you and Brea could make a round of the local inns, I’d appreciate it. I’m sure I’m not the only one who’d like to leave The Short Spear well behind us.

      “And if there’s a choice, please find an inn with a proper stable as well. We’re just wasting coin as it is.”

      Astra tried to hide her pleasure, but she was too easy to read. The woman would love nothing more than to move out of the grimy inn.

      Brea stood with hands on her generous hips. “What of you, Rin? You don’t want company while you shop?”

      I pulled out my favorite copper coin and flipped it in the air. Snagging it casually, I answered, “No need. Minh is always with me. Let’s meet back here in… two hours?”

      Everyone agreed, and then we went our separate ways.

      Astra and Brea agreed to lead the horses around for us since Siobhan and I would have to move about more on foot.

      I strode down a wide street that led toward the Upper Market.

      Fresh as a spring day and with a purse weighed down with gold and platinum, I was in a fine mood.

      Orinthell, especially the portion on the slope of the mountain, was a lovely place.

      The buildings had more graceful arcs and swooping beams than the simple and straightforward construction in Bern.

      It reminded me of the elf houses and structures from back in Ilinan.

      These lacked the ornate filigree, the silver and gold inlay, and excess, but I was willing to bet these people had taken some influence from the elves in the past.

      The Upper Market was smaller than I’d imagined, but only because of its unique design.

      Tucked between two rows of three-story houses, most of the market was sheltered under tall eaves.

      Several permanent stalls stood against the sides of the houses, and the remaining merchants sold their wares behind covered tables in between.

      In total, the market stretched only thirty feet wide, though it ran for over a hundred.

      I skipped past the rows of gleaming weapons and armor. As always, my interest was piqued. Who wouldn’t want to upgrade their equipment time and again?

      But practically speaking, our current armor was good enough for the challenges we faced.

      I was here to fetter out any and all advantages we might gain in the Lake Tower. And that began with finding potions of cleanliness.

      As it turned out, the potions weren’t hard to find.

      In a town where the economy revolved around two things—fish taken from the great lake and the cultivators plumbing the tower’s many floors—I shouldn’t have been surprised that a cleaning potion would become so commonplace.

      I picked up a crate of tiny purple vials from a woman in a corner stall.

      Each vial cost a silver when purchased alone, but I got a bulk discount. We would be able to enchant our armor and clothing every day for a month, and the total cost was only 5 Gold.

      Since I’d achieved my goal so quickly, I was about to slink away to drool at whatever enchanted weapons might be available when I spotted something interesting.

      In a small box, tucked between various baubles, were a dozen faintly glowing crystals.

      They weren’t ordinary crystals; they had been crafted for specific purposes…

      Spell Shards.

      “Excuse me,” I said to the man who owned the stall, “can I take a closer look at these?”

      “Fine, but take care not to touch them. They are volatile to say the least. If you accidentally cast one, you’ll pay me for the lot as well as whatever damage you cause.”

      I assured him I’d keep my fingers to myself and peered into the lot.

      What’s the use of having secret abilities if you aren’t going to use them? I mused as I triggered Runic Vision.

      The shards came alive with the faint runes that made up their properties.

      Below each shard was a strip of paper with a short description.

      I compared the descriptions to the runes in an attempt to figure out how they might have been made.

      What I discovered was fascinating.

      The Spell of Greater Striking gave me the impression it might increase physical attack damage. But when I examined the runes, I saw the spell might have an altogether different effect.

      I spotted the rune of Power, which had been enhanced by a rune I’d never actually seen used in crafting before: the rune of Source.

      Source could be interpreted many ways, but the most common was to represent one’s core.

      Screw me sideways! Does this actually enhance the power of one’s core?

      If it did, any attack would of course be amplified, but its potential uses could be far wider-ranging.

      I mulled over how one might possibly bind the Source rune, but I didn’t know of any reagents that could do so. Not once, in my new life or in Rin’s past, had I read of a recipe that did so.

      The next Spell Shard was labeled Sleep Fortification.

      It of course used the Sleep rune, but it relied upon another unique combination I had never encountered before.

      By augmenting Sleep with Dream, any novice Runesmith could come up with a Spell Shard that would enhance one’s nightly rest.

      But whoever had crafted this shard also added the rune of Memory, which in turn was augmented by a Reverse rune.

      So, if I’m reading this right, the spell removes or inhibits the memories associated with dreams? That would give you the perception that you’d slept through the night undisturbed.

      Shaking my head, I chuckled to myself. “Devious fucker. I am impressed.”

      “Can’t snoop all day,” the merchant snapped. “You buying or leaving?”

      I glared up into his ugly mug. “If you let me browse, I’ll most certainly buy. How much are these, by the way?”

      Seeing that the topic was leading toward a potential sale, the man’s demeanor shifted dramatically. “10 Gold apiece. If you buy four or more, I’ll drop that price to 7 Gold.”

      I continued my careful inspection and found each Spell Shard to be equally impressive in how they were constructed.

      The missing information—what reagents were used to activate the runes and the Runesmith’s guided intentions—was enough to make me wish I could meet the man or woman who’d made them.

      I ended up selecting four of the most practical shards and pointing them out.

      “I’ll take the Greater Striking, Hasten the Crowd, Eagle’s Eye, and Lungs of the Flying Buffalo Spell Shards, please.”

      The merchant found velvet pouches and tucked the shards away. Then I paid him in full.

      “Now, if you’re ready to cast one of these, all you have to do—”

      I stopped him by holding up a hand. “Sorry, I’m a Runesmith. Spell Shards are my bread and butter.”

      He gave me a confused look. “Why buy these, then? Not that I’m not happy for your business.”

      “My workshop is well over a hundred miles away from here, so I can’t easily make more. Besides, these are fairly unique.”

      The man raised an eyebrow.

      I sensed his disappointment and figured I’d fill him in on his mistake. “You should charge more for these, a lot more. I’d double your asking price and only drop ten percent off when buying bulk.”

      The merchant nodded, and his eyes betrayed significant frustration.

      Not wanting to ruin a potential ally, and curious if I could gain a little information, I summoned Minh and removed one of my own Spell Shards.

      “Here, take this, sir. It is a Spell Shard called Ice Spear. Sends a spear of solid ice through an enemy… very effective.”

      A grin stole across his face as he took the shard from me. “Thank you,” he said under his breath. “Not every day someone shows generosity after fleecing you.”

      I laughed and held out my hand. “To be fair, it was your price. I think you fleeced yourself.”

      He shook my hand and chuckled good-naturedly. “Fair enough. Name’s Kevin. Nice to meet you…”

      “Rin. My name is Rin.”

      I released his grip and stepped back. Eyeing the crate of Spell Shards again, I mentally crossed my fingers and asked, “You don’t happen to know the Runesmith who made these, do you?”

      Kevin shook his head. “Sorry, Rin. No, I bought these from a traveling merchant. The price was too good to pass up.”

      I pressed him further. “Where did the merchant come from? Or did he not say?”

      The merchant rubbed his thumb over the Spell Shard I’d given him until he realized what he was doing.

      Then he set it down in one of the now empty slots in the crate and removed the label.

      “Northwest, I think. Somewhere out towards Merrin, if my memory serves me right.”

      I thanked the man, reminded him of the spell’s name and effect as he made a replacement label, and walked away, still completely lost in my thoughts.

      What do those do? Minh asked curiously. It would be neat to see you with eagle eyes, but I love the way you look already.

      They shouldn’t actually change my appearance, Minh, I reassured her. Besides, that one is for Brea. It will enhance her vision slightly as well as how effectively she can track objects. It should make her aim with the bow all the more devastating.

      Minh buzzed in my pocket and sent me a mental image. Her blue face appeared before me, eerie golden eagle eyes replacing her own. That makes more sense. Still, imagine how creepy this would be! You could scare your enemies just by looking at them!

      I’ll keep that in mind, I said as I waved goodbye to the merchant and started heading back to our meetup point.

      What about the others? Hasten the Crowd… that makes a group of people run around like a bunch of plucked chickens?

      I chuckled. Not quite. It enhances the movement speed of your entire party. The guy should have charged me triple for this, but maybe he bought it for a good price.

      The spell had a duration of five minutes. Not long enough to defeat an entire dungeon, but it could certainly turn the tide in a single battle.

      I beat Minh to the punch and told her of the last two Spell Shards.

      The Greater Striking spell somehow amplifies the core and converts the extra energy into additional damage. Using this on Astra could turn her into a death tornado.

      But this, I said, hefting the pouch with the final spell, this is unique. Lungs of the Flying Buffalo sure has a weird name, but it improves the speed and efficiency of cycling.

      Minh sent me an image of her rolling her eyes. That isn’t very exciting, Rin. Why didn’t you buy another combat spell?

      I tucked the shards away in my pocket and picked up my pace through the city. With a helpless grin, I answered.

      Minh, I already have a modified core that pulls in more Spirit than I ought to be able to. How much more quickly can I progress with this?

      Well, if it helps you bond Siobhan sooner, I guess that’s okay. So, how does it work?

      No idea, really. The effect lasts a full twenty-four hours. I will be sure to use it when we are confident in being able to traverse at least most of the tower.

      The two of us continued to chat, our conversation shifting from spells to more carnal topics.

      Minh had, of course, taken it upon herself to analyze Deanna and her manly vessels. She’d apparently begun to rank the various women in my life according to how worthy she deemed them for my bed.

      In her estimation, I should be planting my seed as often and as widely as possible.

      I reminded her that Astra and Brea might disagree, to which she reminded me who exactly was my first vessel.

      Shifting the awkward topic back on her, I asked which of Deanna’s vessels she fancied.

      Minh scoffed. They are not cultivators, Rin. Their own power is limited. You are the only man I will submit to.

      For some reason, her response warmed me.

      Would I ever understand what motivated the blue-haired girl who’d once stalked prey in the prairies of Acalia?

      Towers no.

      But I didn’t doubt her loyalty.

      Not even for a second.

      Siobhan was waiting for me when I found our meeting spot. The avian stood with the resilient poise of a fucking statue.

      She’d opened her wings partially, letting the warm breeze ruffle their feathers.

      Eyes closed and face tilted up slightly, the riordi woman didn’t notice the many passersby that stumbled or meandered as they tried not to gawk.

      Though I’d never stoop so low as to compare the beauty of my vessels, Siobhan was undoubtedly stunning.

      As I approached, her eyes opened, and she met my gaze.

      I took a small risk and greeted her more intimately than I had before. “Hello, Siobhan. You’re especially beautiful today. Your wings were made for the sun.”

      Her brows rose briefly, and then the stalwart Wind Mage actually blushed. “Thank you,” she muttered. “Strangely, my mother used to say something similar.”

      I sat on the stone bench she stood beside and helped her recover from her embarrassment. “Any news, then? I have had luck myself, but I’m more curious to learn if there’s been any gossip.”

      The woman sat up straight and nodded solemnly. “Yes, I have heard news. Two items are of particular interest.”

      I hid a smile as I watched her compose herself. Her relief to return to a more comfortable topic was endearing.

      “First of all, the tower took another life today. Apparently, shortly after we left, a vessel died on the third floor. The cultivator and his other vessels narrowly escaped. They were known as a strong party as well, not just fools who had overstepped. So Deanna’s caution regarding the third floor might very well just be wisdom.”

      My stomach twisted as I took in the news.

      This was the paradox of the adventure on full display.

      Only two choices mattered.

      Push onward, claiming more power, more Progression, and more resources for your party…

      Or quit while you were ahead.

      The first choice brought with it the risk of losing everything. Which of my girls would be worth giving up in this pursuit? Are any of them worth risking?

      The answer was a clear and obvious no.

      But… and I could not deny this but… what of the mission I’d been sent on? What about the risk of Acalia falling into ruin should I refuse to answer the call to adventure?

      I took a deep breath and urged Siobhan onto the second scrap of news she’d dredged up.

      “Well, apparently there are usually seven floors in the Third Tower. In the past, a group of cultivators overcame the tower at least once every month or so.

      “From what people are saying, the tower hasn’t been cleared in many months. Even more bizarre, I heard it has not shifted its layout in all that time. Not even once.”

      I shook my head. “That is disturbing to think about,” I admitted. “It will give us some advantage since we can memorize the battles and master them. But this is only more proof that the Towers of Acalia are fucked.”

      The patter of footsteps racing toward me caught my attention.

      I turned and braced just in time to receive an armful of ecstatic Astra.

      “Rin! We found the cutest inn ever!” the redhead blurted out, sparing a moment to wave at Siobhan. She gripped me by my shoulders and blathered on. “Okay, so as it turns out, the Bunny’s Den is not an inn. Pretty much just a brothel.

      “A nice one most likely, but still just a brothel. Milk and Honey is still full to the brim with patrons, but The Strutting Knight has two rooms available. Right next to each other, on the second floor, overlooking an adorable courtyard!”

      She bounced a few times. “Best news of all, you ask? Sure, I’ll tell you, Rin. The Strutting Knight not only has a fine stable for our mounts, but the owner is known as one of the best bakers in Orinthell!”

      Brea reached us then, towing our four horses behind her. The ranger looked equally annoyed and amused with Astra’s behavior.

      Standing up, I held out my arms.

      “Great news, Astra. Now, we all have plenty to discuss. Let’s get back to The Strutting Knight. Astra needs to eat as soon as possible. If not, she is likely to explode.”

      Brea rolled her eyes. “Too late, Rin. The first thing she did was order a dozen cupcakes and cram them in her greedy mouth.”

      Astra’s mouth fell open. “Excuse me? I only had three!”

      Not in the least bit offended, Astra scurried over to Duncan.

      Producing a waxed paper bag, she reached inside and removed one of the treats.

      “Here, just take a bite, Rin. It will blow your mind!”

      Laughing, I accepted the cupcake and took a bite.

      It was, of course, delicious.

      But not nearly so delightful as Astra’s expression as she watched me.

      “So?” she asked after a few tense moments. “What do you think?”

      I leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. “Divine, my love. Absolutely divine.”
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      “Fucking incredible!” I said, watching the grime and goo of a defeated muskrat drip off my armor. “Now this is what I’m talking about!”

      Astra looked just as pleased as she shook her boot, easily shrugging off the putrid filth.

      The best part was that we’d used only a single vial of the cleanliness potion for each of us.

      We spread the liquid across the surface of our armor, clothing, and even faces.

      There was no ridding the Third Tower of slime.

      But now it just ran off of us.

      The rest of the first floor was a much less arduous task. Not only were the monsters easy to predict now, but being free from the weight and restrictive quality of the slime gave us a huge boost as well.

      I used yet another Ice Spear Spell Shard to defeat the fourth tentacle pillar. After giving one away, I was down to just three of the spells.

      I hoped we could come up with a better solution in the future.

      The final boss went down without much struggle again. We didn’t use Boulder Bash this time. Instead, we pushed through the monster’s slime attacks.

      They caused a small amount of damage due to the force with which it expelled the liquid, but it wasn’t enough to cause much of a problem.

      Upstairs, only two small rooms slowed our progress to the boss.

      We crushed the water elementals and pressed ever onward.

      At last, I took a deep breath and stepped into a massive chamber that was lit up with a thousand glowing spheres.

      Not just spheres, I realized. Those are spider eggs.

      The chamber was filled with water which thankfully only rose up to my shins. Whether or not it got deeper, I wasn’t sure.

      In the center of the room rose a mound of dark stone, atop of which a huge pillar of Spirit glowed.

      A massive monster solidified in the center of the room, its impossibly long legs spread out across a nest made of dried vines and bones.

      When Deanna told us to expect a huge water spider, I hadn’t pictured anything close to beautiful.

      The monster that hissed at us, however, made ugly sound like an understatement.
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      Vumpere Spider

      Rank: Level 6

      Monster Type: Arachnid

      Disposition: Protective

      Elemental Affinity: Water, Metal
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      Metal affinity? That’s strange, I thought as I waited for the monster to make its first move. Wonder how that will change the fight.

      I didn’t have to wait long for the spider to attack.

      It hissed again, opening a relatively small mouth inside its flared mandibles.

      Then the monster lifted its bulbous body and moved toward us.

      Each leg spanned over ten feet high before bending down and inward. If they were stretched out, I had no doubt they were twenty feet long.

      The spider’s feet were broad, with a fan of articulating digits that clung to the stone floor easily.

      When the spider stepped out of its nest and into the shin-high water, the feet held up the monster’s considerable weight.

      “Focus on speed, everyone!” I spoke aloud.

      “That thing is gonna have a significant advantage since it can walk on water. When it gets into range, attack the legs like Deanna mentioned. Let’s focus on the front two first.”

      Not only did these appear the longest, but each foreleg was equipped with curving three-foot claws that flared out just above its wide feet.

      The spider hissed again, and as the last of its eight legs touched the water’s surface, its whole body flashed blue. Suddenly, the monster was skittering across the water at high speed.

      Shit, the damn thing has boosted speed, I groaned inwardly. That’s gonna make this a whole lot harder.

      I used Core Flash, testing to see if the bright light might disturb the monster’s many eyes.

      A few retracted into its ugly face, but the spider didn’t slow for a second. It raised both its front legs and struck out at Astra and I at the same time.

      I sidestepped and reflected the blow off Minh’s surface.

      The force jarred me enough that I had to stagger to remain upright. My water-logged boots didn’t help a bit, but I kept my footing.

      Before the spider could retract to strike again, I swung my Chasing Hammer.

      Running up the side of the leg were a series of glowing runes. As usual, I was using Runic Vision to spot an absence of runes.

      At the joint just above the weird, leaf-shaped foot, I found an empty rune socket.

      Peening Strike crashed home, snapping the joint soundly.

      The spider shrieked, but instead of retreating, it focused its attention on Astra.

      She had blocked the first attack with Rael and even been quick enough to counterattack.

      Her sword sent sparks flying as it clashed off of dense chitin.

      “Joint above the feet!” I shouted.

      Astra dodged another attack and swung Rael with full strength. “Cinder Slash!” she belted out, and the flaming blade sliced clean through the base of the leg.

      The sound of arrows bouncing off yet another leg told me Brea had been busy as well. None of her attacks helped, however, so I shouted for her to switch targets.

      “Aim for the eye clusters, use any skills or tricks you can think of, but save your Spirit.”

      Our enemy blasted the water with all four of its front legs, sending the water flying in all directions.

      I shielded my eyes and backed away from the force.

      Then the spider bunched up and leapt all the way back to its nest. Crashing down to the terrible mound, the monster’s body lit up a vibrant blue again.

      That was when I saw a forest of spines raise up from its otherwise smooth body. “Get ready!” I called out, remembering Deanna’s warning.

      Imagining what a “swarm of needles” would look like had been a challenge, but when a hundred or so strips of Metal Spirit broke free of the spider’s abdomen and back, I got a pretty clear picture of it.

      With blinding speed, the needle-like spines flew through the air and targeted each of us.

      Astra triggered Flame Bulwark, and I hunkered behind Minh.

      Brea and Siobhan were all but unprotected, however.

      The spines made it past Siobhan’s fierce counterattacks and plunged into the women’s bodies.

      They found gaps between my armor as well, and I grunted as several of the foot-long spines sank into my skin.

      Thankfully, they didn’t burrow deeply at all. In fact, the pain was minimal.

      A second later, the spines pulled free and returned to their host. Each bore a small portion of our blood.

      The spider’s body shuddered, perhaps with pleasure, as the spines merged with it.

      Each spine sent a tiny ripple of blue Spirit through the spider, and in moments flat, the two wounded legs had healed.

      I cursed when the refreshed spider advanced yet again, repeating the pattern.

      This time, I let Brea know the location of the weak spot, conveniently located just above the foot on all the legs. We managed to down three of the legs this time before the spider withdrew.

      The spines raised from its ugly hide, and I triggered Buckler’s Bite. The skill sent me rocketing forward through the water.

      It was almost enough to get me across the shallow pond when the spines emerged.

      About twenty of the spines had flown up into the air by the time I’d triggered Buckler’s Bite again. My shield bash connected… with the face of the monster.

      Popping eyes told me I’d landed a solid hit.

      I drew back my hammer and dropped Anvil Onslaught across the ten feet of bulging black eyes.

      The spider responded by smashing the ground with its legs and knocking me off my feet.

      I rolled backwards and rose up on the edge of the small island the nest formed.

      The spines returned, and the spider healed.

      Several of its eyes reformed, and one of its three legs. It was progress, but at what cost?

      “Rin! Brea needs healing!” Siobhan cried.

      I retreated even as the spider began its erratic advance. The third cycle of the pattern began.

      My own movements were impaired by the minor wounds I’d already received, and I knew Astra and Siobhan had been hit as well.

      Rather than simply heal Brea, I cast Rain of Rejuvenation.

      The group spell cost too much to think about now, but it would do the job and prevent me from having to heal all of us at once.

      Perhaps sensing its accumulating injuries, the spider fought with an even more desperate speed.

      I managed to hack down another leg but got caught by a sideswipe from another. Minh splashed into the water, and I closed my mouth as I tumbled through the shallows.

      Briefly, I opened my eyes beneath the water only to see an umbrella of flame emerge above me.

      Flame Bulwark, I thought distantly as a huge leg crashed down onto the elemental shield.

      I pulled myself to my feet, sputtering for air.

      “Return!” I cried out and caught Minh in my hand.

      I lifted her just in time to block another attack. My action gave Astra the space she needed to step aside and hack the leg off at the joint.

      The spider lurched slightly as it tried to right itself. Five of the long legs had been hacked off just above the foot. Gone was the monster’s water-walking ability.

      It teetered forward, and its heavy bulk splashed to the ground.

      As the monster tried to stand, I cast one of my new Spell Shard creations.

      Frost Shards didn’t have the most creative name, but the sheets of jagged ice that erupted up through the water were impressive enough on their own.

      The ice trapped two of the spider’s forelegs, and several other spears lanced through its body.

      The spider shook in pain, and spines lifted up from its back again. Once more, I triggered Buckler’s Bite and stunned the spider.

      Though the spines stopped, the monster shifted to some final skill. It opened its mouth and shrieked. Ripples of blue and metallic light emanated outward.

      Astra slammed the beast with Star Lance, and Frigid Shot sank in time and again, slowly demolishing the spider’s eye cluster.

      Warmth trickled down from my ears as I cast Anvil Onslaught.

      It was enough to shatter the rigid structure that held the eye cluster together. The cluster fell apart and revealed a sphere the size of a human head.

      Still, the shrieking continued, and I felt the strength in my legs giving out.

      I was about to cast Beacon of Hope—the ability that had saved us from the sonic attack unleashed by the boss of the Second Tower—when Brea’s voice echoed through the chamber.

      “Retribution!”

      An arrow blazing with charged Spirit pelted the sphere and burst it into pieces.

      The shriek ended, the spider slumped, and the chamber dimmed as the Spirit in the hundreds of spider eggs released as one.

      I fell to my knees and panted.

      The fight had gone well in many ways. With Deanna’s help, we’d known the pattern to watch for, and we had been able to take steps to end the monster before it could do the same to us.

      What if we’d been unprepared, though?

      And more importantly, what if we had lacked the offensive ability to damage it faster than the spider could heal?

      The spider evaporated and left a massive cloud of Spirit in its wake.

      I found my feet and took stock of our party before I sat to cycle. Astra and Siobhan were just as exhausted as I was.

      Not only had we used a large portion of our Spirit to take the beast down, but the task of moving about in the shin-deep water had sapped our stamina.

      But Brea’s empty stare scared the shit out of me.

      Her sweet green eyes were locked in fear. She held her bow in the position she’d fired from. Her body remained rigid, and she breathed heavily.

      Though the potion of cleanliness had washed away most signs of injury, the water around her legs was pink with blood.

      How many spines managed to stab into her body, I couldn’t say. From the looks of it, she’d taken the worst punishment by far.

      Rin, help her! Minh urged me. She isn’t okay. Can’t you see that? She’s in shock!

      I know, Minh. Don’t worry, the danger is over. I’ll see to Brea.

      Rather than speak, I slogged through the water and pulled her into a hug. I held the woman, and after a few moments, she wept.

      I tightened my grip as the sobs wracked her body.

      Only when she’d finished did I release her.

      “I’m sorry, Rin,” Brea said as she wiped big tears from her cheeks. “I am sorry, but I… I don’t think I can do that again. There were too many!”

      Astra embraced her next, promising in a thousand quiet whispers that all would be well.

      With sad eyes, Siobhan told me what had happened. “I did all I could, Rin. But it was like the spider sensed she could not defend against the spines. She was covered with them, at least twenty.”

      I swallowed down a lump of guilt.

      Learning the threats the Third Tower presented had been valuable. I didn’t regret my decision to keep the four of us in a group alone.

      But this had been enough to convince me.

      I spoke loud enough to cut through Astra’s whispering.

      “Don’t worry—everything is going to be just fine,” I said confidently. “Brea, you won’t have to go through this again. You did well, do you understand? I’m proud of you.”

      She nodded up at me, her green eyes spilling fresh tears.

      Then, speaking to the group at large, I said, “Next time we come here, we won’t do so alone. Let’s go and find Deanna. This calls for a team effort.”
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        * * *

      

      The common room of Milk and Honey was as pleasant as any pub I’d ever dreamed of.

      Accompanied only by Siobhan, I ordered the two of us a pint and searched the room.

      Most of the patrons were partway through their supper, but despite half the mouths in the room being filled with food, there was enough chatter to fill the air.

      A man strummed a lute in the corner, but he seemed intent on tuning the device.

      No doubt, he was preparing for the night ahead.

      I found our quarry huddled together in a corner. Winking to Siobhan, I headed over.

      “Didn’t see you in the line for the tower today,” I teased as I stopped just behind Gil’s imposing shoulders. “Don’t tell me you lot were lazing about.”

      Deanna turned at the same time as the hulking tank.

      Her face was as pleased as the man’s was cantankerous.

      Gil growled out an answer before his master could. “Resting and recuperating is not the same as lazing about.”

      Deanna nudged the man at the same time Tairvane let out a grumble of his own.

      Quinn, the elf archer, leaned back to enjoy the show.

      I held up my hands in surrender. “Meant no offense, Gil. Maybe I could make amends by buying your party a round?”

      The warrior eyed me suspiciously for a few moments before shrugging. “Naught better than an ale to mend a grievance.”

      “As if there was a grievance,” Deanna said as she gestured to the empty seats across the booth. “Join us?”

      I smiled to Siobhan. Our task is already complete, I wanted to say.

      Instead, I sat down and thunked my mug on the table.

      “Yes, Deanna, that is precisely why I came. We have seen what the Third Tower is about, and we wish to join you.”
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        * * *

      

      As it turned out, Gil was the only one in Deanna’s party that needed winning over.

      The battle-hardened man looked to be the oldest in the group, somewhere in his upper thirties if I had to guess. He told Deanna three times that he “didn’t feel comfortable” grouping with us.

      Siobhan had found a viable solution.

      Targeting the man’s greatest weakness, his prickly ego, she’d challenged him to a one-on-one duel.

      He’d agreed at once, but when he learned she had not yet bonded and had no skills, Gil tried to back out.

      Siobhan sank in her hook by saying, “What’s the problem? Afraid a winged-woman will spank you without the aid of skills?”

      The following morning, we’d woken early and left Orinthell. Deanna’s party led the way to a secluded glade they’d chosen as a campsite the night before they arrived.

      Sure enough, the glade was as peaceful as it was private.

      Five miles from town, we entered a copse of shaggy trees and meandered down a game trail for another few minutes.

      Emerging into a small clearing, we all dismounted and set our mounts to grazing on the pristine clover that grew in thick patches all around.

      “Okay,” Deanna said, not facing Gil, “you and Siobhan are going to have a little bout, but I will emphasize that my decision is final. If I think we should join up with Rin and his vessels, we will do so.”

      Gil begrudgingly nodded as he took up a position on the opposite side of the clearing.

      Siobhan faced him, her staff in hand.

      Tairvane, perhaps knowing his companion, spoke up as well. “No skills. This is just a simple match to see who is more talented in battle. Understand?”

      Siobhan nodded and Gil again grunted his assent.

      Astra and Brea looked nervous, while Minh wouldn’t stop chattering in my mind.

      I trusted Siobhan, though. The avian had led a hard life, and despite Gil’s hardened appearance, I knew Siobhan well enough.

      The bout started a moment later.

      Gil charged, his bulky shield covering most of his body. In three darting thrusts, he initiated the fight on a strong foot.

      Siobhan backpedaled smoothly.

      She blocked each attack, and as the third came at her chest, the woman cracked her weapon hard against its haft.

      Gil cursed and nearly dropped the weapon.

      He retreated a little and repositioned his grip on the spear.

      Already slipping, I mused. You do not know who you’re fucking with, man.

      Minh growled in my head. She will crush his shiny shield! And when he falls, she will eat his—

      Nope! Nobody is gonna eat anything, Minh. Chill out and enjoy the show, but don’t fill my mind with weird shit like that.

      The coin shield grumbled and fell silent.

      Gil advanced a second time, but Siobhan didn’t seem intent on waiting around any longer.

      As the warrior positioned himself for another thrust, she moved forward.

      Darting out of the man’s line of sight, Siobhan forced Gil to rotate. As he pivoted to find his opponent, Siobhan dove and rolled up on his flank.

      Her staff batted away his counter-thrust as she rose to a knee. Then she spun her staff again and connected with the outside of his knee.

      To his credit, Gil didn’t make a show of the pain he obviously felt.

      He limped back, sending a flurry of spear thrusts at Siobhan to keep her at bay.

      She blocked and evaded these, then waited for the man to recover.

      His aggressiveness faded into caution.

      Gil shifted about on his feet but otherwise waited for Siobhan to make her move.

      The riordi woman came at him like a silver storm.

      Closing the distance in three quick strides, Siobhan sidestepped Gil’s first counter.

      He lowered his body and charged forward, as if to land a shield bash.

      Siobhan dove again, this time emerging on his opposite flank where his spear could not defend him. She landed two more shots on the burly man’s body.

      The first connected with his hip and the second with the back of his elbow.

      Gil roared in outrage, and an aura of fiery red Spirit surrounded him.

      Tairvane darted in and separated the two. “Enough! She bested you, my friend. You weren’t to activate any skills!”

      Gil cursed again, but his shield and spear drooped. “I apologize. It was just a reaction. I yield… well fought, riordi.”

      “Siobhan. You may call me Siobhan or nothing at all.”

      The warrior’s glower darkened for a moment, but then his face performed a most unexpected miracle.

      It broke into a friendly smile. “Fair enough. Well fought, Siobhan. You are highly skilled, and when you bond with your cultivator, I daresay you’ll become a nightmare.”

      “Hells yes!” Astra spat out, clapping her hands above her head. “That’s my girl!”

      Siobhan looked down to her feet, momentarily abashed to receive such praise.

      I walked to stand beside the avian and rested a hand on her shoulder. “It’s true, Siobhan. You’re incredible.” Grinning at Deanna, I added, “You should have seen it when she trained me for a duel awhile back. She beat me bloody for near a week.”

      Siobhan shrugged my hand off. “Stop, Rin. You are a strong warrior without my help.”

      I let the point rest but enjoyed the hint of a smile left on the woman’s face. She’d felt our approval, had taken it down deep where it was still sorely needed.

      Some injuries take more time than others to heal.

      Knowing there was work to be done, I beckoned Deanna closer. “What do you think? If we are going to give this a go, seems like we should make a plan before bumbling into the tower.”

      “Good point,” she admitted. “That’s assuming we wish to join you.”

      The woman couldn’t hold a straight face and almost immediately laughed at her own joke.

      Taking a breath, she leveled with me.

      “When we fight, we usually have two main formations. Gil stands as a front-line fighter with Tairvane moving behind and around him as support.

      “Quinn and I hold the rear. Or, when there are threats on all sides, Quinn and I stand in the center while Gil takes our front and Tairvane the rear.

      “Those are usually good enough for most situations unless we are assaulted from all sides. I can fight directly if need be, but it isn’t ideal.”

      I nodded, scratching the back of my head as I considered how our two groups could best mesh.

      “I normally stand in where Gil would, and Astra fights like Tairvane. Brea stays back, and Siobhan guards her from any other threats. That hasn’t been working well in the Third Tower, though, so I think we should both switch things up.”

      Deanna and I worked out the details for a full hour. By the time we’d finished, most of the vessels were growing impatient.

      “Okay, listen up,” I said in a loud voice. “We are going to form four teams of two. Group up as I call you. Then we can spend the day practicing so tomorrow’s tower run goes as smooth as possible.

      “First up, Astra and Quinn.” I waited until the elf and Astra had shaken hands and exchanged a few words before continuing. “Next, Tairvane and Siobhan.”

      Then I called Deanna and Gil, and last of all, Brea and I formed the fourth and final team.

      Deanna took over our next instructions. “We are going to spar—lightly, mind you! Nobody gets hurt, and if you do, stop the match and I’ll give you a quick heal. Let’s go, guys, we have a lot of groundwork to cover if we’re going to have time to head back early enough for a little drinking.”

      Oddly, it was Astra and Gil who cheered at the mention of drinks.

      The two blushed and pretended the incident hadn’t happened at all.

      The first match we set up was between Astra and Quinn, who faced off against Deanna and Gil.

      I enjoyed watching the match. Astra presented Gil with a fair challenge, and though her defense couldn’t compare to his, her offense kept the man on the move.

      Quinn fired occasionally from over Astra’s shoulder, using blunted arrows. Astra stepped in, and Rael shifted into sword staff form to give her a reach advantage.

      Gil blocked her thrusts proficiently, but since Deanna could contribute little other than knock some of Astra’s attacks away, the match took on a decided direction.

      Lacking offensive capability, Gil stood like an unmoving wall for as long as he could.

      Astra attacked cleverly, however, and she increased the speed of her thrusts.

      Five minutes in, Astra and Quinn won after Astra opened Gil up to arrow fire.

      Gil retreated three steps in a row after Astra shifted Rael into zambato form unexpectedly. She pounded Rael’s blade against Gil’s shield so hard he slipped.

      The man yielded when Quinn struck him with three blunted arrows to vulnerable locations on his neck and thighs.

      The rest finished soon after as Deanna was overwhelmed.

      Then I stood before Brea as we faced off against Tairvane and Siobhan. Though our own abilities were similar to Astra and Quinn’s, the two avians presented a terrifying front.

      I blocked each incoming attack, and Brea made sure the two were busy either dodging or deflecting her blunted arrows.

      But then, after conversing something in their shared tongue, the avians came at me once more. They leapt higher than was humanly possible, using their wings to give them lift.

      When they descended on my shield as one, I collapsed to my knees.

      Even my rune of Might couldn’t withstand such an attack, and with Brea vulnerable, I couldn’t risk avoiding the blows entirely.

      I yielded when Siobhan rolled around the shield and tapped my jaw gently with her staff.

      Brea, of course, fell soon after.

      Catching my breath, I complimented Tairvane’s skill and reappraised the situation. “I think we’re misbalanced. What about changing things up a bit?”

      We brainstormed as a group for a time. Quinn eventually spoke up and suggested a different perspective that ultimately won the vote.

      “We don’t necessarily want four equal teams. Having various roles is a good thing. It will keep us adaptable.”

      “Explain,” Deanna replied, arms folded over her chest.

      The elf squinted as he formulated his thoughts. “We need a shield and a sword. Those should be assigned first. I suggest Gil and Siobhan as shield. Siobhan may not seem like it, but she is a very defensive fighter.

      “For the sword, I suggest Rin and Tairvane. Rin has more defensive capabilities than, say, Astra, but he will give balance to Tairvane’s offense.”

      The elf stopped talking and shrugged.

      Deanna looked to me. “I think it’s a great idea. What about the rest, though? Teaming the two archers up seems a bit foolish.”

      Brea agreed and added her own thoughts. “I’d like to fight with Deanna. It makes sense we should keep our healer out of the fight as much as possible. Quinn is better at defense than I am.

      “So, what about Astra and Quinn on the third team as offensive support… and then Deanna and I as the fourth team? We will provide healing and additional support.”

      Gil posed a question to Brea. “Quinn is an Inferno Archer. He has spells that cause damage and little else. Powerful as they may be, his role is less supportive than it is raw damage output. What kinds of skills do you possess?”

      “I’m a Riverland Ranger,” Brea answered, her chin lifting slightly as if the admission made her proud. “I have a spell that grants minor armor called Mist-Forged Shroud.”

      She explained her other abilities, and we agreed her role was more or less party support.

      Finalizing our roles, the eight of us—nine, counting Minh strapped to my arm—fought several mock battles. With no other targets available, we selected a most unfortunate tree.

      The poor thing was frozen, cut to shreds, filled with arrows, and scorched to the pith by the time we’d finished.

      Deanna was a hard master.

      She pushed her vessels to their very limits.

      Encouraged by her zeal, I did the same.

      Soon, each team had begun to move in greater coordination together.

      Covered in sweat and bellies growling, Deanna and I finally called an end to our practice. We rode back to Orinthell and parted ways to clean up.

      An hour later, we met them in Milk and Honey’s common room.

      Deanna had taken the liberty of ordering us all roast lamb and vegetable stew.

      The food was as amazing as advertised, and when it had disappeared, I ordered the first of many rounds.

      When I cautioned Astra to take it easy, Deanna informed me of yet another use for her Cleanse spell.

      “No worries on that account, Rin. Drink as much as you like. I can cure more than simple poison with my spell.”

      I shook my head in amazement and lifted my arm in the air. “Excuse me!” I shouted to the passing bar maiden. “Another round, if you please!”
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          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Go, go, go!” I shouted, peeling away from Tairvane and heading toward the front-left tentacle pillar.

      I blasted it apart with Anvil Onslaught, and heard several other attacks unleashed behind me at the same time.

      All four pillars fell quickly, and the monster’s shelled core was exposed.

      Rather than race in and muddy myself like before, I let Tairvane do what he did best.

      The hulking avian made good use of his wings.

      Flying forward in a tremendous leap, he swung the great axe he loved so much. Triggering a spell, the weapon grew dramatically as ambient Metal Spirit coalesced around the blade.

      The axe swept through the dense shell in a single attack as the man bellowed, “Arcane Cleave!”

      Astra streaked by me, her red hair flowing on a breeze of her own making.

      A sense of pride welled in my heart as I watched her shift Rael’s form and follow Tairvane’s attack with one of her own.

      Star Lance pierced the monster’s exposed core and ended its life before it could lift a tentacle to stop us.

      The room fell silent as Spirit filled the air.

      A wet smack sounded shortly after as the gem heart hit the mud at the bottom of the empty pool.

      It was Gil who spoke first. “I suppose I’ll eat my own boot, then. I believe we’ve just mopped the floor with that monster. Almost makes me feel sorry for it.”

      “Almost,” Brea added with a smirk. “I can’t forgive anything that has that many tentacles.”

      A few chuckles echoed across the room as everyone allowed themselves a moment to relax.

      I met Deanna in the center of the room. Holding up my fist, I offered it to her.

      She frowned in confusion, then placed her hand over my fist. I didn’t choose to correct her, instead enjoying the tiny clash between my new and old world.

      I clasped her hand with my free one and said, “That went better than I’d hoped. It’s your turn to cycle. We can wait while you do so.”

      “Fine by me, but no peeking. My Occupation’s techniques are strictly guarded.”

      “Easy fix. Gil, can you stand guard with that big shield of yours? Me and mine will face away. Take your time, Deanna.”

      I lined up between Brea and Astra as the cultivator sat to cycle. The sound of her breathing accompanied a gentle swirling of Spirit as the energy slowly made its way into her core.

      “It’s beautiful,” I observed, looking up at the faint streaks of light as they passed overhead.

      Astra wove her hand through mine. “It is, Rin. This is what we see every time you cycle.”

      I gave her hand a squeeze. “So, things are working out pretty good, yeah? How is it working with Quinn?”

      She tapped her lips in thought. “Different. He doesn’t fight like Brea at all even though he is an archer. Hard to explain, but it’s like Quinn is more aggressive.

      “I think he’s grown used to his party members protecting him. His attacks are purely offensive. Don’t get me wrong, he still supports the group, but he does so by attacking only.”

      Brea shuffled beside me, betraying what might have been insecurity.

      Of course, Astra picked up on this minor detail immediately.

      “Don’t worry, Brea. We have needed you in other facets. You slow our enemies, protect us from harm, and, occasionally, cause some serious damage.”

      Pushing the topic back into the ranger’s hands, Astra asked, “What of Deanna? How does it feel to fight beside her?”

      The crease in Brea’s brow relaxed and she chewed her bottom lip. “Well, I guess it is unlike anything I’ve experienced before. A bit like a mixture between Siobhan and Rin, but she moves differently.

      “Deanna is very skilled at what she does. Her skills are best used for party support, yet her greatest advantage is how she always seems to know where to position herself.”

      Siobhan spoke up, butting into our quiet conversation.

      “Gil shows this same ability. It tells me one thing about this group: they have been training and fighting together for a long time.”

      Minh lent her own thoughts on the matter, which I was obliged to share with the others.

      All in all, everyone agreed on one point.

      This partnership, temporary though it might be, had been a good decision.

      Soon, Deanna finished cycling, and I told Brea it was time to bust out one of our secret weapons.

      “Time to buff up, everyone!” I said in a loud voice. “Pork and Truffle Souffle time!”

      Our party pulled out the savory meals Brea had so masterfully prepared back at our ranch home.

      Deanna smiled nervously. “Sorry, Rin. We ate ours on the last tower run.”

      “No worries,” I replied. “We have enough to spare. Let’s just hope it gives us an edge as we crush this tower.”

      The woman didn’t argue.

      We took a few minutes to eat the meal, and Brea smiled as more than a few moans of pleasure arose from the happy mouths in the room.

      My body hummed with unleashed Spirit, so I checked my Spiritual Interface to see how effective the buff was.
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      Status Effect Active: Power of the Pork, Enhanced
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        * * *

      

      Power of the Pork, Enhanced: By consuming Pork and Truffle Souffle, you have received a temporary boost to Stamina Regeneration, Spirit Regeneration, Strength, and Attack Damage.
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        * * *

      

      Time Remaining: 5 hours and 59 minutes.
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        * * *

      

      “Nice work, Brea,” I said. “Your preparation not only added an hour onto the buff’s duration, but that Spirit Regeneration is gonna come in handy when things get rough.”

      Brea beamed, and the others in the room repeated my praise.

      Ready for more action, our party pressed on.

      We crushed the first-floor boss in less than a minute. Then the great spider that had been so difficult fell in only two full cycles of its pattern.

      Despite our outrageous success so far, Deanna and I urged caution as we entered the third floor.

      A team had died up here recently, and nobody knew exactly what the threat had been.

      We walked out into a grassy field ringed by a score of waterfalls.

      The water cascaded down in pristine sheets, looking almost like liquid mirrors.

      The bright blue light of Spirit flared all around us as countless monsters spawned. All of them were concealed behind the waterfalls.

      “Triangle formation!” I barked. “Face outwards, looks like we are gonna get hit with a swarm!”

      Everyone shifted, taking up position. I stood beside Tairvane on one corner, Gil on another. Astra and Quinn took up the third.

      Peeling away from her partner, Siobhan fell in beside Brea and Deanna to protect our center.

      This was the formation we’d come up with to use when surrounded by enemies.

      And as the countless monsters burst through the waterfalls at the same time, I was pleased we’d done so.

      There were two types of monsters that I could see in the scant seconds available. The first was a furry-limbed beast that looked very much like an aquatic monkey.

      Sporting an impossibly long tail and a slime-coated and muscular body, the beasts plummeted to the ground in great numbers.

      I scanned them.
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      Shifting Lemur

      Rank: Level 3

      Monster Type: Mammalian

      Disposition: Erratic

      Elemental Affinity: Water, Earth
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        * * *

      

      Deanna called her own observation out in a brassy tone. “Erratic disposition. Be on your toes, everyone!”

      A cloud of large birds filled the air above our heads, circling together in unison. I inspected the monsters as well, hoping to learn something useful.
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      Split Wing Warbler

      Rank: Level 3

      Monster Type: Avian

      Disposition: Synchronized

      Elemental Affinity: Water, Wind
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        * * *

      

      I beat Deanna to the punch this time. “The birds are synchronized. When they attack, it will be as one unit!”

      Considering how insanely outnumbered we were, I commanded Brea next.

      Her Mist-Forged Shroud wreathed our bodies with additional armor.

      Then, with the inevitability of an oncoming storm, the battle began.

      As a throng of lemurs scrambled through the grass toward me, I had an idea. Their eyes were huge, their pupils black.

      This entire chamber was illuminated by the diffuse lighting the tower provided, trickling down through a veil of mist from above.

      It was anything but bright.

      “Core Flash,” I said with a grin, channeling a large portion of Spirit into the skill.

      Minh’s surface flared up, and the lemurs before me shrieked in pain. Several stumbled to one side or another, and a few simply slowed and squinted their eyes.

      It was enough to stop the momentum of their charge.

      Tairvane stepped beside me and swung his axe in an overhead chop. The blade flashed the silvery white of Metal Spirit as he cried out his ability. “Sundering Wave!”

      A phantom axe emerged from the end of his own and raced forward.

      It split three of the monsters in half, and grazed several others who had moved aside.

      Brea let loose with several Frigid Shots in a row, and Quinn added his own enchanted arrows to the volley.

      The elf’s Stone Sling skill weighted the heads of his rocketing arrows. Landing at full speed, the clump of Earth Spirit caved in the lemurs’ chests with ease.

      Our enemies weren’t without their own successes, however. In my line of sight alone, I guessed there to be nearly a hundred of the monsters.

      They formed tight packs and hurled themselves at our party.

      I hunkered behind Minh and braced myself as a pack crashed into me.

      As they did so, thin threads of Earth Spirit reached around the shield’s surface and clung to it. The monsters cleverly reversed directions, pulling with their combined strength.

      And just like that, they’d torn Minh from my grasp.

      I let the shield go rather than be tugged off my feet, and even so, Tairvane’s steadying hand saved me in the end.

      The lemurs scrambled away with their prize and a new troop sprinted up in their stead.

      These pulled back their tiny, pink fists and launched pellets of blue and green Spirit.

      The Earth and Water projectiles slammed into us with great force.

      Lifting my own hand, I summoned Minh to Return.

      The shield transformed, and the tiny copper coin rocketed back across the chamber. She passed through the bodies of three lemurs as she did so.

      I caught the coin and had Minh held up to protect me a second later.

      We were just getting the lemurs under control when the birds folded their wings and dove.

      Gil screamed in response, “Iron Umbrella!”

      A massive shield three times the size of Astra’s Flame Bulwark expanded up from the tank.

      It burned with an eerie pale red, but it caused no heat.

      The warblers veered aside at the last minute, only a few burning up on Gil’s shield.

      But his umbrella couldn’t protect us all.

      With unwavering determination, the warblers swerved around the edge of the shield and through our party.

      I expected shriek attacks, or Spirit-empowered bites perhaps, but instead, they extended their wings with blades of Wind Spirit.

      The stout armor I wore proved ineffective as the first swarm wove around my body.

      I grunted in pain as a score of thin gashes tore open my thighs, shoulders, and back.

      Before the birds retreated, the lemurs came at us in another wave.

      Fuck! I thought in desperation. No wonder a party wiped here. Without backup, we’d have died already!

      Deanna cast Blessing of the Flock, which forced a gust of healing wind through our ranks. I sighed in relief as the wounds on my body stopped bleeding and started to close.

      But the hundreds of damn warblers kept at it, turning in tight circles together, causing hundreds of cuts.

      Small though they were, we couldn’t survive this long.

      “Area of effect skills!” I shouted, hoping to snap my companions out of their own shared agony. “Brea! Quinn! Deanna!”

      My command must have gotten through, for Brea called out her Hail Storm shortly after.

      Deanna activated her own multiple-target attack. Herd Rush was amazing to witness.

      A cloud of ethereal sheep appeared out of nowhere and swept through the raging lemurs and birds.

      Many were knocked down or dazed, though the skill appeared to cause little actual damage.

      But Quinn made up for that in spades.

      “Jagged Rockfall!” he shouted, firing a single arrow straight up in the air.

      The arrow exploded in a burst of Earth Spirit. In seconds, over a hundred green shards had formed, and they plummeted back down.

      The warblers shrieked as their flock dramatically thinned.

      With the three spells, suddenly the rest of our party had the freedom to fight again. More and more skills were activated, and the tide of the battle shifted at last.

      Numbers finally thinning out, the warblers flew up once more.

      Their absence caused an immediate reprieve.

      I cast Rain of Rejuvenation to bolster Deanna’s healing abilities, then took stock of the situation.

      Quinn kneeled beside Deanna in the center. Siobhan had taken the archer’s place at Astra’s side while the elf recovered. His clothes and leather armor were stained in his own blood.

      Despite our best efforts, we’d nearly lost a party member.

      Tairvane’s stormy eyes blazed out in defiance. Though his wings were ragged from numerous cuts, his will was unwavering.

      Deanna cast Cleanse time and again, curing the rest of our wounded as quickly as possible.

      Only Gil remained fighting.

      The lemurs had shifted their attack and focused exclusively on him. The beasts swarmed the tank as he fought alone, dozens of them scrambling all over his body.

      Their tails were glowing a vivid green, and they attacked their foe by whipping the appendages at him.

      “Curse you all to hell!” Gil roared as he triggered another ability. Forge Formed shifted the man’s existing armor, lighting it all ablaze.

      The chamber suddenly glowed a vibrant orange as he dropped his shield and spun his spear in both hands with all of his might.

      I sprinted toward the man as he struggled with the monsters. A Core Flash stunned a portion of the lemurs, and as they peeled away from him, I dropped an Anvil Onslaught across their backs.

      Then I waded in, cracking Peening Striking over and over on the beasts’ chests and backs.

      Tairvane flew over and harried Gil’s opposite flank.

      Finally, the lemurs broke and retreated.

      Our archers took over and began the work of finishing off the nearly vanished mob.

      An earsplitting shriek crashed down around us a moment later. The fight wasn’t over yet.

      A dense swarm of warblers slowly descended. They flew in a massive sphere that glowed with Wind and Water Spirit.

      As it approached, the sphere of birds glowed brighter and brighter.

      “They’re charging up!” I called. “Throw everything you have at them!”

      I held out a hand to cast a Spell Shard, but Astra blurred across the field toward them. Her blade lit up as she triggered Rael’s most powerful ability.

      Cyclone Inferno, even after fighting alongside Astra for so long, was still a sight to see.

      Her Fire Spirit burned brighter than ever. Her elemental affinity had been greatly enhanced by the Bangle of the Fallen Star. It proved yet again to be one of the best purchases we’d acquired in Ilian.

      Astra screamed, her teeth flashing white, as she spun through the maelstrom of birds. Her fiery sword cut through the sphere repeatedly, each time bringing down ten or more of the creatures.

      When the skill had expired, only twenty or so birds were left.

      Deanna called a shift to ranged attacks, and a few minutes later, the chamber was still and quiet but for the constant splash of the waterfalls.

      We took our time recovering, all well aware we’d only lived due to our combined efforts.

      My Progression ticked up yet again, but I was a bit frustrated. The monsters, though seemingly overpowered and too numerous, didn’t give off as much Spirit as they should have.

      A half-hour later, we walked up the stairs that had formed and found an eerie sight.

      The fourth floor, a vast chamber dappled with stone wells and spraying fountains, stood completely deserted.

      And the way leading upward was already waiting for us.

      It took another hour as we traversed the stone platforms that circled upward around the side of the tower.

      Higher and higher we climbed until a thick cloud of mist surrounded us. Seeing each other became a challenge, let alone spotting the platforms we had to leap between.

      I considered the mist a blessing and a curse, for only once was I given a view of the staggering height. A hundred feet down, I spotted the tower floor.

      That old and familiar fear welled up in my chest. I bit down against it, but I still had to ask the others to wait a few moments while the stability in my legs returned.

      Finally, an end to the torturous climb came.

      A platform hung from the ceiling, a single guttering torch lighting up the mist like a ball of shimmering flame.

      We jumped across one at a time and found a final stairwell leading up through the next floor.

      I walked up first with Gil right behind me. Shields up, the two of us soon found ourselves standing in the center of a small island.

      Some fifty feet across, the gently sloping knoll sat in the middle of a vast lake.

      Again, I was reminded that the towers could bend space to their will. Clouds hung in the air above the lake, and not a single wall could be seen from our vantage point.

      It was as if we were standing in the middle of an endless sea.

      The placid waters churned and a vast shape formed in its depths.

      “Bow formation?” I asked Deanna.

      The woman nodded, and our party shifted to face the immense threat. Gil and Siobhan took up the center. I stood with Tairvane on the left flank, and Astra and Quinn took the right.

      With Deanna and Brea behind us, we watched in awe as a monstrous creature rose up from the deep lake.
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            Beast from Another Age
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        * * *

      

      It’s like a cluster of eels are trying to mate with a salamander’s face! Minh shouted in my mind.

      The coin shield wasn’t the only horrified member of our party.

      Gil groaned. “Towers help us. That thing looks like a wet dog being humped by snakes!”

      “Focus, everyone!” I demanded. “Who fucking cares what it looks like? It is massive, and it is heading this way.”

      I inspected the final boss as it swam closer.
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      Spirit-Gorged Iku Turso

      Rank: Superior Spirit Beast

      Monster Type: Ancestral

      Disposition: Systematic

      Elemental Affinity: Water, Earth, Shadow
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        * * *

      

      Shit, there is a lot to unpack there, I thought. First off, it is the same rank as that insane Roc we fought in the Second Tower.

      And what the hell does Ancestral mean?

      I pushed my curiosity aside. “Systematic disposition. Might be why everything is so pattern-oriented in the tower. Let’s expect an orderly and tactical fight!”

      Deanna nodded to me and added the last part I was about to get to. “And apparently it has Shadow Spirit as well. Honestly, that’s pretty damn strange.”

      The Iku Turso, whatever the hell the thing was, swam within a hundred feet.

      A shack-sized head lifted up out of the water, its taut skin brown and slimy.

      Just under its wide jaw, a series of writhing, worm-like appendages probed the air.

      They didn’t have the grasping nature of tentacles. Rather, they seemed to be almost sniffing or otherwise sensing the air.

      Nine in total, the wormy arms were over a foot thick and came to blunt points.

      I considered asking Brea to fire an arrow at one of the beast’s two globular eyes. But they were coated in a thick membrane, just like an amphibian.

      We waited, the tension rising, until the monster ceased its movements.

      It opened its mouth, and liquid Water Spirit dripped down into the lake below.

      Aside from the countless rows of spiny teeth, each the length of a dagger, I was amazed at how vast the iku’s throat was.

      The beast could swallow our party whole.

      Yet it did not charge in blindly.

      A crackling noise came from the churning waters beneath the monster, and I gaped to see the lake solidifying as it came in contact with the Water Spirit.

      The iku crawled up onto the firm water, exposing even more of its abominable shape.

      Two long forelegs scrambled forward. The monster had webbed feet and saber-like claws.

      Sheets of drooping green plants grew from its backside. Algae? I wondered. Or is that stuff another part of its body?

      “Stay alert!” Deanna warned. “I hate to say it, but that thing looks like it’s thinking.”

      As if seeking to prove the woman’s point, the iku lifted its head and let out a low, warbling call.

      The haunted sound echoed across the lake.

      Moments later, dozens of waves rippled toward us from our flanks. The monster had called for backup.

      I spun around and saw we were being attacked on both sides.

      “Gil and Siobhan, split off to either flank!” I commanded, making room for Siobhan to join us.

      We’d planned on several contingencies, but had agreed that should we need to improvise, Gil and I would remain apart unless a single overpowering force threatened us.

      Five shapes swam up to the island and showed their ugly heads.

      They looked like tiny versions of the iku, striding on four legs with long tails trailing behind them.

      The monsters charged, and I presented my shield.

      “Archers!” Deanna bellowed, and two bow strings twanged.

      Brea’s Frigid Shot sank into the nearest mini iku’s chest, freezing the muscles and shattering its skin.

      The beast yelped in pain and attacked reflexively.

      It whipped its tail forward over its shoulder and released a spray of pale green liquid.

      It splashed across Minh’s surface, some of it reaching my face.

      “Acid! They have acid, everyone!” I growled in pain, trying to ignore the smell of my own burning flesh.

      The other monsters veered away at the last minute. They whipped their hind quarters and slashed my shield with their long tails.

      By some miracle of silent communication, the monsters moved in such coordinated patterns that their four tails connected with my shield at the same time.

      An explosion blasted me backward, sending me tumbling ass over tea kettle.

      My shoulder ached when I tried to get up again, but thankfully, Deanna hit me with a healing spell.

      I glanced up to see Tairvane holding the monsters off with his mighty axe, Siobhan dancing back and forth beside him.

      The monsters had spread out and were synchronizing tail-whip attacks at the avians.

      Two of the tails blasted Siobhan on her front greave. She collapsed to the ground.

      As the beasts pulled back to attack again, I threw up a hand and cast Frost Shards. The sheets of ice cut two of the monsters instantly, shredding their bodies apart.

      Tairvane leapt in the air and cut the other two down. Their attempts to counter were all but ignored by the burly avian, and he finished them soon after.

      More of the monsters climbed onto our little island, and for the first time, the Iku Turso attacked as well.

      A gout of water pelted our party from the side. From a hundred feet away, I hadn’t thought the iku was a threat.

      But when Tairvane and Siobhan were knocked aside by the spouting water, I spun to see the monster’s worm-like appendages at work.

      Several more streams of water crashed into our flank while the smaller ikus charged.

      I sent an Ice Spear through the chest of one and killed two more with a well-placed Anvil Onslaught.

      Three more of the beasts leapt onto my fallen comrades, however, and I winced when I heard them cry out.

      Chief among those wounded was Siobhan.

      The avian had kept hold of her staff. Fighting off one monster, she was left exposed. Before she could regain her footing, the iku tore into her leg.

      Crimson stained the monster’s teeth as it shredded Siobhan’s thigh.

      I cursed as I sprinted closer to her. Activating Runic Vision, I found an empty rune slot on the side of the monster’s skull.

      Peening Strike killed the beast, and it released its powerful bite.

      Other cries of pain rose up from behind me. Quinn was pinned down, his arm held up before him in defense. The iku attacking him crushed the arm in its jaws.

      Moments later, we’d killed the pack of ikus, but Gil and Deanna had been bitten as well.

      “Focus! Get back in square formation!” I shouted.

      “Prepare yourselves. The monster is starting another cycle.”

      I cast another Rain of Rejuvenation to heal the party while Deanna worked on mending the more severe injuries.

      The boss monster swam closer, and the front of its body emerged. When the bastard opened its ugly mouth to call more of its minions, Brea and Quinn filled it with arrows.

      Though the projectiles caused it damage, they did nothing to stop its call.

      I decided it was time to bring out another of my new Spell Shards. Shouting to be heard over the sounds of smaller ikus splashing up onto the shore, I cast Storm Dew.

      The spell enchanted the entire party, lending us additional electricity damage with each attack.

      Sure enough, as the ikus started in with their explosive tail whips, Storm Dew’s effect became noticeable.

      Two arrows sunk into leathery hides, and the monsters froze in place as their muscles twitched and writhed.

      This time, the overwhelming odds were evened out somewhat, and now that we knew to expect gouts of water from the iku, we could either dodge or block those as well.

      We fought two more waves of the lesser beasts, and I started to get worried.

      We’ve barely scratched the actual boss.

      We need to finish this soon or our Spirit and Stamina will be exhausted.

      I waited for a reprieve, then cast Sanguine Inferno, another new creation. The writhing crimson spell splashed across the boss’s face.

      The Fire Spirit sank into its skin, and a moment later, the iku roared in pain.

      Sanguine Inferno caused a target’s blood to overheat, causing massive internal damage. I’d been saving it for an emergency, and here we were.

      The iku thrashed about and blasted us with water yet again.

      Then it retreated into the lake, submerging its body entirely.

      One by one, we slew the remaining minions until our group was left alone on the island.

      Do you think that was enough to kill it? Minh asked, aware of what I’d done because of our shared mental link.

      I sighed. No idea. It isn’t dead yet, but maybe it got us closer to the final goal.

      “What was that, Rin?” Deanna asked. “You didn’t mention that spell before.”

      “Sorry, it is called Sanguine Inferno,” I answered. “It was designed to burn a monster’s insides.”

      Astra cleared her throat. “Well, if it comes at us again, I’m willing to bet the bastard is gonna fight harder than before.”

      A pulse of blue Water Spirit rippled up through the lake. Then the dark shape of the boss became visible. It was racing up at an incredible speed.

      “Back up!” I cried. “Bow formation again! It’s gonna—”

      The iku exploded from the water and sprinted up the slope of the island.

      The worms below its neck cracked side to side in a frenzy, each whipping out streaks of acid.

      Stopping short, the monster used its momentum to whip its tail around.

      The tip flared bright, and I knew exactly what was about to happen.

      My command came just seconds before disaster. “Iron Umbrella! Flame Bulwark! Shield us!”

      Gil and Astra activated their skills at the same time. Gil’s Metal shield took the first impact. As the tail exploded, the shield shattered into tiny fragments.

      Astra’s bulwark took the remaining blast.

      Cracks spread through the fiery shield, and then it, too, broke apart.

      Enough of the impact had been absorbed, though, and only a stiff gust of air followed.

      A most terrifying reality struck me when I saw the iku’s response. It lowered its head and chuffed, rippling the water beneath it.

      Then the beast pulled back its great tail and wound up for another attack.

      Gil clambered back. “My skill is on cooldown! Everyone, retreat!”

      We split into our four respective groups again, each of us running for the edges of the island.

      Everyone ran as quickly as they could, but the iku didn’t wait for us to reach safety.

      Its tail exploded in the center of the island.

      A shockwave rippled through the soil beneath my feet, and a thick spray of rock and dirt peppered my backside.

      Tucking into a roll, I evaded much of the debris and saved myself from falling face first.

      When I heard a yelp of pain, I knew not everyone had been so lucky.

      Quinn screamed through clenched teeth and tried to crawl closer to the water’s edge. Deanna ran to him, and in the moment before I faced the iku again, I saw her pull a thick shard of stone from the back of his thigh.

      She will heal him, I reminded myself. But she can’t heal anything if that monster kills us all first.

      I made my way back to the island’s center, where a crater had been blasted away. Taking up a defensive position before the crater, I rallied my comrades.

      “Gil, stand beside me! Tairvane, Astra, to either flank! Brea and Siobhan, hold the rear!”

      In seconds, we’d formed the strongest front we could.

      I would have felt confident if it weren’t for the gargantuan monster stalking up into the shallows, one lumbering step at a time.

      The iku’s maw poured out a constant stream of blood. The crimson liquid steamed when it hit the water, evidence that Sanguine Inferno had done its work.

      When the monster reached the shoreline, it spread its forelegs and opened its mouth as wide as it could go.

      The worm-like appendages beneath its neck stiffened and spread out, then formed beads of Shadow Spirit at their tips.

      The Spirit grew, and another, larger ball was forming in the monster’s throat.

      “Fuck no!” I grunted, striding forward. “We can’t let it release that spell. Use any interrupting skills you can think of!”

      I triggered Buckler’s Bite, then dashed forward and struck the iku’s lower jaw. Anvil Onslaught fell across the top of its snout a second later.

      Gil growled beside me as his own version of a shield bash activated. “Shield Rush!”

      The second impact cracked the iku’s thick jawbone, but the monster continued to charge up.

      Tairvane released an Arcane Cleave that severed one of the appendages and split a portion of the monster’s neck.

      Astra called on Star Lance and skewered an eye with Rael extended in sword staff form.

      I pounded the beast once more, this time using Oaken Mallet in hopes of disturbing more of the charging appendages. I finished my flurry by using my final Frost Shards spell.

      Brea’s Hail Storm fell across the iku’s back at the same time.

      We’d thrown everything at the monster, and its many wounds showed exactly how effective we’d been.

      But the spell continued to charge.

      A subtle flickering issued from the boulder-sized sphere of Shadow Spirit in the monster’s throat, and I knew we’d run out of time.

      “Shields! Throw up your shields again if you can!”

      Gil waved us back. “Behind me! I will do what I can!”

      I posted up behind the big man, standing shoulder to shoulder with Astra. She threw up a Flame Bulwark before Gil to give him one last layer of protection.

      His own efforts astounded me, though.

      Gil tossed his spear aside and touched something on his chest. A flicker of red light followed.

      When he cast Iron Umbrella again, the spell had transformed.

      The shield was the same height and width as before, but this time, thick bands of dense Fire Spirit reinforced it.

      The fiery shield became more and more dense until I could barely see through its burning surface.

      Then the iku’s spell triggered.

      Time seemed to slow as the sphere of Shadow Spirit collided with Gil’s defense. The shield dented in slightly, and the sphere flattened out.

      The sound of my own ragged breath and beating heart filled my ears, and distantly, I heard Gil roaring in defiance.

      A split second later, the sphere exploded.

      Gil’s shield bent, and the man’s body slid backwards, his feet digging furrows in the soil of the island.

      I helped brace him using Minh to prop up his lower back. Astra’s Flame Bulwark pressed against the inside of Gil’s massive shield.

      For a moment, I marveled at how effective Gil had been. The shield seemed to be holding against the odd explosion of Shadow Spirit.

      The sphere had grown to ten times its size, pushing hard against Gil’s Fire shield.

      But the slow expansion was not the spell’s culmination.

      The huge sphere collapsed suddenly, imploding with a force that defied all reason.

      Gil’s shield blasted outward in a thousand fiery fragments.

      Astra’s followed.

      Everyone standing around me fell to their knees as the vacuum took effect.

      I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t cry out, couldn’t choke.

      I managed to find the strength to lift my head. Poor Gil lay before me, a streak of blood leading outward from his downturned face.

      His once stout shield rested in tatters before him.

      My eyes rose to the iku, who was lifting a foreleg to crush the man who’d risked everything to shield us.

      Rolling to my side, I threw out a hand and played my final trump card. “Calamity Claymore,” I managed in a gravelly voice.

      The Spell Shard I’d designed in my workshop activated instantly.

      A funnel of fire and metal erupted from my palm. The daggers lanced through the iku’s soft flesh in a wave of destruction. They tore gaping holes in its front legs and chest. The last three appendages were cut down.

      Finally, the monster’s neck was shredded, sending gouts of hot blood spraying downward.

      Then the spell’s secondary effect triggered. The funnel of power carried a wave of acid with it. Much of this filled the iku’s opened mouth.

      The monster shrieked in pain as its flesh melted away.

      Panic set in, and the iku threw its head side to side, trying to rid itself of the acid.

      “Pull back!” Deanna shouted, and suddenly, hands were hauling me to my feet. Tairvane stumbled forward and hauled Gil up and over his massive shoulder.

      Once standing, I found my legs could work on their own. Brea and Siobhan helped Astra next, and our ragged party ran for the backside of the island.

      Another roar issued from behind us.

      Flecks of burning flesh flew over our heads, and a rumble shook the soil beneath my feet.

      The dying monster was giving chase.

      I turned and unleashed the last combat spells I’d stored in my cloak. Boulder Bash and Ice Spear struck the raging beast to little effect.

      Half of the iku’s face dripped down its chest, and the monster stalked forward on shredded legs. The tree-trunk-thick bones of its forelegs had been exposed.

      How the fuck is that thing still alive? I wondered, equally terrified and awestruck.

      A deep voice spoke beside me. “I will attack,” Tairvane said with conviction. “I have not used my most powerful skill yet. But if it is not enough, Rin, you must protect Deanna.”

      The hint of despair in the avian’s words broke me from my own morbid thoughts. “Attack, Tairvane. I have something that will aid you. Don’t worry. We can still win this fight.”

      Tairvane nodded at me, then hefted his axe.

      The riordi charged, wings spreading as he met the iku in the island’s center. Propelled by his wings, he leapt skyward.

      Using the Spell Shard I’d purchased, I cast Greater Striking on the man to enhance his core.

      The brave man hung in the air for an impossibly long second, and a stream of raw Spirit bled from my palm and struck him between his outstretched wings.

      Tairvane roared.

      Perhaps it was spurred on by his own likely death, or it might have been the Spell Shard taking effect, but I’d never heard a man scream so powerfully before.

      Tairvane’s axe rose and fell in a seamless arc.

      His war cry melted into a single word. “Obliteration!”

      The head of his axe split into three vertical blades that grew rapidly. Each stretched over five feet tall.

      Then the Metal Spirit streaked down as Tairvane’s axe struck the iku in the center of its massive head.

      The axe cracked into solid bone, but the energy blades lanced through the monster’s natural armor in a flash.

      I stared in awe as the iku’s head split apart.

      Boiling blood showered Tairvane’s body, yet he landed on his feet amid the carnage.

      He turned on his heel, still gripping the shattered handle of his axe. The weapon’s blade had broken as well.

      I locked eyes with the fierce man.

      His wings, face, and armor were covered in dark blood.

      As all fell silent but for the sounds of breathing and the gushing of fell blood, Tairvane smiled at me.

      His teeth stood out white in a completely red face. “We did it, Rin,” he said. “We did it.”

      Then the hulking man collapsed to his knees.

      Deanna and I scrambled to heal our injured and recover from the terrifying ordeal. We hurried, stacking our party heal spells in hopes of preventing our faithful vessels from enduring any more unnecessary pain.
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            Plenty to Go Around
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations, faithful heroes, the tower intoned. You were wise to join forces.

      This tower was steeped in far too much Spirit, and the boss monster glutted itself on that power for months.

      Now, the Lake Tower can resume its normal function.

      A dense cloud of Spirit suffused the air above and around us. The iku’s body discharged so much of the energy that the chamber had dimmed significantly.

      I gripped Astra’s hand and she grinned at me, relief evident in her eyes.

      The tower continued its speech as we collectively caught our breath.

      But please, do not delay! Continue onward to the Sky Tower.

      It, too, is in great need.

      Deanna shot me a confused look, and I gave her a grim smile. I would need to tell her at least part of what I knew.

      To withhold such information now would be a betrayal.

      Deanna Shepherd and Rinmarron Runesmith, your actions have been noted. Now, it is time for a suitable reward.

      Accept these gifts as encouragement from the seven towers.

      I will reward Minh and Gil first, since they are the first vessels. To Minh, accept the gift of transformation. Shield Shift will help you protect your master in many ways.

      To Gil, I grant you a new shield entirely. Accept the Enduring Kite Shield. Like your will, it shall never break.

      The warrior’s jaw dropped as a teardrop-shaped shield, standing over four feet tall, formed in front of him.

      He grasped its silver edges and stared in awe.

      Falling to a knee, he thanked the tower.

      A bead of light swept out and absorbed into the center of Minh, and her metal form shuddered.

      I wanted to ask Minh about her new ability, but there were many gifts to go around.

      To Astra and Quinn, the second vessels, I grant you gifts to increase your potency.

      Astra, accept the Greaves of the Striking Star. They grant the ability to charge at great speed. May they aid you well.

      Quinn, I gift you the Bottomless Quiver, which will restore arrows forged from ambient mana.

      Though you can run out of ammunition, you have but to wait for more to reappear.

      Brea of the riverlands, the tower continued, I feel the same gift will help you just as much. May your aim be true.

      One by one, the tower poured its blessings out on us. Rael was given an Energetic Pommel, which let Astra store 500 Spirit to be used in emergencies.

      Siobhan was given Wing Guards of the Vaulted Skies, thin strips of bright metal that affixed to the top bones of her wings.

      They were enchanted, and gave minor protection to her most vulnerable assets as well as granting her the ability to fly for short distances.

      The tower gave Tairvane a special gift, one that reminded me of Siobhan’s staff. The axe you bore was a valuable heirloom, Tairvane. You sacrificed much by slaying the Iku Turso.

      I have taken the shards of your axe’s shaft and blade and restored it. May this Meteoric Great Axe give you the strength you need.

      The avian took the proffered gift gratefully. Tears ran down his broad cheekbones as he did so, thanking the tower several times before going quiet again.

      Rin, your road ahead is long and dangerous, the tower said at last. You must be strong in every sense of the word.

      To accompany your helm and breastplate, I give to you the Bolstering Boots.

      Not only are they armored and capable of protecting your feet better than any leather boots can, but they are enchanted to lend you strength when blocking with your shield.

      It will take a serious blow to knock you down.

      I chuckled as I recalled being blasted backward by the combined iku minion attack.

      The boots would be very much appreciated.

      They formed on the ground before me, made from polished black leather and capped on the toe and sides with thin strips of silver metal.

      My final gift goes to Deanna. Rare is the cultivator who is willing to set aside pride and personal gain in order to secure safety for their vessels.

      You sought aid from Rin, for you sensed not only his power but also his kindness.

      For this, I will make your gift a special one. The Robes of the Redeemer contain more enchantments than most gifts I give.

      They will not only offer significant protection against all physical and magical attacks, but increase your Spirit Regeneration as well.

      Finally, they offer an ability called Redemption. Once activated, Redemption can nullify any single attack, saving you or your party from all of the intended damage.

      Rin and Deanna, take with you the key to the Fourth Tower.

      As conquerors of the Lake Tower, you will not be allowed to enter again.

      More challenging foes await you in the Sky Tower to the south. Head there when you are ready.

      Take care, both of you, and protect your vessels well.

      May the towers keep you.

      The booming voice ended, leaving the chamber feeling vacant and vast.

      Stunned at our victory and amazed by the many gifts we’d been given, our party began to process the strange events that had jarred us to our cores.
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        * * *

      

      I sat on the ground, back facing Deanna. Something unspoken had shifted between our two parties.

      Nobody studied the way we cycled, and yet nobody turned away either.

      We simply trusted one another.

      I reached in a pocket and touched the Lungs of the Flying Buffalo Spell Shard. I cast it before closing my eyes and beginning to cycle.

      The change the spell caused was drastic and immediate.

      Rather than seeming slow and difficult, the process of compressing Spirit into my core now felt easy and light.

      I took in great lungfuls of air, more than I would normally be capable of.

      A few of those waiting around us murmured, perhaps witnessing the large quantities of Spirit filling me by the second.

      After cycling for no more than a few minutes, my core reached its capacity.

      Laughing to myself, I opened my eye and found over half of the air in the tower clear as day.

      Rising to my feet, I grinned at Astra. In a whisper, I told her the good news. “I filled my core. I can finally bond with Siobhan!”

      The avian overheard.

      She turned, her silver eyes lighting up with excitement. Then, as if some restraint had at last been severed, she darted toward me.

      Siobhan crashed into me, arms wrapping around my neck.

      “Hey,” I spoke into her ear. “You okay?”

      She nodded against my chest. Then, in a muffled voice, she answered, “I’m fine, Rin. I’ve just waited for this for so long.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Hear me out… no, no, just hear me out,” Astra said with the faintest hint of a slur.

      “Pies are delicious, they really are. Boysenberry, gooseberry, hell, I’ll even take a pecan pie, but!” She aimed a finger at Gil’s squinting eyes and wavered a moment, pausing longer than expected.

      “But, Mr. Gil with the fancy shield, if you think pie is better than cookies, you’re fucking insane!”

      Gil sighed and shook his head. “I’m sorry, Astra. You’re a fine enough warrior, but I can’t respect that position. Cookies are for children.”

      Astra gasped, spilling her ale. “Take it back!” she demanded.

      Brea, cheeks rosy and a smile plastered to her face, swept her friend aside. “Enough of this nonsense. Besides, I think everyone knows that caramel apples are the finest treat in Acalia.”

      Immediate uproar followed the comment, and I laughed until my ribs hurt. Deanna returned from the bar with four more mugs of ale cleverly held in her hands.

      She gave me one then sat down beside me.

      We thunked our mugs together. “Cheers, Rin. I’m glad we met,” Deanna said before tossing back the ale. “Nice to have friends out in the world abroad.”

      “I couldn’t agree more. You and yours are welcome to stay with us if you ever visit the north. We have a huge ranch house with rooms to spare.”

      Deanna nodded. “Deal. We stay east of here. Small town up in the foothills, just three days’ ride. You lot heading home for a spell?”

      I shook my head. “No. I wish we could, but we’ve got shit to deal with.”

      I told her about the problem with Cormac, and Deanna paled. “That’s no good, Rin. He’s a nasty sort. If I were you, I’d be tempted to pay up and hand over the blade. No matter what, it isn’t worth endangering Astra.”

      I set down my drink and rubbed my face. “I feel the same, but Astra does not. He speaks with her as Minh does to me. Rael is her best friend. I can’t ask her to give that up.” Shrugging, I admitted, “I am only hoping for a windfall. There must be some loophole, some way out of this. After all, if Cormac is half the greedy bastard everyone claims he is, I’m sure I can find something he wants instead.”

      Deanna patted me on the shoulder and pulled me closer. “I sure hope so, Rin. The man is as dangerous as a snake in the grass.”

      A smile spread across her face, and she leaned in a little closer. This close I got a better look at the woman’s eyes. They were a hazel color that reminded me of river stones.

      Her shaved head and plain features belied her natural beauty. But there was something different than attraction forming between us.

      With the acuity many women naturally possess, she gave words to my feelings. “This sounds ridiculous, I know. We’ve only met a short while ago, but… towers above, you feel like a brother, Rin.”

      I nodded, feeling a warmth spread up through my chest. Rarely in my life, old or new, had I been confronted with such open-handed friendship.

      If not for the trials we’d faced in the Lake Tower, I might even have been suspicious. As it was, I simply knew this woman wanted nothing but the best for me and mine.

      “Let’s make it official, then. Fuck it all,” I jested. “Chances are one or both of us will fall in the towers. Might as well live it up while we can.”

      She pulled back, a puzzled expression on her face. Deanna took up her mug again and took a sip. “What do you mean?”

      I stood, feeling the alcohol swim in my head slightly. The others gathered around the table glanced up, and our noisy corner of the common room quieted.

      Holding up my mug, I gave a proposal. “We all know there is something wrong with the towers. To that, I’ll speak more on later if you wish.

      “But it is our duty as cultivators and vessels to fight the monsters therein. We are meant to absorb and disperse the Spirit that concentrates in the towers, and this in turn balances all of Acalia.”

      I paused to take in my companions.

      Tairvane stared at me like a storm-carved cliff, his stern eyes impassive.

      Gil’s usual stony expression had softened with drink. Quinn and Brea had their bows out and had apparently been discussing the finer points of archery.

      Then there was Astra and Siobhan, hip to hip, both holding their ale.

      Expectant eyes waited for me to finish.

      Yes, I thought, feeling Minh in my mind also, this is the right thing to do.

      “I propose we make an official alliance. Deanna, so much like a sister to me, will you and yours swear to aid us should the need arise?

      “If we swear the same, will you be our friends and allies in the many battles to come?”

      A couple jaws fell open, and a few more of my companions smiled.

      Deanna was of the latter.

      She stood up as well and held her mug aloft. “My father, the stubborn man who taught me how to wield the crook so long ago, mentioned that in the past such alliances were common.

      “But cultivators are so often greedy. Why share the Spirit gained with another when you can defeat a tower alone?” She shrugged and chuckled. “The answer is simple. Why will I join this alliance? Because companionship is more powerful than solitude. Because loyalty is stronger than greed.

      “Lastly, I will agree, Rin, because I see the kind and generous hero you’re becoming, and I would stand beside you.” The woman wiggled a little, a movement that reminded me of Astra when she was too excited to remain still. “Stand, you guys! Up, up!”

      The vessels stood, still flustered by the sudden shift in the night’s momentum.

      I expected resistance—not from my girls, but from Gil or Tairvane.

      But the avian simply watched his cultivator with trust and reverence in his eyes.

      And Gil?

      The big man was fighting back tears, apparently moved by this proposition.

      I cleared my throat and pushed my mug out into the space between us. The others added theirs as well, and the sound of wooden clunks followed.

      “So be it,” I said plainly. “To my sister ally, Deanna, and her three bold vessels. We will be honored to fight at your side any time the opportunity presents itself.

      “And if you need anything, just send word and we’ll answer.”

      Deanna completed the informal oath. “To our strange and unexpected alliance!” she said with a grin. “Drink deep and know our friendship will remain!”

      We did so, all of us breathing into our mugs as we took in the sweet and bitter liquid so like life itself.

      Gil’s eyes widened, and he breathed deep, gulping down the rest of his pint in a single pull. He slammed the mug down, belched loud enough to draw looks from around the room, and let out a battle cry.

      Raising a fist in the air, he shouted, “More drinks, please! We’ve a long way to go before we’re truly pissed!”

      Everyone laughed and started to sit down, one by one.

      Then Brea held up a dainty finger. “Excuse me, guys. I’m as excited as the rest of you, but… if we have formed an alliance, shouldn’t we have a name or something?”

      After a brief pause, an explosion of conversation erupted around the table.

      I laughed and shook my head.

      I puzzled over a name for a while until Deanna elbowed me. “Rin, you mentioned something being wrong with the towers.”

      Behind her cheerful facade, I could see concern floating about in her bright eyes.

      I sighed and then resolved to answer the unasked question. “It is hard to explain, really… If I tell you something, promise not to call me insane?”

      Deanna shook her head. “Absolutely not. I’ve seen the way you fight, Rin. I know you’re insane.”

      “Fair enough. I guess the simple truth might be the easiest way.” I looked down into my half-filled cup for the right words. “I was sick and dying not long ago. The illness lasted most of my young life. I had a broken core, and my Spirit was leaking out faster than I could draw it in.

      “On my deathbed, a… being came to me. She gave me a second chance by healing my core, but she also gave me a quest.” I gripped Deanna’s forearm and squeezed. “Deanna, the towers are not okay. For some reason, they are becoming stronger than they should. I suspect too much Spirit is throwing off whatever system they normally abide.

      “I have been tasked with clearing all seven towers… and if I don’t do so soon, Acalia will fall.”

      Deanna’s hazel eyes flicked back and forth between my own, trying to read me.

      She let off a gentle sigh and bit her lip. “I still think you’re crazy, but I believe you, Rin. Word has it the Fourth Tower has grown too strong as well, and the Fifth Tower is so dangerous few will even enter the bottom floor. Worse yet, I heard that none have stepped foot in the Sixth Tower in almost a year.”

      The woman braved a smile, pushing back much of the fear that had gathered at the corners of her kind face. “Fuck it,” she said. “If what you say is true, we might need to expand this alliance further if we find more with the same will.”

      “I think so too,” I admitted. “I think so too… Speaking of which, what the hell will we call it?”

      “The Hallowed Heroes!” Gil shouted suddenly.

      Tairvane groaned. “Terrible name. We can be the Storm Brothers!” he proposed, his fist held high.

      Siobhan rolled her eyes. “Storm Sisters it is,” she said, giving the big man a shove.

      Quinn raised his hand and added in a quiet voice, “Siblings of the Storm?”

      “It’s got a nice ring to it, Quinn,” Astra admitted. “But siblings is a bit lame if you ask me. What about the Chosen Champions?”

      “Cheesy,” Brea commented, her voice bolder and drunker than usual. “Denizens of Destiny!”

      The table broke out into another noisy discussion, and Deanna and I shared a laugh. It seemed the naming of our makeshift alliance would not be so easy.

      Everyone kept spouting more and more ridiculous names. A server brought over two massive pitchers filled with dark red ale, and everyone refilled their mugs.

      I mulled over a few choices in my own head while the others babbled on. Acalia Allied? I pondered. No, that sounds like a damn business name. The Towers Walkers?

      Minh spoke up for the first time that night. Her voice was electric. Almost! I’ve been thinking it over all night. Rin, I have a suggestion of my own.

      I encouraged my first vessel and listened to what she had to say. I was impressed.

      You know what? That’s pretty good, Minh. Let me see what the others say.

      The coin buzzed in my pocket as I cleared my throat. “Hold up,” I said, waiting for the others to quiet down. “Minh has a suggestion of her own.”

      Wait! she cried out in my mind. Set me down on the bench beside you!

      Minh, I don’t think—

      Just do it! she demanded.

      I pulled out the copper coin and set her down in the narrow space between Deanna and I. Then, sensing her intention, I scooched away.

      Minh shifted forms, filling the common room with an explosion of discharged Spirit.

      Gasps followed, both from our table and those scattered about us, as Minh joined us in all of her naked, blue-skinned beauty.

      Gil’s jaw practically shattered the table as it fell open. Quinn and Brea blushed, and Astra covered her mouth as she shook with laughter.

      Tairvane and Siobhan both laughed in the odd cadence that seemed to be natural for avians, throwing the entire situation into an even more absurd light.

      Minh didn’t notice or care about any of it.

      She wiggled her fingers in the air before her and picked up Deanna’s mug. Tasting the ale briefly, Minh hummed softly as she considered the taste.

      At last, she set the mug down and stuck out her tongue.
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      “Yuck. That is not worth drinking.” Then she stood up, shapely breasts bare for all in the common room to see. Her attention remained fixed to our party, however, and her blue eyes were ablaze with excitement.

      “We should name the alliance after our purpose. At first, I wanted something more brutal, like the Bloody Fangs… but, then another idea popped into my head.

      “I don’t know where it came from, but it seemed perfect. What about Saviors of the Seven?”

      By now, most of our party had recovered from the sudden introduction of a nude woman in their presence.

      Several patrons stood up and left, and others were simply staring.

      Thankfully, Minh took that moment to sit down as the others considered her idea.

      Astra was the first to speak. “Almost has a religious tone to it, but… I don’t know, I kind of like it.”

      Tairvane shrugged. “Saviors of the Storm sounds more fierce. It doesn’t make sense, though. I think it is acceptable.”

      Gil slammed his fist on the table. “Fuck that, Tairvane. It is more than acceptable. It’s perfect!”

      One by one, the others approved, and everyone cheered.

      “To the Saviors of the Seven!” I shouted over the din. “May we kick ass and take names for as long as we live!”

      Deanna laughed beside me. “I’ve never heard that expression in all my life, but I’m with you. To the Saviors of the Seven!”

      Everyone cheered again and drank.

      Minh, however, had grown rigid. Her bright eyes scanned the room as she stood up in a half-crouch.

      She sniffed the air twice. “Meat,” she said in a low growl. “Rin, I smell a boar’s flesh… Why didn’t you tell me?”

      The awkward pause was soon broken by laughter.

      I raised my hand to flag down a serving woman. “Sit down, Minh, you’re scaring the customers. I’ll get you some damned meat.”

      Slowly, Minh relaxed, and a highly flustered server came to our table. “What is it now?” she asked, eyes glued to Minh’s adorable breasts.

      I smiled as if nothing at all was amiss. “We need food, and a great deal of it. Pies, pastries, stew, whatever you have. And please, bring as much of the roast pork as you can.”

      The woman nodded absently, her expression caught somewhere between overwhelmed and awestruck.

      “No worries, ma’am,” I added. “I’ll pay double for everything and give you the biggest tip you’ve had in over a year.”

      Minh sniffed the air again, and a low growl issued from her throat.

      The server’s eyes widened, and I snapped my finger to draw her attention away from Minh. “We appreciate it, ma’am, but please, do make sure to hurry.”
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            A Fine and Endless Night
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      Joy, conviction, and a pervasive sense of pride followed our merry band as the night slowly unfolded.

      As a bell tower struck the midnight hour, Deanna at last called an end to the night.

      We spent another half hour hugging and laughing and saying goodbye. Deanna’s party would head east, where they would rest while she searched for a new vessel.

      She hadn’t filled her core but was on the verge of leveling up.

      This gave her a prime opportunity to sell the treasures taken from the tower and find a perfect fourth vessel.

      Hearing her admit the need made me more grateful than ever that we’d discovered Siobhan.

      The Wind Mage waited patiently for our impending bond to be formed, yet her excitement practically crackled in the air around her.

      I hugged Deanna yet again and bid her farewell. “Make sure your next vessel is handsome,” I advised her. “Couldn’t imagine bonding four ugly mugs. Would be a nasty curse.”

      Gil laughed even as he made a rude gesture with one hand.

      Deanna, suddenly overcome with emotion, didn’t lower herself to tease back. She merely kissed me on the cheek, her tears wetting my skin briefly.

      Then she whispered, still clasping my hands, “I hope to see you soon, brother. We will head south to the Fourth Tower soon, but I cannot guarantee how quickly we will make it there. Keep safe.”

      I watched the group turn back and head into Milk and Honey.

      Quinn and Tairvane closed in at Deanna’s sides.

      The elf subtly stroked her cheek with a finger, and Tairvane filled his big hand with her plump backside.

      Only Gil remained apart. He was much older and seemed to look at Deanna as a father might.

      Astra giggled beside me. “Brave woman there. I love you, Rin, but the thought of having to deal with two of you? No thanks.”

      Minh prattled on in my head about how easy it might be to accommodate more than one mate, and I let her.

      She had devoured enough roast pork to impress even big Gil, and then she’d disappeared again back into her coin form.

      Having a chance to see the woman in the flesh was always a treat. Somehow, I’d grown used to spending time with her naked.

      She wore her skin as naturally as most people wore robes or tunics.

      We headed upstairs, and I prepared to kick off my boots for the night.

      Siobhan grabbed me by the shoulder, though, and I turned to face her.

      The woman’s face was drawn, and desperation flickered in her silver eyes. “Rin, I have a request I must ask you.”

      “What is it, Siobhan? Ask away.”

      The avian stroked the delicate feathers that framed her lovely face. Her normally blunt and straightforward manner made this hesitation odd to behold.

      Finally, she said in a whisper, “I wish to bond tonight. I’m sure everyone is as tired as I am, but, Rin, I cannot wait.”

      Looking to Astra and Brea, I received two nods of acquiescence.

      “That’s fine, Siobhan. We can do it right now. Should we bathe first?”

      She smiled. “You remembered my ceremony. Yes, we should, Rin, but not here and not yet. I wish to ride out. I hope it doesn’t sound strange, Rin, but I wish to bond with you in the wild with only the moon to watch over us.”

      Brea produced a tiny squeal of delight, and Astra practically beamed, nodding at me from over Siobhan’s shoulder.

      Despite the drink, the food, and the day’s labors in the tower, I was thrumming with energy.

      A core full of Spirit would make sleep almost impossible, and besides, Siobhan had hardly asked for a thing in the time I’d known her.

      This had to be important.

      “Of course, Siobhan. We can leave straight away.”

      Twenty minutes later, we were leading our horses to the edge of Orinthell.

      The innkeeper had been shocked we wanted to leave, but since we had paid in advance, he didn’t bother trying to stop us.

      We walked until the houses began to thin, and then we mounted and trotted out into the riverlands.

      I suggested we make our way toward the glade where we’d practiced with Deanna and her vessels. “There was a stream nearby,” I pointed out. “I spotted it through the branches as we entered the glade. Will that do?”

      Siobhan nodded but remained silent.

      Astra trotted ahead and called to the woman, then the two fell into a full gallop.

      I followed beside Brea.

      With the aid of the enchanted reins, our travel was short-lived.

      Sure enough, we found a gently sloping hillside, covered in a fine fuzz of new grass, that led down to a babbling stream.

      The girls excused themselves to bathe in the chilly water, performing the first aspect of the Bonding Ceremony.

      Astra requested Minh’s coin, and the blue woman joined us in the flesh once more.

      I decided to prepare a shelter for the night, for surely, after the bonding was completed, we would all need sleep.

      The night was clear of clouds, so rather than set up our tents, I found overhanging tree branches nearby and strung up the waxed cloth. It would block out the dew if not the wind.

      Our bedrolls were warm, however, and the breeze gentle.

      I finished in a few minutes, then threw out our bedrolls, placing our baggage above where our heads would rest.

      “Rin,” Astra called to me, “it is your turn. Shrug off those clothes and come, lover.”

      Her voice was low and almost hoarse. It was the voice she used when we were abed, and its velvet tones sent a shiver down my back.

      I doffed my boots and clothes in a neat pile atop my bedroll and then walked down the dewy grass.

      Goosebumps danced across my skin as the chill of night competed with the ardor of my beating heart.

      When I met the four women in the stream, I took a long moment to appreciate their beauty.

      Astra smiled at me, her broad shoulders held back, chin lifted.

      The tips of her sloping breasts were lit with the silver moonlight, and the rest of her curves hid in the near dark like shadowy promises.

      Brea’s pale skin reflected brighter than Astra’s. Her heavy chest and broad hips flaring wide twisted something in my throat. She wasn’t smiling, but her round eyes stared at me with a solemn intensity I couldn’t ignore.

      Minh bounced back and forth on the balls of her feet, her face the very picture of joy. Her blue eyes glowed bright as she waited for me.

      And then there was Siobhan.

      The riordi woman stood proud, wings folded behind her, blue-white with the light of the moon.

      Her silver hair and eyes were practically glowing.

      Siobhan’s lithe figure called to me. I spotted flickers of reflection as I stepped into the chill water.

      Tiny feathers shone around her regal face.

      I saw them gleaming under her breasts as well as down her sternum and marching up the curve of her elegant hip bone.

      She looked like a creature born in the moonlight.

      My chest ached and my groin burned by the time I reached them.

      Silently, the women bathed me.

      The chill of the stream did little to cool the fire in my core or the yearning I felt standing among such beauty.

      They cleansed the dried blood, sweat, and grime of the tower from my body.

      They washed my hair and face, cleansed my hands and feet. Then they cleaned my body, one section at a time.

      Considering me done, Siobhan nodded to Astra, who spoke in as formal a tone as ever I’d heard. “Let’s head back to get dressed. Then we will eat together and share a cup.”

      Though we only had travel clothes, everyone took out their cleanest garment.

      It would do well enough.

      Siobhan produced a white dress, sheer and sleeveless.

      I’d never seen it before, but since neither of the other women showed any sign of surprise, I guessed this had been somewhat planned.

      Afterward, we shared a small loaf of bread as well as a portion of roast boar.

      Finally, Siobhan produced a waterskin, and we each took a sip, passing it among ourselves.

      At last, I held up my hands as I knelt in front of Siobhan. She pressed her hands to mine immediately after, no hesitation in the slightest.

      “I, Rin, son of Dave,” I began as I swore the oath to the woman, “promise to uphold my duties as cultivator. I’ll protect, feed, and provide a home for the vessel Siobhan.”

      The oath continued until we reached the amended portion. At first, I’d offered each woman a stipend they could use to live off of as well as an equal share in loot.

      Such a financial agreement was far more generous than most cultivators offered, but considering all the money I made in my runesmithing, it had seemed justified.

      But Astra and Brea had come up with a different idea in the brief time we had at the ranch house.

      Why not simply share our money equally as a married household would do?

      As such, I completed the oath with the newly updated information. “I also agree to share the burdens and boons of finances and domestic duties in equal part with Siobhan as I have with Minh, Astra, and Brea.”

      Siobhan repeated the oath, not missing a word. And when she finished, a notification popped up as my SI activated. Bond with Siobhan, willing Vessel?

      I selected Yes.

      The shift inside me began slower than before.

      A subtle tug plucked something at the base of my core, and the icy warmth of raw Spirit poured out.

      The energy flooded my body, increasing its flow like a river unleashed.

      I leaned forward, and Siobhan did the same.

      Her mouth opened as she, too, must have felt the surge. Her silver eyes glowed brighter as the Spirit swept through her.

      Slowly, a light formed as a tiny bead floating between Siobhan and I. It grew and grew.

      The wind picked up, and Astra let out a low moan. Brea and Minh gasped shortly after. All of us were being bound together by this ceremony, and I could feel the living, burning cores of each of my vessels.

      Siobhan’s hands gripped mine tightly as she tilted up her head. The silver in her eyes became cloudy. Wind Spirit shone from her mouth and eyes, a pale gray color that reminded me of a bank of clouds.

      Then an ache twisted my gut. It was a sluggishness, some rigidity that I couldn’t quite define.

      The more Wind Spirit Siobhan took from me, the more my body felt stiff, unmoving, and stagnant. Soon, every muscle in my body cramped up, and I grit my teeth against the pain.

      As before, my body poured out sweat so quickly it soaked my robes.

      I heard Brea, Astra, and Minh panting beside me as they shared in the collective burden.

      With their strength, I endured the cleansing of my Spirit. It was an agony still, but I held Siobhan’s gaze with greater ease than ever before.

      And oddly, in the midst of Spirit ebbing from my body, a subtle pleasure returned as my core rebalanced itself.

      Then Siobhan took the brunt of the pain.

      Her head bowed, and she panted like a wounded bird. I held her hands and sent her every ounce of encouragement I could muster.

      But there was no need to worry.

      Nothing, absolutely nothing, could break this woman now.

      A growing ecstasy overtook me even as Siobhan was surrounded by a thick cloud of foggy Wind Spirit. It whirled around her as my mind and body soared.

      Then it wrapped about her waist like a binding belt. The energy bore into her gut, and Siobhan cried out.

      For an instant, my mind was filled with a flashing sequence of images. It wasn’t sent by Minh this time. In fact, if I wasn’t just imagining it, I could swear it was something Anya had sent me.

      The spirit, who’d healed my core and sent me on my long quest, had shown me plenty of visions before.

      In my mind’s eye, I saw a sky filled with roiling clouds. Black and silver and white, the clouds billowed up and around a singular figure.

      Wings spread wide, as if trying to claim all of the sky for herself, Siobhan floated.

      The woman was covered in gleaming armor, and her eyes burned like beacons in a storm.

      Her staff shone with the same potent light, and her mouth was open wide.

      She chanted something I could not hear.

      The wind, however, carrying its burden of clouds, heeded every word.

      Siobhan was summoning a storm of unbelievable power.

      The dark of night returned to me as the pain and pleasure of our bonding broke.

      Finally, as the last of the surge of power filled her core, Siobhan looked at me again. Her face was streaked with tears, and her features were soft with relief and…

      And with awe.

      “Rin,” she said between gasps. “Rin, it’s so beautiful.”
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            Goddess of the Wind
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      Brea hid her face behind both hands. She giggled softly and shook her head. “I mean, I know that was your bonding, Siobhan, but I felt it. It was…”

      “Amazing,” Astra said for her. “A little like a night with Rin, if I’m being honest.”

      Brea let out a squeal and ducked down even lower. “Astra!” she chastised, unable to meet anyone’s gaze.

      I rubbed Brea’s back. “No worries, Brea. I think we all felt it. But what about you, Siobhan? How are you feeling?”

      The avian sat opposite Brea, her long legs folded beneath her. “I feel alive. My core is awake, Rin. I can’t believe I lived my whole life without this!”

      Minh, kneeling beside Siobhan, leaned over and kissed the avian on the cheek. “We are happy for you. Now you can lend your full strength in protecting our Rin.”

      The blue-skinned woman smiled at me and winked. “I’m going to go to sleep again. This was a lot of fun, but I have used up a lot of energy lately. Goodnight, guys!”

      Everyone said goodnight in return, and Minh burst into light, collapsing back into coin form.

      I reached over and picked up the coin. Putting her in my pocket, I laughed as I realized she was already passed out.

      Then I stood and asked one of the two questions I couldn’t hold back.

      “So, I know everyone has skills to show off, especially Siobhan, but can I show you guys my Spiritarm?”

      “Don’t even ask!” Astra replied with a wave. “We love looking at your big hammer.”

      “Always with the jokes,” I said with a grin. “Well, here goes nothing. Chasing Hammer!”

      The hammer appeared from thin air, filling my grip. In the darkness, the bright Spiritarm seemed even brighter, yet it was the quality of that light that surprised me.

      It had taken on a nearly pure white color.

      Glowing like something solid and tangible, the Spiritarm had grown in density.

      “Same size,” Brea commented absently. “Not that that’s a bad thing.”

      I shrugged, noting the woman was correct. A five-foot single-handed hammer was absurdly big enough. As I gave it a few practice swings, however, I could feel it had become more deadly.

      “It is heavier, though,” I said. “Feels like I could blast apart a boulder with it now.” I dismissed the hammer and sat back down. “I don’t want to make this all about me, but I should augment my core soon.”

      “Of course!” Siobhan said, scooching closer. “Have you thought which runes for choosing?”

      The woman’s enthusiasm was an unexpected source of joy. Siobhan looked to be finally accepting her role among us. She had now joined our little family in truth.

      “I have a few ideas. The runes of Haste, Control, and Resilience are tempting. I can’t know exactly their effects, but I feel pretty confident each will bring out solid benefits.”

      Astra yawned in her fist and held up her other hand. “Adding Haste to your core will, what? Speed up your Spirit? Or your body?”

      I leaned back on my hands and answered as truthfully as I could.

      “I am hoping my body. When I added Might, I gained strength. Likewise, I think Control will give me added precision with my attacks.”

      “And Resilience will make you harder to kill,” Siobhan added.

      “Just so.”

      The girls exchanged looks before answering one at a time.

      “Resilience is my vote,” Brea said. “If it keeps you alive, I think it is a great choice.”

      Astra spoke next.

      “But speed could help you avoid damage. We’ve all seen the insane bosses in the towers. No matter how tough you are, and no matter what armor you wear, they can kill us if we get hit by their biggest attacks. I vote for Haste.”

      Siobhan nodded. “She is right. When it comes to defense, a dodge or parry is always more valuable than a block.”

      I took a deep breath. “I’m glad you said so. In fact, those were the two runes I was leaning towards anyhow. Haste it is.”

      Activating Runic Vision, I focused on my core.

      I found the empty rune slot near Potency. I formed the rune of Haste in my mind and forced it into the slot.

      Then I finalized my decision, biting my lip as the rune flared bright with Spirit and activated.

      A jolt of power leapt up my spine, causing me to gasp.

      I slumped backwards, still drawing in air as my whole body flushed with rocket fuel. “Fuck me!”

      “Rin! Are you okay?” someone cried out near me.

      Three faces crawled over and peered down at me. I coughed hard and they flinched back. “Towers claim me!” I said between breaths. “What a fucking rush!”

      Astra scowled at me but reached down and helped me sit back up.

      As the torrent of Spirit calmed somewhat, I shook out my tingling hands and apologized. “My bad, guys. It just… wow.”

      A sudden desire to move overtook me. I stood and backed up. I summoned my Chasing Hammer and faced away.

      Here goes nothing, I thought as I fell into a combination of hammer swings.

      The hammer blurred at a blinding rate. It streaked down in an overhead chop.

      I thrust it out in a lunge, targeting an imaginary enemy’s gut. Then I spun round, whirling the hammer so fast that it caused a high-pitched whipping noise as it tore through the air.

      Astra clapped, and soon the others joined her. “Damn, Rin! I think that was a good decision. You move like a lightning bolt!”

      Eyes wide, I gaped at the women. “I fucking feel like one,” I admitted.

      I wanted to practice my new abilities, and I even had a brand-new skill awaiting my inspection.

      But so far, I’d made this all about me.

      Dismissing the hammer, I sat back down. “Thanks for that, girls. I think it’s Siobhan’s turn, though. What skills did you get? Don’t hold back.”

      The avian grew suddenly quiet. She pulled a strand of hair from her face and swallowed hard.

      Gathering her courage, Siobhan locked eyes with me. “Rin, I have not even looked myself. Believe me, I can’t wait to find out. There’s something more important that should come first.”

      Siobhan glanced at Astra, and the redhead nodded to her once.

      Okay, I thought. More secrets. These women are getting awfully chatty.

      The avian smiled a silent thanks and looked to me again.

      “As avian riordi, I only choose a single mate. I wait twenty-seven years for this privilege. Now that I bond with you, and have felt your heart and core, I know what is right.”

      My brows rose all on their own.

      Holy shit. This is about to get very serious.

      “Master Rinmarron, will you be my mate? If so, then I must have you this night. Waiting longer would be dishonor.”

      I coughed into my fist.

      It wasn’t the proposal itself, nor the idea of sleeping with this beautiful woman.

      But, gods! Did it have to be so damned formal?

      Siobhan was still waiting.

      I could read her emotions easily. She was legitimately afraid I would reject her. That fear, and her quivering wings betraying her anticipation, urged me forward.

      “Siobhan, all of us have been drawn to you ever since we found you in Ilinan. Since then, you have proven time and again to be a loyal, thoughtful, and dedicated companion.”

      My heart beat hard as I forced out the final words. “Yes, Siobhan. I would love to be your… mate.”

      Astra rose up on her knees and wiggled her hips. “Hell yes, you will! She’s the sexiest bird girl ever!”

      For the second time after the Bonding Ceremony, Brea found sanctuary behind her hands.

      Despite the close proximity of our living arrangements, I sympathized.

      I didn’t think it would be comfortable to perform the act in front of Astra and Brea.

      “As to your other request… I’m not sure if this is the best place to—”

      Siobhan stood up so suddenly she interrupted my thoughts. Then she held out a hand. “Come, Rin. I know exactly where to go.”

      I took her hand and stood.

      Unable to believe what was happening, I gave a tentative wave to Astra and Brea.

      Then Siobhan and I walked away into the night.

      Hand in hand, the two of us strode barefoot across the dewy grass. The night was chillier than a hearth-warmed inn, but it wasn’t cold.

      After a few dozen paces, Siobhan giggled and sped up. She started to run, her direction seemingly random. I followed, and the two of us wove across a silver-clad landscape.

      A few minutes later, we came to a small clearing. The moonlight made it shimmer like a silver bowl.

      Siobhan walked to the center of the clearing and released my hand.
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      She folded her wings and swept off her dress in one deft motion. I made a note to ask her how exactly her gowns accommodated her wings in the future, but then my stray thoughts were frozen.

      Somehow, Siobhan’s nude form appeared even more striking, more vulnerable than ever.

      I took off the sleeping tunic I’d worn for the ceremony and approached her. Lifting a hand, I ran my fingertips across her pale cheek.

      Siobhan shivered slightly.

      It wasn’t from the chill of the night.

      I opened my mouth, intent on speaking some kindness to the woman who’d just offered me a lifetime of loyalty.

      But she closed the distance between us with a kiss.

      Her lips were as soft as feathers and so very warm.

      She purred softly, a trilling rumble that came from somewhere between her chest and throat.

      I cupped her cheeks in my hands and then let them fall down the canvas of her body.

      First, I traced the length of her neck.

      Her wings shuddered, the feathers rustling audibly, and still she held her lips to mine.

      I opened my mouth and took in her bottom lip. Her mouth parted as well, and we tasted one another gently.

      I explored the delicate architecture of her collarbones and then her shoulders.

      Her hands found me at last, pressing against the hard ridges of my chest and stomach.

      Siobhan pulled away and whispered, “Rin. I’ve wanted this. I’ve wanted this so much.”

      I kissed her again and ran my tongue across her lips. She returned the embrace, and I felt her own probing interest.

      My hands traced the outer edges of her perky breasts and then lower.

      Her waist pulled in sharply above her flaring hips. Finally, I worked my fingers around her back and cupped her softness.

      Pulling her against me, I lowered my mouth to her neck. “Siobhan,” I said between fervent kisses, “you’re so beautiful. I have wanted you too.”

      The purring sounded again, this time louder.

      Siobhan pushed her hands between us and unfastened the knot of my trousers.

      Moments later, they fell to the grass at my feet.

      This time, I shivered, and it was definitely from the cold.

      Siobhan chuckled softly. “It can be cold at night without wings. Come, let me warm you.”

      And just like that, the avian unfurled her wings and wrapped them around my back. The feathers kissed my skin like strips of living silk.

      I felt a vibrant warmth engulf me.

      Her wings emitted more heat than I could have imagined.

      The woman cupped my manhood in one hand and stroked its length with the softest touch. Her palm and fingers barely touched me.

      It felt divine.

      With her other hand, she ran her fingers up the back of my neck.

      Feeling a complete lack of fear as well as an ocean of desire pouring off of the woman, I explored her body further.

      A down of tiny feathers covered her mound. Below, I found a sex very much like a human’s.

      I kissed her mouth again at the same time I traced her sex. Those lips were just as soft. Her excitement was evident.

      I wet my fingers with her desire and teased her bud in minute circles.

      Siobhan’s wings pulled tighter against me, and she gripped me then. Head lolling back, Siobhan moaned softly.

      We kissed and touched and explored until I no longer felt the chill of night. Our bodies thrummed together like two strings on a lute.

      Finally, she kissed my cheek and whispered, “It is time. May I have you now?”

      I reached down and found my tunic. Laying it out on the dew-covered grass, I sat.

      Siobhan straddled me.

      Her wings lifted out to either side as she lowered herself onto me. The woman took a delicious eternity to do so.

      And when her mound at last ground into my own, Siobhan threw up her head and purred once more.

      The alabaster wings reached wider and wider until they were completely unfurled.

      She moved with the inevitable rhythm of a tide or the swaying of branches in the wind.

      I groaned, mouth pressed between her breasts. “Siobhan, you’re amazing.”

      “Is this okay?” she asked, a hint of doubt touching her words.

      “It is absolutely divine,” I replied.

      I took a nipple in my mouth and sucked it gently. Her purring shifted deeper in her chest, and I felt the vibration tremble through her body.

      Guiding her hips with one hand and cupping her backside with the other, I relished every sensation.

      Siobhan smelled of sunlight, newly fallen rain, and a feathery musk I could not quite place.

      Her sex clutched me tighter as her arousal increased. Now that, I mused, that is different.

      Siobhan gripped me tighter and more deftly than any human had. The woman clung to me as her sex moved up and down my shaft with a rhythm of its own.

      That was when I noticed the wind stirring. It swirled in a slow vortex around our coupled bodies.

      She ground against me, and I tilted my pelvis so her bud would press harder with each movement.

      The knot at the base of my cock hardened, and I knew my desire would soon break.

      I breathed deeply, cycling the Spirit in my core. It slowed my pleasure enough that I inched closer and closer at a measured pace.

      My manhood clenched, and still I breathed through it.

      Something new happened that I had not managed before. I gripped my orgasm and held it firmly.

      As the waves of pleasure surged in my groin, I refused to release it.

      I refused to let go until Siobhan broke with me.

      A full minute passed, and Siobhan purred louder than ever. Then she bent her head over mine and kissed me.

      She opened her mouth and released a gentle stream of Wind Spirit.

      As she did so, Siobhan’s sex clamped down around me, and a flow of hot liquid burned down my length and into my lap.

      Siobhan moaned into our Spirit-touched kiss, and the energy filled my lungs.

      As the Spirit seeped into my core, it touched the well of pleasure I’d let build in my stomach and loins.

      I let go, moaning as I did so.

      My voice vibrated with the deep purr in Siobhan’s chest, and I felt a dizzying sensation pass through me.

      For a few seconds, or perhaps a lifetime, I lost all perception of where I stopped and Siobhan began.

      My seed filled her.

      Her sex claimed every drop.

      And when our kiss broke off, I stared into glowing silver eyes that were as lost and hopeless as I was.

      I walked back to camp holding Siobhan’s hand in my own. Body still shaking slightly, I laughed despite myself.

      “What?” Siobhan asked. “What is funny?”

      “Nothing. Not really… I just think Astra is going to want to hear about what just happened.

      “That,” I said as I looked at her askance, “was amazing.”
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        * * *
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        * * *

      

      “We have to stop, Rin,” Astra pleaded. “I know you want to get to Merrin soon, but it won’t be today.”

      The redhead rode closer and lowered her head.

      She pouted dramatically. “Besides, I’m hungry.”

      “When aren’t you hungry?” I shot back with a grin. “Fine, let’s have lunch up ahead. Those trees will offer some shade, and our horses might get some good grazing as well.”

      I spurred Jax into a gallop, and in a few minutes, reined him in again under the shade of tall cypress trees.

      The grove was thin enough that I had no fear of lingering monsters.

      It would be ideal.

      Dismounting, I took out our travel provisions, and the four of us set to wolfing down a decent lunch.

      Astra and Brea chatted like best friends at recess, and Siobhan wandered off to sun herself after giving me a knowing look.

      I see you, woman, I thought. Hells, I can’t unsee you.

      The previous night had changed much. Siobhan possessed a calm confidence she hadn’t shown before.

      By no means did I think the sex had transformed her.

      Rather, I suspected it was the act of bonding with a lifelong mate.

      I’d been worried about jealousy, but after the two of us joined Astra and Brea, we were greeted with only kind-hearted giggles.

      Astra asked one too many questions, and Siobhan told her to wait till morning.

      We’d left Orinthell far behind, relying on the enchanted reins to keep an incredible pace.

      The riverlands rose up into rolling foothills. According to Minh’s map, the hills would continue all the way until we reached Merrin in western Acalia.

      Having eaten my fill, I found a nearby tree to lean against and pulled up my character information.
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        * * *

      

      Name: Rinmarron Runesmith II

      Rank: Level 5 Cultivator

      Occupation: Runesmith

      Spiritarm: Level 5 Chasing Hammer

      Spirit Reserves: 2400/2400

      Progression: 0/15000

      Vessels: 4

      Tower Keys: 3

      Core Enhancements: Hunger, Might, Capacity, Potency, Haste
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        * * *

      

      I smiled as I read the information. Level 5 already, and I’d only been advancing for a handful of months.

      My smile broadened when I noted the massive pool of Spirit I now commanded.

      2400 Spirit was enough for me to lay waste with all of my skills and have little fear of running out.

      But further down, I read something far less positive. The Progression I would need to reach Level 6 had tripled!

      I sighed and dismissed the information.

      Can’t expect everything to come so easily, Rin. One more tower down, and things are looking up.

      I took out Minh, still sleeping away, and transformed her into her shield form. Then I accessed her storage and summoned The Wind Within.

      The cultivation tome was as innocuous as ever, but when I opened it up, my hands were trembling with anticipation.

      Sure enough, a new section had been unlocked.

      I read the title at the top of the page and frowned. The Wind Without.

      Hmm. Not very original, but hopefully useful.

      I read the passage, hoping to learn something that might enhance my party.
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        * * *

      

      The Wind Without is a technique that will build a bridge of power between a cultivator and his vessels. By tapping into his own core and store of Spirit, a master who employs this technique is capable of turning each battle to his advantage.
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        * * *

      

      Intrigued, I examined the image at the bottom of the page.

      It showed the outline of a cultivator standing between four vessels. The simple sketches of the warriors surprised me.

      Each woman held a familiar weapon.

      One woman clutched a massive zambato sword, its tip buried in the ground.

      Another held a staff up in one hand while the third clutched a bow.

      The final vessel stood with arms out to either side. A circle surrounded the woman entirely, the shape of a shield.

      Goosebumps rose on my forearms. Okay, so the book knows who we are? Or… this is some creepy trick of fate.

      I chose to believe the first, finding the idea of a semi-sentient book less creepy than the lack of free will that fate implied.

      A ring drawn inside the cultivator’s torso was meant to be his core. Stretching out to each vessel was a strand of what I guessed to be Spirit.

      I flipped the page and read on.
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        * * *

      

      The Wind Without employs seven aspects, one for each of the elements.

      Easiest to master of these are the four primal elements: Wind, Water, Earth, and Fire. The pristine elements—Metal, Shadow, and Light—cannot be mastered until reaching Level 6.

      The Wind Without exists as a method to manifest what is known as a cultivator’s aura.

      This aura augments the physical attacks as well as natural defenses a cultivator possesses along with his vessels.

      Before learning the techniques, one should learn the manner in which elements can counteract one another.

      

      Water dampens Fire.

      Earth stills Wind.

      Wind evaporates Water.

      Fire consumes Earth.
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        * * *

      

      I read the list several times over, trying to let the information sink in.

      The concept of boosting our party by shifting our elemental affinity was fascinating to say the least.

      Still, I did find some of the interactions surprising.

      Would have thought Fire would also burn or evaporate Water. And Fire consumes Earth? Maybe it doesn’t just mean stone but also living creatures. That makes more sense.

      I shrugged it off, accepting the system as it was.

      The next page showed the first technique. The Wind Without: Heavenly Rain depicted the method with which one summoned a Water element aura.

      I read the description and sighed.

      It would not be an easy task in the slightest.
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        * * *

      

      Heavenly Rain: Breathe through the nose as to avoid evaporation, circulating Spirit up from the core in a clockwise pattern, twisting said Spirit seven times before it exits the mouth.
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        * * *

      

      “This is going to be a bitch,” I thought. “Maybe it isn’t as complicated as it sounds,” I added, trying to stay positive despite my reservations.

      I read the other three entries before I attempted the technique.
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        * * *

      

      Mortal Stone: Breathe through the teeth, the stones of one’s mouth, drawing Spirit out of the core and down both legs.

      The flow must leave the soles of each foot and pass through stone or soil before it may be effective.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Burning Flame: Breathe through the mouth, so as to stoke your inner fire. Circulate Spirit up and out through both arms.

      Weave three strands of Fire Spirit out of the palms like coiling serpents.
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        * * *

      

      Howling Storm: Breathe in the nose and out the mouth, so as to channel the storm within.

      Circulate Spirit in a spiral, surrounding the core three times before drawing it up and out the crown of the head.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, we’re headed to the Sky Tower next. The monsters there will all at least partially have the Wind affinity. Let’s see if I can’t figure out the Mortal Stone technique.”

      Reading the final passage, I discovered how one teases out the threads of Spirit from the core. It sounded simple in theory, but the book warned it was a practice forged through adamant focus.

      Hoping to at least scratch the surface, I closed my eyes and focused on my core.

      I envisioned that ring of blazing Spirit churning within me and began breathing through my teeth. I felt silly, almost like a man deadpanning a smile at a party he didn’t want to attend in the first place.

      Slowing my breath greatly, I continued to watch my core until I spotted the subtle sign that my Earth affinity had been activated.

      A flicker of green sparked to life at the edge of the ring. I kept breathing in a steady rhythm, projecting what the book called “the immovable nature of Earth Spirit.”

      More sparks of green peppered the brilliant ring of my core until a solid band of green solidified.

      Nice, I have access to my Earth Spirit. Now, let’s see if I can’t pull some out.

      Again, listening to the book’s description, I fashioned a hook with my mind’s eye and tugged at the green ring. It moved slightly, but the energy kept swirling around, unwilling to heed me.

      I kept at it until I realized I wasn’t even in the right position for the technique.

      I stood and placed my feet apart on the ground.

      Astra stopped talking and looked over at me. I held up a finger to ask for a little time before explaining myself.

      Once I’d activated my Earth Spirit again, I tried to hook it. This time, the energy pulled out like a string of taffy.

      As it passed through my chest, I felt an odd heaviness that almost made me cough.

      Focus, Rin, I chastised myself. Down and through the feet!

      Drawing the energy down was easy, but separating it into two strands, not so much.

      More challenging was trying not to be distracted when my teeth started to ache subtly as I breathed in and out through them.

      I managed to split the cord of Spirit into two strands and drag them down into my thighs.

      Strangely, the further down I pulled them, the more they resisted. It was my core that balked at the practice. The damn thing didn’t want to give up any of its precious energy.

      Patience. Have a little patience, Rin.

      I continued to pull until my face was covered in a sheen of sweat.

      The odd breathing, the extended concentration, and the increasing heaviness that weighed down my core and lower body taxed me greatly.

      I drew the Spirit down to my knees, but the joint offered even more resistance.

      With a sigh of relief, I let it all go and opened my eyes.

      “What were you doing?” Astra asked as she stood up and brushed off her backside.

      I took a few more deep breaths and wiped my brow. “You mean what I didn’t do?”

      I walked back to stand with the girls as I caught my breath. I told them of the aura ability, and they were as excited as I was.

      Hearing of my failure dampened their enthusiasm, but only for a moment.

      “No worries, Rin,” Brea said. “I’m sure nobody expects a cultivator to master new techniques in a single attempt. You’ll just have to practice.”

      “Speaking of which,” Astra butted in, “can we show off our new skills yet?”

      Siobhan answered for me. “It is great idea. I’ve been waiting for this all day.”

      “You first!” Astra insisted, but Siobhan refused, stating she wanted to see the others first so she could have a more dramatic presentation afterward.

      Astra shrugged and jogged away from the group. Grinning, she summoned Rael and held the sword for a moment while she prepared.

      Then she took a single step and shouted, “Striking Star!”

      Astra rocketed forward a full ten paces, a streak of Fire burning in her wake.

      As she slowed, she called out another skill. “Seven Blades Blaze!”

      Rael burned brighter than a forge fire, and as Astra swung the weapon, seven lines formed along the sides of the sword.

      Her attack swept in a clean horizontal slash. When the blade reached the halfway point, all seven lines exploded outward in zigzagging patterns.

      The grass on the ground was cut to ribbons, and a few small fires kindled.

      We ran over and helped her stomp out the blaze, everyone congratulating Astra on the incredible new skill.

      “Striking Star is going to help you move about the battlefield,” I noted. “Is there a cooldown?”

      Astra shook her head. “Nope! Each time costs 100 Spirit, though, so I have to be careful. But who cares—did you see that attack?”

      Everyone made the appropriate noises of admiration.

      “It’s my first multiple-target skill!” Astra said excitedly. “The attack will hurt anyone in my path, causes Burn, and has a chance of causing Blindness too!”

      “Nice one!” Brea replied, already jogging over to retrieve her bow.

      She plucked a mana-forged arrow from her bottomless quiver and nocked it. “Astra, you trust me, right?”

      Astra bounced on her toes. “Of course!”

      “You sure?”

      Astra’s smile faltered a little. “Yeah, why are you asking me like that?”

      Brea flashed her eyebrows up and down a few times, then drew her bow.

      She aimed directly at Astra.

      Everyone tensed as Brea called out the name of her skill. “Precision Geyser!”

      The arrow leapt from her bow string and shifted into a narrow column of Water Spirit. It careened straight into Astra and absorbed into the woman’s body in an instant.

      Astra gasped, staggering back a few feet. “Brea, you...” Her words trailed off as a look of surprised pleasure replaced her outrage. “Wow! Okay, so my headache is gone, and… and my feet and lower back aren’t sore anymore. I feel amazing!”

      Brea shifted her aim and fired a second arrow at a nearby tree. This time, the column of Water Spirit blasted a fist-sized hole straight through the small tree.

      “Precision Geyser is either an attack or a healing spell!” she explained. “As an attack, it causes knockdown, not to mention a whole lot of damage. As a healing spell, it also cleanses all afflictions!”

      I smiled, happy the woman had received such a useful spell. “That’s gonna come in handy. You guys want to see mine?”

      Everyone nodded, including Siobhan.

      I wasn’t sure how easy it would be to witness my new skill’s effect, so I decided to read the ability out loud first.
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        * * *

      

      Vindictive Vise: Triggering this skill will bind a single target in a Spirit-forged vise.

      Target receives moderate damage to feet and legs. Target is immobilized and stunned for 60 seconds. When released, target may receive the Hobble debuff, which will reduce movement speed by 30%.

      Cost: 250 Spirit
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        * * *

      

      “Here goes!” I warned, summoning my hammer. The skill didn’t require me to swing the hammer for once.

      I intrinsically knew it needed a thrust instead.

      I completed the movement and spoke the words, “Vindictive Vise.”

      A huge, toothy clamp made of pure Spirit rose up from the grassy field. It snapped shut and sent out a burst of light.

      As I’d anticipated, though, little else could be perceived.

      “You’ll just have to use your imaginations, but immobilizing a target, especially one that relies on speed, will be epic.”

      I remembered one more upgrade that I hadn’t yet explored. I removed Mihn and transformed her into a shield. Then I spoke the words to her new ability. “Shield Shift.”

      Using my imagination, I pictured Minh taking on the triangular kite shield shape that Gil preferred.

      The metal buckled and warped, and in half a second, Minh appeared in the precise configuration I’d pictured.

      What do you think, Rin? the coin shield asked nervously. Am I beautiful like this?

      

      I asked the others the
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      same question. “Minh wants to know, does everyone think she is beautiful in this shape?”

      Astra cooed immediately. “Of course! And fierce as well.”

      Brea chimed in a second later. “Most fearsome, Minh. And the prettiest shield I’ve ever seen!”

      Siobhan clapped and cheered with the others. “I couldn’t agree more. I’m sure you will protect Master Rin very well with this power.”

      Minh purred in my mind, and she sent me an image of her pressing her hands to her cheeks.

      Grinning like a fool, she blew me a kiss and then quieted down.

      After dismissing the shield, I turned to face Siobhan who was standing with her arms folded.

      She waited a few moments until the rest of us lost patience. “Come on, Siobhan, out with it!” I shouted. “What powers have the towers granted you?”

      The avian stepped back, and her smile vanished.

      Gripping her staff, Siobhan invoked first the skill she’d acquired from her latest tower gift.

      “Vaulted Skies!” she cried out, wings spreading wide as an ethereal wind swept her upward.

      Siobhan rose over ten feet in the air and hovered there. Her silver hair whipped around her, and her eyes shone with the white and gray of Wind Spirit.

      Her staff glowed brightly, and she cast her other spells in quick succession.

      “Howling Spear! Rebuking Gust!”

      The first spell formed a thick spear of Wind Spirit that shot into the trees and cut one in half. Rebuking Gust rocked the small grove and sent a cascade of leaves tumbling slowly to the ground.

      Finally, she released her most powerful skill. “Ravenous Gale!”

      The storm of Wind Spirit that tore free from the woman’s slender body amazed me.

      A huge swath of the tree grove shook and quaked as blades of Wind Spirit cut through the area at every angle imaginable.

      As the spell died down, a shriek rose up from somewhere in the trees.

      Siobhan floated down, her face a mask of pride, but Astra ran off to discover what poor creature had just lost its life.

      The avian practically glowed as she explained, “Vaulted Skies lets me fly or hover for full ten seconds! Rebuking Gust causes only minor damage, but interrupts spells and maybe give monsters knockdown or daze.

      “It’s even more effective against flying monsters, which should be to our advantage in the Sky Tower!”

      I scratched my chin, impressed but thrown off by one detail. “Vaulted Skies was a tower-given skill. What skill haven’t you shown us?”

      Siobhan arched an eyebrow. “Clever as always. Okay, I’ll show you.”

      The woman cast Wind-swept Steps, and threads of Wind swirled up around everyone’s ankles.

      I felt energy racing up into my body, urging me to move.

      Siobhan gave me a hard shove and dashed away.

      I gaped at Brea, and then the two of us took off after the woman.

      Each step was guided by an invisible force. We ran through the grass at great speed, at least half again as fast as normal.

      Siobhan might have gotten a head start, but I’d just augmented my core with the rune of Haste. I pushed myself and caught up with the beauty in seconds flat.

      Instead of shoving her back, I gave her backside a pinch before veering aside and heading to camp again.

      We chased one another, laughing and whooping until the spell died down. Then we collapsed in a heap on the grass.

      I rested my head on Siobhan’s stomach, and she stroked her fingers through my hair.

      “Amazing,” I whispered. “You are simply amazing.”

      Brea spoke up between breaths. “It’s true. Glad we chose the strongest Wind Mage in Acalia. The towers don’t know what’s coming.”

      A crashing in the nearby wood line reminded me of Astra’s appointed task.

      The woman stumbled out into the open, her steps heavy and awkward. She tossed the weighty carcass of a deer down onto the grass.

      I sat up, eyeing the poor beast, when Astra said with a wry smile, “Venison, anyone?”
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      Merrin was a humble city, hardly big enough to warrant the name.

      Tucked between a cluster of oak-covered mountains and a patch of forest, it reminded me of what Bern might become should it continue to grow for another twenty years.

      Most of the buildings were made of stone, but a swath of new houses, their pale wood betraying their age, ran along the outskirts.

      “I know we have serious business, Rin, but I really want to stop by and say hello to Mrs. Baker,” Astra said in her please don’t make me beg voice.

      We’d learned of Mrs. Baker’s address by asking a passerby. Apparently, her family was well known and well respected.

      I gave a two-fingered salute to the women and replied, “No worries. I’m heading straight to the Notary. I won’t be able to relax until this business is settled.”

      Each of my lovely girls kissed me on the cheek and then led their horses down the street ahead of me.

      An elderly couple scowled at me, apparently not approving of the display or the lifestyle.

      Believe me, folks, if you’d have asked me where my life would lead a year ago…

      I found my way to the nearest major building. It was a general store, which would be perfect for my needs. The clerk gave me simple enough directions, and I was on my way.

      A surprising amount of riordi could be seen milling about.

      Most were mammalian.

      A fox kin man was calling his wares on the street corner.

      Two stalls down, a cat kin girl, no older than ten or twelve, rung a bell and announced that she had Acalia’s finest bread.

      At a glance, I estimated almost a third of the townsfolk were riordi.

      I didn’t particularly care which race I interacted with, but it was nice to see a little variety.

      They came here in a large group after the war, Minh explained in my head. The founders of this city were riordi, in fact.

      Hey, Minh! You finally get enough rest?

      The coin shield sent me an image of her lying flat on her back, breasts splayed, mouth hanging open in an epic yawn.

      I guess. Sometimes it’s nice to laze about, especially while you guys are just running about on your horses.

      It’s not like anything exciting has happened.

      I smiled, knowing what I was about to say would drive Minh wild.

      Other than Siobhan and I committing to a lifelong mate bond and having sex under the moonlight, yeah, nothing much has happened at all.

      Rin! Minh shouted.

      I flinched and startled a nearby woman, who clutched her bag and sped up.

      Rin, how? When? Oh, by the towers! Was it good?

      I laughed again, trying to keep my reaction as subtle as possible. Of course it was. You’ve seen her.

      I know she’s pretty, but not everyone can… Oh, okay, I see your point. Siobhan is a prime mate no matter which way you look at it.

      Still excited, she probed further. Her wings are different, obviously, and I’ve seen those adorable feathers around her face, but what about her—

      Ask her yourself, Minh. No way I’m going into that level of detail.

      My first vessel growled. Three images of a blue-furred lion prowling toward me, fangs bared, popped in my mind.

      I spent the next five minutes telling much—but not all—of what Siobhan and I had shared.

      Minh had a right to know certain details of my life. And after I gave her some of the story, she acknowledged the fact that Siobhan had a right to some degree of privacy.

      I found my destination soon after.

      The post office and notary were attached at the hip, and though both buildings were grand compared to most in Merrin, they were empty.

      I walked in and rang the little bell on the counter.

      The widest woman I’d seen in Acalia waddled in from the back room.

      “Coming! Coming. I am coming.” She smiled at me, and her eyes all but vanished in her round face. “What is it I can do for you, young man? Surely, you aren’t here to ask my hand in marriage.”

      “No, but the idea is tempting,” I shot back with a wink.

      She guffawed and clapped her hands together. “Finally, a customer with class, and handsome to boot.”

      I gave her a mock bow. “I am here to entertain.”

      She placed her hands on the wooden counter and cleared her throat. “You’ve earned my name at the very least. Please, call me Mira.”

      I shook the woman’s hand and gave her my own name.

      Beaming from ear to ear, Mira said, “Other than make an old lady’s day, why have you come to Merrin’s Notary?”

      I sighed, realizing I’d been happy for the excuse to bullshit for a time. “I have some unfortunate business, actually. I’m sure you know of a Mr. Cormac Alchemist?”

      Her face soured. “I have. Has he sent you?”

      I held up my hands. “No, not at all. In fact, I have stumbled into a bit of a problem with the man. I was told to come here and deal with it.”

      Mira groaned dramatically.

      “My, my, now that’s even worse. Tell me what happened, and I will see if we can drum up the paperwork you need.”

      I told her every detail that wasn’t personal regarding Astra and Rael, and her beady eyes grew wider and wider as I did so.

      When I finished, she shook her head sadly.

      “The Turncloak’s Fee can be paid, so that much shouldn’t be a problem. Question is, do you have that much?”

      I summoned Minh and took the coin from her storage.

      This produced another wide-eyed stare, but the woman was professional enough not to comment.

      I gave Mira far too much of my platinum, but when she took it and started drafting the letter to accompany it, I felt some of the burden leave me.

      She finished the letter quickly and sealed it in an envelope. Then, unceremoniously, she pounded on a door that presumably opened up into the post office next door.

      “Hank! Got a priority letter! Hank! Don’t dawdle, I know you’re—”

      The door opened, and a pinch-faced riordi man stuck his head through. “I don’t dawdle! That’s your pastime, or have you forgotten?”

      Mira scoffed. “I might be round, but I could beat you in a foot race nine times out of ten.”

      A bushy tail twitched over the man’s shoulder, showing his irritation better than his scowl could. He was a squirrel kin, I realized.

      “Have you the letter or not?” Hank asked in a growl.

      Mira bounced up on her toes and kissed his cheek.

      “Here ya go. Have a good day, love!” she said before turning on her heel and leaving the man standing there.

      Frank almost smiled at me and tipped his hat. “Women folk, am I right?” he said before slamming the door shut behind him.

      The comment got Mira worked up for another minute, and she pounded the door a few times, tossing out insults of her own.

      At last, she returned to the counter and apologized. “Sometimes, the boredom of thirty years of marriage can only be alleviated with a good old-fashioned fight.” She winked and added, “That, and… well, what else can I do for you?”

      “To be honest, I am not sure how much leniency there is in the matter. I paid the fee for Astra breaking her contract, but… I was hoping to send a letter asking if Cormac might agree to some deal other than returning the sword.”

      Mira’s face grew solemn. “Rin, I don’t think you understand. If Cormac wants the sword, he’ll have it. The Council even signed off.”

      “I know, but Cormac is, by all accounts, a greedy man. Am I right?”

      Mira nodded.

      “Well, there must be something he wants more than Rael. Can you write the letter for me? It is worth trying at the very least.”

      Kind eyes squinting, Mira asked, “This Astra, she’s a beauty, isn’t she?”

      I chuckled. “And as turbulent as a storm.”

      “My kind of woman. Okay, let’s take our time on this one. Make sure the wording is just so.”

      I left the notary behind twenty minutes later.

      The girls had headed to meet up with Mrs. Baker, but we’d just gotten to a new town. I figured a little browsing wouldn’t hurt anyone.

      I started by finding a bakery, where I bought enough sweets to make Astra sick.

      Meandering through the streets, and finding the town to be as charming as I’d hoped, I came upon a row of crafter’s shops.

      A tannery, a cobbler’s shop, and two smithies looked like a perfect place to start.

      I ducked my head in the door to see what weapons and armor might be for sale in the smithy.

      “Sorry, lad, I’m what you might call a domesticated blacksmith,” the man explained.

      “I make the finest cast-iron skillet for a hundred miles! But I haven’t forged a blade in years.”

      I thanked him and turned to leave, but the man stopped me.

      “Next door won’t do you any good either. Don’t tell him I said so, but Walter there doesn’t actually make his own wares anymore. He buys them all from a young fellow who set up a forge across town.”

      “Oh yeah? Is the smith any good? My armor took quite a beating in the Lake Tower.”

      The smith’s brows rose an inch. “I’ll be damned. Glad you made it out alive. Word has it all of the towers have become more and more dangerous. But, to answer your question, yes. Ezra is the most talented smith I’ve seen in years. Truth be told, he’ll be a grandmaster someday.”

      I thanked the man for the advice and left, following his directions.

      Before long, I found myself standing before a small stone house. It had a worn-down look that spoke of poverty and neglect.

      Yet the clanking of hammer on steel told me this was the right place.

      The front door was locked, so I walked around the side of the building. “Excuse me!” I shouted. “Sorry to bother you, but I was told I might have a word with the smith.”

      The hammering stopped, and a man around my age walked out of an open-air forge.

      After witnessing elves walking and talking in broad daylight as well as a score of various riordi folk, you’d think I was immune to surprises.

      But the burly badger man who sidled out to meet me was far more animalistic than I was used to.

      His face, bare arms, and muscular shoulders were covered in black-and-white fur. The man’s face had a proper snout instead of a nose, and a wide, bushy tail swished the ground behind him.

      “Yes, sir,” he said in a grumble. “What is it you need?”

      I smiled and stepped forward with a hand held out, hoping to cover up my brief lapse. “Name’s Rin! You’re Ezra?”

      “Sure am. Just finishing up work on a new breastplate. How can I help you?”

      Ezra’s hands alone were nearly all human.

      I spotted black nails, but his fingers and thumb were as long and dexterous as any human’s. And they’d need to be, given his craft.

      “My vessels and I went through a lot back at the Lake Tower. Several pieces of our armor have been cracked or otherwise damaged. I was just wondering if you might have a look. If you can repair them, great. Otherwise, we would be interested in buying new armor if you think that best.”

      Ezra scratched his furry chin and beckoned me to follow. He glanced me up and down, presumably to search for the armor. “What kind of steel and what quality of armor are we talking about, Mr. Rin?”

      I summoned Minh and produced my Light Steel Pauldrons, which had been all but ruined in the fight against the iku.

      Ezra lurched forward and snatched the armor from my hands. “Elven made, light steel of course, and well done. But this corrosion! Sir, what under the glorious towers have you done to this?”

      I knew exactly what he was talking about.

      The acid that had been sprayed across our party had left pockmarks in the light steel armor specifically. Most were just cosmetic blemishes, but many had eaten straight through the armor.

      It had done more damage to the steel than to our actual bodies!

      I told Ezra about our encounter with the iku monsters, and he was shocked to hear the Lake Tower held beasts with partial Shadow Spirit affinities. “Never heard of it, to be honest. Perhaps that was what unbalanced the tower. Anyhow, I don’t know if it’s wise to repair these. I can, but the results won’t be impressive.”

      The badger man sighed and turned around. “Come inside, Rin. I might have something that interests you more than patched-up light steel.”

      The forge was anything but fancy. With an earthen floor and moss-coated walls, the place had a dank smell, almost like a cellar.

      But the two anvils and the generous array of tools seemed to be in good shape.

      Ezra held up a clawed hand at the back wall. “I know not your taste, friend, but have you considered the benefits of using clay steel?”

      Buried somewhere in the scrambled past of Rin’s old life, I vaguely recalled hearing of the substance. I had never seen it, however.

      Hanging from the wall were several matching sets of armor.

      Instead of the large pieces of typical plate armor, these were crafted from smaller, overlapping plates. The clay steel had a ruddy brown tint to it, almost like iron-rich soil.

      Ezra tapped a claw on one, producing a high-pitched clink. “This material is truly wondrous. Somewhere between glass and metal, you might say, though it is technically a metal. A bit heavier than light steel but stronger. That’s not its greatest benefit, though.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Oh? Well, consider me hooked, Ezra. What makes clay steel special?”

      The badger grinned. “Seven towers, each with a primary element, yes? There is no one type of armor that is best suited to withstand all elements. If you’ve just defeated the Lake Tower, then you must be headed to the Sky Tower next, or at least, that was my guess.”

      “You’ve got it in one. We have a few things to do before we get there, but yes, my party is headed there soon.”

      Ezra nodded and clinked his nail on the armor’s smooth surface again.

      “Clay steel is forged in a very specific manner. It absorbs quite a bit of Earth Spirit when I smelt the material, and nothing will stand up better to Wind Spirit, my friend.”

      My suspicions confirmed, I asked the only relevant questions remaining.

      “Are these currently for sale? And how quickly can they be adapted to fit my vessels?”
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        * * *

      

      My purse had shrunk and grown more times than I could count since leaving on this latest adventure.

      We’d spent plenty on supplies, equipment, and Spell Shards. Then there was the hefty Turncloak’s Fee I’d paid to save Astra’s gorgeous behind.

      But Deanna had given me a full 20 Platinum for my half of the iku’s massive gem heart.

      It might have been worth more than 40 Platinum in total. From what I’d learned since selling gem hearts, however, not only did individual values vary, but the overall market shifted as well.

      By clearing the Second Tower, we’d pushed more gem hearts into the market than had been available for months, lowering their value if only a little.

      Besides, if Deanna got the better deal, I was happy. Joining teams had been her idea, after all.

      Then I’d paid Ezra for the clay steel armor as well as to resize the pieces to match the light steel pieces I’d given him.

      When the badger blacksmith finished taking measurements of everyone’s damaged armor, I’d taken the lot to a smelter who bought it all for scrap.

      I made one more stop to sell the rest of the smaller tower gem hearts and the few random reagent drops we’d picked up as well.

      My final stop on the way to rejoin my party was at a general store that had a sign advertising Spell Shards. Yet again, I found the spells to be not only unorthodox but beyond my own skill.

      I purchased three called Pervasive Light. The spell healed an entire party instantly.

      Though I doubted it would act to heal large amounts of damage, it would come in handy in the upcoming adventures.

      And since Brea’s new skill could heal single targets effectively, I didn’t need to worry about that.

      All said and done, we were down a bit of coin, though not by much.

      A noisy stream clambered down through the center of Merrin. I crossed a bridge and noted salmon leaping up the falls on their way upstream.

      Several of the townsfolk were fishing, and the sight made me a bit jealous.

      There’ll be time when we’ve defeated the towers, I told myself.

      We’ll have plenty of time to relax when we do.

      Some deep place in my heart feared that was just a convenient lie I was telling myself.

      Still, such lies are what keep a man’s feet moving ever forward.

      I couldn’t afford to regret a thing.

      Not in this lifetime.

      At the end of a row of cottages, I found the yellow door and cluster of apples trees that grew about Mrs. Baker’s new home.

      I made to knock on the door, but then I heard the titter of laughter echoing from around the side of the house.

      I hitched Jax near the other horses out front and walked back through a narrow alley.

      My instinct had been correct.

      Astra’s snorting laugh carried the furthest, but Brea and even Siobhan were laughing with her. I stopped at a side gate and peered into a quaint backyard.

      Several more fruit trees clustered around a modest patio, a table resting in the center.

      Sitting around with mugs of tea in their hands were my vessels.

      Mrs. Baker sat among them, a middle-aged woman that was undoubtedly her daughter beside her.

      Briefly, I scanned her daughter’s face and saw subtle but undeniable traces of her riordi lineage.

      She had slightly elongated ears, and her nose darkened at the tip. Reddish-brown fur ringed her face and ran along the tops of her arms and hands.

      It turned my mind to the strange topic of reproduction in Acalia. I’d slept with Astra, Brea, and now Siobhan, all of whom were presumably fertile.

      After the first night I’d spent with Astra, I’d asked her, as politely as I could, what measures could be taken to ensure she wouldn’t come of child.

      The woman had laughed at me at the time, but then apologized when she realized I was serious. Apparently, when a woman’s core has been bonded with a cultivator, conception becomes a conscious choice.

      I didn’t need to worry about any of my girls getting pregnant unless they chose to become so.

      That said, considering how beautiful a half-avian child would be, I couldn’t help but wish that my quest wasn’t so pressing.

      For the first time in my life, I found myself wanting a child.

      The women continued to talk, and I shook the stray thought from my mind, listening in on their chatter.

      “I remember the first night your father’s second vessel came to live with us,” Mrs. Baker said, her eyes staring off as if seeing the memory firsthand. “Liam was as faithful as any woman could ask for, but he was still a man.

      “Ferlie was a sweet girl. Squirrel kin, bushy tailed, and with… generous assets to boot. Plenty to distract my poor Liam.”

      Astra giggled and nudged the woman. “Let me guess, he thought there might be room in your bed for one more.”

      Mrs. Baker nodded. “Precisely so! Never have I seen him ask for anything quite so politely.”

      “Ma!” Mrs. Baker’s daughter shouted, her face burning red. “Don’t forget your company.”

      “I haven’t and I won’t,” Mrs. Baker shot back. “Marital matters are the same, no matter which way you look at them. No reason to be shy.”

      Brea set down her mug and leaned closer. “So, what did you say?”

      The table quieted, and I grinned, enjoying the conspiratorial looks the women were sharing.

      All were waiting on Mrs. Baker to answer, and the old woman was enjoying every second of it.

      She drank her tea and chuckled. “I told him that if he felt the need to lay with another, he might have better luck sneaking out to the chicken coop.”

      Astra whooped and smacked the table with her open palm. Her tea spilled, but she didn’t seem to mind.

      Brea covered her eyes from embarrassment, but her wide, toothy grin was clear to see below.

      Siobhan smiled, gazing at Mrs. Baker with respect, but the old woman’s poor daughter had had enough.

      “He might be gone, mother, but he was still my father,” she said, trying not to laugh. “I’m going to fetch the kettle, and when I return, I expect the conversation to be decent!”

      I took that moment to unlatch the gate and show myself.

      “Rin!” Astra shouted as she bounced to her feet. “Oh, by the Seven, Mrs. Baker is the worst, best old woman I’ve ever known!”

      Brea smacked her arm, but Astra ignored her. “She absolutely must tell you the story of her wedding night. I haven’t laughed so hard in ages!”

      “No story is good enough to utter twice in one day,” Mrs. Baker said wisely. “Besides, my sweet Melanie is likely to die of embarrassment soon.”

      “Nice to see you again, Mrs. Baker,” I said, pulling the woman into a hug. “I can’t tell you how happy we’ve been in the ranch house. It’s perfect.”

      Mrs. Baker gestured to a chair, so I sat down. “Happy to hear it. If truth be told, I miss the place already, but Merrin… This is a sweet little town, don’t you think?”

      I glanced up at the sky. Gray clouds were rolling in, but the quiet chatter of the bustling little city permeated the air.

      The people who lived here were happy, plain and simple. “It is. Reminds me of Bern, but a bit more going on.”

      Brea adjusted her seat and broke into the conversation again. “Mrs. Baker has become part of a prestigious sewing club, Rin. She’s even going to be traveling about for a competition in the coming months.”

      I forced my face to make the appropriate gestures. The old woman was obviously quite proud of herself as she soaked up Astra and Brea’s affection.

      Siobhan shot me a subtle, sidelong glance, communicating she knew how full of shit I was. This undercurrent made me laugh, which helped my cause in the long run.

      Melanie returned with more tea and a plate full of cake. Then, obviously overhearing the discussion, she raised her voice to add her own thoughts.

      “My mother is a wily old lady with a bad mouth, but she can sew up a tear in the sky itself. She’ll do well if—”

      Her words cut off, and she wiped a drop of water from her cheek.

      Melanie glanced upwards, where the gray clouds had grown thicker.

      “Oh, no!” Astra complained. “Well, we can always move inside.”

      She stood up, but Mrs. Baker waved her hands. “No need. I just picked up the loveliest little creation. There’s no better time to test it out.”

      The old woman rose and tottered into the house.

      We waited, trusting Mrs. Baker knew her business and enduring the intermittent drizzle.

      When she returned, the old woman clutched a Spell Shard in her hands.

      I sat up in my seat, my curiosity immediately aroused.

      “Enduring Veil,” Mrs. Baker intoned, and the Spell Shard flashed brightly. The shard crumbled, and a moment later, a shimmering canopy appeared over the patio.

      Astra gaped, leaning her head back and staring up at the tiny miracle. “Wow! Look, guys! You can see the rain starting to bead and roll off!”

      “Should last for a full two weeks as well!” Mrs. Baker said proudly, taking her seat again and nudging her daughter. “You were about to compliment me, Melanie. Do continue.”

      I cleared my throat. “Sorry to interrupt, but that Spell Shard, where did you get it?”

      Mrs. Baker faced me, a slight smile on her lips.

      “Normally, I’d say from Jeanie’s General down the street, but that would be a lie. Every once in a while, a traveling merchant comes through town bearing a good number of Spell Shards.

      “I always get a special deal. My uncle is a grandmaster runesmith, and he only sells his Spell Shards occasionally. Naturally, they are quite a treat.”

      A greedy smile stole across my face. “Grandmaster? And you say he’s your uncle? Tell me, Mrs. Baker, where can I find this man?”

      The old woman’s composure faltered. “Oh, I see… I can tell you where he lives, Rin, but I am not sure if visiting him is the wisest decision. Might be best if you keep to your own plans.”

      “Why is that?” I asked. “Surely, one runesmith visiting another isn’t so rare a thing.”

      “Surely not. But my uncle is no ordinary craftsman. He’s one of three or so grandmasters in all of Acalia, and unfortunately, he is the least mentally fit.”

      Mrs. Baker eyed me for a moment, then seemed to come to some decision. “It’s obvious you’ll go regardless of my advice. He lives at the top of Pine Mountain, two days’ ride to the south. You must promise me something though, Rin. If you go there, do not take these lovely women with you.

      “Leave them at the base of the mountain where it’s safe.”

      My brows rose. “Safe? What are you saying? Does your uncle dislike company that much?”

      Mrs. Baker laughed and leaned back in her chair.

      “Oh, yes. He’s the worst kind of hermit. Those seeking him out have come back maimed or not at all. The path leading up the mountain is riddled with traps. If you go at all, dear Rin, do be careful.”
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      The following day, after an outrageously boisterous night with Mrs. Baker and a great deal of wine, we left Merrin behind to seek the hermit of Pine Mountain.

      I’d heard several other frightful accounts of the grandmaster and had decided to take the stories for what they were: honest warnings.

      We made the journey in a single day, given our enhanced speed with the elven reins, and camped at the base of the mountain.

      I woke early and prepared for my solitary trip. Ready for combat and survival in the wilderness, I trudged up the weed-strewn path as the sun crested the horizon.

      Astra hadn’t liked the idea of me heading up a trail filled with death traps in the slightest.

      But Mrs. Baker had emphasized a single point time and again. Her uncle might entertain my presence on his mountain.

      I was a runesmith, and it was best if I saw to this on my own.

      The path was steep and overgrown but easy enough to follow.

      Pine Mountain had such abrupt slopes that the only way to safely traverse the terrain was to use the old path carved out of the mountainside.

      My back ached from carrying the added weight of the clay steel armor. It was considerably heavier than the light steel had been, and I wasn’t used to how it felt yet.

      Despite this, I was still pleased to have picked it up.

      Not only did the armor provide excellent overall protection, but its enchantments were ideal.
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      Item Name: Clay Steel Laminar Pauldrons

      Quality: Excellent

      Condition: New

      Properties: Wearer gains substantial protection to shoulders and upper arms. Due to Earth Spirit saturation, armor provides additional resistance to Wind Spirit attacks and negative debuffs caused by monsters with the Wind alignment.
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      The breastplate the Second Tower had given me was beyond replacing. But Ezra had outfitted me with greaves, bracers, vambraces, pauldrons, and even skirt-like faulds that covered the hip and upper legs.

      I might sweat more due to the added weight, but I could afford it.

      Not only did my rune of Might allow me to move about in the equipment as easily as if it were made of cloth, but the Haste rune would ensure I wasn’t slowed down.

      The first part of my trek was uneventful.

      I walked with Runic Vision active, scanning the road and mountainside for hidden traps.

      It was only due to my secret ability that, halfway up, I found the first of many traps.

      A thick patch of brush obscured the hillside ahead, but I spotted a cluster of runes glowing suspiciously in the center of the trail.

      I drew near and found what appeared to be a pressure plate buried in the soil. It fanned out horizontally, making it nearly impossible to avoid accidentally.

      Should I just walk around the thing and leave it be? I wondered.

      If I did, there was a chance the trap could be set off by another hidden mechanism.

      The line of bushes seemed the likely placement of the trap’s payload.

      I thought of movies I’d seen where some dusty, khaki-clad adventurer plumbed the depths of a temple for treasure and glory.

      There was no point in imagining what kind of trap it was, but I did need to make a decision.

      I strode to stand at the edge of the road and climbed atop a large boulder. Then I summoned my Chasing Hammer and leaned down.

      Taking a deep breath to still my nerves, I tapped the near edge of the pressure plate.

      A click sounded, followed by a faint whirring.

      The bushes ahead exploded as a row of thick logs tumbled down the path.

      Standing on the boulder as I was, I simply watched the logs roll past me harmlessly.

      But that speed! I marveled. It’s like they weren’t just dropped but propelled somehow!

      This was the man who’d created those clever Spell Shards, though. I would be wise not to underestimate a damn thing.

      The trail switchbacked higher and higher.

      I noted and avoided several lesser traps. Judging by the small pressure plates, I assumed these were meant to target smaller areas.

      I stepped around and through these as best I could, but it wasn’t long before I was forced to stop again.

      A happy stream trickled down the mountainside, spilling down a dizzying gorge.

      Spanning the gap was a solid but suspicious-looking bridge.

      Dozens of runes glowed all around it, lighting up every board and every rope holding it together.

      I examined the puzzle from three steps away, not willing to set foot on the bridge until I absolutely had to.

      Most of these are simple enchantments, I realized.

      This one fends off moisture to prevent rot. And that cluster, that should repel insects.

      The runes repeated themselves regularly, and soon I found a pattern.

      When I could see the pattern as a whole, the anomalies emerged.

      I sighed. Fuck, this is going to take some time.

      A cluster of runes on the first post on the left gave away the position and nature of a dangerous trap.

      I read Dagger, Foot, and Ice runes, which pretty much revealed the nature of that particular bit of nastiness.

      Not two feet away, glowing in the middle of the second plank, was another cluster of suspicious runes.

      Blast, Funnel, Fire, and Endure made me think that the pressure plate would release a long-lasting inferno to melt my skin off.

      Towers, I cursed. This fucking grandmaster better be worth the trip. Who would install traps like these?

      Minh stirred in my mind. A great man, obviously.

      How so? Seems more like a crazy old bastard to me.

      Minh chuckled. Sometimes there is no difference. When one walks into a lion’s den, should they expect to be invited in?

      I sighed, quickly counting up another ten traps. Good point, I admitted. Just hope I can figure this out.

      I considered modifying the runes somehow, trying to disarm the traps. Yet I’d left my runesmithing equipment back in Bern.

      Part of me wanted to pull out a length of rope I had stored in Minh, but I lacked a grappling hook.

      Besides, simply circumventing the bridge and climbing out across the gorge was too easy.

      Surely, he’d have placed some other preventative measures to avoid this outcome.

      Then I saw it, a tiny fluctuation in the bridge’s runic pattern. Etched into the side of the right post was a cluster of runes I had nearly missed.

      Tucked in the same interval and angle as the runes that prevented rot were four symbols that did not belong.

      Mechanism, Series, Bridge, and Disarm glowed with the same innocuous blue as the rest of the bridge’s runes.

      No way. It couldn’t be that simple!

      A smile stole across my face as I considered the bridge as a whole again.

      The many traps were indeed set up like a daisy-chained bomb.

      They were configured in a series so that should any one of them go off, all would.

      I chewed my lip, but even after another five minutes of contemplation, I couldn’t find any other solution.

      Summoning my Chasing Hammer, I held out the Spiritarm and tapped the dull rune socket in the center of the suspicious cluster.

      My hammer struck true, and the four runes surrounding the empty socket dimmed.

      A cascade of clicks followed as well, and over a dozen traps disarmed at once.

      “Holy shit. There was a lot more than the ten I saw,” I observed, glancing nervously down the center of the bridge.

      Minh sent me an image of her covering her sweet face.

      I know. I don’t want to trust it either, but I don’t see another choice.

      Metaphorically reaching down and grabbing a handful, I walked across the bridge.

      Each footfall brought me closer to safety, and soon I was on the other side.

      I took my time traversing the last stretch of the path. Several more traps came and went, most of which I simply avoided.

      A few were placed so closely that I felt it easier to trigger them instead of risking a jump. Weighed down with armor, I didn’t trust such a tactic.

      I gathered a pile of stones and spent a few minutes tossing them from a safe distance.

      When I struck one of the traps at last, all triggered at the same time.

      A cloud of arrows blasted outward from the cut stone of the mountainside.

      I watched the projectiles streak down into the distance, grateful I’d been cautious. No doubt, the damn things had been poisoned too.

      The trail wove up once more, and I knew I was nearing the top of the mountain.

      Before I could relax, I came upon one final obstacle.

      I bowed my head in frustration, not at all liking what I was seeing.

      Okay, Minh. I might need your help on this one. How the fuck am I going to get past that?

      A dip in the widening path, some twenty feet across, was filled with running water.

      Not just a lazy stream either.

      A river tumbled down from above, pouring out onto a flat expanse of stone that cut the path off at the middle.

      The path itself dipped down at an angle as it deposited the river’s water off the cliff face.

      One step in the stream, and I’d be tumbling down into open air.

      Turn back? Minh suggested. Unless you can fly. I don’t think you can climb around it at all.

      Not helpful. Seriously, can you see anything of note?

      I searched the edge of the river, the far side, scanning the stones and every surface I could see with Runic Vision.

      A faint glow caught my attention within the water itself. I knelt at the edge and peered in.

      The water was moving too quickly to see clearly.

      I tried making a blade with my hand to slow the water in that spot, but it sprayed up in protest, unwilling to be slowed in the slightest.

      Still, I did manage to make out the runes briefly.

      Pressure, Mechanism, and Waterfall were clustered together, seeming more like instructions than an actual mechanism themselves.

      “The hell is it with this guy and pressure plates?” I wondered aloud. “He absolutely loves them.”

      Glancing up at the frothing waterfalls above, I searched the rapids again.

      I couldn’t see anything, but as I moved sideways along the path, I caught a faint glimmer of blue.

      Just under the lip of a boulder, a tiny patch of glowing light could be seen. The bright sunshine had all but erased it.

      Unsure of what else to do, I reached out a hand.

      In our struggles at the Lake Tower, I’d used up all of my Ice Spears, my Boulder Bashes, and most of the new spells I’d worked so hard to forge.

      But I’d brought a large pouch of lesser spells with me just in case.

      Grateful I’d done so, I spoke the words to one of my oldest creations. “Ice Dagger.”

      The smaller ice spell struck true, and a deep rumble shook the stone beneath my feet.

      I backed away from the stream as something shifted beneath the water.

      The stream rippled and sprayed erratically as stone rose up.

      I guessed them to be steps by their positioning, but the river still covered them completely.

      But then a dark shadow emerged at the base of the waterfall. It opened wider and wider, and the river soon disappeared entirely.

      A massive vent had been opened, diverting the river down and under the path where it discharged some fifty feet below.

      Okay, fixated on pressure plates, maybe, but this man is a genius.

      Before me, each three feet apart, were steps that formed a bridge to cross the now empty river.

      I stepped tentatively onto the first.

      The surface was covered in algae and only one foot wide. If I slipped, I’d just as easily tumble to my death.

      For one stupid instant, I glanced to my right. The sleek, wet stone of the channel shot down at a sharp angle, ending in open air.

      My stomach lurched and my head spun.

      Don’t fucking look, idiot! I chastised myself. Just pretend it isn’t there.

      Minh said something rude, but I ignored her too. I breathed deeply, focusing on the here and now.

      I stepped to the next stone.

      One at a time, I traversed the dangerous path. Each time I did so, I ground my foot side to side to gain some traction through the algae.

      Halfway through, I lifted my foot to step again.

      Wait! Minh shouted. Something is… Something is weird, just wait a second.

      I set my foot back down and looked around.

      No active runes could be seen anywhere, nor cliché pressure plates.

      What is it, Minh? I can’t see anything. What did you sense?

      My ever-present companion hummed in my head.

      I am not sure. I can’t see anything either, but it’s more like I tasted it. Something feels different, Rin.

      I sighed, sad to have my progress halted at the halfway point.

      Feet pressed side to side, I crouched.

      I patted the edge of the stone I stood on, searched the channel up, and even glanced over my shoulder.

      Nothing.

      I was about to search below, risking staring down from my dizzying height, when I lifted my hands and flicked the moisture from them.

      A brief sparkle of blue flickered before me.

      Oh, shit… did you see that, Minh?

      I wet my fingers against the edges of my current step again and flicked my fingers once more.

      The outline of a thin, blue beam became visible.

      The beam shone across the center of the step before me.

      “So, you were beating up the pressure plate theme just to get me complacent,” I whispered. “Smart and devious as hell.”

      I thought back to the traps I’d already encountered, and though many had been fairly extreme, a pattern emerged.

      The falling logs would have terrified anyone, but most adventurers could have survived them.

      A broken leg or ankle, maybe a concussed head, sure, but they wouldn’t be deadly in most cases.

      The higher up I’d gone, the more dangerous the traps had become.

      The bridge had certainly upped the stakes, but I was willing to bet that most of those traps were designed to maim and not kill.

      Each encounter had been the grandmaster’s way of encouraging any visitors to simply turn back, or hobble back most likely.

      But this?

      This was instant death.

      I guess one of two things would happen if I tripped the Spirit tripwire.

      The step would either collapse, a jet of water would blast out and knock me down, or perhaps both.

      I wet my fingers again and stood up. Flicking the air once more, I saw the beam’s outline.

      There was just enough room on either side for me to gain purchase.

      I stepped onto the near side, resting my weight on the ball of my foot.

      Legs trembling, I steadied myself for a moment before pushing off and lifting my back foot over the area the beam crossed.

      It was awkward as hell, but as I set my heel down on the edge of the other side, I felt stable enough to move on.

      Not wanting to risk a thing, I carefully stooped to wet my fingers yet again.

      Another Spirit beam crossed the stepping stone, this time at the near edge.

      Three more times, I illuminated the tripwires and stepped before or behind them. A few minutes of tense navigation saw me across the path at last.

      I shook out my arms and legs, ridding myself of the cloying terror I’d just gone through.

      Then, whispering a thanks to the seven towers, I continued my hike.

      I kept my pace slow, but no other traps greeted me. I wasted at least an hour gathering handfuls of loose soil and scattering them across the path.

      But I didn’t find any more tripwires either.

      Finally, I crested the top of Pine Mountain.

      The view was breathtaking. Three sides of the mountain dropped away to reveal Merrin to the north and rolling hills to the west and south.

      The west showed only snow-capped peaks marching higher into the mountains.

      A few clusters of trees populated the mountaintop, and a small shack sat in the center of a clearing a few hundred feet away.

      Out of the crude building, a faint trickle of smoke wafted up.

      I strode toward the building, happy to see some sign that the hermit was at least here.

      “The first in over fifty years,” a voice said beside me, causing me to flinch in fear.

      I spun to find the oldest man possible. Blind-white eyes and a fluffy white beard greeted me.

      The hermit was smiling, exposing a mouth devoid of teeth.

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      The man cackled and tilted his head side to side. “First to reach me in fifty years. For one so clever, you are a bit slow.”

      I gaped for a proper response, and the hermit laughed again.

      “Perhaps tired from the walk,” he said, lifting one wrinkled hand before him. “No matter. I know just the thing to refresh you.”

      A Chasing Hammer formed in the man’s grip, shimmering with a purity of Spirit I’d never seen before.

      And though the grandmaster looked weak enough to blow away in a stiff breeze, his small body did not tremble in the slightest.
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            Unorthodox Interview
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        * * *

      

      “Who is your master?”

      I still wasn’t sure whether or not to summon my own Spiritarm. The hermit stood some twenty feet away, so I figured I would have time should he suddenly attack.

      Licking my lips, I answered the man. “Yory of Bern.”

      The old master nodded once, his bald head glinting as he did so.

      Dressed in modest gray robes, and standing barefoot and unkempt, the hermit fit his own stereotype perfectly.

      Lifting the head of his Chasing Hammer, he asked, “And why did Yory not come himself?”

      “He died not too long ago,” I replied.

      The old man’s head tilted to one side again, his bald pate catching the sun and gleaming like polished wood. “How did you detect my Spirit tripwires?”

      I hesitated, unsure whether or not to share Minh’s presence with the man.

      But lying right off the bat wouldn’t be the best way of forging a positive connection.

      “My first vessel detected the tripwire,” I admitted. “She is with me now.”

      The old man’s white eyebrows rose dramatically. “Where is she? You bring one with you up the mountain and leave her behind at the upper falls?”

      I removed Minh from my pocket and transformed her into her shield form.

      “She’s a Divine Artifact. She goes with me everywhere I go.”

      The hermit nodded once, then, without warning, darted forward and attacked.

      I scrambled back, catching his first blow on Minh.

      My Chasing Hammer formed in my hand a half-second later, but I was forced to give ground yet again as the grandmaster swept his hammer down at my feet.

      I leapt over the hammer, but the old man spun in a blur.

      I blocked a heavy swing with Minh again and tumbled backward from the shift in momentum.

      As I rolled backward over my right shoulder, I popped back up and found my feet. How did he move so fast? I wondered. And dear God, he is way too strong.

      Considering I was the one with the modified core, it surprised me to find myself facing a foe so much stronger than myself.

      The grandmaster dismissed his Spiritarm and scratched his chin. “Faster than you should be for your ascension. You have secrets, young man.”

      I focused on not giving anything away with my expression, but the hermit moved on.

      In a near shout, the old man threw an unexpected question my way.

      “Tell me, young master, which reagent would work best when binding the Smite rune to the Light rune if you wish to create a Spell Shard designed to combat Shadow-aligned monsters?”

      I gaped briefly, unsure whether or not we were fighting or if this was a pop quiz.

      “You look like a fish!” the hermit screamed. “Answer or leave my mountain!”

      I forced myself to snap out of it. We are fighting, yes, and this is a quiz. Get your shit together!

      I’d never made such a Spell Shard before, but I wracked my brain for an appropriate solution.

      “I do not know the precise reagent, Grandmaster, but I think either essence of bright beam or alabaster oyster shell might work.”

      The hermit hummed, tilting his head as he considered my answer.

      “The bright beam would work, though not as efficiently as simple milk thistle. Rare reagents are not always best, young master!”

      The hermit charged again without notice.

      Unarmed, I didn’t think to counterattack.

      My hesitation cost me.

      The man darted in, and I braced for an attack. Instead, the hermit gripped Minh’s edge and pulled me off balance.

      I reared away and struggled to regain my footing. The old man reversed his thrust at the same time, and my weight shifted.

      Even as I dragged my rear foot backwards, the hermit swept his leg behind mine, and I landed hard on the ground.

      He leapt up and brought a fist down toward me, so I was forced to dismiss Minh and roll to the side.

      I swung my hammer between us to buy myself a little room to stand again. Then I held up my hand and called Minh back to me.

      The coin zipped through the air, and a second later, I’d summoned the shield and wove my arm through her straps.

      The grandmaster stared at the coin shield, his eyes sparkling with delight. “Surely, you have not yet earned such a magnificent vessel as this. She once belonged to Yory, no?”

      You hear that? Minh asked immediately. I am magnificent.

      “She did, and you are right, Grandmaster. I am still learning what it will take to match Minh’s… magnificence.”

      I knew the admission would cost me later, but I had to focus.

      Honesty and my best effort alone would work here.

      The hermit chuckled and threw another question at me. “Recite the third principle of runesmithing!”

      Finally getting in gear, I spat out the principle I’d been forced to memorize years ago.

      “Energy preservation is both boundless and finite.”

      “Good, now tell me what in the hell that means!”

      The old man’s intensity verged on humorous, but I dared not laugh. Instead, I gave him the best answer I could.

      “There are endless applications when preserving energy within a Spell Shard,” I said confidently. “The limiting factors are skill, Spirit, and the appropriate reagents and equipment. But regardless of how perfectly a shard is forged, it cannot contain the preserved energy eternally. Likewise, the spell can be used but once.”

      The hermit spat on the ground. “No need to boast, young master. Gloating makes even a handsome man ugly.”

      This time, when the wily bastard came at me, I was ready.

      He rushed closer, so I swung my Spiritarm defensively to keep him at bay. The old man shifted suddenly and leapt toward my flank.

      Somehow, he managed to spin midair and summon his hammer.

      I dipped and met the blow with Minh.

      The grandmaster landed and hopped away deftly, Spiritarm disappearing as he did so.

      How the hell is he summoning his weapon without verbal command? I wondered. I didn’t even know that was possible!

      Streaking toward me again, the hermit evaded two of my attacks and rebounded off of my shield with both feet. He hit the ground and jumped again.

      Blurring before me, the master touched down and sprinted around me in a half circle before reversing direction and slamming his Chasing Hammer down on my exposed lead foot.

      I grunted in pain and retreated a few steps.

      When the old man pursued, I instinctively triggered Core Flash since his face was just above shield-height and only a few feet away.

      The grandmaster cackled. “You think me a cave-blind fish? I am not so easily stunned, young man!”

      What is his deal with fish? I wondered distantly.

      Then the bastard blurred again, and I struggled to keep sight of him.

      Only with the help of Haste was I able to avoid the following two attacks.

      I blocked the first with Minh and countered the second with a swing of my hammer.

      Our Spiritarms connected with a flash of light.

      Unable to match the purity of his own Spiritarm, my weapon burst apart and dissolved in the air.

      Before I could summon it again, the grandmaster slid forward beneath Minh and kicked out my lead leg.

      I fell to a knee and brought the shield edge down on the hermit, hoping to get in even a single hit during our exchange.

      He caught the shield in his hands, yanked it down at an angle, and kicked up with both of his feet.

      Minh was ripped from my arm, and I flew in the air to land some distance away. My lungs worked, but I couldn’t breathe.

      Expecting a follow-up assault, I summoned my hammer and rolled at the same time, swinging blindly up at where I thought the hermit would next attack.

      No attack came.

      In a second, I’d pushed up onto my feet.

      The hermit faced me with a grin on his face, standing beside my fallen shield.

      He held up a crooked finger. “How so fast, young master? Why so strong? There is much about you I cannot see. Tell me what has happened to your core.”

      I chewed my lip and thought about responding.

      So far, I’d been as honest as possible. But I didn’t owe this man a thing, and telling him such a personal secret felt like a betrayal.

      Not only to me, but to Anya and my vessels who had earned my trust.

      “That isn’t a secret I wish to part with… Grandmaster.”

      The hermit chuckled, almost like my answer had been expected.

      “My solitude is not something I wish to part with. The many traps I’ve set down are proof of that.

      “Yet you still assaulted my mountain. You interrupted my meditation and have so far proven a lackluster opponent.”

      Placing his dusty foot on Minh’s gleaming surface, he added, “Why should I share this mountain with you if you keep your secrets from me?”
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      A plume of anger coursed through me.

      It wasn’t just having my ass handed to me several times in a row, nor the fact that I was hot and sweating from having traversed a booby-trapped mountain in full armor.

      The tone in the old man’s voice and the audacity of stepping on Minh plucked a chord in my chest.

      Enough was enough.

      “Revert!” I cried out, and the shield collapsed beneath the hermit’s foot.

      Lifting my hand, I beckoned Minh to return.

      The grandmaster swept a hand down and caught the coin midair. His fist glowed with the bright light of pure Spirit.

      His face contorted as he used all his power to hold Minh and prevent her return.

      Rin! she shouted in my mind. He won’t let go!

      Panic and rage took me for a moment before my emotions went cold.

      I’d just lifted a hand to cast a Spell Shard and fight this fucking demon for real when he held up a hand.

      “Forgiveness, young master. There was no other way to show how grievously you’ve disturbed my peace.”

      The hermit opened his hand, and Minh sailed to me.

      I caught her and held her in my palm.

      She buzzed in my hand a few times, still obviously shaken. But she kept silent for once.

      “I have lost more than you have ever held, young master,” the hermit continued.

      His gaze drooped, white eyes staring sightlessly at the ground.

      Then his eyes cleared. The milky white of what I had assumed to be cataracts disappeared, and clear, brown irises emerged.

      Within those old eyes churned a deep well of undeniable heartache.

      He smiled, the gesture only juxtaposing his grief.

      “I lost everything dear to me, young man. Over a hundred years ago, I lost all that mattered, so I limped back to this mountain and claimed it as my own.

      “You trudging up to confront me was as vicious an act as me placing my foot on that magnificent Divine Artifact. Can you understand that?”

      I sighed, releasing my resentment and distrust in a single breath.

      I could understand what he was talking about. This was obviously a true cultivator I stood before.

      And true cultivators only cared so deeply about one thing.

      Their vessels.

      I wouldn’t ask, but I didn’t have to. The grandmaster had lost his vessels long ago, and it had broken him.

      I stood upright and bowed deeply at the waist.

      Holding the position, I said softly, “Of course I can, Grandmaster. Thank you for helping me see that. Do you wish me to leave?”

      A long moment passed while I held the posture of supplication.

      Then the scrape of a heel on gravel came from before me.

      “Rise, young master,” the hermit said as he walked away.

      “Come and join me for tea. It’s been years since I’ve had company, after all.”
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      I found my host’s modest quarters surprisingly accommodating for a hermit’s shack.

      Three large windows filled the space with plenty of light, and the small furnace didn’t leak any smoke.

      I suspected an enchantment on the stove helped with that, but the effect was the same.

      A bed, a table, and two straw mats were all that stood within.

      The hermit’s kitchen and runesmithing workshop were both outside, attached to the exterior of the shack, and covered with awnings.

      I shifted my weight to get comfortable and waited for the old man to finish preparing the tea.

      The water had already been hot when I’d stepped inside, but now he was performing a complex sort of ritual with the tea leaves, rinsing them three times, then setting them to steep.

      “Grandmaster, I was hoping—” I tried, but the old man hissed at me.

      Literally. He held up his hand and hissed through his teeth.

      “Young people never appreciate the present moment quite enough,” he said, setting a pot of tea down on the table before me.

      “You are worrying about tomorrow or grieving the past. Be careful of this trap, Rin. You’ll end up an old man without living at all.”

      The advice was both undeniably valuable and cliché.

      I smiled and nodded, choosing to wait to be addressed before braving a question again.

      The grandmaster sat down as well and closed his eyes. I examined his face as he performed a complex breathing pattern.

      Was that a cycling technique or…

      “Clearing the mucus from the sinus is most important,” the hermit said, cutting through my thoughts with a disturbingly mundane explanation.

      Eyes opening and a smile forming on his lips, he nodded. “Now, pour us both some tea and tell me your name, young master.”

      “My name is Rinmarron, but I go by Rin,” I said, rising up to my knees and taking up the teapot.

      “Rinmarron, you may call me Adan or simply Grandmaster as you’ve been. I assume you’ve come to my mountain to request training. I am sorry to disappoint you, young man, but I will not take on another student.”

      Adan thanked me and sipped his tea without waiting for it to cool.

      I sat back down and sighed, trying not to be disappointed.

      “I taught one apprentice when I was a master runesmith. Afterwards, I came to this mountain and dedicated my life to runesmithing.

      “Since then, I have trained an additional eight apprentices to become masters. Six more have I trained from master to grandmaster.”

      “Hang on. Sorry to interrupt you, but I thought a cultivator could only have a single apprentice. That way, an Occupation was passed down directly.”

      Adan shook his head. “This is the method in which most cultivators are created. But a few of us are fool enough to become grandmaster. As grandmaster, we serve the towers and Acalia directly. It is our duty to replenish the ranks of cultivators.

      “Many are lost in the towers, unable to pass on their gift. The grandmasters train up replacements, and occasionally, very occasionally, more are made spontaneously. The towers seek balance, Rinmarron; it is their purpose.”

      I nodded, relieved to have finally stumbled upon the answer to a question that had been bugging me for months.

      If cultivators risked their lives and often died young, and their Occupations could only be passed down to a single apprentice, how had they not simply died out years ago?

      Adan’s answer made sense, and it inspired me to press my case.

      I sat up and cleared my throat. “I have the ability to create Spell Shards that surpass any I’ve seen other than your own. I know I have the ability to become a grandmaster. Will you teach me?”

      The hermit glanced down, pursing his lips. “Ambition… ambition is a blade without a hilt. It defies the natural flow of life, strives to achieve more and more. There is no end to ambition’s hunger, Rinmarron.

      “I entered the Seventh Tower when I was just forty years old. With six vessels at my side, I entered the tower, and we slaughtered the monsters within. I’d brought with me an arsenal of Spell Shards, and my vessels were as potent as they were beautiful.”

      Adan paused, his dark eyes searching the rough surface of the wooden table.

      When he spoke again, his voice was quieter, his pace measured.

      “We rose to the top floor in just three days. The Seventh Tower is vast, Rinmarron, a thousand feet tall or more.

      “We cleared a room of terrifying monsters, and two of my dear vessels were injured. I healed them, but still their spirits were weary. I sensed it, though. The end was so near I could practically taste it!

      “So, despite having nearly exhausted my Spell Shards, and despite the fear building in my gut, I chose to press on. We strode up one more set of stairs and found the magnificent nightmare that was the tower’s final boss.”

      The old man leaned forward and stared into my eyes.

      “Ambition, Rinmarron. My ambition cost me everything I cared about. Rili, Vrim, Layanna, Horthet, Poorine, and Maya… they gave up their lives for me. The tower took them, and I nearly died myself, stumbling away at the last minute bearing Vrim in my arms.

      “When the others fell, I sought to save her, but her injuries were too grievous. She died in my arms, Rinmarron, and it was my fault.”

      I felt sick hearing of the old man’s loss. I knew he wasn’t lying, wasn’t exaggerating in the slightest. Nobody could make up such a tragedy.

      Adan smiled as a tear ran down his tawny cheek. “I’ve lived long, and have many years yet, but I am tired, Rinmarron… I’ve paid my dues and given back to Acalia in hopes of making up for my foolishness. I owe nothing more to this world. I am sorry to disappoint you.”

      He looked up and smiled. “Still, you made it past many obstacles to reach me, so I owe you tea. Tell me, how did you bypass the bridge?”

      I sipped my tea and set the cup down. “I didn’t, Adan. I found the disarming rune cluster and activated it with my Spiritarm. Then I walked across the bridge.”

      Adan’s white brows rose subtly.

      “You used a Seeker Spell Shard to discover the mechanism? Or perhaps your vessel sensed it? I would be disappointed if she did all the hard work for you.”

      I laughed. “No, Minh does much for me, but I found the mechanism myself. I don’t know what a Seeker Spell Shard is, though. I just searched the bridge visually and found it.”

      The grandmaster squinted at me. “Visually? How can one see runes with the naked eye? Perhaps you don’t know the name, but it sounds like you relied on a Seeker spell. Enchanting your vision to give you a glimpse into the runic world. Is that what you did?”

      I shook my head. Figuring there were few in Acalia I could trust more than this secluded old man, I opened up a little.

      “I was given a unique ability some time ago. It is called Runic Vision. I can see the runes that exist on all things. The wooden planks that make up this shack. The rune of heat pressed into the kettle. Even the runes and rune sockets of tower monsters.”

      Adan hummed thoughtfully, stroking his white beard. “That is most curious. With such a gift, ascending my mountain would not be a difficult task in the slightest. May I ask you how you received this ability?”

      I stared into his brown eyes.

      There was no malice, no jealousy, no hint of deceit there.

      This was just an old man who’d seen all there was in the world.

      And now he had stumbled upon something new.

      Perhaps due to Adan’s openness, or simply his grandfatherly aura that practically leaked from his pores, I opened up to the grandmaster.

      “I am not from Acalia. I had a life elsewhere. I died there, and when I awoke from spinning in the void, I was given a choice. A spirit tasked me with saving the towers. To aid me, she gifted me with Runic Vision. She also enchanted my core.”

      The grandmaster watched me in silence for a long moment, and then his face split into a grin.

      He laughed and slapped his right thigh hard enough to send up a cloud of dust from his robes. “I did not think I would live long enough to meet you! If you find a passion for riordi lore, you will discover the mention of the hero that is to come.

      “Normally, I keep such tales tucked away with the fanciful bits of history and legend, but coincidence is a lie. The riordi claim a man with the sight of a sage and the core of a god will come from another world to save us all.” He laughed again, shaking his head as he did so. “Tell me that isn’t a coincidence.”

      I marveled at the old man.

      He’d taken me at my word, not questioning a single aspect of my story.

      Then again, his own senses were beyond keen.

      “I knew something was different about you. You’re only a Level 5 cultivator, and yet you could nearly match my speed and strength. Please, indulge an old man—in what way has your core been enhanced?”

      I told Adan about the rune slots placed in my core. I mentioned each rune that had been added and how my abilities had changed with every addition.

      “This will go a long way to helping you along your quest. But you must ascend to Level 7, which is no easy task. From Level 5 to Level 6 is a difficult journey in and of itself. Even when you gain the necessary Progression, your core will not be able to retain such Spirit density until you’ve mastered certain techniques.

      “And the path to Level 7 is much harder still. It contains three distinct tiers of power, each just as difficult to master as the last.”

      My brows rose as I contemplated the challenges in my near future. “I suspected it would get harder, but you make it sound impossible. Regardless, I’ll take those steps, Grandmaster. I must.”

      The old man regarded me with a watchful eye, but he didn’t speak.

      His silence gave me time to think, and another question came up.

      “How old are you, Grandmaster Adan? Do you mind me asking? Sorry, I don’t mean to offend you, but it sounds as if you’ve been around a lot longer than a normal lifetime.”

      Adan laughed and slapped his thigh merrily. “Indeed! I’m so old that I don’t always notice when I break wind anymore. Old age is the inevitable end to dignity… but I will answer you, Rin. I am fifty years older than even Cormac Alchemist, who has lived over one hundred and forty years in Acalia.

      “Most cultivators live longer than commoners. Instead of sixty to eighty years, they live to ninety, one hundred, or in some instances, one hundred and ten or twenty. But at Level 6 and 7, the true extension of life begins. History books tell of the greatest of us surviving over two hundred years.

      “This is rare, however, for most powerful cultivators die in the Seventh Tower… or else they pass on somehow. I was unlucky enough to lose my vessels and be forced to return alone. Cormac came after my time. He entered the Seventh Tower many years ago, and he returned to Ferendell with grand stories, each of his core vessels alive and well.

      “He claimed to have defeated the tower, but I have my doubts.”

      My mind churned with a hundred different questions, but I focused on Cormac.

      “If he defeated the tower, then why are the towers now failing? The spirit who saved me made it sound like the towers were in great need of being defeated. What doubts do you have, Grandmaster?”

      Adan quieted. I observed his keen thoughts as they drifted around in his beady eyes.

      When he spoke, the man’s joy was all but gone.

      “I fear Cormac has traded his honor for something dark. I have no proof of this, but ever since he returned, the actions he has taken no longer speak of a true cultivator’s path. I know that he loves wealth and power more than he does his fellow man.”

      The Grandmaster shook his head. “That is not the way any cultivator should walk their path.”

      I tried to ask another question, but Adan cut me off with a wave of his hand.

      The old man smiled again and gestured that it was time for me to talk.

      Taking down the rest of his tea in a single gulp, he held up a finger and asked, “Your master was Yory, no? I would like to know how the old man died. Are you willing to speak of it?”

      I spoke frankly, suspecting Adan had known my master long ago. Not once had Yory mentioned the grandmaster, but I suspected he’d planned to when the time was right.

      Adan nodded as I spoke and then stopped me when I mentioned Goran. “Pretentious and arrogant,” he spat out. “But… somehow always ready with the perfect gift. Most merchant cultivators are vile men. Goran is an exception.”

      “He is my best friend,” I admitted. “He’s the sweetest man I know. In fact, I just met his niece. She’s working my shop’s storefront while I’m gone, and if she does well, I have agreed to take her on as my apprentice.”

      The grandmaster stilled, his eyes boring into mine.

      “Promise to teach her all you know,” he said in a whisper. “Teach her everything, and swear a second oath to me that you will not back away from your quest to save the towers. Do these things for me, Rinmarron, and I will train you.”

      A feeling of peace and purpose filled my chest.

      “I can’t promise to succeed, but I will try, Grandmaster. I’ll continue until I clear the final tower or I fall beside my own vessels. I will swear it.”

      Adan nodded and hummed in a pleased tone.

      “Good, good. Very good. Now, pour me one more cup of tea and be about your business. My mountaintop is feeling awfully crowded. I’d like nothing more than to reset my traps and meditate in solitude.”

      I furrowed my brow and waited for the old man to laugh.

      Instead, he pushed his cup toward me on the table. “Fill it, young man! And be quick about it!”

      I poured the tea and waited, hoping this was just one more trick or test.

      Adan lifted his cup and grinned. “Head to the Sky Tower and bring me back the eyes and tongue of the lindwurm. It won’t be easy to find, Rinmarron. It hides in an unmarked path in the Fourth Tower.”

      I processed what the grandmaster was telling me and fought to retain every scrap of information. I couldn’t forget anything he’d just—

      “Go, damn you! I’m a blazing grandmaster, or haven’t you heard! I’ve just granted you an official quest, so you can review this information elsewhere, specifically off of my mountain!”

      I stood and bowed. “Thank you, Grandmaster. I promise, I’ll—”

      “Of course you will. I have no doubt you’ll succeed. Now please, for the love of the towers, give an old man some space!”

      The door of the shack slammed shut behind me, and I walked away at a brisk pace. Heart racing and my imagination running at full speed, I granted the hermit’s request.

      I would get the hell off of Pine Mountain, and the girls and I would head south yet again.

      The Sky Tower waited for us, and supposedly, so did this lindwurm monster I had never heard of.

      And as I neared the path that led down the side of the mountain, I could swear I heard the cackle of a rude and half-demented old man.
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      Shimmering crystal and a veil of gauzy clouds.

      Howling wind and a sky so endless and blue it terrified the writhing sea.

      I tried to focus my eyes, but everything was hazy. Light glinted off of something vast and pristine just ahead of me.

      The Fourth Tower. The Sky Tower, I thought. It’s so… beautiful.

      Making the alabaster walls of the Lake Tower seem plain and crude, the Sky Tower stretched up high above me. The sun eclipsed its crystalline structure, refracting around and through the many halls within.

      I could have stared at the glorious image for an eternity, but a wave of emotion slapped into me.

      It struck my chest, splashed up into my face, and startled me like frigid sea water.

      Fear. Deep and expanding fear threatened to consume me.

      A presence waited in the top floor of this tower, a presence that knew me and hated me with its entire being.

      It knew my name, the names of my vessels, and even of the life I’d lived before Acalia.

      I flinched as an image flashed in my mind.

      Siobhan lay face down, her wings folded unnaturally, blood seeping out onto the crystal floor.

      Another came a moment later before I’d recovered. Brea this time, her pristine bow shattered and her ivory skin spattered crimson.

      A final image showed me Astra on her back, Rael and Minh broke at her feet. The folded body of the runesmith lying beside them all was my least concern.

      If they all died, how could I care about my own life?

      The pain of seeing such an end crushed my heart. It weighed down on me, invisible jaws stronger than anything else in this world.

      Rin, a voice spoke in the faintest whisper. Rin, a fell enemy awaits you in the Fourth Tower. You have felt its hatred. It seeks to corrupt the towers, bend this world to its will, and overthrow all of Acalia.

      Anya.

      I could hear her clear, sweet voice.

      More than ever, I felt her desperation.

      Your path has already been chosen. Appease the Sage of Pine Mountain.

      He can teach you what you must learn to reach your full potential.

      I recalled Adan, the hermit who’d so rudely sent me on my way. But what had he asked for? I wondered, unable to think clearly.

      The lindwurm is a powerful monster that few even know exist. Find a servant of Earth Spirit. I have sent her to Winnowed Haven. Find her, and she will lead you to the fabled beast.

      Anya’s words cut off, and my vision shifted.

      What sense of orientation I had vanished as I toppled backward. Wind roared in my ears, and the shining tower drifted away as I fell.

      I woke screaming, my arms flailing out at my sides, the sensation of plummeting still clinging to me.

      “Rin!” Astra said, shaking me. “Rin, you’re okay. You’re okay!”

      She was sitting in my lap, blue eyes staring into mine. Fear and concern were plainly written across her delicate features. “You’re okay,” she said again, this time softly.

      “I am, thank you. It… I had another vision. This one was…”

      Brea reached out and touched my arm. “That bad, huh? Do you want to tell us about it?”

      Looking between the three gorgeous faces staring back at me, I felt like an absolute coward. How can I tell them? I asked myself, hands shaking slightly and heart pounding. How can I not?

      I sat up and rubbed my face, then, in a weary voice, told them as much as I was capable of expressing.

      “We’re going to Winnowed Haven. I know that’s not what we’d planned on, but trust me. I have to find and kill the lindwurm. Training with Adan is our best hope.”
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      We traveled hard, descending the rolling hills and bearing down on the Fourth Tower.

      I practiced each morning on summoning the Earth aura and again every night when we camped. I knew it would be important, so I spent hours on the discipline.

      As the sun rose on our third day, I stood with legs splayed wide. The two towns of the Sky Tower were visible, though the tower itself was wreathed in impenetrable clouds. Viatross rested atop a flat bluff at the base of the tower.

      Steel-clad buildings reflected the sunlight in a thousand brilliant points.

      Having been built more recently, Viatross was considered the gem of the Sky Tower. It was bigger, more beautiful, and richer in every way possible.

      Winnowed Haven rested against the side of a cliff that overlooked the tumultuous ocean. Hundreds of feet above the waves, the odd town had an ancient and obscure history.

      Siobhan had told us that riordi had carved out the city long ago, preferring to use the bedrock that the Sky Tower stood upon as shelter from the many violent storms.

      Winnowed Haven had been the preferred civilization for centuries, until a human expedition sent from Ferendell tamed the storm-wracked bluff.

      With enchanted steel and warding spells, they’d managed to make Viatross a paradise where there should not have been one.

      My eyes moved away from the shining town. I took in the dangling rope bridge that led up into the first cluster of buildings in Winnowed Haven.

      That is not going to be fun. I can do it, though. Just like everything… one step at a time.

      With that, I closed my eyes and walked through the steps of Mortal Stone.

      Pulling air through my teeth, I tugged up Earth Spirit from the ring I formed in my core. When I’d finished, I started the arduous task of pulling it ever downward.

      As usual, the strain peaked after the knees.

      Every inch I forced the energy down my legs, the more pressure it took to continue. I shoved and pulled and strained, but I couldn’t move it below the bottom of my calves.

      I was about to give in yet again when an insight struck me.

      Why should I struggle so much? Shouldn’t Earth Spirit naturally be pulled into the ground?

      Holding the flow steady, I focused on the immensity that was the soil, sand, and stone beneath me. I was a tiny bug standing on a massive rock. That rock was hungrier than I was. It wanted this thread of Spirit.

      Suddenly, the strain of the technique vanished.

      An inexorable force pulled it downward as I consciously offered up the precious energy.

      The twin strands bled down through my calves, filling my ankles and then feet.

      Then, finally, I felt a connection form with the stone far below. I had tapped into an enormous well of Earth Spirit, and it circulated back up and through my core.

      Concentrating on where Astra, Brea, and Siobhan were positioned, I guided three motes outward through the bedrock. I found them and linked the women to my core.

      Astra gasped first, standing up and whirling around to see me.

      Then Brea and Siobhan felt it too.

      I grinned at the girls. Their bodies were shimmering with a faint green aura, and I knew I’d succeeded.

      Astra squealed and ran me down. As she crashed into me, my focus broke, and I expected the technique to falter. It didn’t, however, and as I stood back up, I checked my Spiritual Interface.

      Sure enough, I found a new tab labeled Cultivation Auras. Within, I saw that Mortal Stone remained active. It would stay like that until I chose to dismiss it.

      I did so and felt the slow drain on my Spiritual Reserves stop.

      With a toothy grin, I told the girls it was time to go.

      The rope bridge into the cliffside town proved only one of a great many challenges. After leaving our horses with a large stable set up for those entering the town, we shouldered our gear and headed in.

      I had to use all of my mental fortitude.

      Stepping over a howling gorge with only rope beneath me was as big a challenge as I’d imagined. I made it, though, only to discover several more just like it waiting for me.

      By the time we walked into the town proper, I was covered in sweat and grateful that it was all over.

      Winnowed Heights consisted of a cluster of chambers carved out of the red bedrock of the bluff. These all connected to a fairly large cave system. The central tunnel had been carved out so that it almost seemed manmade.

      Gaps cut in the ceiling above let down shafts of golden light.

      We marveled at the place as we walked to the end of the half-mile tunnel. Shops and stalls cluttered the place, and dozens of doors opened up into the many buildings that hung above the windy gorge.

      As we approached the inn a young man had told us about, the harsh bay and echo of laughter assaulted our ears.

      “Come on! Don’t tell me you’re done!” a familiar voice bellowed. “We’ve only just begun!”

      A feeble slap resounded off the stone walls, and I peered into a side chamber that led deeper into the bluff’s cave system. A crowd of men and women surrounded two figures. They stood atop pillars of stone, balancing on one foot.

      The bear kin riordi man we’d ran into at the Lake Tower stood opposite from a red-faced elf. The elf shook his hand as if it stung, and his balancing leg shook slightly.

      Siobhan groaned. “Storm and Wave,” she muttered. “Why are men so stupid?”

      I was about to ask for an explanation of the odd game, but the bear kin screamed, “Soak us, boys! Time for another round.”

      Two men standing beside the competitors handed them each a mug. They lifted their drinks above their heads and chugged.

      The bear kin belched and tossed the mug aside, finishing before the elf.

      He waited impatiently until his opponent finished, and then he shouted again. “Ready for it? Brace yourself, you little shit! You earned this one.”

      In a vicious swipe, the riordi man slapped the elf across the face.

      The slap echoed much louder than the previous one I’d heard, and the elf’s head whipped to the side. By the vacant look in the elf’s eyes, I knew he’d been knocked senseless even before his knees gave.

      A burst of cheering erupted from the cavern, and the bear kin man jumped down from the pillar. Arms flung up over his head, he roared in triumph.

      Then his eyes locked on mine.

      A flicker of recognition registered on the riordi’s face, and his celebration ebbed.

      “Come on,” I said as I strode onward. “Let’s get moving.”

      We soon found the Whistling Shell and stepped inside.

      Salt spray and woodsmoke were the two smells I encountered first, and though the place seemed largely unoccupied, the few customers that were there seemed pleasant enough.

      Our party was soon noted, and a tall elf woman approached. “Welcome to the Whistling Shell. Looking for a room?”

      “Yes, either a room with two or three beds or two rooms, please,” I said.

      The innkeeper nodded. “I prefer to keep as many vacancies as possible, if you don’t mind. But the suite is open. It’s as cozy as a cupboard, but there’s one big bed and three small ones. How does that sound?”

      Astra shifted beside me. “Can you define cozy as a cupboard? I mean, are we talking—”

      I gave her a nudge with my elbow and chuckled. “Thank you so much; we’ll take it. Also, will there be dinner served soon? We’re awfully hungry.”

      The innkeeper studiously ignored the growl that escaped Astra’s lips and bowed gracefully. “I’ll have grilled sky eel and hamma bread brought out to you right away. While you eat, I can see to your room. If you’ll excuse me…”

      I watched her go and laughed when Astra returned a nudge to my elbow with a little extra vigor.

      “How dare you?” she grumbled. “I just wanted to know how tiny a box they are going to smash us into.”

      Brea took her by the arm and pulled her away toward the nearest table. “No need to worry. You can sleep on the big bed with Rin. Besides, what kind of sweets do you think they have here?”

      And just like that, Astra’s attention had been diverted.

      Siobhan and I caught up and deposited our saddle bags on the ground. I sat down and glanced around to see who might serve us.

      A petite fox kin girl was cleaning glasses behind the bar. Wearing skimpy leather armor and a short skirt with two vicious-looking daggers hanging from belts around her body, I figured she was a fighter of some kind.

      An old joke about the effectiveness of a woman’s fantasy armor came to mind as more of her skin was increasingly exposed. This was Acalia, though.

      For all I knew, the skirt and top were enchanted as Astra’s red war dress had been.

      The fox girl must have known what I was about, for she ducked her head into the back room and shouted.

      A few minutes later, a portly mole man rolled out of the kitchen with a tray in his clawed hands. “Your foods,” he grumbled before retreating again.

      The grilled eel smelled delicious. Thick slabs of white meat charred to perfection sat on plates covered in some kind of salad greens.

      A bright red sauce had been drizzled over the top of the eel.

      In a basket beside the meat sat a half-dozen rolls. Herbs had been twisted into the dough, and they steamed delightfully.

      “I don’t care if I have to sleep in a shoebox,” Astra said as she eyed the platter greedily. “This place is wonderful.”

      Our appetite had been thoroughly stoked by the few days of brisk riding. Even Brea’s preserved food couldn’t compare to a fresh meal. The common room was soon filled with the moans of our pleasure.

      I began to slow after my third helping of eel and second roll.

      Taking a chance to inspect the room, I spotted a group of humans in the far corner, their clothes soiled and ratty. Their hands and faces were likewise covered in grime, so I suspected they might be miners.

      Two riordi men, one an avian and the other mouse kin, sat playing a game of Sword and Shield in the opposite corner.

      Only one other customer was present. The drunkard had collapsed against the bar, mug still in hand. His snoring wasn’t loud enough to be a bother. In fact, it added to the ambiance.

      Everyone had a drink in hand, and seeing the chilled mugs gave me a thirst.

      I raised a hand and caught the fox kin woman’s attention again. “Drinks, please.”

      With the darting eyes of a nervous animal, she left the sanctuary of her bar. I ignored her round thighs and shapely figure as she walked up to our table. “What will you have?” she asked in a high-pitched voice.

      “What’s good? Seems like everyone is drinking beer, or is that mead?”

      One of the fox girl’s ears twitched. “Mead, sir. Not as sweet as most and stronger. Ya each want one?”

      It wasn’t exactly the quality of her voice but rather the pitch and cadence that reminded me of an Irish accent. It delighted me to no extent.

      Astra answered for me. “Please! And by the Seven, send out more bread with butter this time. It’s so good.”

      The fox kin woman skipped away and again shouted into the back room.

      The mole man emerged yet again with more bread, and a minute later, our mead arrived.

      The woman had been right. Most mead had a sickeningly sweet taste. This was balanced by an increased potency that also warmed the mouth and throat.

      It was fantastic.

      Minh had roused and was insisting that I call the fox kin girl over for a little chat.

      Telling my companions this hadn’t helped at all.

      “She’s right, though, Rin,” Astra explained sagely. “The bushy tail and purple fur is… new, but she’s a hottie. I wouldn’t mind—”

      Brea coughed in her fist. “Okay, I think we should head to our rooms. Where is the innkeeper anyway?”

      We’re not the jealous type, Minh insisted. If you had a roll with her, none of us would lose any sleep over it. In fact—

      “Quiet!” I demanded. “Let’s just chill out on the harassment, okay? Coming on a little strong!”

      Siobhan laughed and drained the rest of her mead. “Rin, it is so fun to see you upset. Like a goose who loses feathers. This is an expression you have?”

      Astra stood laughing. “It is now. Hey! Can we get another round? That stuff is amazing!”

      The grubby miners raised their mugs in the corner and grunted their approval. Brea buried her face in her hands, already thoroughly embarrassed.

      Minh offered to speak with the fox girl herself if only I’d remove her coin from my pocket.

      And Siobhan let out an obnoxious cackle that would have scared off a flock of crows.

      I shook my head, amazed at the utter wackiness of my companions. Beats being alone, I thought with a smile. Hells, I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      The fox girl produced more mead and left with our empties. Astra whispered something I couldn’t quite hear, and the fox girl’s round cheeks glowed red with a blush. She departed with a swish of her fluffy tail and a hint of swagger in her step.

      Astra flashed her eyebrows at me, and I was about to reply with something snarky when the inn’s door burst open.

      The bear kin riordi man stomped into the Whistling Shell.

      The roughshod crowd bustled in behind him, filling the common room up in seconds flat.

      Finding me a moment later, the man pointed a blunt finger my way.

      In a gruff voice any librarian would utterly despise, he asked, “Hey, are you Rinmarron Runesmith? I’ve been looking for you.”
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      I stood and held out a hand. Astra was half-drunk already, and I knew without asking she didn’t appreciate the man’s tone.

      “Yes,” I replied calmly. “My name is Rinmarron. What is it you want?”

      The riordi smiled and gestured to one of the powerfully built women gathered around him.

      “Make sure this bastard doesn’t slip away. Cover the back room, Lenine.”

      “Sure thing, Worga,” the woman replied, jogging across the room.

      She snapped her finger, and the fox girl held up her hands and backed against the wall.

      I sighed. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what was happening here.

      “Listen, Worga, I don’t want trouble. Tell me your business and we can settle it.”

      The bear kin stepped into the center of the room and growled. “I’ll do the talking, Runesmith. You’ve fucked with the wrong cultivator. Where’s the sword?”

      Astra betrayed herself by releasing the tiniest gasp. Brea pulled her back and stepped in front of the redhead protectively.

      Worga caught every bit of the quick exchange.

      I held up both hands, making a gesture that I was, at least currently, unarmed.

      “You’re with Cormac, then? I sent a letter from Merrin. We’ve paid the fine already, and I explained that I would prefer another method of reimbursing the man.”

      Worga laughed, and a few of his cronies joined in. “Cormac doesn’t negotiate with shits like you. You might be a big deal in whatever town you’re from, but in the south, people respect Cormac.

      “He’s the most powerful man in Ferendell. I thought even bumpkins had heard of this.”

      Despite the man’s insults, my blood remained cool. This was a perfect example of when it was best to stay calm and think clearly.

      Siobhan, however, didn’t feel the same.

      Her wings snapped open, and a menacing light emanated from her staff as she stood before our group. “Careful what you say. My master does not stand alone.”

      The riordi man barked out another peal of laughter, but his eyes betrayed him.

      He was watching Siobhan’s staff, wary of the power she might bring to bear.

      One of Worga’s vessels responded in his stead.

      A short woman wearing chainmail unfastened a mace from her belt. “And you be quiet when your betters are talking. I wouldn’t want to break your pretty wings.”

      Siobhan bristled, and a flash of light shone from over my left shoulder. Astra stood ready for battle, Rael’s mighty blade held firmly in her hands.

      Brea, too, had prepared.

      Her bow gleamed dangerously in her hands, an arrow on the string.

      “Hold on!” I shouted as a dozen more weapons were drawn from the opposing force. “Hold!”

      I refused to summon my hammer and transform Minh.

      Not only was it shit timing to brawl the night before an important tower run, but to do so in such a confined place would mean reducing the innkeeper’s establishment to ruins.

      Other than Worga and his four vessels, we were facing down rabble. My vessels and I could crush them, I had no doubt… but the cost wasn’t worth the effort.

      Besides, how could we wage such a battle without taking lives?

      I doubted killing Cormac’s lackeys would help us in any way going forward.

      “Worga, this doesn’t need to happen. Not like this anyhow. I am a reasonable man, and I assume Cormac is as well.”

      “You are not to assume anything about the great Cormac Alchemist!” Worga shouted. “He is powerful enough to kill us all with the wave of his hand! Give up the sword or I’ll strike you down!”

      I swallowed my sarcastic reply. I’d just fought toe-to-toe with the grandmaster of Pine Mountain.

      Sure, he’d neglected to use his skills or Spell Shards, but no one was strong enough to decimate a Level 5 cultivator with a single gesture.

      I folded my hands together and smiled patiently. “I will not give up the sword, Worga. Go and tell Cormac I’ll find him in Ferendell. I have urgent business here, and once I—”

      “Enough!” Worga screamed. “This is bullshit. I don’t even care anymore. You’re in need of an attitude adjustment.”

      I studied the people gathered around the riordi man. Four women armed to the teeth stood closest of all. These were the cultivator’s vessels, if I had to guess.

      If he had bonded four, then he was a Level 5 cultivator like I was.

      I could handle that.

      But three more men stood in a group near the door. Two bore great swords, and the last aimed a crossbow right at me.

      An elf stood against the far wall flanked by two more women. A Level 3 cultivator, then.

      There were too many of them for us to escape unscathed, let alone win.

      My mind scanned the list of Spell Shards I had stored in my cloak, and I dismissed that option quickly.

      My most powerful spell was a Meteoric Fury. The massive Earth attack could level half the building.

      But could any of Worga’s vessels throw up a hasty shield? Would the inn survive such a blast? Would we all end up being buried in fallen stone?

      Worga nodded toward the front door. “Last chance, Runesmith. Hand over the sword and let’s be done with it. I’ll spare you the shame of dying in front of your sluts.”

      A muscle twinged in my neck.

      Fury boiled up from the depths of my gut.

      Minh shouted something nasty in my mind, and the three women standing beside me tossed out insults of their own.

      Something cold and calculated took hold of me, though.

      He’s given insult!

      I wracked my brain to recall the brief investigation I’d made into Acalian dueling. After facing Iskander, I had figured knowing the rules would only benefit me.

      If I had been forced to duel another cultivator less than a month after coming to this place, I knew the chances of doing so again were high.

      A long list of insults was included in the manual, among them the slight I’d caused Iskander.

      I had interfered with a cultivator’s quest, tower run, or adventure, giving Iskander legal grounds for declaring offense taken.

      Among that list was one that now seemed very fitting.

      I could practically read the line in my mind’s eye. Insulting the honor, character, or beauty of a cultivator’s vessel.

      The laugh that rose up in my throat sounded alien to me. Distantly, I was reminded that this wasn’t the body I’d always lived in.

      I was Rinmarron Runesmith, Level 5 cultivator, and master of four very badass vessels.

      Doubt flickered in Worga’s eyes as I continued laughing.

      I waved my girls back. “All is well. Our friend here has just screwed the pooch.”

      “What is the pooch?” Siobhan asked incredulously.

      Worga seemed to get the message. “I don’t know what you’re on about. Maybe too much mead, but I’ve had enough of this.”

      Before the man could signal his lackeys forward, I spoke a single sentence, relishing its taste on my tongue. “You’ve given offense, Worga.”

      The room stilled, and the riordi man’s face went slack.

      Then he shook his head. “No, that’s not how this is going to—”

      “You insulted the honor and character of my vessels!” I shouted. “You’ve given offense. I will have my satisfaction, Worga. Now, give me your terms or I’ll file a Grievance of Honor straight away!”

      The innkeeper spoke up from where she’d been hiding in the back room.

      “I just sent a message to a friend of mine in the city. This incident has been recorded.”

      Worga growled, his fist balled up in rage.

      When it seemed he would lose control of himself, the riordi man surprised me.

      He found some shred of self-discipline and calmed.

      Standing up taller, the brute gave me his terms. “Fine! I will duel you, Rinmarron. And I will break you down like kindling. We fight tomorrow night in The Grotto. No weapons, no skills, no sneaky little Spell Shards.”

      His companions chortled and jeered, apparently thinking the issue dealt with.

      If I were in their place, I’d wager my money on Worga too, I mused. Little do they know, I’m a lot faster and stronger than I appear.

      I strode toward the man so quickly he flinched. Holding out my hand, I accepted. “It’s a deal, Worga. Sleep well tonight, if you can. Tomorrow will find you a lot less comfortable.”

      The bear kin balked at my threat and smacked my offered hand aside.

      With a great deal of noise and boasting, the group left the Whispering Shell behind.

      I pitied whatever pub or brothel they ended up at. They were a crude type, bitter for having to serve as lap dogs. So bitter they insisted on biting any who came close.

      Astra was a mess when I turned to her.

      Impotent rage, guilt, and sadness had eroded her strength. Tears leaked from her pretty blue eyes, red veins already marring their beauty.

      I waved her closer. “Come on, love. Come here.”

      She fell against my shoulder and sobbed a few times before groaning. “I’m sorry, Rin. We were doing so good, and the towers are hard enough. This is all my fault!”

      I held her tight until the tears ended.

      Then I pushed her away from me and spoke the truth as I saw it. “Cormac is a vile shit. It’s his fault that he gave you a rotten contract. It’s his fault that he wants to horde power and wealth for no reason. No, this isn’t all your fault, and it will end soon enough.”

      Siobhan and Brea added their own words of encouragement, and we all took our seats again.

      Seeing that the customers who’d been here were about to leave, I held up my half-empty mug. “Next two rounds are on me!” I shouted. “Sorry for the trouble!”

      A cheer rose from the miners, and the two gentlemen playing their board game smiled happily enough.

      The drunk at the bar didn’t seem to notice as he slumbered away.

      The fox girl refilled our mugs, and I offered a half-hearted toast to my companions.

      Try as I might, however, the mood had been killed outright.

      “Thank you, Sir Runesmith,” someone said behind me.

      It was the innkeeper, her arms folded across her chest. “I can’t afford no broken tables or damaged goods. Thank you for keeping it civil. I’m sure that wasn’t easy.”

      “No problem. And I’m sorry we brought trouble into your common room. We will leave if you prefer it.”

      The woman shook her head slowly, eyes growing hard as she glanced over at the door. “No. No, that Worga has come before. Trouble nips at his heels like a starving dog.”

      She leaned down and placed her hands on our table.

      “In fact, if you promise to knock the snot out of him tomorrow, I’ll throw in some fresh pie. How does that sound?”

      Astra managed a weak smile, and Brea agreed with more enthusiasm, rubbing Astra between the shoulders as she did so.

      I smiled and held out my hand.

      “Thank you. Pie sounds great… and yes, I promise that Worga will leave Winnowed Haven with fewer teeth than he came with.”
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        * * *

      

      Vents carved into the exterior wall of our room howled like a lonely soul.

      The Whispering Shell, as it turned out, was a fitting name. The inn was one of those buildings clinging directly to the exterior of the bluff.

      My mind played tricks on me all night, imagining the dizzying depths beneath us.

      Though the wind’s continuous song appealed to me, it did little to ease me into sleep.

      I tossed and turned half the night, and after a brief respite where the darkness took me, I woke in the gray of early morning.

      Astra and the others had fared better.

      I rested my eyes and listened to their breathing while the day caught up with us.

      An hour later, we made our way to the common room again. Unfortunately, several of the troublemakers from the day before were there.

      They’d claimed a table in the corner of the inn, perhaps to keep an eye on me in case I decided to escape the duel.

      The three men who’d seemed to be neither bonded vessel nor cultivator sat amid a throng of rough-looking companions. All looked in need of a bath as well as a few years spent behind bars.

      I ignored them, taking solace in the fact that at least the bastards were paying the innkeeper in good coin.

      We ate a light breakfast and talked about the impending duel. Astra and Brea were confident in my abilities, but Siobhan seemed worried.

      “What is it? You’ve been quiet,” I pointed out.

      Siobhan’s wings ruffled slightly as a shiver ran through her body.

      She sat up taller and clutched her tea to her chest.

      “That man, Worga… he won’t play fair. I think you could beat him in many ways, Rin. But if he cheats, uses nasty trick…”

      Her words trailed off, and the rest of us sat in silence.

      I sighed. “Honestly, I was worried about that myself. Maybe one of us can check out The Grotto today, learn a little about the place where he wants to fight me.”

      “That would be wise,” Astra admitted. “And we can check out the markets or other merchants. I’m sure more than just this innkeeper knows about Worga.”

      “A man that nasty leaves behind a stain,” Brea muttered into her cup, her voice coming back hollow.

      I chuckled, then leaned over and kissed the woman on her round cheek. Her hair was dark from being washed this morning, and her cheeks rosy from the scrubbing she’d given them.

      “What was that for?” she asked, amused as well as surprised.

      I shrugged. “Sometimes, Brea… sometimes you sound a lot like an old lady with a shawl around her shoulders.”

      Astra sniggered and Siobhan pursed her lips to hide a smile.

      Brea frowned. “Hey! I think shawls are absolutely delightful! In fact, I think I deserve to pick one up here. They’re like wearing a hug.”

      My brows rose slowly, and Astra dropped her head to the table, groaning. “It’s like she doesn’t even hear it.”

      Brea shoved her, and the two laughed.

      Siobhan’s gaze shifted suddenly, and I glanced over to find the fox girl standing before our table.

      Her bright eyes flicked between our faces, intelligent and anxious. The woman’s ear twitched a few times, and she cleared her throat.
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      “Sorry to bother, but you seem like good folk, and with that Worga bastard, well…” she spat out in a jumble of words.

      Again, her ear twitched, and she dropped a letter on the table and spun about.

      The woman walked away, a bulky cloak pulled tight around her small body. Leaving for the day, I thought.

      Maybe she just works evenings… but why sleep here? Does she work for room and board?

      Siobhan poked me in the chest with the letter. “Do not make us wait. That woman has shown concern.”

      I nodded, accepting the letter. “Of course.”

      Opening the letter, I rested my elbows on the table and read it quietly to my companions.
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        * * *

      

      Dear Mr. Cultivator,
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        * * *

      

      Worga is vicious and cruel. Do not think he will fight you fairly.

      He fights duels the same each time. Always unarmed, and since I’ve been here, he has won all three fights.

      As a bear kin, Worga was born with weapons.

      His claws and fangs are deadly. But he will cheat. I saw him scratch a cultivator in his last duel.

      The man was strong and would have won.

      But after Worga scratched him with his right paw, the man’s movements slowed. He tried to end the duel or complain, but The Grotto is a pit of jackals.

      He did not leave the place alive.

      I do not know what poison he will use…

      Buy whatever antidotes you can afford. Or do not let him scratch you.
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      Good luck,
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      Tig
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      “Tig? What an adorable name,” Astra whispered. “I wonder if that’s her birth name or if it is short for something.”

      I laughed and folded the letter. “Seriously? We get warned I am to be poisoned in a duel and you are most curious about the woman’s name?”

      Astra smiled sheepishly and apologized.

      Brea rubbed her forehead nervously, but Siobhan relaxed a little.

      “This is not a problem. Local poisons should be well known. We buy antidotes or maybe some enchanted item to prevent poison effect. Easy to fix.”

      I reached out and squeezed the avian’s hand. Her silver eyes flicked up and then away, a faint blush coloring her cheeks after.

      “It’s as you say, Siobhan. Easy fix. Let’s finish up and find the damn market. We have a duel to prepare for.”
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        * * *

      

      The Sky Market was a spectacle I could have done without.

      Not only was it crowded, overly loud, and smelled like the bat and bird guano that streaked down the cliff walls, but it lived up to its name in a more specific manner.

      After crossing yet another rope bridge, I leaned heavily against a wooden railing and breathed deeply until my legs ceased shaking.

      Glazed in sweat and nauseous, the thought of abandoning our quest was more than a little alluring.

      Brea’s hand touched the center of my back for moral support.

      “Everyone has something that frightens them, Rin. I can’t stand the sight of moles, if you’ll believe it.”

      I blinked at her in surprise. “Moles? Seriously? Like the ones on your face or in the ground?”

      “The ground,” she answered plainly, a sympathetic smile on her face.

      I turned around and leaned against the railing. “Okay, fess up, how in the heck did you develop a fear of moles? They’re ugly, sure, but they don’t seem particularly fierce.”

      “Our garden stood just ten feet above the river. The soil was practically drenched at all times, which was good in a way. We only had to water in the depths of summer.

      “But the richness in the soil and our ever-present vegetables meant moles and gophers loved us.” Brea shook her hands out as if ridding herself of some phantom sensation. “My father made us kids dig around for the monsters endlessly. I found my first one at four years old.

      “It shrieked at me, bit my finger, and burrowed back into its hole. Instead of comforting me, my father yelled at me for letting it get away.”

      Picturing a tiny Brea made me smile. The story wasn’t a happy one, but it had cheered me up.

      “Your dad sounds like a prick. Anyhow, it just occurred to me… You must have had the chubbiest cheeks as a child.”

      Brea blushed and punched me in the stomach. “Alright, Rin. You’ve rested enough.”

      I followed her to the next cluster of stalls. Each section of the Sky Market was tucked into an alcove of the cliff walls.

      This section of the bluff had been carved out untold years ago by the ever-howling wind. In a jagged crevice, the merchants had begun expanding the market one nook at a time, connecting it all with rope bridges.

      How the people thrived here was beyond me, but I was the only one that looked ill at ease.

      The first fat elf I’d seen in Acalia greeted us at the first stall. “Swords and spears, sir! Or perhaps items for your craft? You seem like a… a cobbler, am I wrong?”

      “Runesmith, actually,” I replied. “Sorry, we are looking for something more specific.”

      He eyed Brea and grinned. “Sorry, Mr. Runesmith, but love potions are both unethical and ineffective. I’m afraid you’ll simply need to be your best self.”

      The elf’s joke landed well, and I took an immediate liking to him. “Thanks for the advice. I’ll keep that in mind. I am searching for an effective and all-purpose antidote, though… something to nullify poisons and venom.”

      The merchant’s face took on a more severe expression. “My, that doesn’t sound like a good time. Hmm… well, the trouble with what you’re asking is that antidotes traditionally cure a specific type of poison. Do you know what you’re dealing with?”

      I shook my head and sighed. “Any advice? We’ve been through over half the market already.”

      Chewing his lip, the elf considered the problem. “You said prevent and not cure. I think there might be another way to look at this problem. Instead of consuming a half-dozen antidotes and praying the combination doesn’t kill you on its own, what about…”

      The elf held up a finger and disappeared below the counter. He stood up a moment later with a wide grin. “I can’t believe I still have this. Here, what do you think?”

      I looked down at the simple silver necklace in the elf’s hand. Inspecting it, I learned a bit more about the item.
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        * * *

      

      Item Name: Snakehandler’s Necklace

      Quality: Fair

      Condition: Used

      Properties: Grants temporary immunity to most common poisons and venoms.

      Duration: 2 hours.

      Uses remaining: 1/10
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        * * *

      

      It seemed ideal.

      Sure, it only worked on common poisons and venoms, but Worga did not seem like the type of person to pay a high price for something rare.

      He seemed like a cut and dry person. Even his method of subterfuge was obvious.

      If Tig had noticed Worga’s cheating, surely others had as well. A man who utterly lacked subtlety wouldn’t likely go out of his way to obtain an obscure toxin.

      “I’ll take it,” I answered immediately. “Now, hear me out. Before you drop some ridiculous price just because you see I’m a bit desperate, let’s remember there is only one use left.”

      The elf flashed his brows at me. “Of course! I would never suggest anything above… say, 5 Platinum.”

      I laughed and patted him on his shoulder. “Thank you for your time, my friend. Perhaps another day.”

      I turned to leave, and the elf scrambled to recover.

      In a blink, he had ducked out of his stall to block my way.

      Chubby hands held up in supplication, he added, “A fool’s offer. And I see you’re no fool. But please, sir, consider the item’s scarcity. How many have you found in the Sky Market today?”

      I’ve got you exactly where I want you, I thought with a wry smile.

      “Good point. I admit, this is the first of its kind that I’ve seen. Still, my friend and I are making a trip to Viatross. I’ve heard their markets are much larger.”

      I made to leave, but predictably, the elf stopped me again.

      “Hold on, young man! So impulsive. Hear me out. I purchased the necklace for 20 Gold. I bought it when traversing a swamp to the east some ten years ago. I have never used it, so I would consider 40 Gold a fair gain on my part. What do you say to that offer?”

      Brea interrupted our bargain. She pointed to something in the back of the elf’s stall and asked, “What are those? The arrows, I mean.”

      The elf’s eyes widened, and he ducked under his counter and retrieved one of the arrows.

      “Earth Spirit-enchanted. These will wreak havoc on any Wind-aligned monster you target. They are of the finest quality, I assure you, and usually, I sell them for 10 Gold apiece.”

      “Let me guess,” I said, cutting into the man’s sales pitch, “you’re willing to give us a discount?”

      The elf shrugged and gave me a knowing smile. “You have the mind of a merchant, Mr. Runesmith. I can see I won’t get much by you.”

      Cutting to the pith of the matter, I dropped an offer neither of us really wanted. “20 Gold for the necklace, which you most likely paid less than half as much for. And we’ll buy a dozen of those arrows for another 20 Gold.”

      Every drop of enthusiasm bled from the merchant’s face. I’d hit the target square on.

      “55 Gold is a fair deal, Mr. Runesmith. Please, reconsider.”

      I was feeling generous. Also, I wanted nothing more than to head back to the Whistling Shell and take a nap before the duel.

      I rested a hand on his shoulder. “We both know you don’t want to accept my offer. If I walk away, though, you’ll agree to it. I’d rather make a friend today, however. 45 Gold. Final offer.”

      Begrudgingly, the elf’s cheerful expression returned, and he bowed at the waist. “A most elegant negotiator, sir. I am not proud of it, but I agree.”

      We shook hands and exchanged coin for goods.

      Other than more knee-rattling crossing the rope bridges, our way back to the inn was uneventful.

      Siobhan and Astra were in our room waiting for us. When I opened the door, Astra shouted in a muffled voice, “Pormmum buns! Oh, Rin, you have to try them!”

      I sat on the edge of my bed and observed the two women. Siobhan stood above Astra, decorating the edges of her face with intricate lines in red and white paint.

      Astra, predictably, was trying to hold still while stuffing her face with some new delicacy.

      How she isn’t fat by now is a mystery of physics, I thought.

      Instead of saying so, I asked her to clarify. “Pormmum buns? Is that what you said?”

      Astra rolled her eyes and waved her hands around while she chewed and swallowed. Mouth empty at last, she replied. “Porbum buns. They are so good, Rin. Flaky, buttery bread filled with sugar and some kind of local nut. Towers above!”

      Brea strode across the room and swiped the remaining pastry from Astra’s grip.

      Immobilized by Siobhan’s ministrations, the redhead could only glare.

      Brea took a small bite and moaned exaggeratedly. “You’re right. These are the best. What are you doing, Siobhan? Didn’t know you were into face paint.”

      The avian paused briefly, a tiny brush poised in her hand. “War paint. It is different,” she said solemnly. “The paint is enchanted, and with the right patterns… magic happens.”

      I couldn’t help but be intrigued.

      “We should use that next time we enter a tower. What kind of buff does it give?”

      Siobhan shrugged. “This design will enhance attack speed and accuracy. I do not know how strong paint is yet. Will know soon enough.”

      Astra eyed Brea as the woman finished the porbum bun as slowly as humanly possible.

      She grimaced, jaw twitching briefly. Then she forced a smile and glanced my way.

      “We thought maybe you could wear the paint as well. For tonight, I mean. It could give you an upper hand.”

      I reached in my pocket and pulled out the silver necklace. “I don’t think I will need an upper hand. This should be enough.”

      Astra arched an eyebrow, so I explained our encounter with the elf and the enchanted necklace that might very well save my ass.
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        * * *

      

      Dank and dark and smelly.

      The Grotto wasn’t the clay pottery-and-vintage wine-selling restaurant it sounded like.

      It was a vast chamber at the base of the cave system where condensation clung to the walls and bats dove through the dark.

      I walked in with my vessels in tow, Minh tucked in my pocket as usual. I didn’t bring my armor, however, feeling if this was to be a fistfight, I’d prefer agility over protection.

      As soon as we entered the chamber, I was struck by an uncanny Mad Max vibe.

      This was quite literally the underbelly of Winnowed Haven, and it showed.

      Crude benches had been carved from the bedrock, and in the center of the room, illuminated by suspended torches, stood a ring.

      At least a hundred people had shown up for the duel, which actually comforted me.

      Worga might have known them all, but I doubted he had their allegiance.

      Crowds can be a form of safety. When I kick his ass, at least we won’t be swarmed immediately after.

      I stopped and took a good look around, only spotting Worga after Siobhan pointed him out.

      The fool had gone with an opposite approach, donning a breastplate, bracers, and greaves.

      He bounced around on the balls of his feet, punching the air like an amateur boxer.

      His vessels were likewise armored. The stony-faced women I could respect.

      Anyone forced to follow a man like Worga and put up with his shit day in and day out deserved some degree of admiration.

      Siobhan stood beside Brea, both elegant and fearsome in their own armor. Though Astra looked prepared to fight a dragon, her brow was creased in worry.

      I kissed her cheek and whispered, “Do not fear. I’ve got this.”

      Then I made my way down into the pit, ready to get the show on the road.

      “Let’s go, Worga!” I shouted. “I don’t need to see you shadow boxing a minute longer than I have to.”

      The bear kin spun on his heels, fists balled up.

      Already angry? That’s convenient, I thought, waiting far too long for the man to respond.

      “You’re done for, Rinmarron! You won’t leave this place alive!”

      I triggered the necklace around my neck and smiled. Reading the buff in my Spiritual Interface was a comfort to be sure.

      Taking one step toward the center of the ring, I beckoned the man forward. “We will see about that. Now shut the fuck up, you furry bastard. I have better things to do.”

      Jeers and shouts filled the air, all coming from a clump of thugs obviously loyal to Worga.

      Over half of those gathered cheered, however.

      So, I was right. Turns out you can’t be an asshole to everyone you meet and make friends at the same time.

      Worga craned his head back and let out a ridiculous roar. It wasn’t a battle cry but the roar of a beast in the woods.

      Instead of coming at me, he turned to one of his vessels. I saw the woman fiddle with something around her neck, and Worga gave her his paw.

      He’s not even trying to be subtle about it, I marveled. I’ll need to do something to thank Tig. I wonder what she wants.

      My opponent faced me and bared his teeth.

      The crowd cheered as he approached me at last.

      Moving back and forth on the balls of his feet, he opened his mouth to mock me again. “How do you want it, Rinmarron? You want me to make this last, or would you prefer—”

      I moved.

      Calling upon all of my enhanced speed the Haste rune gave me, I blurred across the room.

      The eight feet separating us disappeared in a fraction of a second, and Worga’s idiot mouth snapped shut.

      To his credit, the riordi showed impressive reflexes.

      He retreated a step and presented his forearms to block a perceived punch.

      I shifted off to the side and threw a kick at his meaty leg instead. My foot landed with a loud thunk, and Worga grunted in pain.

      The few Muay Thai classes I’d taken back on Earth had done little for my fighting skill. Rin’s previous life had given me a much better foundation, however.

      And since my scuffle with Iskander, I’d trained often with all three of my vessels.

      The kick had landed solidly, and the bear kin’s face showed the first sign of fear I’d seen the man express.

      He limped back and shook out his leg. Eyes fixed on my chest, Worga made the next move.

      He darted in, perhaps hoping to punch me. When I sidestepped, he jumped in that direction.

      I rewarded him by smashing my foot into the exact same spot on his lower leg.

      Worga stepped forward, accepting the blow. Drawing back a fist, he feinted a punch. Then he swept out with the claws of both hands when I held up my forearms to block.

      I dodged, but two of his claws grazed me.

      A thin trickle of blood dripped down my wrist. A flush of heat assaulted my body, followed by a pervasive cooling effect.

      Worga barked out a laugh, obviously thinking he’d won the fight.

      As I thought he would, the man suddenly became patient. Worga backed away and bounced on his feet a few times. He shook out his hands and watched me.

      If he wanted a show, I’d give him one.

      I blinked a few times and shook my head. Stepping toward the man, I let my lead foot drag a little.

      He took the bait.

      Worga roared again and leapt forward. With the might of a Level 5 cultivator, he flew through the air and landed in front of me. His fist ripped through the air like a meaty comet.

      Far quicker than should have been possible, I ducked under the punch and lunged.

      My fist pounded into his ribs with incredible force.

      Worga’s lungs deflated, and he stumbled back. Eyes confused, he lashed out with the claws of his other hand.

      Pivoting on my lead foot, I struck his elbow joint with two extended knuckles. I felt something minute snap in the man’s arm, and he yelped like a dog.

      Even as he reeled back, I kicked twice more.

      I flicked my left foot out and caught him in his kneecap. Letting that foot fall back to the ground, I pivoted and brought my rear leg around.

      This time, I added all of my strength.

      My foot pounded Worga’s already-injured leg. Just below his knee, the man’s limb was as thick as Astra’s waist. But my kick had been enhanced by a rune of Might.

      I felt rather than heard the bone snap. The sound had been buried by the impact of my boot, the riordi’s howl of pain, and the explosion of applause from the crowd.

      I retreated to the edge of the ring and waited.

      Worga was grinding his teeth and cursing up a storm. He could still walk, but all of his speed and dexterity had been robbed from him.

      His faithful vessels milled about at the opposite side of the ring, only discipline keeping them from intervening.

      This fight was practically over, but I had something other than mere victory to achieve.

      I had to prove a point.

      “Worga,” I called out as soon as the crowd quieted a little. “Worga, I will let you admit defeat if you prefer. No sense in embarrassing yourself further.”

      My opponent’s eyes were bonfires fueled by loathing. Wordlessly, he growled his response and hobbled my way.

      I observed the way his body moved, coming up with a plan on how to make this last as long as possible.

      I met Worga in the middle of the ring. He shifted his stance, hunkering down and forward, clawed hands splayed out like a feral wrestler.

      He waited for me to make a move, so I inched forward, intent on probing him with a kick.

      Worga’s eyes flicked down to my lead leg as I neared him. I lifted my front foot an inch and tensed my leg, and the man hunkered down to catch the perceived attack.

      As I’d anticipated, my opponent’s plan was to draw me in where he could control the fight with his weight and strength. It was a smart move on his part.

      No matter how much Might and Haste enhanced me, Worga could most likely tear me apart should he get ahold of me.

      I wouldn’t give him the chance.

      As my front leg inched higher, Worga at last committed.

      He used the power of his uninjured leg to propel him forward. Snatching out at my ankle, all of his weight shifted off balance, he was vulnerable.

      Quick as anything, I pulled back my front leg while shoving off with my rear.

      I brought my knee up into Worga’s face, and his nose crackled like dry wood.

      He grunted in pain but still managed to grip me behind the knee.

      Again, I’d anticipated this.

      The move I was about to complete felt ridiculous. I’d seen it performed in too many cheesy kung fu movies not to feel absurd repeating it.

      But when I clapped my hands around Worga’s ears, palms blasting his eardrums with concussive force, the effect was immediate.

      Worga’s grip loosened, and his balance was destroyed.

      I jerked away as the riordi man fell to his stomach. Blood poured from his face, and his raging eyes softened.

      They didn’t look like the eyes of a murderer any longer. They were the eyes of a man who couldn’t tell up from down.

      If he hadn’t been a piece of shit, I would have felt bad for him. A normal human can stun someone by clapping their ears. It had happened to me enough times in play to know how real the disorientation was.

      I was a cultivator, though. Worga’s constitution might have been increased as well, but I’d hit him hard enough to kill a lesser foe.

      “How’d you do it?” Worga growled as he struggled to stand. “How’d you resist it?”

      Oh, this is good, I thought. He’s betraying himself and he probably doesn’t even know it.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, hoping to coax him further.

      The onlookers had quieted somewhat, and Worga’s voice rang clear when he answered. “You know what I mean. How’d you resist it, Rinmarron? You should have been sick by now.”

      “From the poison, you mean? I should have become feeble and weak after you scratched me with the poison you rubbed on your claws?”

      A few gasps from the crowd told me I’d been heard.

      Others standing around didn’t look surprised in the least, but many of them were smiling.

      Rigging fights, as it turned out, was as loathed in Acalia as it was back on Earth.

      Worga showed incredible fortitude as he stood up first on one knee, then rose to his feet.

      Panting, he ignored the trails of blood leaking from his ears and the spatter of blood soaking the front of his shirt and breastplate.

      He glowered at me. “I’d never do something like that,” he muttered unconvincingly.

      I laughed, walking closer to the man in hopes of baiting him out once more. “Never cheat? Then I’m sure you’ll let someone inspect your claws? No?”

      The big man refused to look at any of the bystanders.

      Stopping just three feet in front of him, I continued. “You were sent by Cormac to retrieve his sword. You refused to hear me when I said I’d taken legal measures to resolve the grievance.

      “Then you insulted my vessel’s honor and character. Now, you have broken the laws of dueling by using a weapon when your own terms strictly forbid it. I don’t think your employer will be pleased with your performance.”

      Either my smug grin or the handful of sniggers that rose from the crowd finally got to him.

      Worga’s eyes flared open, and he roared in defiance.

      His hand reached for my throat.

      I caught his wrist and twisted, then slammed my palm up under the hinge of his elbow.

      Rather than force him to turn so I could pin his arm behind his back, I used my amplified speed and power to extend the arm.

      When my palm hit, a few tiny pops vibrated in my hand, evidence I’d overstretched his tendons.

      Worga ignored the pain and swept out with his opposite arm. I released him and ducked under the attack. Like a weaving boxer, I rose up on his opposite side as his momentum turned him further away from me.

      I landed three quick strikes. The first was a heavy fist to his ribs, again targeting just behind the steel of his breastplate under his armpit.

      The next landed as I formed a blade with the four knuckles of my left hand. They sank deep into the tender flesh of Worga’s upper armpit.

      His arm fell dead as the bundle of nerves that ran there were impacted.

      Finally, I lashed out with my right hand again.

      Just two fingers, hardened into a tiny dagger, snapped out and struck the soft spot below Worga’s ear.

      My opponent staggered and let out the roar of a dying beast. All of his rage had been soured. The defiant call was softened by the moan of despair and pain at experiencing his own downfall.

      Worga’s vessels were looking on with strained faces. I knew what they wanted. They would have shaved off their hair or traded in their weapons if the man would but yield.

      And though he was a stubborn bastard, I knew he was close to doing so.

      Not yet, I thought stubbornly. The more he errs, the better this is for us.

      “Weak,” I whispered loud enough to be heard. “You’re fucking weak, Worga. Should have had a woman fight in your stead.”

      Slowly, he turned to me, eyes glazed over in madness.

      Then he did exactly what I wanted.

      Worga bellowed the words of one of his skills, ignoring yet another rule he’d set. “Endurance of the Herd!”

      An aura of brilliant Spirit surrounded his body as the skill took effect. His posture straightened as he healed and powered up.

      Shouts of outrage, many specifically calling the riordi man a cheat and a coward, echoed in the vast chamber. Among them, I made out Astra’s unhinged laughter.

      “Swineherd’s Stave!” he shouted again, and a long staff forged of Spirit materialized in his grip.

      Worga stabbed the weapon up into my face and opened his mouth to issue yet another command.

      I slipped beneath the attack and summoned my hammer. My Haste-induced movement made me move so quickly that I had all the time in the world to counter.

      As Worga’s stave lanced forward at a face that was no longer there, I dipped to a crouch and spun.

      I didn’t dare use a skill of my own. Killing Cormac’s man would lose me any and all advantage I’d gained here today.

      Besides, I didn’t have to.

      Triggering Runic Vision as I came around, I aimed my hammer at two empty rune slots in the center of Worga’s breastplate.

      Above his sternum and below the thick lip of the armor, my hammer crashed home.

      The thick steel shattered, and the force of my attack knocked Worga off of his feet.

      I watched him fall among a shower of steel fragments, his Spiritarm winking out of existence as he let it fall from his grip.

      Landing hard, I darted forward and moved atop him.

      Then I lifted my hammer again and sunk my boot into his throat.

      The Grotto fell silent.

      By some miracle of his bear kin ancestry, Worga was conscious. His bloodshot eyes stared up at me with expectation.

      From his perspective, this was how his miserable life would end.

      One of his vessels ran for me, sword ringing as she unsheathed it. But those standing beside her caught her arms and silenced her.

      I glanced around, meeting as many eyes as I could in the span of a few seconds.

      Then I looked down on Worga.

      “Again, you have broken faith, Worga. I have every right to end you here and now.”

      The rattle of the man’s breath was the only sound I noticed in the still cavern. I saw past the hardened facade Worga had been hiding behind for so many years.

      I saw the terrified man cowering in the shadows.

      It was to that man I spoke.

      “I will give you mercy instead. Go back to Ferendell and let your master know what happened here. Tell him I will come to Ferendell myself after defeating the Sky Tower.

      “Last of all, let Cormac know that I, Rinmarron Runesmith, will repay my debt… but the sword known as Rael is no longer his to claim.”
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      “Nasty! It was down and dirty, back alley-style, nasty fighting, Rin!” Astra exclaimed. “I couldn’t be more proud of you.”

      Siobhan shot me a sly grin. “Is true. That fight did not need to last longer than half a minute. You draw him out, make him a fool, make him break laws twice. Very clever.”

      “Not to mention admitting he’d tried to poison you,” Brea added.

      Astra stood and held up her fists dramatically. “Rin was like, dodging here and there!”

      She bobbed side to side like the cutest boxer in the world. “Then Worga kept roaring, as if that ever won a fight. And Rin just kept… Bam! Smash! Whack!”

      Several patrons held up their mugs and cheered around us.

      Astra, encouraged by their enthusiasm, continued her charade. “Best part of all!” she declared, pointing a finger at several people nearby. “Who else heard it? When he broke that bastard’s nose, that was a serious crunch!”

      “They heard it all the way up in Viatross!” an elf shouted back from the bar.

      I laughed, shaking my head when I noticed it was the elf who’d been competing against Worga in the balancing and slapping game when we first arrived.

      Damn! You kick the bully’s ass, and I guess you make a lot of friends, I mused.

      Minh sent me a delightful image. From my perspective, she’d captured the faces of the crowd behind the battered man.

      At that moment, I’d been giving him instructions on what to tell Cormac, foot on his throat.

      Above and all around, I could see expressions that ranged from simmering satisfaction to outright glee.

      Only a few of those on the left-side periphery looked upset. The men and women who had bound their fates to Worga’s.

      You didn’t just knock down a bully, Rin, Minh explained. You pushed out an alpha who had been abusing his power. When I was in my Spirit Beast form, I once overthrew one such creature.

      An angry ape who would tromp and stomp anything that got near its tree.

      When I was strong enough, I waited for the ape to leave on a hunt. I fell asleep in the sun beneath his stupid tree.

      And when the ape returned, it did as it always had before.

      As it hooted and yowled to gain attention before smashing me, I cut out its throat.

      Minh sent another image, this time of a gray-skinned ape twice the size of Worga. The monster must have been a Spirit Beast as well, for flecks of green Spirit covered its shaggy coat.

      Another image came after, one of the ape slumped to the ground, blood pouring from deep rends in its neck and chest.

      Wow, Minh… that’s terrifying. What did you do after? Claim the tree for your own?

      Minh laughed like the feral beast she was. Not a chance. I ate the ape’s eyes and face. When I finished, I peed on the tree and left it. Who cares about trees, Rin?

      I shook my head and focused on the rabble around me. Half the occupants who’d been at The Grotto had found out where we were staying.

      Now the Whispering Shell was filled to the brim, and the innkeeper had even pulled out chairs and tables from some storage room in the back to set outside.

      She was the happiest person in the room, and the poor mole and fox girl were scampering about trying to fill everyone’s orders.

      A woman stood and held up her hands to earn some silence. When the crowd quieted, she spoke in a pinched and emotional voice. “Worga was an animal. He gave all riordi a bad name!”

      Several shouts of confirmation followed.

      “When I first came to Winnowed Haven, I thought this a magical place. But in our third month here, Worga challenged my husband to a duel. The offense given?”

      The woman waited and none answered. Her furry face was a mask of repressed rage.

      “He bumped into him in the Sky Market. My husband even apologized, but Worga was drunk and angry as he always was.

      “The duel ended as you might expect. Worga scratched my husband’s face, and after a few moments, the poison set in. He killed my love to sate his rage.”

      A chorus of growls and jeers drowned out the woman’s followed words, but she pressed on when there was a chance to speak again.

      “I tried to seek justice in Ferendell, but what do you think I learned about Worga? He was Cormac’s dog, of course… and nobody can touch Cormac.”

      This announcement sobered the room somewhat, and I wondered if the impromptu party would come to an end.

      Instead, the woman found me and held up a shaking hand. “I won’t forget your name, Rinmarron Runesmith. You might not have done so for me, but you’ve given me a taste of vengeance this night.”

      Angry tears spilled from her dark eyes as she finished her speech. “Thank you, Rinmarron. Thank you.”

      The woman sat down, and a cheer replaced the silence.

      Astra, sensing the shift in the room’s mood, sat back down and smiled at me soberly.

      When several more people thanked me as well, I stood and acknowledged them with what words I could find.

      I certainly wouldn’t make a damn speech, but nor did I want to offend these people.

      Feeling self-conscious, I found my mug and raised it. “To justice in Winnowed Haven. And to the Whispering Shell and its store of mead!”

      The crowd accepted my awkward toast, and dozens of drinks were ordered at once.

      Afterward, our table was given a bit of privacy again. We sipped our own drinks and considered our next challenge.

      “This lindwurm we need to find,” Astra said. “Did the grandmaster mentioned how strong it is? Or where we might find it?”

      “No, unfortunately not. I haven’t even heard of a monster like that.”

      Siobhan tilted her head thoughtfully. “I overheard something in the market. I swear I heard a man talking about how the Sky Tower has changed.

      “He was talking with another cultivator when I was waiting to buy the war paint. The man said something about a group of adventurers fleeing when they discovered a strange creature at the top of the tower.

      “His friend answered by asking, ‘What happened to the wingless wyrm?’”

      Intrigued, I asked, “His answer?”

      Siobhan shrugged. “Mostly got lost when a merchant shouted nearby. But I think he said it was gone. My thought was that maybe the wingless wyrm and the lindwurm are the same monster.”

      A tiny voice butted in from over my shoulder. “They are one and the same. The lindwurm is no longer the boss of the Sky Tower. It has been replaced.”

      Tig, the fox girl, stood with an ear twitching and hands folded nervously before her.

      Her timing had been uncanny, and this wasn’t the first time she’d shown up like this.

      Something about entering a strange land and witnessing miracle after miracle changed one’s perspective. I couldn’t consider this a coincidence, not if I was being honest with myself.

      I nodded to Brea, gesturing to a nearby chair.

      She shifted over, and I tapped the back of the offered seat. “Tig, is it? I think it’s time we had a talk.”

      The fox girl didn’t move.

      Come on, Minh whispered in my mind. The girl is terrified, can’t you see that?

      I smiled and patted the chair again. “Please, join us, Tig. I owe you my life, and you seem to know many things that are important to us. Will you sit?”

      Her ear twitched a few more times. She glanced back to where the innkeeper was pouring mead at the bar.

      Then she sat down and looked at me.

      I turned my hands palms up. “Thank you for telling us about Worga. But why did you do it? And how do you know about the lindwurm?”

      Tig looked down at her hands, and I feared she would shut down. But a moment later, she spoke.

      “I lied before. I didn’t know anything about Worga other than what the spirit told me.”

      “Spirit?” Brea asked gently. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know its name, but it is a nice spirit,” Tig answered without lifting her head. “It showed me a vision that I cannot forget.

      “It showed me the Sky Tower, showed me the shadow of something… terrible. It took the tower for its own by defeating the boss monster and locking it away. The boss monster is the lindwurm. I learned its name and even saw a glimpse of it in the vision.”

      Chills marched down my spine.

      Could it be possible? Did Anya speak to Tig as well?

      Having heard me describe my visions more than once, my three companions stiffened beside me.

      I fumbled for words and then settled on the specifics. I could ask about Anya afterward. “Okay, there’s a lot to unpack here. The lindwurm is or isn’t the tower’s boss monster? And what locked it away?”

      Tig met my eyes at last.

      They shone with a metallic gleam somewhere between gold and copper. And they were filled with dread.

      “It was the boss, I think is more correct. The lindwurm is strong, but a… shadow… I don’t know, a force? Something came and took the lindwurm’s seat at the top of the tower. Now the lindwurm is locked away in a secret place outside of the tower.”

      Siobhan broke in, asking what I’d been intending to. “Outside the tower? How can a tower monster exist like this?”

      Tig bit her plump bottom lip and groaned. “I don’t know. It’s in the tower, but outside, ya know? Like, the shadow thing made a space that shouldn’t exist.”

      Astra leaned closer, but I held up a finger. “The most important question is, can you find the damn thing?”

      Tig relaxed a little before answering, “Yes, that I can do.”

      I nodded, sitting back a little and then apologizing to Astra.

      She shrugged and asked what she’d been intending to. “Did you see the lindwurm? What is it?”

      “Like a wingless dragon, sort of,” Tig explained. “Its body is longer though, almost like a snake’s. And it has two front legs that it can attack with. I don’t know what kind of abilities it has, though. I only got a glimpse of its prison and what it looks like.”

      After absorbing this for a time, I placed my hand on the table before the fox girl. She’d done so much for us already, but I had to know more.

      “I’m not sure what you want or need, Tig, but I will repay you for your kindness. You helped me survive a confrontation that I did not think was that dangerous.

      “Worga aside, I also need to ask one more favor of you… Would you be willing to tell us how to get to the lindwurm? I need to find it.”

      An inner resolve formed in the woman’s eyes.

      She sat up straighter and set a fist down on the edge of the table. “I have sworn to show you, but I have a favor to ask as well. Let me join with you. I may be small, but I know how to fight. Let me come with you, and when the time comes, take me on as a vessel.”

      Astra betrayed her reaction with a partial smile. The redhead arced an eyebrow and crossed her arms.

      Siobhan’s feathers ruffled, but she didn’t speak. Her anger could be read like a book. Yet the avian’s discipline would hold her in check.

      For Brea’s part, the ranger only watched to see my reaction.

      I chuckled and urged them on. “Seriously? You’re gonna let me decide all on my own? I would have thought you’d each have a dozen questions.”

      Astra was the first to bite. “You seem nice enough, Tig, but what is your class? What weapons are you trained with, and can you prove your skill?”

      Surprisingly, the timid fox girl perked up. “I dual wield daggers, but I have basic knowledge of the spear and short sword as well. As to my class, I come from a long line of geomancers.

      “Each of us is gifted with a different set of abilities, so I don’t know exactly what I’ll be capable of if your master bonds with me.

      “My father commanded golems and other Earth Spirit constructs to fight at his side. My mother and her mother before her could summon earthen shields and fire Earth Spirit projectiles.”

      Damn, that might be useful, I mused. Especially the constructs. Still, having a rogue with ranged abilities would give us a lot of versatility.

      Minh added in my head, There’s also the fact that she’s gorgeous, Rin.

      Don’t forget that. It would be very pleasant to sex with her. Ask her how skilled a mate she is.

      I groaned internally. No, Minh. I won’t do that. And I have plenty of companions as it is. Please, just focus.

      Brea asked Tig about her ability with daggers, and Tig’s answer was promising. “I have been inside the bottom floor of the Second and Third Towers many times.

      “Without a bonded cultivator, there is little a prospective vessel can do besides study and train. In the six years since I left my den, I have read more books on the towers than most people know exist. Well over three hundred in all.

      “But in between working at libraries or training with anyone who would humor me, I have contracted my blades to cultivators, helping them brave the towers.”

      Most of my doubts had been alleviated already.

      Besides having real combat experience and a promising class, Tig spoke like an academic. A brain couldn’t wield a sword, but it could help us navigate the dangers of this world.

      Astra’s hunting knowledge was restricted to certain areas of Acalia, and only concerned wild game and tracking.

      Brea’s expertise lay mostly in the domestic arts. Other than archery and fishing, she knew little of the outside world.

      I was worse yet.

      My memories of Rin’s past life had never fully clarified. Much of my previous life on Earth had been stolen from me as well. Now, it seemed everywhere I went, I knew less about the local culture and history than a toddler.

      So far, Siobhan had become our expert in many ways. Her home was far to the south in the mountains near Ferendell. Though the avian wasn’t a politician or historian, she had a broad array of practical knowledge that had so far proven invaluable.

      If Tig was an expert on the towers themselves, I was interested.

      The fox kin woman fielded several more questions ranging from the personal to the obscure. Her resolve never wavered.

      Brea thought to ask what non-combat skills she might possess, and Tig scored another point by mentioning that she had leatherworking skill as well as a knack for campfire cooking.

      The latter produced a few excited titters, since Brea all but refused to cook while in the field, preferring the sanctuary of her own kitchen instead.

      Since nobody else enjoyed it, we tended to eat what could be prepared at home and stored away.

      Astra asked Tig what her favorite food was.

      The question was as predictable as it was informative.

      Tig told us she loved berries above all else and that she carried with her several types of dried berries, some of which gave buffs.

      When the conversation lagged, I asked Siobhan if she had anything to ask Tig before she would accept the fox girl as a companion.

      Siobhan shrugged. “At first, I was against. But her experience and knowing of towers makes for ideal vessel. I accept.”

      “What about Minh?” Astra asked, stirring my first vessel to action yet again.

      Ask her, Rin! These things are important. If she is a limp fish in bed then—

      “Nothing appropriate!” I blurted out. “She has a dirty and childish mind that should be locked away in a dark, dark cave.”

      Tig’s bushy brows rose an inch, and the others chuckled.

      I slapped my hand on the table and finished our little interview. “Honestly, Tig, I feel good about this. I will promise to give you a chance. If our trip to the tower goes well, I will promise to bond with you.”

      The fox girl’s ears wiggled at the same time, a sign she wasn’t concerned she might not prove reliable in the tower.

      Good. Confidence goes a long way.

      With finality, I asked her, “How long do you need before you’re ready to head to the Sky Tower?”

      Tig bounced up from her seat at once.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “There’s little to pack. I told the innkeeper I might leave any day, so she won’t be upset. I’ll be ready by first light.”
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      The Sky Tower shone like crystalline starlight in the early morning.

      Our short trip through the depths of Winnowed Haven brought us up to the flat bluff at the foot of the tower. We’d shown up first in line as the sun crested the horizon.

      Before heading in, Brea had passed out the last of our pork and truffle soufflés, and Tig offered us rhinoberries for an additional agility bonus.

      Siobhan had asked us each what kind of a buff we’d wanted and then had drawn an intricate design with her war paint on our faces.

      I’d asked for a constitution bonus because I felt my other attributes were sufficient.

      Astra got a pattern of lines across her cheeks that increased her movement speed and reaction time. Tig chose the same.

      Brea looked more stunning than ever, her green eyes surrounded by a swirling pattern that augmented her focus and eyesight.

      The war paint had a vast array of applications, and though the buffs were listed only as “minor,” I knew they would help in the long run.

      My only disappointment came when Siobhan admitted she had to use exactly half of her supply for the day’s buffs.

      Our party looked as badass and ready for action as any squad of heroes in the movies.

      Clay steel armor clanking and weapons rattling, we made quick progress to the foot of the tower.

      A guard with a familiar face winked at me and wished our party good luck.

      As we entered the tower, I wondered how far the effects of the duel would ripple outward. Acalia was both vast and small.

      Its sprawling leagues of monster-infested wilds made it feel daunting.

      But it only had a few cities, and of these, most were relatively small.

      When my thoughts wandered to Cormac, I shrugged it all away. Time to focus, Rin. Tower monsters don’t care about fame or reputation. They only know how to kill.

      As the door boomed shut, we formed up as we’d planned the night before.

      Astra and I took the front while Brea and Siobhan formed the back points of a common square.

      Tig, though she was eager to prove herself, agreed to stand in our midst. When she’d tried to argue, Astra had pointed out that nobody expected her to match us since her core was as of yet inactive.

      As the shapes of monsters materialized, I summoned Mortal Stone.

      The aura came with only a few seconds of concentration now that I’d formed a link with the technique.

      Green light surrounded each member of our party, and I felt that much more prepared.

      Seven common Wind elementals came at us in a chaotic pattern. By themselves, they might have been easy to sweep aside.

      But the five spheres of light darting around randomly made things tricky.

      I inspected the strange monsters and learned a great deal about the Sky Tower.
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      Luminous Sphere

      Rank: Level 6

      Monster Type: Fractal

      Disposition: Responsive

      Elemental Affinity: Light, Wind
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      “Shit! They’re Level 6 already!” I called out. “Be careful, you guys. And I think we should target the elementals first. The spheres have a responsive disposition, which hopefully will mean they won’t attack unless threatened.”

      The swirling stacks of Wind Spirit came at us, tiny bolts of lightning arcing out around their bodies.

      I held a defensive stance until Brea attempted a probing shot. Her arrow zipped harmlessly through the elemental’s body and skittered across the stone floor behind it.

      Her attack did prompt a response, though.

      It just wasn’t from the elemental itself.

      All five spheres flashed a brilliant yellow and careened toward Brea.

      The ranger squawked and backpedaled as she plucked out another arrow.

      I moved in line with one of the spheres and triggered Buckler’s Bite.

      Minh crashed into the monster and stunned it briefly while I brought my hammer around with Peening Strike.

      Targeting an empty rune socket as it lazily spun around the sphere’s surface, the monster burst in a shower of Spirit.

      Though I defeated the monster, the explosion knocked me back several feet. Only the Third Tower’s gift, Bolstering Boots, kept me upright.

      Astra’s Flame Bulwark flared to life and blocked two more of the spheres from crashing into Brea, but the last one dove in so fast the archer was forced to dive out of the way.

      Siobhan, ever the protective companion, stepped in. “Howling Spear!”

      The Wind projectile struck the luminous sphere and slowed its progress. Cracks formed along its surface, but the attack wasn’t enough to kill it.

      Brea rolled up on a knee and shattered it with a second shot.

      With only three more spheres to go, the battle would soon be over. That was when the Wind elementals finally took part.

      We’d stopped paying attention to the three-foot spirals, having had our hands full with the spheres. They had apparently found their way to significant points around the room.

      A crackle of lightning drew my attention, and I glanced over to see the nearest elemental glow as it charged up an attack.

      Thin webs of lightning stretched between the elementals, and I got a hunch as to what they were all about.

      “Avoid the lines!” I shouted, rolling beneath one that was wandering closer to me.

      I dodged another, but Astra wasn’t so lucky.

      She committed to ending another sphere using Star Lance to skewer and explode the monster from a safe enough distance.

      A thin line emanating from the nearest elemental touched her arm, though, and the result was terrifying.

      In a flash, the line connecting the two elementals transformed into a wrist-thick lightning bolt.

      Astra yelped as the bolt landed on her clay steel pauldron. The Earth Spirit within the material visibly subdued the attack, but the woman lost strength in her legs nonetheless.

      As the woman fell, a luminous sphere zipped toward her.

      Tig dashed in, and her daggers blurred. Three quick slashes opened up the sphere, and she backflipped away to avoid the explosion.

      No shit, I thought as I stepped into the path of another sphere. Looks like the girl has some skills after all.

      We discovered the hard way that the elementals grew more powerful the longer they were connected.

      Eventually, I caught on that when connected, their bodies hardened into something we could actually touch.

      I hammered two apart, and Astra two more.

      Siobhan lashed out with Howling Spear several times to end the final sphere and bring down another elemental.

      Tig and Brea took out the last two Wind monsters, dropping them nearly at the same time.

      Their odd, swirling bodies all but evaporated when dead, and only a fist-sized gem heart remained.

      We cleaned up the room and took stock of our situation. “Alright, everyone, what did we just learn?”

      Astra laughed morbidly. “Even clay steel isn’t lightning-proof.”

      “True enough, but it might have saved your cute behind,” I corrected.

      Brea cleared her throat and offered another observation. “Wind elementals seem random, but they work in coordination with one another.”

      “Good, anything else?”

      Tig cleared her throat. Blushing, she added, “The luminous spheres could be used against the other monsters. If we encounter them again, we might want to use that to our advantage.”

      Now that caught me off guard. “What do you mean? Explain.”

      The fox girl nodded, and her eyes glazed over as she tried to describe whatever insight she’d gleaned. “They seem to have a consistent detonation delay. If we can strike a sphere into another monster, we could use them like living bombs!”

      Fucking nerd girls, I thought. So hot, so awesome.

      I took her in from head to tip of bushy tail. Full of energy and no longer self-conscious, Tig’s ears rose up a full six inches above her head.

      The bright purple fur that covered them matched her shaggy, shoulder-length hair as well as her tail.

      The color wasn’t consistent, though.

      It had an almost pearlescent quality that shifted the hue from a deep plum to a magenta.

      Striking was a modest way of describing it.

      She’d shown up that morning with her long boots, short skirt, and lightly armored bodice.

      But she’d also attached a steel-and-bronze pauldron that connected to a vambrace wrapping around her left arm. The armor was unique-looking to say the least, as it had two large rings dangling down from it.

      A small brass bead hung from the rings, seemingly matching a similar one on the pommel of her large dagger.

      “You’ve got a sharp mind, Tig,” I said. “And don’t think I didn’t see what you did to help Brea. You acted without hesitation and took that sphere down.”

      Brea added, “If the time comes when you need the same, don’t worry. I’ll be there for you in a heartbeat, girl.”

      “Oh,” Tig said awkwardly. Her tawny cheeks flushed, and her bright copper eyes glanced around nervously. “Thanks, I guess. I just acted as any vessel would.”

      I shook my head meaningfully. “Nope, you don’t get to minimize your contribution. That’s not allowed. I do have a question, though… Your pauldron… is it somehow connected to your dagger?”

      Tig glanced down at the curved dagger still clutched in her hand. The other, shorter dagger had already been re-sheathed.

      “Um, yes. This is a jambiya dagger. Most are just ceremonial, but mine has been tested in more battles than I could name. My father gave it to me, as well as the pauldron.”

      She pointed to a dark stone embedded in the steel of the armor I hadn’t noticed. “This stone has an Earth Spirit enchantment, which adds additional damage to my attacks. See this brass bead? It links the dagger to the pauldron.”

      Astra strutted over to the woman, zambato sword resting across her shoulder like an oversized baseball bat.

      The redhead whispered to Rael just loud enough that I could overhear, “Not sure… I’ll ask her, though.”

      “Those are impressive items, Tig. Rael wanted to know if they’re Divine Artifacts.”

      Tig’s brow furrowed. “Rael? Who are you talking about?”

      Astra chuckled and tapped her sword’s pommel. “Rael is my sword. He’s a Divine Artifact, the finest in all of Acalia.”

      Minh reacted predictably. Excuse me! Tell her to take it back! I am far more powerful than that little sword!

      “Minh has taken offense, Astra,” I said with a grin. “Might want to apologize before she demands a duel.”

      Astra apologized and Tig was told about Minh and Rael in painful detail.

      The Divine Artifacts gave their aid selflessly, so we indulged them until they both, thankfully, shut up.

      Then Tig told us that her dagger and armor were but family heirlooms passed down from geomancer to geomancer.

      The quality was Epic, but they were not in any means sentient beings like Rael or Minh.

      After our little chat, I sat down and cycled, drawing in as much Spirit as I could. When I finished, I asked Tig the million-dollar question. “So, where to now?”

      The fox girl chewed her lip thoughtfully and tried to explain. “My instructions were vague, but I saw images to help with each. To reach the prison where the lindwurm is held, we must go under, around, and within.”

      We all blinked at her until she clarified. “Like I said, vague. We have to go under the first room, not progress further. There should be a mechanism that allows us to find another route.

      “When I saw the vision, it was as if I could see glowing runes all around…” Her voice trailed off, and she bit her lip. “Sorry, I guess I thought I would somehow figure it out now that we’re here.”

      I rested a hand on the woman’s armor and eased her concern. “That was helpful enough. I have the ability to see runes. Thank you, Tig.”

      I triggered Runic Vision and started sweeping the corners of the large chamber.

      Astra filled Tig in on my ability while I did so, and the women chatted idly.

      Regardless of Tig’s apparent skill and value as a party member, the fact that she was starting to get along with the others went a long way.

      For some reason, Siobhan hadn’t quite yet accepted her, but there was plenty of time for that to work out.

      I ignored the myriad runes glowing on nearly every surface in the room. Instead, I tried to do as I had on Pine Mountain.

      Relaxing my vision somewhat, I looked for alterations in the pattern.

      After a few minutes, I found a strange cluster of runes in the far corner, exactly opposite of the doorway that led deeper into the tower itself.

      I pressed the center rune of Activation, and when nothing happened, I summoned my Chasing Hammer.

      Giving the rune a gentle tap, the stones beneath my feet transformed.

      A deep grating shook my boots, and I quickly retreated as a spiral staircase fell directly downwards.

      We waited a full thirty seconds for the grinding to stop. Then, with the light of my Spiritarm to guide me, I headed down the mysterious stairs.

      Siobhan, then Tig and Brea, walked behind me. Astra took up the rear.

      The stairs extended much further than expected.

      Cold stone walls surrounded us on all sides so closely that I scraped against the masonry several times as I descended.

      A dank and chilly breeze rose up from the depths that did nothing to alleviate my nerves.

      What kind of monsters do you think we’ll encounter under the damned tower?

      Minh hummed in my head, thinking it over. The Forest Tower had an underground chamber. Maybe it will be like that?

      I sighed as I tromped ever downward. I guess we’ll find out. Remember though, Minh, that was still inside the tower.

      This… this is some weird secret area we aren’t supposed to be in.

      I stifled my thoughts, as they were leading only to more anxiety.

      After walking down what must have been a full ten flights of stairs, I walked out into a dark tunnel.

      The girls stepped out to stand beside me, and the world’s most terrifying thing happened.

      Our convenient staircase retracted.

      With an ominous grinding of stone on stone, the stairs twisted upward like a corkscrew swirling backwards.

      Brea let out a muffled whimper, and Astra sighed dramatically.

      Siobhan simply pointed down the tunnel. “The way forward is clear. Let us go.”

      “Sure thing, but Siobhan, Brea, cast your party buffs first,” I said. “We have no idea what we might encounter. I want us ready for anything.”

      Siobhan’s Wind-Swept Steps triggered first. It dramatically increased movement speed, which left me feeling antsy, like I’d had a little too much coffee and needed to move.

      Brea’s buff, Mist-Forged Shroud, offered a cooling touch that granted a small amount of armor.

      Not wanting to spend any more time in the tower’s bowels, I strode down the tunnel.

      Though I kept my Chasing Hammer at the ready, the light proved unnecessary.

      A pervasive vein-like pattern streaked through the walls and ceiling of the tunnel. A few even wove through the slippery stone floor.

      Upon closer inspection, I noticed the lines were pulsing.

      Damn, I’ll bet they are veins, I mused. We are inside the body of the tower!

      The tunnel led around a long, curving path that bore ever downward. I kept a steady pace, and every five minutes, had the women recast their skills.

      Nearly an hour later, the tunnel at last opened up into a chamber.

      My first step squelched, and I immediately held my breath.

      Eyes burning, I tried to steady myself as the unbearable stench assaulted me.

      The chamber looked more like a misty bog, with pools covering the floor intermittently and pulsing veins laying across and through everything like hungry vines.

      “What is this place?” Astra hissed, arm held up across her face.

      “This is Under,” I said simply, not wanting to fully humanize the tower by implying we were in its stomach or intestines. “Come on, I think I see another passage on the other side there.”

      I wove through the rotting mess toward a central mound. The edges of the room were drowned in fetid water, so I had no other easy path.

      Walking up onto the mound, I gaped as I saw a massive, pulsing sphere embedded in the floor.

      An eye? An organ of some kind?

      I had no fucking clue, but the sphere was most definitely a living part of the tower. I could almost sense its presence.

      And then… it spoke to me.

      Sickly. Sickly, we are. All of us sickly to the core.

      Unsure of the source, I spun only to see the others’ shocked expressions.

      “Did you hear that?” Brea whispered.

      We all confirmed it with a nod.

      My intuition knew what was speaking, so I knelt down over the pulsing sphere and hesitantly touched it with my hand.

      In a clearer voice, it spoke again. Saviors come. Friends from light places. Steel and brass and bone to save us.

      Experimentally, I tried communicating. We are here to save the tower. Who are you? Are you sick?

      They speaks! the voice shouted, shrill and desperate. Trust the daylight walkers we must! Rotting! Can you feel the rot?

      I do. What is causing this? How can I help you?

      The voice mumbled a long and incoherent string of words.

      Then it quieted as another presence touched me through the slippery membrane of the sphere.

      You’re too late, a new voice said. This voice was rasping like steel on steel, and its malevolence dripped from each word.

      I shuddered, and goosebumps spread across my skin in a wave.

      Too late and too weak by far. You wish to save the towers. How brave.

      Clamping down on the rampant fear that assailed me, I asked, What will it take to convince you to leave?

      A harsh and shuddering laughter shook my mind. Leave? No, brave fool. But if you wish to please me, my request is simple. Lay down and die!

      A pulse of energy lanced up into my arm. Like scalding lightning ripping through my flesh, the surge threw me into the air.

      I landed some distance away, my vision filled with a hundred floating orbs.

      Try as I might, I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t form a word. The tower, or whatever was possessing it, had all but killed me in a single electric touch.

      The women standing above me were speaking in worried tones, and my heart beat sluggishly.

      Then a flash of blue light filled my vision. A jet of cool energy rushed through my body.

      Brea? Did she heal me? I wondered.

      Minh shouted in my head a moment later, Rin! Don’t fall asleep. Keep your eyes open!

      I opened my eyes, surprised that they had closed on their own.

      Breathe! Rin, please, breathe for me!

      Thoughts sluggish, I fought to recall the simple task. Remembering what is done without thought most of the time baffled me.

      Another splash of Water Spirit blasted through me.

      This time, the healing spell cleared some of the fog clinging to my mind. I opened my mouth, and my jaw popped loudly.

      Then a rush of damp air filled my lungs.

      I gasped, grateful for the source of life despite the stench that pervaded this terrible place.

      As I reoriented, I discovered I was laying on my back, feet rising up the mound toward the sphere.

      Near upside down as I was, I thought it must have been my positioning that caused the glowing shapes as they emerged from my periphery.

      “Fuck!” Astra shouted. “Form up around Rin! And don’t hold back!”

      I shifted as I tried to roll to my side. Something was coming for us, or a great many somethings.

      Try as I might, my body refused to act normally. Brea’s spells had healed me, but every nerve in my body was numb and tingling.

      As an army of glowing monsters emerged from the walls of the chamber.

      Dozens of them.

      Skills flashed out from the proud women standing guard over me as the battle began.

      Refusing to lie helpless while they defended me, I tried the only other thing I could think of to recover.

      I cast the Spell Shard Rain of Rejuvenation.

      Its cooling flow of Spirit worked on restoring my addled mind and body.

      I rolled to my side and got a good look at one of our attackers.

      When I stared into its mad eyes, I knew we were fighting something entirely unnatural.
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      Strength returned to my limbs like a spring filling a dry pond.

      I knew it would be enough to revive me, but I couldn’t stand waiting so damn long.

      Kneeling now, I watched with pride as the women I’d bonded threw their all into the desperate fight.

      A clump of the monsters had converged on Astra, who was spinning and slashing with her zambato blade.

      Rael seemed to have no effect on the ghostly creatures until Astra utilized her skills.

      “Seven Blades Blaze!” she belted out, her sword glowing a fire red and cutting a swath through the malevolent creatures.

      The Spirit-enhanced attack proved highly effective.

      “Skills!” Siobhan called with the lungs of a battlefield commander. “Use only skills!”

      The avian blasted another group of monsters with Rebuking Gust at the same time that Brea unleashed a volley of ice shards as she triggered Hail Storm.

      My legs shook under my weight, but I was nearly strong enough to stand.

      More and more of the monsters were flooding in through the walls, and though the girls were doing their best, I was beginning to have my doubts.

      Since I’m just waiting, might as well Inspect the bastards.
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      Shade Wraiths

      Rank: N/A

      Monster Type: Phantom

      Disposition: N/A

      Elemental Affinity: Shadow
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      Shit! They are definitely not tower monsters, I thought. Something is very wrong.

      I tested my legs and stood. They held me, but only just.

      Come on! I commanded my body. Get your shit together! Wake the fuck up!

      Astra had charged her blade with enough kills and unleashed Cyclone Inferno.

      Rael blasted apart a score of the wraiths, earning a bit of a reprieve.

      The redhead used Striking Star to flash across the room and rejoin the group, cutting down another wraith as she did so.

      A large cluster of the monsters surged from the opposite side.

      The featureless monsters looked like cheesy projections of Hollywood ghosts, but their blank faces and gaping maws were not in the least bit silly.

      Hands suddenly glowing, they pushed out a webwork of ethereal threads.

      These threads blanketed our party, and as a few touched my skin, I felt a chilly presence reaching through them.

      The same presence that had attacked me through the sphere.

      A charge began building, and I feared what would happen should the odd spell complete. If we all got knocked out, there would be no second chance.

      Siobhan held up her staff, eyes glowing and hair floating on an unseen wind. “Ravenous Gale!”

      The storm swept through the room and obliterated every wraith it touched. Along with the monsters, the electric threads were blasted away as well.

      “Good work,” I muttered, finally able to speak. “All of you. I owe you my—”

      Out of the mist the wraith bodies left behind, a score of replacements suddenly materialized.

      This was not a fight we could win.

      I pointed to the far end of the chamber where our only escape route lay.

      Astra shifted Rael to his sword staff form and slammed the weapon’s haft on the ground.

      The redhead took charge again, barking out orders. “Siobhan! Keep them off our flanks! Brea, hold the rear as we retreat! I’ll clear a path ahead… Tig, you’re in charge of helping Rin.”

      A look of terror filled the fox girl’s face. “What do I do?”

      Astra’s answer came immediately. “Keep him on his feet and fucking run!”

      I approved of the plan and said as much. Gripping Tig around her slender shoulders, I asked Brea for another heal.

      She hit me with Precision Geyser, and as the power of the spell leaked into my muscles and bones, I took off as fast as I could.

      Hobbling along behind, I was impressed by everything Astra did.

      The woman was an absolute menace, using Cinder Slash, Striking Star, and Cyclone Inferno to decimate every wraith that came close.

      More and more threads were spat out across us as we ran, but Siobhan used Howling Spear and Rebuking Gust to cut down the wraiths who made contact.

      A few minutes later, we’d made it out into the passage.

      On we ran, and fewer and fewer of the wraiths besieged us.

      Finally, we were alone.

      We slowed to a walk, and I continued to march through the tunnel as it wound its way upward.

      Half an hour later, my strength betrayed me. I tapped Tig on the shoulder. “I have to stop. Sorry, this is all I can do for now.”

      The fox girl released me, and I collapsed against the tunnel wall.

      My girls fell down in various positions around me, and we all panted in the silence for a time.

      Astra spoke first. “I only have 23 Spirit left… by the time we got away, I didn’t even have enough for another Cinder Slash.”

      “I had completely run out,” Siobhan admitted. “My Spirit recharges quickly thanks to the staff, but my spells take much from me.”

      Tig lowered her face in shame. “I am so sorry. I couldn’t… my dagger just passed right through them!”

      “You helped us escape,” Brea reminded her with a firm tone. “Rin needed your strength, and you gave it to him.”

      Tig nodded, a single tear running down to hang from the tip of her nose.

      I sat up a little straighter. “All of you performed well. The entity in the tower, that shadow you sensed in your vision, Tig… It all but killed me with that attack.”

      Astra, sitting at my side, pointed to my forearms.

      I glanced down and saw several inches of the clay steel bracers had been melted. The small, overlapping plates were fused.

      “I think that armorer saved your life more than anything,” she pointed out.

      I nodded. “Yeah, you’re probably right. I do feel better, but that shock! It felt like I’d stuck my dick in a wall socket.”

      “Wall socket?” Brea asked. “What are you talking about?”

      Remember what world you’re in. Acalia has no fucking electricity.

      “Sorry, my mind is still recovering. It felt like lightning, which is strange given the wraiths were made of Shadow Spirit.”

      Tig, growing suddenly animated, threw off the tiny pack she carried.

      I’d offered to store it away in Minh, but the fox girl had refused. Given that it was only big enough for a waterskin and an apple, I hadn’t fought the point.

      She drew open the string and plunged her hand within.

      Half her arm disappeared in the bag.

      “Seven Towers!” Astra called out. “Your bag ate you!”

      Tig chuckled then grunted as she pulled out something heavy.

      “It is a dimensional storage bag, a little like what Minh has. Mine is not nearly so advanced, but it can carry a large chest full of items.”

      Brea perked up, leaning forward so she could better see what Tig was about. “What kind of items? Weapons? Food?”

      The fox girl plucked out her treasure at last and leaned back against the tunnel wall. “Books, mostly,” she said as she dusted off the cover of an immense tome.

      I exchanged a bewildered look with the other three women as Tig reached back inside and pulled out a small oil lamp.

      She lit it with a flint striker and then opened the book.

      Finally, she looked up to explain what she was doing and caught our shared expression.

      “What? Why are you all looking at me like that?”

      “You carry around books?” Astra asked incredulously. “You have a magical storage bag, and books are what you chose to go along with you?”

      Tig’s brow knitted, and she glared back. “Of course. Knowledge is everything. Now, do you want to hear my incredible insight or what?”

      Siobhan chuckled, causing Astra’s blush to deepen.

      I avoided any further conflict by prompting Tig. “Indulge us. We have little else to do while we rest. Please, go ahead.”

      The fox girl’s tail settled down, and her ears relaxed a little. Reading from the huge tome, the tiny warrior proceeded to blow our minds.

      “The Shadow element affinity can and will always be a secondary element. Monsters across Acalia, both wild and tower-born, have been reported with Shadow as a secondary trait.

      “Even the monsters observed and recorded in the Sixth Tower, the Shadow Tower, all manifest with Shadow as a secondary affinity.

      “A prime example taken from the wilds is the burrowing hornblat, a creature that makes its home in the depths of the Withering Desert.

      “The hornblat’s Elemental Affinity is Earth and Shadow. It is capable of attacking its prey with a blast of pure Shadow Spirit, but its primary element remains Earth.

      “This is why the Fire element is the creature’s only weakness.”

      Tig paused as she turned the page.

      Perhaps trying to regain face, Astra asked, “What about those wraiths? Their affinity was just Shadow? Your book is obviously wrong.”

      Tig sighed and her nose wrinkled slightly like a dog holding back a snarl. “This is the Book of Heavenly Elements. It is rarely wrong.”

      Astra bristled but I held up a hand. “Come on, let’s just hear her out. We’ve nothing to lose.”

      The woman folded her arms, but she did keep quiet long enough for Tig to finish.

      “A single entity has been known to overturn this rule of nature. Lord Mahuang, the god of Annihilation, has appeared in various forms throughout Acalia’s long history.

      “Once a raging dragon, another time a living storm, Lord Mahuang’s arrival is presaged by the minions he summons.

      “Ethereal and only vulnerable to Spirit-based attacks, these minions of Shadow are terrors to the living world.”

      Tig’s excitement was building to a crescendo.

      She sat up taller and held a finger up while she read the last.

      “As described by General Ghirbim, commander of the First Riordi Army, ‘These nightmares cannot be felled. They will respawn time and again, fueled by Mahuang’s power. Slay the dragon to slay its minions.’”

      She slammed the book shut and stared thoughtfully at the stone of the tunnel.

      A heavy silence passed.

      Astra’s frustration melted away, and I could feel the fear constricting the hearts of the brave women around me.

      “Listen up,” I said in a firm tone. “If this Lord Mahuang is at the top of the Sky Tower, we’ll kill the bastard. Tig can help research, and I’m sure we can find a way to end him.

      “That said, our purpose here is the lindwurm. We find that monster first. We kill it. We return to Pine Mountain… Understand?”

      Nods and grumbles of affirmation followed.

      I took a deep breath. “Good. Thank you, Tig. That was indeed valuable.”

      Tig took a few moments to store the book away before slinging her pack on again.

      Then she sat on her knees and smiled at Astra. “I’m sorry I was rude. I’ve grown up all my life being teased about my love for books. They are as much a part of me as my tail.”

      Softened by the admission, Astra crossed the tunnel and sat beside Tig. “I think I was the rude one that time. I’m sorry.”

      Brea sniggered. “Yeah, nine times out of ten, if someone’s acting up, it’s Astra.”

      The redhead pointedly ignored the remark. “So, Tig. What’s your name short for? And where did you grow up, anyway?”

      The fox kin woman’s eyes darted between her new companions. After almost a full minute of struggling, she nodded, deciding perhaps it was best to open up.

      “Antigone. I don’t like the name much, but you can never choose those things, right?”

      “Ooh! It’s a beautiful name,” Brea supplied, her enthusiasm easing Tig’s mood further.

      The fox girl shrugged. “Thanks. As to where I grew up… Where didn’t I? I spent most of my childhood in my family’s den far to the east. We lived in the dry hills south of the desert and just on the outside of the Scorched Lands.”

      “Scorched Lands?” I asked, unable to help my curiosity.

      “The land surrounding the Forge Tower,” Tig answered automatically. “So much Fire Spirit saturates the area that occasionally gouts of flame will burst up and consume everything alive.”

      I tucked the information away for later, and Astra apologized on my behalf.

      “Rin’s more powerful than he should be, handsome as a prince, and more than adequate in bed… but sometimes he’s as ignorant as a child.”

      “Hey!” I retorted. “I’m precisely as powerful as I should be.”

      My comment produced a few laughs.

      Seeming more comfortable than ever, Tig continued. “When I was ten, my father took me on a pilgrimage. We visited the first five towers, explored a hundred towns and cities, and hunted for game in the wild.

      “Honestly, it was the best time of my life. Never had I felt so… so free!”

      Tig’s expression shifted, and an undeniable sadness swept across her. Even her bushy tail drooped.

      “What happened?” Siobhan asked. “What caused this shadow?”

      I was about to change the subject, sure that Tig had told us enough of her past for having only just met us, when she spoke.

      “We were almost home again. Two years after leaving, we were finally coming home. After scrounging the wilds for every resource, trading everything for food to live on and books to learn from, we headed back to our den.

      “Less than fifty miles from our home, we were attacked. So close to the desert, sapphire scorpions have been known to show up occasionally.”

      Tig swallowed hard. Her copper eyes dimmed as she found the courage to finish.

      “The monster was almost twenty feet long. My father unleashed every skill he had, summoning a score of golems to help fight the beast.

      “I helped too, but my father wouldn’t let me confront it directly… he did that on his own.

      “The scorpion’s wounds finally subdued it, but not before it stung my father. He lived another week, but the venom was too strong.

      “He gave me the dagger and pauldron, and he told me to seek what my heart longed for most.

      “I stayed to help my mother for two more impossibly long years before doing what my father said. I left to seek three things. Purpose, adventure, and most of all, knowledge.”

      Like the sweet woman she was, Astra scooched in. She wrapped an arm around Tig’s waist and pulled her close.

      Tig wasn’t sure what to make of the embrace, remaining stiff and awkward.

      That was until Astra squeezed tighter and then jostled her a little.

      Tig cracked a smile, and Astra spoke what seemed true for all of us. “I’m sad you lost your father. I’m sad that is what sparked your own personal quest. But if you stay with us, you’ll have your fill of purpose and adventure.”

      Astra shook her head slowly. “Knowledge, though, that’s gonna be up to you. We aren’t exactly the bookish types.”

      Brea scoffed. “Speak for yourself. I love reading.”

      “Romance tales don’t count,” Astra shot back.

      I laughed, appreciating learning a new tidbit about Brea’s interests.

      The ranger blushed and then found a stone lying on the tunnel floor beside her. She tossed it at Astra, who deftly blocked it with the back of her bracer.

      Siobhan stood and stretched her wings. The sudden change in the avian’s posture made the rest of us glance her way.

      Her face was stony and impassive. I feared she might ruin what progress we’d made with Tig, still caught up on the fox girl for some unknown reason.

      “I was raised to hate geomancers,” Siobhan said with a solemn tone. “To hate also your kind, the fox kin. Few powers in Acalia threaten Wind Mages.”

      Tig’s smile faded.

      Astra suddenly looked ready to defend her newly claimed friend.

      But Siobhan wasn’t done. “You read, so you must know of long war between our people. Many Wind Mage lost… also many geomancer.

      “Your story and courage show me I need move on.” Siobhan’s mouth closed into a pinched line, and her silver eyes shone like a queen’s. She shook her head and sighed. “It will not be easy, Antigone… but for Rin and the others… I try.”

      When she finished, Siobhan walked a few paces away and faced up the tunnel. Her wings folded tightly on her back, and she didn’t speak again.

      “Thank you, Siobhan,” Tig answered unbidden.

      “I have grown up fearing Wind Mages as well. Your people are fierce and powerful. It is rather sad that our ancestors could not find peace instead.”

      When Siobhan didn’t answer, Tig added, “For what it is worth, I am sorry. Every story I read mentioned that it was the fox kin who broke the peace first.”

      Siobhan turned her head and nodded. “Unnecessary. Those crimes are not your own, but I accept. Very kind of you… Tig.”

      I marveled at how far we’d come as a group in such a short time.

      My worry had been that Siobhan simply wouldn’t open up about what bothered her. Tig’s admissions had worked wonders, however.

      A pain in the back of my wrist caught my attention, and I glanced down to see the wreckage of my bracers.

      The clay steel had warped on my right bracer so that I couldn’t fully extend my hand backwards.

      Black streaks wound their way up my forearms, evidence of the tremendous shock that had nearly killed me.

      I cursed under my breath and took off my right bracer. Tossing it to the cave floor, I heard Brea let out a yawn.

      “There’s no way to know how far we have yet to go, but that first encounter with the tower’s shadow kicked our asses. If we plan to keep going, then we need to be in better shape.”

      Astra, still holding Tig around the waist, gave me a sleepy grin.

      Brea rubbed her face and waited for me to finish. Even Siobhan returned, sitting down and folding her legs.

      “For now,” I continued, “I suggest we set up a guard and rotate. We need some sleep, I think. I do at the very least.”
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        * * *

      

      Time passed in the gloom of the tunnel. I slept first, unconsciousness taking me like an old friend or a drug I’d been craving.

      My rest was dreamless, though I was aware of a presence there in the darkness with me.

      Its hunger defined it completely.

      When I woke, I felt I understood this Lord Mahuang better than before.

      God of Annihilation, the presence craved destruction like a meal it needed but could never taste.

      Every aspect of my dark and featureless dreamscape had been filled with this longing.

      When Astra woke me and Brea, I tried to shake the sensation from my mind and body. Stuck so far below the surface, and very much within the presence of the shadow, I had little luck.

      Astra, Siobhan, and Tig rested next. They huddled together, Astra greedily absorbing their warmth in the middle, and Siobhan covering them all in her wings.

      I faced down the tunnel, my back pressed to Brea’s. Knowing she was as uneasy as I was, I reached my hands back and wove them through hers.

      We took our watch like this, lending each other what comfort we could.

      A couple of hours later, Siobhan woke on her own accord and nudged the others.

      “Come, we have monsters to kill,” she said bluntly as she extricated herself from the pile of limbs.

      Our food buffs had worn off, but now that everyone’s Spirit was restored, I asked Brea and Siobhan to reapply their skills.

      We pressed onward up the ever-winding passage.

      As deep as we’d delved, our party headed up an opposing path, corkscrewing back to the base of the tower.

      Eventually, our path leveled out.

      We turned one last corner, the tunnel walls shining a dim gold. Then daylight could at last be seen.

      The tawny colors of late afternoon showed exactly how long we’d been cooped up in the dark.

      I sighed in relief, happy to leave the dank confines of the tower’s bowels behind us.

      Astra moaned dramatically. “Thank the stars! I swear, I never want to go underground again!”

      “You tell me,” Siobhan said dryly. “Wings are made for sky, not long, dark cave.”

      The girls jogged ahead, and I laughed to see their excitement rekindled.

      Unwittingly, Tig skipped a few steps before settling in beside Siobhan.

      The fox girl glanced up at the avian, her eyes wide and almost childlike.

      They were an unlikely pair, perhaps, but I was happy to see the beginnings of a friendship take hold.

      Brilliant sunlight fell across my shoulders.

      Waves crashed against the cliffs, echoing into the tunnel, and the smell of salt and sea life followed immediately after.

      I took in a deep lungful of air, grateful to be free again.

      The women had stopped ahead, and Astra glanced back at me, concern written clearly across her brow. “Rin… this is going to be a challenge.”

      My newfound happy mood plummeted like a stone when I saw what she was talking about.

      Sure, the sun dipping below the horizon reflected through the crystalline tower above in a dazzling light show.

      Yes, the air was fresh, and we were free of the wet, hungry dark.

      But the path before us hardly deserved such a name.

      Jutting from the stone of the bluff itself, and leading up toward the bottom of the tower, was a tenuous path.

      At most, this path was three or four feet wide. Even in the fifty or so feet I could see, the path all but disappeared. Several sections were missing entirely.

      I would need to leap across these sections and scrape flat against the stone to traverse other sections.

      I sighed, performing the inevitable look down.

      Two hundred feet of jagged stone descended to the churning waves of the Western Ocean. Wind and seabirds were all that stood between.

      “You are too kind, love,” I replied to Astra. “I think you meant this will be a challenge for me.”

      My sweet woman gave me her most encouraging smile. “No time like the present to overcome old fears?”

      “I guess so. Tig, to catch you up, I have no love of heights. The Sky Market was a good preparation for this, I think. Let’s get going before I lose my nerve.”

      I summoned the Earth Spirit aura and took some comfort in the heaviness the dense energy gave me.

      Then we started the climb up the path. Siobhan went first.

      She had a flight skill, so should any portion of the path break away, the avian could trigger it and fly back up to safety.

      Astra went second and I behind her.

      Then Tig and Brea brought up the rear.

      I focused my intention on the heavy stone to my right. Running a hand along its rough surface, I took the journey one step at a time.

      The path curved around the bluff and inched ever higher to where the crystal of the tower grew into the stone.

      Perhaps a quarter mile in, the path disappeared. We were left stranded on a narrow shelf of rock.

      Siobhan spotted our way forward. She pointed up, and I groaned to see the lip of the next section some thirty feet above our heads.

      “No problem,” Siobhan announced. “I fly up and lower rope down. We climb up and continue!”

      By now, my hands were clammy, every inch of my body covered in sweat.

      The hike itself wasn’t difficult, but my nerves were already ragged with stress.

      Her plan was a good one, though, and the only one we were likely to come up with.

      “Great idea,” I said as I summoned Minh and retrieved a length of rope I’d stored away for just such an occasion.

      Siobhan took the bundle and activated Vaulted Skies. She soared upward on a gust of Wind Spirit, looking as majestic as she always did.

      I watched her briefly, but the dizzying display was too much.

      Focus your mind, Rin, I told myself as I closed my eyes. Focus on the here and now. Everything is okay.

      Siobhan lowered the rope a minute later, the opposite end secured to the rock face.

      Astra climbed up first.

      I marveled at the strength she possessed. Her core had ascended along with mine, and she was a force to reckon with.

      Still, witnessing a woman in full plate armor climbing a thirty-foot rope using only her arms was impressive to say the least.

      Though I knew my own climb might be an issue given my ever-present fear, I urged Brea forward.

      “You next, Brea. Do you know how to use your legs to help you?” I asked as kindly as I could.

      The woman nodded, but her eyes gave away her nerves.

      She had broad hips, thick legs, and a heavy chest. If anyone was going to struggle climbing the rope, it was Brea.

      She tested her strength and wrapped her lower legs around the rope, pinching it between them.

      When I saw how slow her progress was, I stopped her.

      “Hold on. Let’s take off your breastplate at least, and I can store it in Minh. Your bow and quiver as well.”

      Brea didn’t hesitate.

      Storing the items away one at a time, she finally returned to the rope, much more confident this time.

      Curvaceous as she was, Brea wormed her way up the rope like a pro.

      Waiting time was over. I clutched the rope next and, refusing to look down for any reason, started the climb. With both my hands free and a rune of Might, I had no trouble at all.

      Part of me wanted to go slow, keep the rope wrapped around my waist in case I fell.

      But that was like pulling a Band-Aid off slow.

      Instead, I powered up the rope, hand over hand, as Astra had done.

      I was up in seconds flat. Then I gripped the ledge, and Astra helped hoist me up the rest of the way.

      Thankfully, this new section of the path was a lot wider than what we’d ascended below.

      Tig followed last of all, her spry body tearing up the rope as fast as I had.

      Siobhan wound up the rope, and I stored it away again. Then we regrouped to continue. That was when a thought occurred to me.

      “Why let us in at all?” I asked the party at large. “It seems like this shadow, Lord Mahuang, doesn’t want us to reach the lindwurm. It’s almost like it knows what we’re after.

      “But then why let us get this far? Why not cut off the path entirely?”

      Tig answered immediately. “The towers are all bound to rules. They have immense power, can summon monsters of nearly any kind imaginable, and are gods for all we know.

      “Their rules are undeniable, though. Scholars have denoted a number of them by observing the towers’ behavior over the centuries.

      “Towers cannot deny access to any adventurer. Each floor must have an entrance and exit, though the exit is often only revealed after the monsters of that floor or room have been defeated.”

      The tiny scholar’s explanation made perfect sense.

      I nodded and said, “I’m glad it seems the shadow is bound by the same rules. Let’s get moving; I can’t wait to shit my pants again.”

      And on we went.

      Twice more, the path ended, and we were forced to climb up to another section.

      Despite these terrifying inconveniences, I felt my fear slowly but surely evaporating. The constant and dizzying heights were slowly becoming normalized.

      Glancing up, I finally saw a large cave another hundred feet above us. It was too far for us to safely climb, and Siobhan’s skill might not be enough to get her that high anyhow.

      Knowing the end was near bolstered our party, however, and we redoubled our efforts.

      Twice more, the path switchbacked until we were creeping along a two-foot ledge toward the finish line.

      That was when the first sky eel attacked.

      The monster fell down into the middle of the path, stopping Siobhan in her tracks. The Wind Mage blasted the creature apart with a Howling Spear, but more followed along behind it.

      I looked up as a wave of the writhing monsters fell upon us.

      They used whatever connection they had to Wind Spirit to propel themselves. Gray-and-white streaks of the energy rippled along their sinewy flesh, and their eyes glowed with the same power.

      “Hold fast!” I cried out, slamming my back against the cliff and summoning my hammer at the same time. “Throw everything you have at them!”

      Two of the monsters darted at me, and I dropped an Oaken Mallet on their heads.

      The heavy blast shattered their fragile bodies, but I tipped forward with the momentum of my Spiritarm.

      A hand caught me under the arm and pulled me back.

      Head reeling and heart pounding, I didn’t even have the wherewithal to thank whoever had saved me.

      Instead, I dismissed my hammer and relied on my Spell Shards.

      Off to my right, Siobhan was letting loose with an arsenal of Howling Spears. Astra stabbed the eels with Rael’s sword staff form, but wisely, she’d forgone using skills.

      Brea’s bow twanged time and again, dropping most of the eels as quickly as they came.

      Dozens of the monsters assailed us, more than we could easily cut down.

      One of the monsters got close enough to let off a magical attack. The eel produced an odd barking sound that discharged a bolt of lightning.

      It struck Tig, who stood on my left.

      The fox girl was the only one among us who did not have the clay steel armor. Her fur did little to discourage the electric zap that shook her.

      She yelped and stumbled forward.

      Tig dropped her smaller dagger, but she stubbornly clung to the heirloom.

      Her unwillingness to part from the weapon might have cost her, however.

      Weak in the knees from the powerful zap, Tig fell hard on her ass and pitched forward.

      The eel was preparing a second attack, so I shot it between its ugly fish eyes with an Ice Dagger.

      Then I dropped to a knee and grabbed the leather strap that bound Tig’s chest armor.

      Her weight tugged me forward, but I’d braced myself well this time. Flinging my body back against the cliff, I hauled her up with one arm.

      The two of us sat side by side on the ledge, legs dangling off into the open air.

      I let fly with a Boulder Bash, taking down two more of the eels, and then followed up with an old Spell Shard I hadn’t used in weeks.

      Firestorm rocketed out of my right palm, roasting three more eels as it scorched the air.

      The rest of the fight only lasted a few more minutes.

      Having cut down most of the eels, Brea did much of the cleanup work herself. Her quiver granted an endless supply of mana arrows, so her efforts were the least wasteful.

      At last, the final eel flopped down on the ledge, an arrow jutting up from between its eyes.

      “Fuck!” Astra shouted. “Really? They attack us here?”

      My head was still spinning, and my hands shook as I recovered from the ordeal. But Astra’s exclamation just hit too close to home.

      I laughed loud and hard, unwilling to hold back despite our predicament.

      The others joined me, either appreciating Astra’s uncouth manner as much as me, or simply seeing the absurdity in the situation.

      Our laughter released the last of our fear, and when we’d finished, everyone, including me, was ready to finish this abominable hike.

      Getting to my feet, I stored two sky eels in Minh’s inventory to be cooked later.

      Before I could follow behind Astra, however, Tig tugged at my arm. “Rin, thank you. I… I would have fallen for sure, but you saved me.”

      “I did, didn’t I? No problem, Tig, it was the least I could do.” Remembering the first moments of the fight, I said, “Someone did the same for me, though. Was it you or Astra?”

      Tig blushed and smiled at me sheepishly.

      I held out my hand. “Here’s to saving each other’s asses.”

      The fox kin girl shook my hand and giggled. “Fair enough.”

      No other eels assaulted our group.

      We ascended the final stretch of the path and then stepped in the shelter of the cave mouth.

      A broad path wound up and onto a broad patch of bare stone.

      It ended abruptly against the side of the crystalline tower.

      Wedged into the shimmering crystal was a massive metal door. An image of a wyrm, its long body winding in and around itself in a loose knot, was etched in the door’s surface.

      “I guess we know what’s behind that,” Astra commented. “Question is, will it open up for us?”

      I shrugged and strode forward. There was no handle, no keyhole, not even a seam in the center.

      Wanting to check my bases, I even walked to the side and pried at the narrow lip of metal with my fingers.

      It wouldn’t budge.

      I looked to the oh-so-knowledgeable Tig. “So, what do we do now? Did your vision show how we might get inside?”
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        * * *

      

      “The vision showed me this place, but I’m not sure what to do, Rin,” Tig said, her copper eyes looking up at me nervously. “I just know we need to go within.”

      “That’s obvious enough,” Astra said. “The door’s right there. We need to go within.”

      I held up a finger. “Hang on. I don’t think it’s that obvious. Let me try Runic Vision again.”

      The magical sight filled my vision a moment later.

      I blinked around, amazed by one startling fact.

      There were no runes. Nowhere on the glistening tower’s surface could I see any runes, nor on the blank slab of stone that led up to it.

      Only when I glanced back at the cave we’d walked through did I see the distant blue of glowing runes.

      It has to be here, I told myself as I walked around. It has to be here somewhere; I can feel it.

      And I could.

      There was a subtle electric buzz to this place. It permeated the air as much as the salt on the breeze did.

      Pondering the word within, I glanced inward at my core. The burning ring was as bright as ever.

      The runes that were etched there pulsed softly, reminding me of the many blessings I’d received in Acalia.

      I glanced at the door again, walking closer.

      And that was when I saw it.

      The faintest line glowed off to one side of the door’s center. It ran up and turned right and then fell back down again.

      It was a square, like a window perhaps, or a… lid to a box.

      “Give me a second, okay? Refresh the buffs and be ready for anything. I think I have an idea.”

      I touched the outline of the square with my fingers and felt nothing at all.

      But this was not a tangible object. It was made of pure energy.

      Curious, I summoned my Chasing Hammer.

      Unlike some war hammers, my Spiritarm lacked a proper beak. The peen on the back was perfectly round, not at all what I needed.

      But the hammer’s face, square and flat and perfect for striking runes into Spell Shards, had a sharp edge on all sides.

      I pressed my hammer to the wall above the line and scraped downward.

      Sure enough, the edge of the Spiritarm caught on the glowing lip of the square. I tugged, and the lid fell open.

      Within, a grid of runes glowed brightly. Nine runes, each a seemingly random number, sat mutely within.

      Each was five inches wide and perfectly square.

      Okay, so a code? Or is this a puzzle?

      I wondered for a few moments, then decided to touch the top-left rune, number twelve.

      As soon as my finger touched the rune, a pulse of energy rippled outward.

      The girls gasped behind me, and I spun to see monsters rising up from the stone slab. Quickly, I Inspected the monsters, fearing what I might find.
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      Shade Hob

      Rank: N/A

      Monster Type: Phantom

      Disposition: N/A

      Elemental Affinity: Shadow
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        * * *

      

      Astra shrieked as one of the hobs swiped at her ankle with its meaty hand.

      The monsters were the height and shape of dwarves, but their bodies were twisted and ugly.

      Like the wraiths before, these had a translucent quality.

      “More of the shadow’s minions!” I shouted, turning to help join the fight.

      Then my mind tugged at me. Counting quickly, I saw there were exactly twelve of the hobs, the number I’d pressed.

      No, I have to solve the damn puzzle. If we don’t fix it, the damn shadow is going to kill us.

      As the women fought, I shouted my intentions. “It’s a puzzle! I’m going to solve it, okay? Let me know if you’re being overwhelmed!”

      Astra grunted wordlessly as she cut through a hob with a Cinder Slash.

      It was enough of a response for me.

      Tig ran up and stopped at my side. “I will help. I cannot hurt them without skills anyway.”

      Her logic made sense. “Fine, can you see the runes at all?”

      She shook her head.

      I described it to her as quickly as I could, ending by reading out the individual numbers.

      “I can’t see any pattern,” I admitted. “They seem completely random.”

      Tig’s ears twitched. “But there are nine total, and three of those are prime numbers, including the number three.”

      She chewed her lip and tilted her head. “I know it is risky, but try pressing three, thirteen, and twenty-three.”

      I pressed the three in the top right of the grid. The square lit up, and no more monsters popped out to kill us.

      I moved on and pressed thirteen and finally twenty-three.

      The grid flared bright, and the runes shattered. Then, unfortunately, a new grid appeared.

      This one was seven squares wide and seven squares tall.

      I scanned the runes and found there were only seven symbols, but each was repeated.

      Water, Wind, Fire, Earth, Metal, Shadow, and Light shone bright, the runes mixed up chaotically.

      One space was missing.

      The only other feature of the puzzle was a glowing line that ran along the left edge. It had marks running down its length, labeled one through ten.

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw that, unfortunately, the hobs had not stopped their attack. Only twelve of the monsters appeared at any given time, but the women were struggling, using up their precious Spirit to keep the hobs at bay.

      “Okay, I think I recognize this one,” I told Tig.

      “Seven-by-seven grid. The seven elements are repeated, and I have one free square to shift the others around. Question, is there any order to the elements? Like, if you were to number them, one to seven, which order would they be in?”

      Tig gaped at me. “Seriously? The towers, Rin! The towers are arranged in what is known as the Divine Order!”

      I shook my head. “What are you talking about? The Stone Tower is Earth-Wind. The Forest Tower is Water-Earth. Then the Lake Tower is Water-Shadow… at least that is what I saw in the monsters that live there.”

      Tig sighed and closed her eyes. “It doesn’t matter. There is an order, though it is not immediately obvious. Earth is first, then Water, Wind, Fire, Metal, Shadow, and finally Light. Just trust me!”

      I nodded and glanced back to the puzzle.

      Shit! Part of the line is gone! It’s a fucking timer!

      I wanted to curse myself for wasting precious seconds, but I could do that later.

      Right now, I had to focus.

      Hoping my mistakes wouldn’t result in an immediate addition of more monsters, I started shifting the tiles.

      Calming my mind, I fell into a rhythm.

      Each time I shifted the puzzle, the pattern became clearer and clearer. I thanked my endless boredom working a shitty day job back on Earth.

      I’d completed many of these puzzles, some much larger than seven-by-seven grids.

      But the time bled away continuously.

      When it hit the one mark, predictably, a new monster emerged to join the party.

      A rasping growl rose up from the battle, and Astra screamed as she cut the monster down with a Cinder Slash.

      On I went, completing the puzzle as quickly as I could.

      The timer hit the two and then three marks before I finally finished it.

      The grid flared to life yet again. At the very top, an X appeared followed by the numbers two through five.

      Below, letters began forming words in the common tongue of Acalia.

      I read the words aloud as they came.

      “What is straight but unending, devours stone but is made of wind, and flies without wings?”

      Tig and I exchanged a confused look.

      A gust of air blasted the stone nearby as Siobhan cast her greatest spell. The subsequent calm in the fight told me she’d been successful, but how long could they keep this up?

      I read the riddle out loud again and cursed. “Well, fuck if I know!”

      A pulse rippled out from the puzzle box, and the number two next to the X lit up.

      I turned in horror to see not thirteen, but twenty-six monsters coming to attack my vessels.

      Twenty-four hobs and two of the latest monster, an odd form of sky eel that darted through the air.

      Tig’s normally thoughtful expression was paralyzed. She chewed her bottom lip and rocked side to side on her feet. “Oh, Rin! What do we do? I can’t think of anything!”

      I played the riddle back in my head once more. What is straight but unending, devours stone but is made of wind, and flies without wings?

      The only portion that made any sense to me was the last one. Sky eels flew without wings. But they didn’t devour stone, not that I knew of, and the monsters didn’t appear to be made of wind.

      Something about the first section tickled the back of my mind. What is straight but unending?

      A single image filled my head.

      The serpent eating its own tail. Snakes were straight, but they also represented an unending cycle.

      The figure-eight symbol was also called the Ouroboros.

      I opened my mouth as realization struck me. I clamped it shut again, grateful I hadn’t let slip a partial answer.

      A dragon, not a snake, and definitely not a sky eel!

      I ran the last two portions in my mind again.

      Though I wasn’t sure about the second, I recalled what Tig had told us about her vision.

      Closing my eyes, I spoke the words. “The lindwurm.”

      The stone I stood upon shook, and a grating noise followed.

      I opened my eyes as a powerful pulse of energy blasted outward again. As it did so, the sounds of struggle disappeared.

      Stumbling back with Tig at my side, I stared up at the door.

      A line flashed in its center, and the massive construct came to life. Gears rattled and everything trembled as the door opened before us.

      I backed away and stood at the head of our party. Instinctively, I summoned Minh and strapped her on my forearm.

      Astra and the others who’d been fighting panted from exertion. Their faces were drawn, eyes wide with terror.

      I wanted nothing more than to give them a chance to rest up and recover their Spirit and their stamina. They deserved it after the incredible fight they’d put up.

      But when the number ten appeared at the top of the opened door, one second later being replaced by the number nine, I knew we wouldn’t have such a luxury.

      “Come on!” I encouraged my companions. “It is counting down! Eight seconds to go!”

      As one, we raced through into a dark cavern. I slowed on the other side, my heart pounding in my chest.

      Then the door closed as the ten seconds elapsed, and we were left in the gloom.

      Not taking an eye off of the dim chamber beyond, pillars of stone rising up all around, I whispered to my companions, “How much Spirit do you guys have left?”

      Astra sighed, her shoulders slumping. “Just over 300. Maybe we can rest a while before we continue.”

      Tig threw off her pack and shoved an arm inside. She pulled out a small pouch and then gave us each a thumb-sized berry. “Eat them! They don’t work for long, but they’ll triple our Spirit Regeneration while they do.”

      We each ate a berry, and I produced a waterskin. Passing it around, I began to feel more hopeful about our prospects.

      The air in the dark chamber shifted, and a faint hissing noise could be heard.

      I faced the darkness and prepared to summon my hammer. It wasn’t a hissing at all.

      The sound repeated rhythmically, air passing through a small space.

      It was the sound of something massive sniffing the air.

      Then a deafening roar resounded through the chamber, and a creature unlike anything I’d ever dreamt of appeared, its scaled hide glowing with gray-and-white Wind Spirit.
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        * * *

      

      “Let’s move!” I shouted, sprinting down the path toward the uncoiling dragon. “We can’t get stuck in this corner!”

      Thankfully, the incredible beast was powering up, drawing Spirit from its prison walls in crackling waves.

      We reached the bottom of the path and fell into our standard formation.

      The center of the chamber stretched a few hundred feet long and perhaps a hundred wide.

      Much of the space was blocked by the seemingly endless coils of the lindwurm.

      A single, seamless body whirled slowly in the air.

      Its tail ended in a bundle of spines, all of which glowed the gray and white of Wind Spirit.

      Along its scaled mass, large nodes glowed brighter and brighter, seemingly as if they contained the dragon’s power.

      I knew the others were as overwhelmed as I was. The monster we faced had to be a hundred feet long, though its body was relatively thin, some three feet in diameter.

      It was the lindwurm’s eyes that terrified me the most, however.

      In the center of its horned lizard head, two large globes of anger glowed. These swirled with a combination of Wind and Earth Spirit.

      The monster opened its jaws and roared again. Ripples of power filled the air, echoing off the walls and illuminating the entire chamber with ambient Spirit.
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      I used Inspect while we had the time.
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      Subjugated Lindwurm

      Rank: Superior Spirit Beast

      Monster Type: Mythical

      Disposition: Enraged

      Elemental Affinity: Wind, Earth
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      As I’d hoped, Wind was indeed its primary affinity. That should mean it was weak to Earth attacks.

      “Brea, use those Earth-enchanted arrows!” I shouted over the howling wind. “Aim for the nodes!”

      Brea loosed her first arrow a moment later, and it struck a node just behind one of the lindwurm’s two stubby legs.

      The lindwurm flinched, and the node flickered out.

      Excellent. At least we know how to kill the fucker. Now all we have to do is survive.

      Our foe’s response was immediate.

      Wheeling in a tight circle, the lindwurm sped up.

      Its body formed a bright ring in the air as it moved faster and faster.

      Brea managed to hit another node, but after a while, the monster was moving too quickly to track.

      I had no clue what kind of attack was forthcoming, but I felt certain it would be big. “Astra, to the front! Throw up Flame Bulwark as big as you can!”

      Astra fell in beside me and projected her Flame shield.

      I waved the others to stand behind us so they could benefit from the shield as well. Then I gave Minh a mental command, urging her to fan out in a broad dome.

      She created a second barrier that was large enough for Astra and I to stand behind. I only hoped the others would be as protected as we were.

      Then a burst of Wind Spirit tore out from the center of the lindwurm’s ring. It blew at us like an unleashed gale, speeding up faster and faster.

      Astra’s shield flickered a few times, and when tiny Earth Spirit stones began to pelt us, it shattered entirely.

      I grunted when the force shifted to Minh. My shoulder joint ached at the sudden strain.

      Unfortunately, the shield wasn’t large enough to fully protect our party.

      Siobhan and Brea, standing at the back, cried out in pain as the Earth projectiles struck them.

      I grit my teeth, refusing to lose my grip on the shield even as the incredible spell threatened to tear it away.

      Fragments of stone blew under the shield, slamming into my legs.

      Pain blossomed and spread. The Spirit attacks passed straight through our armor, unhindered by the clay steel.

      Mercifully, the spell finally ended.

      As the wind died down and the lindwurm slowed and spread out to face us again, Brea struck Siobhan and Tig with a heal.

      I ordered her to resume attacking the nodes afterward.

      We would have to fight injured. Killing this thing quick was our only option.

      Siobhan let loose with a Rebuking Gust and then threw a volley of Howling Spears at the beast. All did little to no damage at all.

      She was about to commit to another spell, probably Ravenous Gale, but I waved her off, urging her to save her Spirit.

      Astra and I moved in closer to engage the beast while we could.

      The lindwurm lifted its head, and I expected another Spirit attack. Instead, it chittered like a strange bird.

      Moments later, the diaphanous threads of Spirit drifting in the air around us congealed.

      Dozens of bird shapes formed and began a secondary assault.

      “Siobhan! Tig! Focus on these while the rest of us fight the lindwurm!”

      The birds fell in a synchronized wave, and Siobhan answered with a Rebuking Gust. This time, the spell worked, dispersing the summoned monsters and buying us some time.

      Tig raced at the creatures and used her dagger to good effect. Flashes of green Earth Spirit filled the room each time she took one down.

      Focusing on the lindwurm again, I cast Vindictive Vise.

      Despite my fears, the damn skill actually worked. A huge Spirit-forged vise slammed shut around a segment of the lindwurm’s body. And for a short time, it held.

      Astra sprinted in beside me. “Striking Star! Seven Blades Blaze!” she screamed, blurring forward with her first skill and then tearing into the lindwurm’s scales with the other.

      I got close enough to land a Peening Strike on a gleaming node, triggering it twice in a row before the node winked out.

      The monster shrieked and thrashed.

      My vise cracked open, and the monster retaliated.

      It whipped its long tail around, and I held Minh up at the ready, expecting the blow to land on me.

      But Astra was laying into the beast. She’d blacked out three nodes and was working on a fourth.

      She didn’t even see the tail coming.

      I opened my mouth to shout a warning, but the tail whipped around too quickly. The spines slashed across her body, cutting deeply through her armor.

      The raw power behind the attack sent Astra tumbling head over heel, and fragments of clay steel scattered in her wake.

      Brea targeted Astra’s prone form with two healing blasts of Precision Geyser in a row.

      Astra coughed and tried to stand.

      The lindwurm pulled back its tail for another attack.

      No way in hell, I growled at the beast. Not while I’m alive.

      Triggering Buckler’s Bite, I slammed into the dragon’s armored hide. The force barely nudged the beast, but it brought me within range of where I wanted to be.

      The lindwurm’s face hovered just five feet above me.

      I raised a hand and sent a flurry of Spell Shards into the monster’s eyes.

      Two Ice Darts landed first, followed by a Firestorm and the only Avalanche I’d brought on our trip.

      When the cascade of Earth Spirit stones crashed into the beast’s ugly maw, I threw two Anvil Onslaught skills, one after the other.

      Twin rows of ethereal anvils smacked down on the dragon’s head and neck.

      Amazingly, the lindwurm wasn’t even close to being mortally wounded. It was, however, temporarily stunned.

      The lindwurm shook its head and whirled back in a hasty retreat.

      I ran back to the others to find a stunned but nearly recovered Astra smiling at me.

      “Let’s finish this, Rin,” she said with determination.

      I nodded to her, and we fell into our formation again.

      Our terrifying friend didn’t seem willing to trade blows as he had before, though.

      It chittered once more, and the last ten or so birds flew up above our heads. The monsters joined together in three groups and melded into larger beasts.

      These new creations hovered in place, opened their glowing beaks, and let loose with a volley of tiny Wind projectiles.

      Astra used Flame Bulwark to keep the attacks temporarily at bay, and I had Minh just in case.

      Yet the lindwurm’s body was flashing as it charged some new spell. I did not want to sit around and wait for it to finish.

      Siobhan’s voice rang out a half-second later with her own solution. “Vaulted Skies!”

      The avian flew up and joined the birds, hitting them with Rebuking Gust.

      Her spell didn’t injure the monsters, but their Wind attacks were deflected.

      Then I saw Tig holding onto Siobhan’s armor.

      It was amazing to see the two arcing up together, clashing with the Spirit birds.

      Siobhan’s staff flashed out and struck the first down after a few rapid blows.

      Tig leapt in the air and spun. Her Earth-enchanted dagger cut through both monsters in quick succession before gravity took its inevitable hold on her.

      Siobhan dove and turned, snagging the fox girl around the waist before she landed.

      Amazingly, the two had bought us a small window.

      “Brea, finish taking down those nodes. Astra, stand back and guard her. I’m gonna go toe-to-toe with that bastard.”

      Before I left, I cast one final Spell Shard.

      A thin streak of Spirit leapt from my palm into Brea’s chest. She gasped as her body was charged, and her eyes blazed with raw power.

      Eagle Eye would help her take out the last few nodes as quickly as possible.

      I shifted Minh into a triangular kite shield. The lindwurm’s body flashed faster and faster until, finally, the creature simply shone with a continuous brilliance.

      Then, of course, it attacked me.

      I got off a single Oaken Mallet attack, hoping to harm another node, before the lindwurm responded with violence.

      The dragon flashed side to side, raking its claws at me. Though the beast’s arms were short, Earth Spirit claws sprouted from them that increased their range.

      Standing before the monster, I slammed the shield into the ground.

      Two more slashes came in at blinding speed. The claws whipped around Minh’s surface and cut through my pauldrons and vambraces as if they weren’t there.

      Brea’s arrows flew, knocking out the nodes as quickly as she could draw.

      I growled, fighting to keep my footing as the lindwurm sped up its assault.

      It howled in pain, then spat out a cloud of roiling Wind Spirit. The energy burned my skin and lungs, but thankfully, the aura I’d cast on our party seemed to subdue the effect somewhat.

      Despite this benefit, I felt my strength being sapped from me.

      The lindwurm pulled back its tail and swung. The blow connected hard, and my shoulder joint popped.

      I slumped to my knee.

      My ears were ringing, and distantly, I heard Astra screaming.

      None of it mattered.

      I’d done my job.

      One final arrow skipped across the dark chamber, sinking into a final node that had appeared on the dragon’s forehead.

      No bigger than a tennis ball, the last node dimmed.

      The lindwurm’s eyes blazed brighter than ever as its body trembled. Then, in a wave of Wind and Earth Spirit, the monster disintegrated.

      I was knocked to the ground from the concussive force, but when the others ran up to check on me, I was smiling ear to ear.

      Astra pried Minh off me, and I howled in pain. “My shoulder! Fuck me, my shoulder! Please, heal me first.”

      “Sorry!” Astra squeaked before dropping my arm again.

      This only prompted another grunt of pain. My string of curses that followed didn’t stop until Brea had hit me with two Precision Geysers.

      The second spell finished healing my shoulder. It popped into place and whatever tendon had torn reformed.

      Astra smiled at me hesitantly. “Double sorry?”

      I laughed, recalling Minh into her coin form and letting the tension drain away. “Sure thing, sweetie. Double sorry works just fine.”

      After recovering a bit, we went through the motions. Astra and Siobhan rolled over a massive gem heart that would no doubt fund our next expedition to the Sky Tower.

      The reagents that had sent us on this mission dropped from the lindwurm as well.

      Two volleyball-sized eyes and an impossibly long tongue glowed on the stone floor. Not feeling like touching either prize, I stored them away in Minh.

      Then I cycled, pulling in a disappointing amount of Spirit.

      As I cycled, I noticed much of the precious energy seeping back into the walls of the chamber.

      I suspected Lord Mahuang was taking the energy instead of letting me absorb it.

      Despite this setback, I hit 19% Progression by the time the air was clear of Spirit.

      A prompt from the tower asked us if we wished to exit, almost as if we were in any other floor of the tower.

      I chuckled bitterly. “Hey, Tig. Is this another one of the tower’s rules at play? It has to provide a way forward or an exit, yeah?”

      The fox girl nodded. “I think so. And since this place isn’t connected to the rest of the tower, the exit is all we get. Or… at least that is my guess.”

      Nodding and arcing an eyebrow, I faced the others. “So, tell me your thoughts on this one? Sure, she’s too smart for her own good, but she’s cute and can use that dagger pretty well.”

      Astra folded her arms. “Rin, don’t be a jerk. Tig’s a badass and you know it.”

      “Is true,” Siobhan added, smiling at the little fox girl. “She perform leaping dagger attack! Did you not see?”

      Brea giggled. “Yeah, and she’s adorable when she reads her books.”

      Minh chimed in a second later. I agree. Very cute. And no need to ask about power with the sexing, Rin. A woman who can fight like that can obviously—

      “Excellent!” I said, clapping my hands together. “Then it is my pleasure, if you are still willing, to accept you as my fifth vessel. What do you say, Tig? You still want in?”

      The woman’s ears had never stood taller.

      She bounced on her toes a few times, copper eyes flashing. With an undeniably cute smile, Tig thrust her fist in the air.

      “I’m your girl, Rin! All the way!”

      I pulled her into a hug, and then the others crashed into us one by one, forming an awkward huddle in the dark chamber.

      “Alright, everyone,” I said after I’d had enough. “Okay, let’s get moving, yeah?”

      Still, the women clutched me, straining with their collective might.

      “Seriously?” I asked no one in particular. “We just killed a terrifying monster and can finally leave, and we’re just gonna—”

      “Yep!” Astra cried out. “Yes we are, Rin. Just one more minute.”

      I laughed and relaxed, listening to Astra strain to hug us all tighter, Brea giggle uncontrollably, and the others just breathing in satisfaction.
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      “Looks perfect to me,” I admitted. “Just need to find a good place to set up a shelter.”

      Astra winked at me and dismounted. “You don’t need to worry about that, Rin. In fact, it would be nice if you could head off and do a little hunting for us. Fresh game would be a nice treat, don’t you think?”

      I squinted at the woman, automatically suspicious of her suggestion.

      Brea pointedly ignored me, avoiding eye contact as she dismounted.

      Tig and Siobhan were equally busy with small tasks that suddenly seemed important.

      I didn’t question them, though.

      If they were up to some sneaky business, then I trusted them.

      Nodding, I flicked the reins across Jax’s shoulders. “Fine. That’s fine by me. I’ll be back in an hour.”

      She twiddled her fingers at me as I trotted away.

      We’d ridden half a day’s ride from Winnowed Haven, making good time back to Pine Mountain.

      I worried about what the grandmaster might require of me, but if the old coot could help me gain any insight or increase my abilities, I was willing to endure anything.

      The single room we’d cleared in the Sky Tower showed how much harder it would be to conquer than those previous.

      But it wasn’t just the thought of amplified monsters that worried me.

      Minh butted in and interrupted my thoughts. Game trail over there. I see some fresh tracks! Why not go take a look?

      I slowed Jax and dismounted.

      Tethering him to a tree, I crept along the game trail that led into a dense patch of trees.

      Recognize any of these footprints? I asked Minh. I see deer and… are those wolves?

      Coyote. The scrawny beasts have bigger feet than you’d imagine. Terrible eating, though.

      The split-toed track is what we’re after. Jack deer are small but fat. Very fat.

      Minh growled in my head, her hunger ebbing through our connection in waves.

      I knew if anyone could find something to take for dinner it was Minh, so I moved as quietly as I could, weaving deeper and deeper.

      The stillness of my little hunt quieted my mind in a most pleasing way.

      It wasn’t hard to see why so many loved hunting. I was stalking prey. My goal was simple: to kill, clean, and eat the damn thing.

      With such a singular task at hand, I let the rest of my mental noise drift away.

      Some time later, the trail opened up into a small clearing. It was long and narrow, little more than a gap opened by a tree falling years ago.

      The log lay across the middle of the grass-strewn section, half-rotten and broken into pieces.

      Thirty feet away stood the animal I was after.

      Sure enough, the deer was as fat as Minh had said. Short, stubby legs held up a ponderous body.

      Its swollen belly almost looked pregnant, but the twisted horns atop its head told me otherwise.

      Minh sent a barrage of images in my head—some bizarre fantasy played out where I leapt forward on all fours and tore into the deer’s flesh with my teeth.

      Hey! Easy with all that! If you back off, I’ll kill the damn thing!

      Minh fell silent but her excitement raged on, prompting me to action.

      That action was simple and easy.

      I aimed at the base of the deer’s neck and fired an Ice Dagger.

      The deer’s head twisted at the sound of the spell activating, but my aim was true.

      The beast fell limp to the forest floor.

      I endured another round of intense imagery and mental squealing from Minh, but I let her have the moment. She had been forced to live out her life vicariously.

      The least I could do was let her have some fun.

      I took my time skinning the deer. Astra and Siobhan would have done it faster, but I’d promised them an hour.

      My work was sloppy as usual, but the improvement was clear to see.

      Eventually, I’d be a halfway decent hunter.

      When I finished cleaning the deer, I washed my hands with a waterskin, then rubbed fresh soil over my skin to take away some of the oil.

      I headed back to where I’d left the girls, and as soon as our campsite came into view, I discovered their surprise.

      “Rin’s back!” Brea hissed, ducking inside the expansive tent. “Astra! He’s here!”

      The two women spilled out of the front flap, faces burning bright in twin blushes, arms held out.

      “What do you think?” Astra asked. “I know it’s a bit much, but it cost less than you’d think. And Rin, the entire thing fits inside an enchanted bracelet!”

      The tent was huge. Ten feet tall at the central peak and spanning at least fifty feet across in a perfect circle, it was a hard stretch to image all of the canvas and poles fitting into a single bracelet.

      But this was Acalia, and miracles hid behind every door.

      “I love it! I think, at least. Can I take a look inside?”

      “Just a minute!” Tig shouted from somewhere within.

      Astra waved me forward. “Come, at least take a look at the outside first.”

      She led me around the tent, pointing out tiny details that didn’t matter in the slightest.

      A tear along one patch that had to be sewn up. Then a dark patch where some kind of oil had been spilled.

      Flaws and the damage of use were what worried her the most, but I didn’t mind at all.

      “Astra, the color is nice enough. It almost matches the red of your old war dress but a bit darker. And I don’t care if it has been worn in a bit. Promise.”

      Staring into my eyes, Astra came to the conclusion that I wasn’t lying.

      She bounced up on her toes and kissed me squarely on the lips. The gesture was sweet and fleeting.

      Pulling away, she asked, “Did you get anything on your hunt?”

      Just then, a rumble sounded from within the tent. The noise reminded me of a gas-burning stove sputtering to life against all odds.

      Siobhan squawked from within the tent, and Tig shouted, “I did it! The damn thing works!”

      Astra yanked me by the arm, dragging me back around to the tent’s entrance.

      There, sitting in the center of the tent, rumbled the noisy contraption.

      It looked like an old Franklin stove, but the pipe stretching up to the ceiling was only two inches thick.

      Tig whacked the stove, and a rattle of debris spilled down the thin chimney, tinkling all the way.

      When the debris cleared, the stove sputtered a few more times and then burned smoothly.

      Brea nudged past me. “Oh! A proper cooking surface! The possibilities are endless! I can make bread or meat pies—”

      “Or cookies!” Astra added.

      I chuckled and pointed out a single flaw. “This is an obvious improvement, but I just took a deer. No way we can cook it in here.”

      “Maybe not the whole thing,” Brea said defensively. “We can cook enough venison in a pan for the night, though… Wait, or should we make a stew?”

      The question absolutely baffled the ranger, and she stared in wonder at the stove.

      Siobhan, standing behind Tig across the room, sighed in disappointment. “Come, Rin. Let’s see about the venison.”

      Everyone worked together for another few hours.

      Siobhan and I cut five pounds of venison from the deer’s flank, storing the rest in Minh. Astra hauled Tig around, cleaning and preparing every nook and cranny within the tent.

      And Brea fussed over the stove, preparing more food than we could eat.

      As the sun set, every task had been completed.

      We sat down on a plush blanket laid in the center of the tent.

      Spirit-powered lanterns burned around the corners, giving plenty of light.

      Astra plopped down last of all, satisfied that everything was perfect. “Thank you, Brea. The food looks excellent!”

      Brea wiggled a little, accepting the compliment graciously. “Wouldn’t be as tasty without such a delightful setting.”

      “And the stove would not have worked without you, Tig,” Astra added. “I can’t believe you’re good with machines as well.”

      “And if not for sun in sky, we would all die,” Siobhan said in a very snarky voice. The avian laughed to herself, picking up a strip of venison and crunching into it. “Let us eat, yes?”

      So we did.

      Our rapidly growing party ate the four-course meal Brea had drummed up so efficiently. We told stories from our lives and continued to form the sturdy bridges that bound us together.

      Wine accompanied the meal, of course, and by the time I declared myself full, my cheeks were warm with drink.

      Astra pulled out yet another surprise then: a small music box that played not one but three songs.

      She started the first, an elegant and slow ballad that lent our meal a great deal more gravity than it deserved.

      You’d think this tent was a grand ballroom.

      The women all commented on the music, and their conversations wound into the night.

      I lay back on the blanket and listened to the women continue to talk.

      They were so sweet, so damn earnest, I couldn’t believe my fortune. With that luxury came a great deal of responsibility, though.

      Should I even hope that this is all possible? I wondered.

      What in the hell is the grandmaster going to put me through, and will that knowledge be enough?

      My thoughts drifted to Cormac as well. The tyrant in the south would be hearing of Worga’s defeat soon enough.

      I had to hope the bear kin’s dishonorable behavior might win us a bit of reprieve. That was all I needed, just an inch of room so we might wiggle free of the noose he had around our necks.

      I wouldn’t give in and let him take Rael, but nor did I think we could afford to wage war with a man so powerful.

      He wasn’t the true enemy, after all.

      In fact, I didn’t even know if there was a true enemy behind the disturbances in the towers.

      Lord Mahuang was a possibility, though.

      Some ancient and evil force was waiting for us at the top of the Sky Tower.

      Not only did we have to brave the dangers of the Fourth Tower, but now we needed to contend with a presence that had plagued Acalia for centuries.

      I wasn’t from this place.

      These weren’t my people.

      The women chatting nearby were, however, and I feared for their lives.

      Even Tig, the sweet fox kin who already seemed destined to be with us, had begun to worm her way into my heart.

      Her gold-and-copper eyes, her petite and curving body, and even her bushy tail appealed to me in ways I hadn’t expected.

      Mostly, though, it was the courage she showed to me and the others.

      Tig was ready to fight anything at our side, unbonded, with only a dagger to protect her.

      I have to be enough, I told myself. I will be. The alternative is too terrible to consider.

      “Rin! What in the devils are you doing?” Astra said, falling to the blanket beside me. “You look like you’re fighting your way up the tower all on your own.”

      I sighed and rubbed my face. “Sorry, just worried. There’s a lot that needs to happen, and soon. Hard not to dwell on it.”

      The redhead rolled over, throwing a leg over my waist.

      Siobhan chuckled and Brea’s voice cut off as Astra kissed me passionately.

      Not minding the distraction, I held her narrow waist in my hands and returned her kiss. Her wine-tinged breath tickled my nose, and she ran her hand across my brow.

      “Rin,” she whispered, “we’ll get to all that, I promise. But tonight we have to celebrate! You’re in a tent full of gorgeous women. We have wine and music and a clean place to dance.”

      I smiled at the woman, glad to have been given such a simple but earnest reminder.

      “You’re right,” I admitted. “I’m here with you, I promise.”

      In a flash, Astra rolled off of me and stood up. Reaching down a hand, she urged me to my feet as well. “Dance, Rin! We have to dance!”

      The others sprang up, and Brea cleared the food and empty plates away, piling them up in a heap near the tent door.

      I held up my hands in mock defense. “I don’t know, Astra. I’m not sure if cultivators are allowed to do something so undignified as dancing.”

      Astra turned around and aimed her backside at me. “You sure? Nothing that could entice you?”

      Tig bounced around, her brown cheeks a deep red from the wine. Siobhan held out her hands and joined with the fox kin.

      The two proceeded to bounce around together, on time with the beat of the lilting tune but largely unskilled.

      Brea swayed her hips liquidly, her hands running down her dress as she did so.

      Her own cheeks were burning as usual, but she seemed oddly emboldened by her companions.

      I was about to give in when a buzz in my pocket and a mental shout told me someone wanted out of their confines.

      I tossed Minh to the ground nearby, and she burst into her human form.

      “Minh!” Astra shouted. “You’ve come to dance with us!”

      The blue-haired woman laughed, ignoring Astra entirely and heading for the platter of food. She picked up the dish still holding over two pounds of greasy venison and clutched it in her lap.

      “I am here for the meat,” she said at last.

      She stuffed her mouth, and the rest of us laughed at her unapologetic display.

      Minh tilted her head side to side with the music and joined in her own way, blue eyes scanning her companions’ bodies as they moved.

      “Come on, Rin,” Astra pleaded again. “Please, I promise you won’t regret it.”

      I smiled and stepped forward. Raising my hands, I found the beat and danced a most untraditional dance for Acalia.

      The girls giggled, delighted I had indulged their whim.

      Each of them took a turn with me, weaving close and stepping to the rhythm of a strange song I would come to love.

      Brea kept at her intoxicating hip movements. Green eyes heavy and moist, she promised me everything without speaking a word.

      Tig grew nervous but took my hands in hers. Her pace slowed, and she fell into an odd but lovely dance.

      Turning round and dipping under my arms several times, she smiled at me coyly.

      Her metallic eyes shone like precious coins in the Spirit lanterns. Though different in every way, she was as lovely as the rest of my vessels.

      Minh only winked at me from where she was seated, guided by her ravenous stomach to gorge the night away.

      Siobhan swept close when Tig moved away.

      Rather than dance, she stilled entirely and wrapped us both in her wings. Alone for a moment, she pressed her hands to my chest.

      “I wish for another night with you, Rin. Tonight is not mine… but soon?”

      “Of course, Siobhan. I can’t wait.”

      She smiled and kissed me. Her soft lips yielded, and her wings shuddered slightly.

      Then she pulled away, closed her wings, and rejoined Tig. The two traipsed across the tent.

      Astra slowed, minimizing her motions and dipping her head forward. She danced close enough that our noses were nearly touching.

      “I promised, Rin. You know I keep my promises.”

      My grin tugged at my cheeks. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Astra dipped low and bowed her chest out toward me.

      She rose, grazing against me and looking up into my eyes.

      “I promised if you danced with us, you wouldn’t regret it. I plan to keep that promise.”

      I moved with the woman, keeping time with her as the music box filled the night with its call. “I have no regrets at all, Astra. Not concerning you. Not one.”

      She spun and rolled her hips. Her backside pressed into me, sending threads of electricity through my body.

      Glancing over her shoulder, her blue eyes locked with mine.

      Mouth hanging open slightly, she stared at me like that for a time, her desire as open and honest as the sky above.

      At last, she gave me a half-smile. “That makes me happy, Rin. I want to keep things as they are.”

      She pointed boldly to the far side of the tent.

      “Our bed is behind that curtain. I told the others tonight is mine… Is that okay with you?”

      I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her into me.

      Our bodies felt good together, like two halves of a split coin.

      “Of course it is, Astra. You’re my love. Don’t I tell you that enough?”

      “But you have many to love now,” she replied in a breathy whisper, face craning up to kiss me.

      I lowered my lips to hers as my hands clutched her lithe body to mine.

      The others were there—in fact, I knew they were watching. It wasn’t as if I didn’t care, and I wouldn’t claim it didn’t matter.

      Their witnessing this moment only charged it more fully, emboldened me further as I moved with Astra.

      Our tongues met, and we kissed until my head swam.

      Then I pulled away and spoke once more. “True enough. I am a lucky man, lucky to have so many close to my heart.”

      Running a hand up between her breasts, I clutched her sternum and felt her racing heart beneath my fingers.

      “But remember, Astra: you are and will always be my first love.”
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      If you want to ping me for instant updates on my next book, join the Sect of Kane Discord.
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      I look forward to meeting you.
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      I hope you enjoyed the third volume of Towers of Acalia. Please, leave a review if you enjoyed the show.
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