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        * * *

      

      “Let the old man wait, Rin!” Astra begged as she reached to pull me back under the covers.

      I sighed, kissing her hand and reluctantly leaving the bedside. “I promised to meet with Goran. He has some rare treat for me. I’m already late. Normal people don’t just lay around in bed half the day!”

      Pulling myself away from the ivory-skinned beauty, her red hair like stoked flames, took considerable effort.

      She smirked at me then rolled over and covered herself in a mound of blankets. “Suit yourself. I’m going to sleep in if you can’t be brought to your senses.”

      Astra and I had been… busy ever since we’d begun to express ourselves physically.

      And with the prospect of sharing our small home with a stranger, taking advantage of our privacy had been a priority.

      I wasn’t about to complain, but without my rune of Might, I’d have died from exhaustion already.

      Cinching my robe in place, I went to the bathroom where I oiled my hair and tied it back. The simple gesture seemed natural now, but in my old life, I’d never had long hair.

      I couldn’t believe how quickly I was adapting to living in this new body.

      Occasionally, I still jumped when seeing my face in the mirror. Seeing a smooth-faced man with olive skin was a far cry from the pale complexion and scraggly beard of old.

      My body had finally finished healing as well. Enhanced as I was by the rune of Might, it was easy to forget my ailment.

      Lean muscle continued to thicken my limbs and fill out my torso, and occasionally I performed a task that betrayed my inhuman strength.

      The merging of my two lives was nearly complete, and at times, I completely forgot who and what I’d been. This didn’t frighten me anymore.

      It just seemed natural.

      I left the shop and locked up after, ensuring Astra would get her beauty rest. Not that she needs it. The woman is the sexiest thing alive.

      An irritated Minh chimed up in my head, sending me an image of her folding her arms over her naked breasts, a scowl on her face.

      And I’m just a useless hunk of copper? Once upon a time, Rin, you called me divine.

      Have you been sexing with Astra so much it’s ruined your mind?

      Strolling down the street toward Goran’s I reminded the shield of one important fact. If you can remember, Minh, you were the one pressuring me to do just that.

      She retreated, but only after telling me a tidbit that nearly made me trip on a cobblestone. I have acquired over half the energy it will take to transform into a human form once more. I expect to be thoroughly sexed myself when the time comes. And you’d better call me beautiful.

      Shaking my head, I attempted to clear my mind before meeting with the old man.

      Goran met me at the door and invited me in. His mouse ears were twitching like mad, so I knew he was excited about something. “I do not want to ruin the surprise, but I hope you’re thirsty.”

      He sat down and Wren came in with a pot of tea. “Best drink it and pretend you enjoy it regardless of how you feel, Rin. Otherwise, he’ll be complaining for a week.”

      My curiosity stoked, I waited while Goran poured me a cup of dark, steaming liquid. “Try it! Just try it, Rin!”

      Taking my cup in hand, I brought it to my lips then paused. “Smells like… this smells like coffee!”

      “Coffee?” Goran exclaimed with a frown. “Don’t be a fool. This is what’s known in the south as Braised Beans. Tiny beans taken from trees of all places, and then pan fried and stewed till their flavor matures. Just drink the damn thing!”

      I laughed, amused to see Goran’s patience wearing thin.

      Then I only took a small sip.

      It was enough to confirm my suspicion. Apparently they’ve a different name for it here, I thought. But this is coffee, no doubt about it.

      Taking another sip, I laughed when I saw Goran leaning forward, his mouth hanging open. “What’s funny? You don’t like it? How in the seven towers, boy! Do you know how much that one cup cost to make?”

      I held up my hands in defense. “I like it, Goran. In fact, I love it. I really do.”

      The old riordi man turned and shouted to his wife. “He loves it! I told you so!”

      “He’s polite! That’s all! Now leave me be!” Wren responded from the kitchen.

      I drank a little more, savoring the rich favor. Black coffee always had been my favorite, strong enough to melt a spoon in.

      A buzzing sensation at the back of my head alerted me that I’d received a buff. Pulling up my Spiritual Interface, I checked to see what it was.
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        * * *

      

      Status Effect Active: Braised Beans Brains

      Braised Beans Brains: By drinking the rich brew of the Copia Bean, you have received a temporary boost to Intellect and Enthusiasm. If you drink too much, you may develop side effects like sweating, mood swings, and mild anxiety.
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        * * *

      

      Time Remaining: 3 hours and 59 minutes.
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        * * *

      

      I laughed and mentioned the side effects to Goran.

      “Good thing riordi don’t sweat like humans do. Anyhow, I’m glad you like it. I’ll have Wren send you home with a sample for Astra.”

      Goran finished his cup and refilled it before leaning back and crossing his tiny hands over his belly. “So, Rin, how are things going in the shop?”

      “Good! We have earned enough gold from the business lately that I’ve been thinking of expansion. I’d need a good assistant for that to happen though.”

      Goran scoffed. “Only if you can trust them to keep a pouch of gold and not take a single coin. Hard to find but possible. I’m pleased for you though. You’ve some talent to be certain, and the people of Bern are finally recognizing that.”

      Encouraged by the man’s words, I asked him a question I’d been holding back. “Just curious, but with another vessel coming to live with us, I was wondering if you could tell me a bit about the cost of building vs. buying. Eventually, I’ll need a much larger home.”

      “Certainly! Makes sense, of course, and wisely asked. I would warn you against building. It will take far too long to make anyone happy, believe me, and there are a few homes in Bern that are for sale.”

      Goran shook his head, considering. “It’s a pity, but there isn’t exactly a line of people wanting to move to our town.”

      I drank some more not-coffee and thought about his words. “That’s more or less what I expected,” I said at last. “Perhaps when we clear the Forest Tower we will have enough to do so.”

      “Speaking of which,” the old cultivator said with sparkling eyes. “When is your next adventure?”

      “Tomorrow, actually. Astra, Minh, and I are heading out to meet with Brea. I figured I might be able to find some monsters to kill on the way back.”

      My friend’s grin widened. “Good for you. I’m sure it will be a lot of fun. Have you considered joining the Adventurer’s Guild? They’ve a board filled with available quests.”

      I leaned a little closer. “Wait, I thought the Guild Hall was only for Occupations.”

      Goran chuckled, shaking his head. Then he drank the rest of his second cup and fell to explaining the various guilds in town.

      I made mental notes, hoping not to forget anything important, and decided I’d have a third task to add to my morning errands.

      When our conversation came to an end, Goran gave me another surprise, one I hadn’t at all been expecting.

      Holding up a thin, mousy finger, he told me to stay put.

      The old riordi man shuffled away and returned a few moments later. Then he set a book down on the table before me.

      “This, my young friend, is for you. Yory wished me to give it to you should you ever ascend to level four.”

      He slid the book closer and winked. “I know you’re only Level 3, but at the rate you are progressing, I doubt it will be long now.”

      I blinked down at the book and read its title. The Wind Within: a Runesmith’s Guide to Cycling, Fortification, and Revelation.

      Immediately, my curiosity lit up like a raging bonfire. Grinning, I picked up the book and tried to open it.

      The cover wouldn’t budge.

      Goran chuckled to himself. “You won’t be able to until you ascend again. Until then, keep it with you, Rin. I won’t lie, the techniques the book teaches will not be pleasant, but if you wish to reach your fullest potential, they will be necessary.”

      I let out a sigh. “Well, thank you anyhow, Goran. If this came from Yory, I’m glad to have it, even if I can’t read it yet. Any idea what these terms mean? I know what cycling is, but fortification and revelation are new to me.”

      My friend gave me a sly smile. “I had a similar tome though mine concerned my own Occupation. You’ll learn more advanced techniques of how to cycle in Spirit, but each path is different.

      “Fortification is the strengthening and advancement of your meridians, the channels that allow your Spirit to move through your body.”

      Goran stopped talking.

      He leaned forward until he was teetering on the edge of his seat.

      Tapping the book with a claw, he whispered, “And revelation… well, I never got that far. To gain the peak of your potential, you will need more than power alone. You’ll need understanding, Rin.”

      I picked up the book and ran my fingers over its cover. The edges of its leather binding were frayed and stained.

      How many Runesmiths held this before me? I wondered. And will I be able to ascend high enough to use it all?

      Goran chuckled again. It was the self-satisfied sound of an old man knowing he no longer had to deal with the problems of youth.

      He nodded and hobbled toward the front door. “Come on, Rin. I know you’re a busy man, and I have matters of my own. Time to get a move on.”

      I left with a brow covered in sweat from Goran’s special drink, with a sealed book under my arm.

      The breeze cooled me down, though, and I headed to meet with the butcher’s wife.

      Delia was scrawling something down on a piece of parchment when I found her behind the counter of Meats and More.

      “Well hello there, Mrs. Butcher. How’s business today?”

      She flinched in surprise, messing up the word she’d been writing.

      Cursing under her breath, she set down the quill and smiled at me. “Morning’s been slow, at least selling meat. But, I’ve a few more… special orders for you to fill if you don’t mind.”

      My eyebrows rose. “More? That’s good news! Here are the three Spell Shards you ordered yesterday.”

      I set the merchandise down on the counter, and Delia swept them up quickly. She looked around the shop, as if someone were watching us.

      My Clear Mind, Vigorous Body spell had been wildly successful. Not only did the magical dick pill work wonders to improve sexual performance, but the effects lasted much longer than I’d hoped.

      Reportedly, Finn Butcher was still benefitting from the spell’s effects more than a week later.

      Delia smiled, a twinkle in her eye. “I’ve found several more customers who would prefer not to order these from a man. So, yes, if you can manage another five, I’ll be grateful to you. Oh, and I think it’s fair to pay you 5 Gold apiece this time.”

      “You’re raising your own costs? What kind of a business woman are you?”

      Leaning over the counter, Delia whispered, “The kind who is charging 12 Gold to her friends and neighbors.”

      I laughed hard enough to startle her, and then I apologized. Despite her newfound marital happiness, she was still a nervous wreck.

      Holding out my hand, I accepted. “5 Gold it is! I won’t be one to complain, that’s for certain.”

      I pocketed the 6 Gold she’d paid me for the previous three Spell Shards and headed out the door.

      Kind as always, Delia sent me with two pounds of lamb shank that would make for a nice stew.

      With a belly full of excitement, I strolled into the Guild Hall.

      A pack of old men huddled in the corner of the common room the auction had been held in. Other than that, the place looked deserted.

      I found a small map on the wall and searched to find where the Adventurer’s Guild was.

      There was a guild for Carpenters, Masons, Smiths, Hunters, and even Farmers. But as Goran had explained, Bern had no Runesmith’s Guild.

      Yory and I had been the only practitioners of our Occupation for many years.

      I made my way to an intersection and chose the hall on the left. This brought me to another intersection shortly after, and again, I chose left.

      The door to the Adventurer’s Guild was closed, but it wasn’t locked.

      I entered, noting how stuffy the room smelled.

      An ancient man slept in a cushioned chair behind a small counter. A few dusty maps dotted the walls as well as several weapons.

      Nothing else shouted adventure, however, and I couldn’t help but feel disappointed.

      Shrugging, I walked closer and had to rap my knuckles on the counter to wake the man.

      He sat up in a start, snorting loudly. “Prepare to be boarded!” he shouted, scaring me half to death as well.

      Recovering his wits and seeing he’d made a fool of himself, the old man chose to scowl at me. “Excuse me, I might have drifted off a moment. I… What can I do for you?”

      Of the one thousand or so people who lived in Bern, this happened to be one the old Rin didn’t know by name. His face was vaguely familiar though.

      I reached out my hand to introduce myself. “My name is Rin of Yory and Rin’s Runesmithing. I’m here to join the guild.”

      The old man replaced his scowl with a smile and stood up. He took my hand and shook it, his grip stronger than I’d have guessed. “Now Yory was a true adventurer! That is good news, lad! We haven’t had any new adventurers since Iskander signed up a year ago.”

      “Excellent,” I said, wishing I hadn’t offered my hand. “I hope I don’t disappoint. Were you friends with Yory then? And, if you don’t mind, what’s your name?”

      My new friend groaned. “Manners! I’m so sorry. Please, call me Alfred. Yes, Yory and I went on a few jaunts together, though I was never the cultivator he was.”

      “That’s amazing. From everything I’ve heard of my master, he was a strong warrior. I’ll have to come by and steal a few stories from you when I get the time.”

      Alfred seemed to have realized he was still crushing my hand. He released it and held his hand up to a dusty board hanging on the wall behind him. “Forgive me, Rin. I believe you’ve come for a quest, no? Well, we have more than a few at the moment, but you will need to pay the guild fee first.”

      I sighed, hoping it wasn’t some outrageous cost. “How much would that be exactly?”

      Alfred let out a lungful of air. “I’m very sorry, but I can’t waive the fee, even for a friend of a friend. The fee is 10 Gold, young man.”

      I reached into the pouch of coins I kept on my belt and fished out the coins.

      The old man seemed impressed. “I can see we are in business! Excellent! There’s only the matter of signing with the guild registrar. Also, there is a monthly meeting you might be interested in, though I’ll admit no adventuring takes place. First Tuesday of every month should you ever want to stop by.”

      I nodded politely, and the man got the hint.

      Chuckling, Alfred winked at me. “You wish to see the quest board I assume?”

      “Please,” I responded, squinting up at the board. “Sorry, but I can’t read anything from here.”

      “Use your Spiritual Interface. When standing on that enchanted bit of marble under your feet, you can access the available quests as well as see their relative location on the quest map,” Alfred explained. “It’s quite a lovely system if you ask me.”

      I glanced beneath my feet and saw a scuffed tile of black marble. It didn’t look out of the ordinary other than being fitted in among wooden planks.

      Activating my SI and then Runic Vision, however, showed me a network of glowing runes.

      Whoever had crafted this must have been a genius. I couldn’t make any sense out of it other than knowing the individual runes themselves.

      “Amazing,” I whispered, earning a grateful smile from Alfred.

      “I’m glad you think so. Once in your SI, you should see a couple new tabs available. Oh! And I forgot to mention, the guild takes a 10% share of all completed quests.”

      A yawn overtook Alfred’s face, cutting off his speech abruptly. “I’m going to rest my bones again, but if you need any help, I’ll be right here.”

      With that, Alfred sat back down, his eyes already growing tired.

      Sure enough, I found a tab labeled Available Quests and Quest Map.

      I selected Available Quests and a list of twenty or more options filled my vision. Getting a feel for the general nature of the quests, I read the first five at random.
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        * * *

      

      Minor Quest: Rats in the Cellar!
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        * * *

      

      Minor Quest: Out to Murder some Crows

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Minor Quest: Safe Passage to Ferndale
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      Minor Quest: Lost Donkey, Please Help!
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        * * *

      

      Moderate Quest: Wargs in the Woods
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        * * *

      

      I smiled, enjoying how similar the quest names were to the video games I used to play back on Earth.

      When I came to the first Moderate Quest, I selected it. Additional information was given along with the offered reward.
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        * * *

      

      Moderate Quest: Wargs in the Woods: Abisham Hunter has requested pelts be provided as proof of thinning the local population of wargs. After losing his favorite hound to the beasts, he’s ready to part with good coin for results.
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        * * *

      

      Requirements: deliver 20 Warg Pelts to the Adventurer’s Guild. Must be delivered within seven days of accepting quest.
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        * * *

      

      Reward: 20 Gold
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        * * *

      

      God, this is so cool. Wait until I tell Astra what a potential gold mine this place is.

      Dismissing the list, I highlighted Quest Map. A map similar to Minh’s popped up in my vision. It was much smaller, only regional, and other than the town of Bern, had no other landmarks.

      A couple dozen dots were scattered all across it, however, each labeled.

      I searched north and east of Bern, and found only a few quests out in that direction.

      Comparing Minh’s map to this one, I isolated one quest marker very near to the place Astra and I would be heading tomorrow.

      I selected it, and read the description.
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        * * *

      

      Major Quest: Bone Deep, and Dangerous: Annis Merchandiser has requested a rare reagent one of her customers has ordered. Locate the Urgani bone mounds northeast of Bern. Defeat the urgani you find there and recover their relics.
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        * * *

      

      Requirements: deliver 5 Urgani Bone Relics to the Adventurer’s Guild. Must be completed within fourteen days of accepting quest.
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      Rewards: 2 Platinum
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        * * *

      

      “Fuck me!” I accidentally let out, and Alfred snorted, muttering to himself as he repositioned his body in the chair.

      I apologized, and found the button at the bottom of my screen labeled Accept.

      With a smile on my face, I selected it.

      Dismissing my SI, I was going to say goodbye to Alfred, but the old man’s stamina had apparently been tapped out.

      I left the Guild Hall and headed straight for home.

      Astra would be delighted to know we now had one more method of earning money. With a growing household and dreams in our heads, it was a point of shared enthusiasm.

      Oh, yes, I mused. The missus will be pleased indeed.

      Maybe enough that she’ll be up for an afternoon tumble.

      So, with a little extra pep in my stride, I made my way back to the little shop on Wisteria Lane.
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            Two Archers for the Price of One
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        * * *

      

      Two hours had passed since we’d crossed the bridge outside of Bern. The day was sinfully beautiful, the sky so blue I kept thinking of Astra’s sweet eyes.

      Already, my back was getting stiff. The new horse I’d purchased showed signs that someday it would be a real keeper.

      The beast was strong of body but had several bad habits. The worst of these was a tendency to forget his rider and clomp off trail in pursuit of grazing.

      At first, these jaunts provided distractions from the boredom of travel.

      But several in a row, each time ending with me cursing the horse and trying to wheel it back onto the road, had given me an ache in my lumbar and a bit of a temper.

      “Let’s stop and rest, Rin. You… You look ready to eat that horse,” Astra said, her voice calm.

      I grumbled, relenting to her wisdom. “Sounds good to me. And to think, I wasted a perfectly good name on this numbskull.”

      Astra trotted off the road, heading for a cluster of trees. Duncan ambled along as happy and easy going as ever.

      I was a fool for asking Sable for an adventuring mount.

      Should have asked for the oldest, slowest, and most predictable horse she could find instead.

      We tethered the beasts, and Astra pulled out some refreshments from our pack.

      Returning, she asked me, “Why did you pick such a weird name anyway?”

      “Apple Jax is a fine name for a horse,” I replied defensively. “It has plenty of spunk and character, don’t you think?”

      “I guess, but what does it mean?”

      I chuckled, wishing I could just hand over a bowl of cereal and let her find out on her own. “It’s the name of a legendary breakfast food. Most around here have never heard of it. It’s cheap, delicious, and terrible for you.”

      Astra quirked her head, like she was considering arguing the point, but instead she brought up the task at hand. “You think she’ll show up on time? We are a little early, but with Apple Jax taking over as our party’s leader, that might not hold true for long.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it, Astra. That horse is testing the limits of my sanity,” I shot back. “Any chance you want to switch?”

      The woman laughed around a mouth full of bread and that was the end of the discussion.

      Finishing my meal, I toggled my Spiritual Interface and brought up Minh’s shiny new map. With the same glowing bright lines that characterized my SI, the map showed all of Acalia at a glance.

      After much experimentation, I’d discovered that I could focus my intentions and zoom in or out at will.

      I found the blinking dot that represented me and enlarged that portion of the map.

      We’d traveled northeast of Bern. After the marshlands, the countryside had opened up into an endless tumble of meadows, several small rivers winding through.

      I could see Brea’s hometown of Thrimm where it sat on the banks of a broad river. It was quite a distance further to the north. Further east was a small icon that I had studied intently these past few days.

      The 2nd tower was tucked into the Eastern Forest. Its icon didn’t blink, and was labeled simply as Forest Tower. Yet I felt its tug on my heart nonetheless.

      Soon, I thought. Soon we will be coming after you.

      I searched instead for our current destination. We’d augmented our plans with the vessel, sending her a letter a day after she’d left Bern. I could only hope she’d received the letter, but according to Astra, the Courier cultivators took their jobs seriously.

      We’d asked her to meet up at Layman’s Bridge five days after.

      Spending nearly a week preparing our house for another resident, Astra and I had at last departed Bern as well. We hoped to meet Brea and explore the riverlands. I had a long way to go before I could ascend my core again.

      I dismissed my SI and prepared to leave again.

      The ability to view the surrounding area hadn’t impacted my life overly much, but now that we were on another adventure, I felt relieved not to have to rely on Minh’s memory alone.

      Perhaps sensing my thoughts touched upon her, Minh spoke up in my mind. You seem pretty grumpy today, Rin. Is everything okay?

      I mounted up and gave Astra the signal to head out.

      Taking a deep, calming breath, I answered. If only you had wings, Minh. I could fly you around wherever we needed to go. I’m fine though, just frustrated at my new horse.

      On cue, Jax spotted a patch of clover and veered suddenly to the right.

      This time I reacted appropriately.

      As Astra had instructed, I dug in my left heel and lifted the reins up and to the left. After fighting me for thirty seconds, the horse resumed his progress.

      Shields do not have wings, Rin. Only birds and dragons do. And insects, some of them at least. Like butterflies, Rin. Butterflies have wings too.

      Minh ceased her rambling and I felt a bit of anxiety leak through our bond.

      Rin, you do not wish that I was an insect do you? I doubt I could protect you well if that was the case.

      No, I assured her. I am perfectly happy with you being a coin shield.

      Minh quite literally flashed me then, sending an image of her standing nude, arms wide and a grin on her face. After I chuckled, she fell to listing other creatures that may or may not qualify as possessing true wings, defined by her as granting the ability to fly, and I found myself relaxing.

      She might be the oddest creature I’d ever known, but Minh knew how to ease my mind.

      Soon, the land sloped down into the bottom of the great valley.

      Countless streams over countless centuries had carved out this swath of land. It was breathtaking to behold.

      Astra had reined in Duncan. She sat facing the river basin, the wind tossing her hair.

      “We’re almost there,” I said cheerfully. “You excited about killing some monsters?”

      “Always. But I can’t help but be a bit nervous.” The woman turned to me, eyebrows furrowed. “What if she doesn’t like me, Rin? What if this whole thing turns into a disaster? What if she steals my stuff, and says mean things behind my back?”

      I stifled my laugh. Such worries were normal, and well-founded.

      People were, after all, total dicks.

      “Just remember how it felt talking with her before she left. Did she seem like a petty, cruel, conniving person?”

      “No, she was so sweet, but—”

      “No buts!” I cut in with a smile. “Just go with that for now. Besides, you can ask her yourself when we get there. Now, get out of my way, I’m gonna see how fast Jax here can run.”

      Astra glanced at me, a spark igniting in her eyes. “Race ya!”

      Then off we went, tearing down the gentle slope. Wind tugged at my robes, and I couldn’t help but feel alive.

      Surprisingly, Jax complied. After resisting for a few seconds, he lowered his head and let out his stride. As the road bled away beneath his hooves, I sent a silent thank you to Sable. For all I’d cursed her, she’d stayed true to her promise.

      This horse was fire.

      We left Astra and Duncan in our dust, hammering down the road for a full five minutes until I decided caution would be a better long-term strategy.

      Astra caught up soon after, and we chatted about the value of a fast horse versus one that listened every time. So lively was our conversation that we hardly noticed the bridge we were approaching nor the man, woman, and horse resting beneath a tree nearby.

      We reined in at the same time, slowing our progress just in time to avoid dousing the people in a plume of dust.

      Expecting Brea to be alone, I dismissed the two travelers until I saw the cobalt blue of Brea’s cloak and armor. Astra waved and dismounted, leading Duncan over to greet them while I cursed at Jax for heading for a patch of grass instead.

      A minute later, I gave up. I met back with the group on foot, happy to not wrestle the horse a second longer.

      “Rin, this is Brea’s brother, Arbin,” Astra said, introducing me to the stern-looking man.

      He wore light armor, greaves, bracers and a leather vest, all painted blue like Brea’s. And though he stood no taller than Astra, his unflinching eyes were intimidating.

      I held out my hand. “Nice to meet you, Arbin. Thank you for traveling all this way to meet us.”

      Arbin shook my hand, then bowed at the waist. “Thank you, Master Rinmarron Runesmith. Brea told us about how you insisted on increasing her Acquisition Fee. And her stipend too… My father sent me to show some degree of gratitude. It is rare to find a cultivator who seeks power and yet hasn’t fallen to the temptation of greed.”

      Smiling, I purposefully didn’t point out my love of money. Instead, I accepted the offer of thanks, insisting that Brea deserved every last copper.

      “Also, if it is acceptable, Master Rin, I would like to travel with you for the day. Your plan is to slay monsters, is it not?”

      I nodded, glancing worriedly at Astra.

      Arbin cleared his throat nervously. “I would like to fight alongside you and your vessels for the day. My father is…” The man’s voice trailed off.

      Brea cleared her throat, blushing slightly. “Father asked Arbin to make sure you’re not hopeless in battle. I already told Arbin that his presence won’t be necessary.”

      Her brother watched for a reaction, ignoring his sister’s plea.

      “Well that is fine with me under one condition,” I said, looking to Brea. “Are you comfortable with Arbin fighting with us? I’m not offended, but want to make sure you’re okay with it.”

      The woman swallowed, glancing between Arbin and I. “As long as you are not insulted, Master Rinmarron, I don’t mind at all. He’s a brilliant archer and would only help our cause.”

      “It’s decided then. No, I’m not offended. I do expect you to listen to me though, Arbin. Can you do that?”

      “Of course, Master Rinmarron Runesmith,” the man said, slamming a fist to his chest.

      Christ, man. This is one intense family, I mused. How lucky am I that the old man was too busy to come himself? How much more awkward would that have been?

      Holding up my hands, I made a second demand. “This is going to be great. I can already tell. But please, Arbin and Brea, call me Rin. Not Master, not Rinmarron, and you don’t need to include my Occupation title. Now, who’s ready to get going?”

      I received a nod from each woman. Arbin actually raised his hand, a gesture that made him look surprisingly childish despite his stern features.

      I stifled a laugh and pointed to my stupid horse who’d kept on his own course. “Great. Now, I’m going to run after that disaster of a horse, and you’re all going to go about your business and not pay me any mind.”

      Five minutes later, I was back on Jax, sweat and dust covering my face.

      I swore a silent oath to eat the beast should we ever run out of provisions in the field, and then called out to Astra. “I suggest we start looking for trouble. We have a quest from the Guild Hall in Bern to retrieve 5 Urgani Bone Relics. I think we’re close to where the monsters live. Arbin, do you know this area well?”

      “I do, Mast… Rin. I know it well.”

      “Excellent! Where might we find some of these monsters to slay?”

      Arbin twisted around on his horse and pointed to a cluster of hills closely grouped together. Squinting, I figured the knolls were a few miles away. Confirming Astra had seen our new destination, we headed off trail and into the waist-high grass.

      The knolls turned out not to be knolls at all.

      We staked the three horses a quarter mile away and approached on foot.

      While we did so, I asked Arbin to spill the beans. “What exactly are we looking for, Arbin? I’ve fought gremdaw in the marshes outside of Bern. What kind of monsters are the urgani?”

      His brow knitted with thought and he pointed. “Each hill is actually a ribcage. Long ago, a large herd of huge beasts died here. Nobody knows why, but if you dig down deep enough, you can find their bones to this day. Over the years, the Urgani Bone Lords took over.”

      “Bone Lords,” Astra repeated, testing the words on her mouth. “They sound fierce.”

      Arbin shook his head. “Well, not all urgani are bone lords. Each mound is owned by a single dominant urgani. They are territorial and mean, often feasting on travelers.

      “Yet for the most part, they keep to their own. We should expect strong resistance, but nothing we shouldn’t be able to manage with the aid of a Level 3 Cultivator.”

      Arbin’s last comment was obviously directed at me. Plenty of undertone had gotten through. These monsters shouldn’t be too hard for me.

      If I was a strong and capable fighter.

      Dismounted and standing in a group, I pushed Arbin a little further. “How do they fight? Will they have ranged attacks? Spears? Magic?”

      “I’ve only ever fought the urgani once,” Arbin admitted. “That was five years ago. They came at us with throwing javelins primarily. They are easier to dodge, but if you get struck by one, the javelins are much more deadly than an arrow. Most should be wielding axes and spears made of bone, however. And yes, we might encounter some of their shamans, yet I don’t know much of their magic abilities.”

      Arbin had exhausted his knowledge of our soon-to-be foes, so it was time to get ready. I already wore my armor, and my cloak was loaded with Spell Shards.

      I removed my Helm of Insight from where I’d strapped it to my saddle. After placing it atop my head, I had the satisfaction of seeing Arbin’s opinion of me shift slightly.

      The tower’s gift was truly magnificent, granting me a boost to reflexes and intuition. But it looked just as impressive as well.

      I couldn’t wait to feel what its effects might feel like in combat.

      A few minutes later, Astra and I marched toward the nearest mound, Brea and Arbin walking behind us. A square formation was awkward, but upon first contact, it would turn into something closer to a triangle.

      The seconds ticked by. Each gust of wind sent the tall grass rolling, and I couldn’t help but search for the hidden forms of urgani fighters.

      Since I’d never actually seen them, it was a hopeless endeavor, but my mind insisted nonetheless.

      Will we fight soon? Minh asked, an undeniable thrill coursing through our bond.

      I assured her. Yes, Minh. The fighting is about to start. You ready?

      Yes! Yes, of course, Rin! she replied. I can’t wait to hear the monsters scream!

      Her excitement was infectious, but occasionally, her choice of words was disconcerting.

      The nearest hill rose up, much taller than it had seemed from the road. It rose a hundred feet or more into the air, and as I came closer, I spotted one of the many burrows that dotted the hillside.

      Then I spotted a beastie, a squat and twisted creature that was hunched over, toiling away at some unseen task.

      Quickly, I took a knee, gesturing for my companions to do the same. From the cover of the grass, I could more easily scan the hillside in hopes of finding more foes. So far, only the one stood out.

      I held up my hand, blocking the sun to Inspect the monster in my Spiritual Interface.
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        * * *

      

      Urgani Thrall

      Rank: Level 2

      Monster Type: Amphibian

      Disposition: Territorial

      Elemental Affinity: Earth, Shadow
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        * * *

      

      Astra strode closer, so I pointed the beast out to her. “Doesn’t look like much from here,” she admitted.

      “No, maybe not, but I’d rather not take any unnecessary risks. I’ve got an idea. Go tell Arbin and Brea to ready their bows. It’s time to stir the pot. Tell Brea to take aim at that monster there and wait for my signal.”

      The woman grinned viciously and then loped away.

      I tried again to see if any more of the urgani were present.

      I thought I saw something moving in the shadows of another burrow, but the coast was otherwise clear.

      Astra returned then. “They’re ready. What do you want me to do?”

      I glanced at her over my shoulder and smiled. “Post up behind me. Same as we did in the tower. I act as shield, and you my badass sword. I’m going to pull them away from the mound though. A hill that big full of monsters might hold any number of enemies. I’d rather not be overrun if it can be helped.”

      The woman nodded, her red hair dazzling in the sun.

      Then I turned back to face the urgani thrall, working diligently some seventy feet away.

      Holding up my right hand, I gestured for Brea to fire.

      I winced, praying I hadn’t just overpaid for a lousy archer.

      Then a twang of a bowstring thrummed behind me and an arrow darted above my head.

      The thrall flinched, turning just in time to see the arrow that burrowed into its scrawny chest.

      Brea had nailed her target with perfect aim.
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        * * *

      

      The arrow sunk into the monster’s chest, splitting open its sternum with ease. The beast stiffened, emitting a single piercing shriek.

      Then it scanned to find its hidden attacker, bulbous eyes searching the grass below.

      The monster was severely wounded, but didn’t appear to be dying. I considered firing another spell off when I was spotted at last. Opening its ugly mouth, the urgani whooped loudly like an ape.

      As I’d hoped, the monsters that called this mound their home stirred as the alarm was raised.

      I retreated a dozen paces, wanting to face as few as possible of the mobs at once. Before I turned again to face the incoming foes, my eyes landed on Brea, her bow nocked and face grim.
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      Nothing cuter than a girl showing her tough side, I thought.

      Arbin, still on one knee, held his bow at the ready as well. With Astra in position, her mouth twisted in a grimace, we were as ready as we would ever be.

      I turned back just in time to see the initial swarm explode from a dozen burrows, all screeching loudly. Sure enough, axes were clutched in the monsters’ hands. None appeared to be magic users, which was good, but a few held thin shafts of bone. Those must be the javelins Arbin mentioned. Better watch out for those.

      A dozen urgani warriors raced toward us, and the first twang of bow strings sounded behind me. The arrows blurred past, sinking into the neck of one monster and the eye of another.

      Both fell dead or dying.

      Unsure how many of the creatures would come at us, I fired off two Ice Daggers to thin their numbers.

      The first injured an urgani with a huge axe. The second felled a javelin thrower a breath before it threw its weapon.

      Now only eight urgani charged in.

      As they came closer, I could at last make out their odd bodies. When their Monster Type was given as Amphibian, I hadn’t known what to expect other than slimy skin. Each had a long, striped tail though, and their eyes stood above their heads slightly.

      They looked like frogs with tails, but their legs were designed to let them run upright.

      The creatures weren’t particularly swift, which gave Brea and Arbin plenty of time to cut down the first wave’s numbers.

      Five, then four remained. I stood in the tall grass and summoned my Chasing Hammer.

      But the last three urgani died before I swung a single time, the deft plucking of bow strings behind me coming so quickly I couldn’t help but turnabout and watch the two archers in action.

      It was clear that Arbin was deadlier. His draw came quicker, and his arrows darted out with more force than Brea’s. Yet as I watched her work, the woman’s face remained perfectly stolid and impassive.

      She wore a mask forged of pure determination.

      Two more shots leapt from her bow in the span of four seconds.

      Facing our enemies again, I shook my head. Well, we made the right call with that one. She’s as badass as Astra if not more so in her own way.

      The urgani emerging from the hill had changed while I was watching Brea. Larger monsters followed the initial wave, their bulky forms streaming cloaks behind them as they charged.

      Two arrows slammed into the chest of a particularly large urgani, but it didn’t even slow.

      Then I noticed it had been running with its axe held flat against its chest like armor.

      It lifted the axe, the two arrows still jutting out the side.

      Then, using powerful hind legs, it leapt into the air.

      I held Minh before me and waited. The impact almost drove me down to a knee, but I managed to divert some of the force to the side.

      A second reckless swing of the monster’s axe forced me to roll beneath the attack. Rising up behind the urgani’s guard, I slammed a Peening Strike into the side of its skull.

      The monster’s limbs went liquid and it fell in a heap before me.

      I activated Runic Vision, hoping to reveal an inherent weakness, but there were no runeslots on these creatures. They were organic and wild, not tower-forged.

      With no time to spare, I dismissed the ability and prepared for another fight.

      Six urgani, each nearly as tall as I was, emerged from tunnels hidden in the tall grass. They were on me before I had a chance to retreat. All were axe-wielding brutes with heavy bodies and thick arms and legs.

      Astra swept in, her sword ablaze. “Cinder Slash!” she cried, cutting down one and wounding another. I blocked a heavy attack on my shield and stumbled backward as two more axes lashed out at me.

      That’s when my foot caught on a stone, and I fell to the ground.

      Always vigilant, Astra thrust out the flat of her blade and activated Flame Bulwark. The fiery shield emerged just in time to deflect a chopping attack that would have ruined the rest of my day.

      The urgani growled at having its axe turned aside a moment before landing a blow.

      Then it swung wildly, aiming for Astra’s head. She deflected the first, but the other urgani focused on her as well.

      Perhaps feeling the effects of my heightened intuition, I knew there was no chance of me defending Astra through conventional means.

      I reached for a Spell Shard.

      “Avalanche!” I shouted, and the Earth Spirit spell caused a cluster of boulders to solidify in the air above the foes. The rocks fell, crushing two completely. Two arrows sprouted from the remaining urgani’s chest before it had a chance to swing at Astra again.

      I rolled to my feet and saw only a few of the monsters were left, at least above ground.

      These were dropped quickly by shots from Brea and Arbin.

      As quickly as the fray had begun, nothing but wind buffeting the grass all around us could be heard moments later.

      I dismissed my Spiritarm but kept Minh in place. Considering how that last group of six had sprung up as if from thin air showed me exactly how far I could trust the deceptively peaceful grass. I guessed we’d find tunnels shortly ahead, but I wasn’t quite ready to pursue.

      I waved at Astra and the others, urging them to meet me in the center of the battlefield.

      Corpses lay strewn around me, and the air was thickening with raw Spirit released from the fallen.

      “Astra, I want you to harvest the gem hearts from the urgani who are close by. Leave the ones that were killed further off until we know we’ve cleared the mound.” I turned to Brea and her brother. “You two, keep your eyes open. I need you to guard me while I cycle.”

      Both archers nodded, but Brea was the one to warn me. “I’ve already spent most of my arrows. If you hear a twang, best if you jump up and get ready.”

      I smiled at the woman, glad she not only had a solid head on her shoulders, but that she was capable of voicing her concerns.

      I sat down and folded my legs, then allowed my breathing to grow steady and rhythmic. I pulled in the Spirit from the air, and focusing, drew it into my core. Time passed pleasantly while I cycled. The wind carried the smell of endless miles of grass and soil and, far in the distance, rain.

      The sensation of cycling never grew weary. Especially when pure Progression flooded my veins, I couldn’t help but feel satisfied knowing that each passing second brought more strength, more potential.

      In total, I only cycled for thirty or so minutes.

      The winds made the evaporation quicker than normal, and the bodies were widely spread apart.

      Still, I was happy to see a modest increase to my Progression.

      Standing up again, I asked Arbin, “Have you ever gone inside one of these mounds? I have a feeling we haven’t killed them all.”

      “No, Rin. I’m sorry. But there’s a saying I learned after my skirmish with the urgani. An old trapper told me the way to summon a Bone Lord is to steal one of his bones,” the archer explained. “He meant it literally though. Some people hunt these creatures, farming them for meat, materials, or Progression. If we dig up a bone from that hill, I’m certain we will see the rest.”

      I thanked the man, then with Astra at my side, I strode closer towards the base of the hillock.

      Brea and Arbin retrieved the arrows that were unbroken, and Astra occasionally stooped to cut out a gem heart, so our progress was slow.

      Regardless, we made it to the base of the mound after another ten minutes.

      My suspicions were confirmed about the underground tunnels. I found several openings leading under the mound poking up around the base of the hill.

      A few stones tumbled into one and three burly urgani charged out.

      I hunkered down and activated Core Flash. Minh blinded the creatures in a single devastating flash.

      Finding my enemies grouped nicely, I stepped forward, swinging my Chasing Hammer in a downward arc. “Oaken Mallet!” I shouted.

      In an instant, my hammer transformed and crashed into the heads of the urgani.

      Two died on impact while the third was cut down by a lunging stab from Astra.

      Walking with care, I started up a trail that wove between the dozens of yawning burrows. The holes stared at me blankly, each threatening to spill a crazed urgani into my lap.

      None attacked though.

      Not a single enemy emerged, not even after we’d crested the hill.

      I stared beyond, noting the hundreds of hills sprawling in the distance. Some were smaller than this one, but others stood more than twice as high.

      Imagining the size of the beasts before they’d fallen, and what catastrophe had killed them in the first place, reminded me of Earth’s ancient past.

      Maybe it’s the same in Acalia, I wondered. Maybe this place has existed for millions of years. Who knows what wonders I might find here?

      Once we were in position, Brea and Arbin back to back in the center of the hill, Astra standing to either side to protect them, I asked Astra if she might do the honors.

      Rael was a Divine Artifact that couldn’t be dulled by ordinary means. As profane or blasphemous as it was, using the great sword as a digging tool wouldn’t harm it in the slightest.

      Astra drove the point into the ground, burying the blade a foot deep.

      I cringed as she pried the sword sideways, pulling up a clump of turf.

      I dug through the soil, and thirty seconds later, found a tiny fragment of white bone. “Guys,” I said, standing up with my trophy in hand. “I think this should do the trick. Be on your guard.”

      A slight tremble from the mound below me was all the warning I got.

      “Watch out, everyone!” I called out the same instant a swarm of urgani burrowed out of the mound below us.

      At least a half dozen new burrows opened up, a stream of angry warriors spilling out onto the slope. Thankfully, we had the high ground.

      Brea’s and Arbin’s bows strummed like deadly guitars, and Astra swung her blade time and again.

      I held my ground, facing off with five axe-wielders at once.

      They were fighting uphill though, and could only come at me one at a time, those who chose to scramble around to flank me taking an arrow for their trouble.

      Core Flash worked once more, stunning two axemen while I flattened their heads with an Oaken Mallet.

      My Spirit Reserve was rapidly draining, but thanks to my Capacity rune, I had plenty to spare.

      “Oaken Mallet!” I cried again, crushing one more axeman and injuring another with the shrapnel made of its companion’s skull.

      A loud clang sounded, and I heard Astra grunt behind me.

      I spun, spotting the urgani that had parried her attack so brutally. Astra was struggling to regain her balance, and the urgani had all the time in the world to make his next attack count.

      Brea was clutching a long, thin dirk, a clear sign she was out of arrows, and Arbin couldn’t fire because Astra was in his way.

      I sent another Ice Dagger hurtling over the hilltop.

      It plunged deep into the urgani’s eye, and the last foe dropped dead.

      The sound of ragged breathing could be heard all around, but none of our party had been injured. I couldn’t have hoped for a greater success.

      I nearly congratulated my fellows when a final burrow burst open.

      I slowly turned and saw the Bone Lord himself. He looked to be seven feet tall, but that might well have been from the ridiculous set of bone armor he wore. Some strange beast’s skull was wrapped around the monster’s head.

      Striated ribs, layered over the top of one another, covered the urgani leader’s chest and abdomen.

      Not a square inch of its body, other than his glinting eyes, was exposed.

      For a second he stood there, a few feet below the crest of the hill. He held twin axes, both made of sharpened bone.

      Arbin broke the tension as he fired an arrow at the creature’s face.

      The Bone Lord moved, one of his axes blurring, and the arrow rebounded uselessly.

      Then the monster attacked.

      Despite how easily most of his kindred fell, the Bone Lord attacked with a speed and skill that surprised me. In five quick strides, the monster’s axes were already within range. I blocked the attacks, but their strength nearly toppled me over.

      “Core Flash!” I tried, blasting the monster with the light attack.

      He growled, but refused to back down. Instead, he slammed his axe on my shield again, then timed his follow-up precisely. The second attack was aimed low, and came at me too quickly to block. I back-pedaled rapidly and blocked two more attacks before Astra stepped in to pick up the slack.

      “Cinder Slash!” she screamed, bringing Rael down in a flaming arc.

      Her attack didn’t connect, but forced the monster back long enough for me to get my shit together. We can do this, but only if we work together, I reminded myself. Get your head in the game!

      I pushed the monster back with my shield, but was again forced to retreat when he unleashed a powerful combination, both axes glowing faintly with eerie purple energy. Astra swept in once more, completing the cycle.

      The skirmish seemed under control until a fell voice chanted a few words I did not recognize.

      I spun to see a haggard face. The newcomer looked ancient, and it wore necklaces made of bone chips around its neck. The staff in its hand gave it away.

      Then a purple sphere darted out from the tip of its staff, striking Astra in the back.

      The woman cried out in pain and fell to her knees. Her sword hung limp in her arms.

      Sensing weakness, the Bone Lord focused on bringing Astra down. He raised both axes and jumped at her, no doubt hoping to end her in a single attack.

      With the monster committed to attacking Astra, I darted in. “Peening Strike!”

      The blow clicked into the jaw joint of the skull helm, and just like that, the bones shattered apart. Exposed and knocked off balance, the Bone Lord stumbled back a few paces.

      A screech behind me sounded, and then Arbin’s deep voice called out, “The shaman is dead!”

      Glancing to Astra, I saw she was struggling to her feet. She nodded at me though, letting me know she was strong enough to fight.

      Feeling more confident, I raised my hammer and prepared to bring down the boss.

      Then I nearly laughed when I saw the Bone Lord’s face.

      He looked almost embarrassed to be exposed without his masked helm.

      Yes, fucker, now we know you’re as ugly as the rest of them. Time to die!

      Leaping back an easy ten feet, the Bone Lord spoke in a garbled tongue. I figured he was just raging, but a burst of purple energy wrapped around his limbs and soaked into the bones he was wearing.

      When the beast attacked next, it was with blinding speed.

      Side by side, Astra and I held the crazed monster at bay. He struck time and again, raising sparks from Minh’s surface. Without my rune of Might and the added boost to combat reflexes from my helm, I might not have been able to keep up.

      Arbin let another arrow fly, but though the creature’s face was vulnerable, he easily swept the projectile aside.

      Then Astra, overcommitted to a sweeping attack, stepped off the firm ground atop the hill. Her foot slipped, and Rael clattered to the ground.

      I charged in, but the Bone Lord was faster.

      The monster swung an axe at the redhead’s exposed neck. I made to cast a Spell Shard, but all I had was Firestorm. Using it now would only cover Astra in flames as well.

      But she was Coal Kissed. She was all but immune to Fire damage ever since we’d bonded.

      Still not wanting to push the limits of her ability, I aimed my spell high. Focusing on the Bone Lord’s head, I unleashed the spell. “Firestorm!”

      The blast of Fire and Wind Spirit tore the top of the monster’s skull off in a cloud of flame and blood and bone.

      Astra covered herself with her arms, and though some of the flames danced over her skin, not a single blemish was left behind.

      The boss landed on the ground with a heavy thud, his brains smoking, reminding me of a spirit beast I’d met not so long ago.

      A single bone fell loose from his armor, glowing faintly.

      I picked it up and used Inspect. As I’d thought, it was an Urgani Bone Relic. Just need four more and the quest will be complete, I thought.

      I handed Astra some healing herbs so she might recover more quickly from the shaman’s spell.

      It had caused a deep bruise on her back, but thankfully, there were no lingering effects. After she had recovered, I ordered my companions to retrieve their arrows and harvest gem hearts.

      I waited while they worked, keeping my eyes peeled for any signs of movement.

      Five minutes later, and it was my turn.

      I cycled, drawing in the rich Spirit of the urgani boss monster.

      Standing up when I’d finished, I held out my hands to my companions.

      “My vote is not the only one that counts. But I say that went pretty well. I have more Spell Shards and plenty of Spirit stored up.” I paused long enough to take a look at each person’s face.

      Seeing none were about to yell at me, I asked the only question that mattered. “Who wants to try for another?”
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        * * *

      

      The sky was nearly dark by the time the white stone of the bridge came into view.

      Golden lights twinkled all over the town of Bern, and though I’d left only that morning, it was good to be back home.

      Our group had taken advantage of the surplus of enemies, taking on two more mounds after we’d recovered from the first.

      We’d wanted to claim some of the bone axes and javelins the urgani used so effectively, but the weapons proved brittle after their owners died, exposing a little more of the urgani magic at work.

      The two biggest gains of the day were my own Progression, of course, and the Riverland Ranger herself.

      The 5 Urgani Bone Relics were a nice addition as well.

      We were lucky since the items dropped when a Bone Lord was defeated, but taking down a few shamans had granted us the remaining two I needed to complete the quest.

      Curious to see how close I’d gotten to the next ascension, I brought up my SI and inspected the subtle improvements.
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      Name: Rinmarron Runesmith II

      Rank: Level 3 Cultivator

      Occupation: Runesmith

      Spiritarm: Level 3 Chasing Hammer

      Spirit Reserves: 600/600

      Progression: 437/2000

      Vessels: 2

      Tower Keys: 1

      Core Enhancement: Hunger, Might, Capacity
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        * * *

      

      It was strange, seeing only two of my vessels listed. I’d already paid a fortune for Brea’s service, but without formally bonding with her, I wouldn’t gain the full benefits of our relationship.

      I couldn’t wait for the day when I’d ascend once more. Not only would I become stronger than ever, but the girls would benefit as well.

      I peered behind me to check on Brea. She smiled at me, but her face looked tired, the expression forced.

      And why wouldn’t she be exhausted?

      She’s literally just been bought and sold, and now she’s heading into the home of two strangers after only knowing them for two days.

      Minh sent me a most inappropriate image just then, Brea standing in the doorway to my bedroom, only a white slip covering her curvy body.

      Minh! How dare you? I chastised the coin shield.

      I felt the coin buzz in my pocket. Why do you say so, Rin? Isn’t Brea beautiful? Your heart speeds up when you look at her. I thought it might be nice for you to have some sex with her later.

      I love you, Minh, but I can’t just have some sex with everyone I meet.

      The shield rebuffed my wisdom easily. It doesn’t take so long. You could probably sex many people each day. But Brea is different. She’s your vessel. When Yory was young, he used to—

      I cut her off before she could pollute my mind further. Enough, Minh! We can chat about this more later, but please, never tell me anything sexual Master Yory did in his past. He was like a father to me, and that is just too damn awkward.

      Thankfully, the shield backed off.

      Approaching town, we found Collin Trapper closing shop.

      Wordlessly, Astra tossed the sack of gem hearts onto the man’s table. I thanked the man and told him, “We’ll be by in the morning to settle if that’s okay.”

      “Not a problem, Master Rin. Not a problem at all,” Collin answered, his eyes following our newly grown party.

      He didn’t say any snide comments, but I did catch the twinkle in his eye.

      Next, we dropped both horses off with Sable.

      She eyed the poor girl from the riverlands as well, and I resigned myself to a week of awkward conversations and glances.

      The townsfolk of Bern had only just begun to grow used to me, out and about, recovered from a lifelong illness. Then Astra came and swept through town like a fiery storm. Dumping Brea into the mix, especially so quickly, was sure to bring unknown consequences.

      I strode on ahead while the women walked behind me. Astra spoke to her new companion in an unbroken chain of words that sounded like rambling but was her way of soothing Brea.

      Passing Mattias’ shop, I spotted a single lamp burning in the window, evidence that the weaver was still busy with some task. I’d crushed the man’s petty dreams of putting me out of business, but I still hadn’t learned exactly why he hated Master Yory and me.

      Mattias I could forget about, but how it complicated things between Yurek and I was unacceptable.

      Maybe, if I approach him alone some time, Yurek and I can make up, I mused as I opened the shop’s front door. Then we can bury this nonsense, and I can focus on the good things in life… friends, gaining money, and long nights with Astra.

      That last thought sent a spike of fear through me.

      How awkward is it going to be when we have sex?

      The fact of the matter was, we were living in a relatively small house, and the bedrooms were side by side. There would be no hiding the matter.

      I flicked through the pile of mail and other miscellaneous paperwork that Astra and I always piled up on the storefront’s counter. It was the perfect excuse to let the two women settle in by themselves.

      Astra shot me a wink, catching on to my tactic immediately. “I know it doesn’t look like much, but the house is very warm, and believe me, Rin and I have big plans!”

      I listened to them move through the house, starting with a brief and apologetic description of the cramped spare bedroom. With only the two bedrooms, our choices were limited.

      I couldn’t detect any traces of disappointment in Brea’s tone, however.

      Might be used to a lot less than this, I summarized. If she has a big family and they’ve been living lean, there’s no telling how janky her old house might have been.

      The girls inspected the dojo next.

      Astra knew little about the items on the wall, the charts and training diagrams. That didn’t stop her from making the space out to seem like a grand training hall for champions.

      That girl missed her calling in sales, I mused, thumbing through the last of the mail.

      Two bills were included in the pile, both having to do with owning a shop in Bern.

      One was a simple tax allocated for improving and maintaining the streets and street lamps.

      The second was the fee we paid to have our garbage removed.

      Crazy, how similar Acalia was to Earth at times.

      Dotted with magical, semi-sentient towers and countless monsters, Acalia seemed like a land far removed from such trifles.

      One last piece of mail caught my attention. I was about to set the pile aside, tossing half in the waste bin, when I noticed the ever-troublesome name of Mattias Weaver.

      It was a small piece of paper, closer to a business card than a flyer.

      I read it out loud, each word making me a little angrier.
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        * * *

      

      Sale - This Saturday and Sunday

      Everything Half Off!
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        * * *

      

      Head on over to Terrific Textiles where the best enchanted fabrics can be purchased from Bern’s very own Master Weaver, Mattias.
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        * * *

      

      A loyal servant to Bern, and all of Northern Acalia, Mattias has sworn to deliver the very best deals in town.
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        * * *

      

      Come quick before the sale is over!

      
        	bulk cloth, silk, and misc. textiles

        	locally fabricated capes, scarves, jackets, robes, and accessories

        	High Quality Imported Spell Shards (Made by a REAL Master Runesmith!!!)
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        * * *

      

      COME NOW or CRY ABOUT IT LATER!
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        * * *

      

      “That shitty, two-faced, conniving little fu—”

      “Rin! Sorry to interrupt,” Astra said, calling from the hall. “Just wanted to make sure you’re ready for dinner. I’ve got the stove heated up and should be ten minutes when it’s time to eat.”

      The woman disappeared, leaving me glaring at the paper in my hands.

      I walked to the window and peered across the street. I half expected to see the man glowering from his porch.

      Ripping up the flyer, I tossed it in the trash and stomped through the house.

      I stripped off my gear, setting it all in a corner of the dojo before retrieving clean clothes from my bedroom.

      Then I headed to the bathroom that was currently being described in great detail.

      Astra was showing Brea how to operate the rune-powered hot water when I stepped in. “It’s very simple. Just touch these two runes to adjust the temperature. The top one makes the water hot, and the bottom cooler.”

      “Hey, sorry to interrupt, but while you give the rest of the tour, I’d love to wash up and calm down before dinner. I’ll explain then.”

      “Of course,” Astra replied with an easy smile. “Brea can help me set the table. Oh, Brea, you have to see these dish cloths I picked up the other day!”

      I sighed, trying to let some of my frustration drain away.

      Mattias was a beast of his own. None of this was anyone’s fault but his.

      I closed the door and turned the faucet on, filling the tub with scalding hot water.

      Five minutes later and I was soaking blissfully, working over a plan in my head to thwart the weaver’s attempt to one up my business.

      When I emerged, squeaky clean, my long hair hanging loosely around my shoulders, the undeniable smell of cheesy bread caught my attention.

      It made sense that Astra would try to show off a little, but the meal was a little too simple to be called a proper dinner.

      Either way, it wasn’t my decision to make.

      After tossing my dirty robes and travel clothes into the laundry, I headed into the kitchen at last.

      Brea sat at the table, her hands clutching a steaming mug of tea. Her black hair glistened in the lantern light, her skin as fair and unblemished as ever.

      She saw me enter, and for an instant, I registered fear in her gaze.

      Then she blinked, pressing the mug to her lips and nodding at something Astra was saying in a conspiratorial tone.

      Suddenly, I felt bad about taking the bath first. Brea looked weary from travel.

      She’d removed her armor along with Astra, but they both had on their adventuring clothes.

      Astra’s red battle dress seemed in perfect condition, but the hem was dirty and a few streaks of urgani blood marred its appearance.

      Brea wore a loose blouse, but only a short pair of shorts she’d had on under the armor that hung over her hips and thighs. Moving around so freely must have helped her mobility in a fight, but now, with her armor removed, she looked half naked.

      I placed a hand on Astra’s shoulder. “Do you think we could let Brea wash up before we dive in? Might make her more comfortable.”

      “I’m fine, really,” Brea insisted.

      A second later, Astra gasped. “Yes! No, you’re right, Rin! I was just so excited about dinner.”

      Then, in a flurry, Astra swept her new friend off down the hall. I promised to keep an eye on the bread and poured myself a cup of tea while the women tidied up.

      The two returned ten minutes later.

      “Brea’s going to take a bath after dinner,” Astra informed me. She’d changed into a spare dress, a green one that brought out hints of jade and emerald hidden in her blue eyes.

      Brea wore a dress as well. Hers was a deep blue, and though it was a loose-fitting garment, I had to swallow a few times as she walked in and sat down opposite me.

      Her armor had done much to hide her body. Brea had hips that could destroy a nation, her thighs thick and curvaceous.

      And by the seven towers, the woman had breasts to make a man weep.

      I smiled politely, doing her the favor of not gaping.

      With a figure like that, she probably half expected to be gawked at, but this was her home too now.

      I wanted her to feel comfortable.

      Astra pulled out the sheet of bubbling cheesy bread and set it on the counter. “Brea, I will have you know that this is the best dinner you can get in town. And only I know the recipe.”

      “Meaning, this is all she knows how to cook,” I amended with a wink.

      My comment earned me a hard pinch, and for a second, some of the tension eased.

      Then Astra set a huge chunk of bread before Brea and things fell apart again.

      Brea stared at the food for a few moments before tears sprung to her eyes. She shook her head, still staring at the bread on her plate.

      The poor girl ended up burying her face in her hands and weeping softly.

      Astra gaped at me, her face suddenly pale. She mouthed what happened? And I could only shake my head and shrug.

      “Brea,” Astra tried. “Do you not like bread? We don’t need to eat this. Rin’s right, I’m a shite cook and eat far too much bread anyway… but… can you tell me what’s wrong?”

      In a muffled voice, Brea answered. “I’m allergic to cheese! I’m… I’m so sorry.”

      I politely stifled any urges to chuckle. It was clear the girl was terrified to be sleeping in a strange house, and to be served something she couldn’t eat… well, I could understand her grief.

      Astra cheered up immediately. “No worries at all. I can heat up some Shepherd’s Pie we picked up from the cafe the other day. It is delicious.”

      Tapping the girl on the shoulder, Astra asked, “You’re not allergic to pie too, are you?”

      Lifting up her head, Brea shook her head. “No, just anything made with milk. Been like that all my life.”

      The woman’s face was blotchy and red, her eyes puffy, but regardless, she was so pretty and sweet in that moment. I had an urge to scoop her up, carry her to bed, and tuck her in.

      Astra laughed hard enough to startle Brea. I shot the woman a quizzical look, but she didn’t notice me.

      Instead, she crossed the kitchen and retrieved a crinkly, paper bag.

      Returning, she tossed the chocolates on the table in front of Brea. “Let me guess, that includes chocolate?”

      Brea nodded. “Unless its dark chocolate,” she added with a guilty expression.

      Astra laughed again. “Well, at least I didn’t pick up fresh cream for your tea in the morning! Burn it all, Brea. Let’s heat up that pie and head out first thing in the morning to buy you a pound of salt taffy.”

      For the second time that night, the awkward tension our new guest had brought with her evaporated.

      The pie was heated soon enough, and I did the best I could to eat an absurd amount of cheesy bread.

      My mood had drastically improved, especially after pouring a little brandy into my tea, something I’d picked up recently.

      Conversation ranged from recapping our adventures against the urgani to the events that took place in the Stone Tower. I even threw in a few of my own anecdotes, and the girls were kind enough to laugh.

      Then Astra, the faithful partner she was, returned to the source of my frustration.

      After handing out a few cookies, Astra sat down again, faced me, and asked in the sweetest voice possible, “Want to tell us what had you so upset earlier?”

      I sighed before draining the rest of my Hot Toddy. Holding up my hands, I spilled the beans. “Not a big deal really. Mattias just picked another fight.”

      Standing, I started to clear the dishes, finishing my explanation with a smile on my face.

      “Tomorrow, we can put our heads together and figure out a way to crush the man’s hopes and dreams once and for all. He’ll regret he messed with us again. I’m sure of it.”
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            Sale on Wisteria Ln
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        * * *

      

      That night, with Astra in my arms, I couldn’t help but listen for the minute sounds coming from Brea’s room.

      The occasional shuffle and a few sighs summed it up, but knowing the woman was sleeping just twenty feet away made drifting off a bit of a challenge.

      In the morning, I had breakfast with the girls. I fried them some eggs in bacon grease, one of my all-time favorite dishes.

      They both ate plenty, and though conversation was still a bit stiff, Brea seemed more relaxed.

      I dismissed myself, popping into my workshop to knock out the few remaining orders I had to fill. The first few were the specialty items Delia ordered, which were a priority given their increased value. The other two were Lesser Recovery spells a traveling cultivator ordered.

      None were particularly challenging to make, but the work soothed my mind.

      Finishing up, I tucked the spell shards in my robe pocket, kissed Astra on the cheek, and headed out.

      I turned right, avoiding the milling crowd of townsfolk who were buying up Mattias’ goods. The weaver wasn’t around, but I did wave to Yurek.

      As usual, the sign of friendship only served to terrify the young man, but he did return the gesture.

      Shrugging it off, I walked the long way round to meet with Collin. “Good day, Collin! I believe you have something for me?”

      The Trapper winked, tossing me a pouch of coin. “That’s five percent higher than I’d give to anyone else, Rin. Please, mention that to Miss Astra when she asks.”

      “She’s something, isn’t she?” I asked.

      Collin laughed. “She’s as shrewd as a housewife with a hand full of coppers. Tell me though, how is it now that you’ve got two under your roof? Anyone bring out their claws yet?”

      I sighed, tucking the pouch of gold away. “Not quite. Awkward as hell though. She’s… God I hate to admit it, but the poor woman seems terrified of me.”

      Collin looked behind him, making sure none of his companions were nearby.

      “Might be she’s curious to find out if you have any romantic intentions with her. I’ve only bonded with two vessels myself. The first I married, and the second is my wife’s best friend.”

      With a mischievous grin, he admitted, “Thought’s crossed my mind a thousand times over the years, but I’ll be damned if my old woman would ever allow that to happen. I was wise enough to avoid the mess, Rin. Might be good if you did the same.”

      I thanked him for the trade and the advice, then went along my way.

      Dropping the three orders off, I popped into the confectioner’s shop and surveyed the shelves of flakey pastries.

      “Excuse me,” I said to the woman yawning behind the counter. “What might you have for sale that doesn’t include any dairy?”

      “Like no butter? No cheese?”

      I nodded.

      The woman laughed. “Not much. My mistress loads all of these with butter. But we do have some honey drops and some licorice, and…”

      She scratched her chin, listing more items.

      Figuring it would make for an excellent conversation, I cut through to the pith. “I’ll take two of everything you have that doesn’t contain dairy. Thanks!”

      The woman eyed me skeptically. I turned and walked to the doorway, facing the street outside.

      I watched several groups of townsfolk walking by, much more than usual. Then I noted they were all turning up Wisteria Ln. Everyone, it seemed, was getting in on Mattias’ big sale.

      And how many will be buying his spell shards? I wondered. Nasty trick, selling the only product your competition sells.

      I did wonder how he could afford it though.

      Since he couldn’t produce the items himself, that meant he’d bought up spell shards from someone else, most likely a traveling merchant.

      I would be willing to bet he’d taken a loss on the deal, or was at the very least, only breaking even.

      That opened up an interesting opportunity to counter his little scheme.

      “Mister? Your candies and such is ready,” the woman said at last.

      I paid for the treats and tipped her a few silver. “Remember,” I said before leaving. “If anyone ever asks, Rinmarron the Runesmith is a good man. At the very least, I’m one who is generous with his wealth.”

      The woman stared at the coins I’d given her. “Thank you, sir. I will. And feel free to come back again soon!” she called after me as I strode back out into the street.

      Yes, I’m sure you’d love that.

      I’d just given her a day’s wages as a tip, which to some would seem like a foolish investment. Long term, however, I was becoming aware how much my reputation might be worth.

      A few silver to plant a seed was fine by me.

      My final destination was a no brainer. I walked straight up Wisteria Lane and immersed myself in the bustling crowd who’d gathered for Mattias’ big sale.

      A few tables had been set outside, all displaying enchanted products of various kinds. Aside from clothing, accessories, and enchanted fabrics, I found one table filled with food of every kind.

      Piles of fruit lay beside home-baked cookies. Next to these, a stack of bread and biscuits lay, all fresh and seemingly delicious.

      That was a mistake, I mused. He’s taking business from Goran as well as the bakery.

      Considering the sweets, I’d say Mattias might have pissed off four different shop owners in one fell swoop.

      I didn’t know how the others would react, but the weaver had fucked up by coming after me like this.

      The auction had almost worked. There was only so much I could have done to raise that much money. If it wasn’t for Astra and our success in the first tower, I’d have lost already.

      But now he was playing the sales game with me. And that was something I could do with ease.

      I feigned interest in the spell shards. Most were household spell shards, the kind I was most often commissioned for. A few had been designed for combat however.

      I found one labeled Fire Plume. On a hand-written card, the spell shard was described as “A potent spell capable of slaying a spirit beast.”

      Fire Plume was on “sale” for 25 Gold.

      A young woman with tan skin and almost-yellow eyes stood behind the table. When I asked, she told me the prices were firm. Fishing out the coin, I bought the Spell Shard straight away.

      Then I slunk off to my own shop.

      I evaded Astra when she tried to pin me down. “Not now. I have a very shitty neighbor to upset.”

      “That doesn’t sound good, Rin,” she said, following me into the workshop. “You upset about the sale still?”

      I grinned at her. “No way. The poor bastard isn’t very good at business. I think he’s just offended several other store owners including Goran.”

      Waving her off, I asked for a few minutes alone. “I’m really sorry, and yes, I’d love to head to the cafe for lunch. Just give me fifteen minutes.”

      The first thing I did was bring up my SI and toggle Runic Vision. Suddenly, the three runes on the spell shard became visible.

      Predictably, the first was a rune of Fire. Two secondary runes altered the effect of the first.

      The rune of Focus combined with the rune of Projection would create a stable and effective means of scorching an enemy.

      I couldn’t tell what reagents were used, but I was confident enough in my assessment to take the risk.

      I fished through the spell shards I’d set aside for future use, and picked up one.

      Then I headed back out the front door. Before I left, I called back to Astra who was glaring at me nervously. “If you want a free show, might want to look out the window.”

      I strolled casually back into the midst of the crowd. At least thirty people were present, and it was just my luck that Mattias was there as well.

      I’d bet a hundred Platinum that he won’t take this very well at all.

      I didn’t wait for a lull, didn’t clear my throat and ask kindly. I used my battlefield voice, holding up my hands, and shouted. “Listen up, everyone! As you’ve all been told Mattias here is selling Spell Shards crafted by a real Runesmith. He didn’t purchase the spell shards from me, and as Bern’s only remaining Runesmith, I thought it fair to assess Mattias’ goods. Now, who would like to see a fun demonstration of magic?”

      Several of the bystanders applauded, thinking this might be part of the show somehow.

      Mattis tried to dissuade the crowd, waving his arms ineffectively and crying out in his nasal tone.

      Nobody paid him any mind.

      Lifting up the Fire Plume spell, I announced, “I just purchased this spell from Mattias for 25 Gold! I have a comparable spell though most of my customers don’t buy combat spells. I will test both Spell Shards here and now. Tell me, folks, doesn’t that sound exciting?”

      The customers backed away from me, granting me the stage.

      Shouts of approval rang out all around, drowning out those few citizens who were concerned about the safety of such a demonstration.

      I saw Mattias pushing through the customers towards me, but they were pushing in the opposite direction.

      There was nothing he could do.

      Aiming my casting hand down the street, and clutching the Spell Shard in the other, I cried out dramatically, “Fire Plume!”

      Instantly, my hand warmed as Fire Spirit coalesced around my wrist. Then it leapt out six feet, burning the air in a cone-shaped pattern.

      The spell lasted a full two seconds before the flames cut off.

      Everyone cheered, obviously impressed with the power of the spell.

      They were exactly where I wanted them.

      “Not bad! Especially considering Mattias most likely bought this from a traveling peddler on the edge of town,” I said, burying the insult just below the surface.

      By this time, Mattias had made his way free of the throng and was stomping towards me.

      Showing the second spell shard, I quickly cried out, “Who wants to see a comparable Spell Shard crafted right here in Bern?”

      More cheers arose, and as Mattias approached me, I held out my hand to face the empty street a second time.

      “Enough!” Mattias bellowed. “Enough of this nonsense. You’re disrupting the peace in town, and I will report you!”

      The weaver walked close enough to touch me. His eyes were blazing, clenched fists shaking.

      He lifted a hand and made to place it on my shoulder.

      It was my turn to shout. “Lay a finger on me, Master Weaver, and I’ll challenge you to a duel here and now.”

      He froze, fingers a few inches away.

      “What’s the problem? Not ready for a little combat?”

      Turning to the crowd, I asked, “Isn’t it fair for me to show you the quality of my own wares in the face of such slander?”

      The crowd looked caught between disappointed at the show having been interrupted and confused about the whole ordeal.

      I simplified my tactic.

      “Who wants to see me finish my demonstration?”

      All around, hands shot up.

      Without another word, I smiled at Mattias then activated the Spell Shard. “Firestorm!”

      Fifteen feet of roiling Wind and Fire Spirit blasted from my palm, scorching the air with excessive force.

      Not only did the spell last much longer than Fire Plume, it was so hot that it created a draft of wind, pulled in by the spike in temperature. Leaves sucked up and into the inferno, adding a nice touch that I hadn’t intended.

      And while the townsfolk cheered and clapped, I nodded to my rival before sliding my blade in a little deeper for the killing blow.

      “I would have charged only 20 Gold for such a spell. No doubt, all of these secondhand goods are over-priced and under quality. If you want fresh produce, head to Flour, Fruit, and Foodstuffs.”

      The crowd had quieted, giving me all the space I needed to finish my argument.

      “Goran is the most honest merchant in town! If you want fresh bread or sweets, I suggest stopping by Birdy’s Bakery. And if you want real spell shards for a normal price, stop by Yory and Rin’s Runecrafting. I promise I won’t overcharge for an under-powered spell.”

      I bowed, giving my robes a little extra flourish for good effect.

      Then I stood up with a salesman’s grin and exited stage left.

      As if I’d poured salt on their slugs, the townsfolk started to disperse almost at once.

      Mattias was left standing amid the few insistent shoppers, the rush and excitement of his business venture utterly quashed.

      And not for a second did I allow regret or guilt to enter my greedy heart.

      The man had made his shitty bed.

      It was time for him to sleep in it.
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        * * *

      

      Astra was there to remind me that what I’d just done was cruel and uncouth.

      I accepted her comments gladly.

      If a few people thought me harsh in my defense of Yory and Rin’s Runecrafting, then I could win them over later with a good deal or a kind gesture.

      I wasn’t in Bern to make enemies. But nor would I stand back and take it any time Mattias decided to be a dick.

      So, despite my vessel’s anxiety, I continued on with my business as if nothing had happened.

      Most of the rest of my day was swept up by an intermittent parade of new customers.

      Some just wanted to talk about how impressive and terrible the Spell Shard display had been.

      I entertained these customers like old friends of the family.

      Without my even suggesting it, the women backed me up with some serious feminine charm.

      Astra brought out an endless supply of tea, offering a cup to anyone who’d take one.

      Brea busied herself in the kitchen. Not breaking a sweat, the woman busted out six batches of butter cookies.

      They were delightful, crisp and not too heavy, the kind of cookie that made you gain five pounds while visiting your grandma.

      I only sold a few Spell Shards, but took seventeen individual orders. When the profits eventually came in, we’d net over 25 Gold.

      Not bad for crashing your neighbor’s sale. Brings a few gimmicks to mind that might drum up even more business.

      As night came on, the issue of dinner was broached. Astra had a craving for steak, and Brea claimed to be indifferent.

      Giving Astra a side hug, I told her I’d be stepping out for dinner. “I promised Goran I’d come by for tea. Chances are Wren is going to feed me till I’m stuffed. But I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

      “Okay, well, then I guess that means girl’s night,” Astra said, considering her plans anew.

      I stepped out, pulling my cloak over my shoulders. The warmth of spring was a fleeting thing as soon as night fell, and I had the feeling that Bern got downright frigid in the winter.

      The tables had all been cleaned up and hauled away.

      Mattias was there though, leaning against his propped open door.

      I’d been the victor in our little clash, but gloating wasn’t in me. Instead of waving or giving a nod, I passed by as if he wasn’t there.

      The intensity of the man’s gaze could have started a forest fire.

      Thankfully, looks alone couldn’t kill, and soon enough I was down the street and turning round the corner towards Goran’s house.

      Unlike me, Goran owned a home separate from his shop. The house was small, but not being split in half to serve two purposes, was plenty big enough for him and Wren.

      The old man greeted me with a bear hug. “Nice to see you, young man. I hear you’ve had a most productive day.”

      “You heard, huh? As you say, it was most productive.”

      He held me by the arm and shoulder, pausing a moment before we headed deeper into his home. “Was it necessary? Your little display I mean?”

      His question shocked me. “Towers, yes! What else should I have done?”

      Goran shook his head slightly. “Could have let him have his day. I read the notice.

      “He dealt you a low blow, and I certainly lost customers for the better part of the day. But I’ve lived here too many years to be so brash.”

      Relenting at last, he patted me on the back. “If I were your age, I probably would have done worse. A duel at the very least. Next time though, maybe give the man a little grace. From what I hear, his business is failing.”

      I followed Goran through the house and sat at his kitchen table.

      Wren brought us tea, and I breathed in the delightful fumes of her exquisite cooking.

      Goran excused himself a moment, giving me a chance to think over his words. His business is failing, huh? Wonder how he thought buying me out would have helped, I wondered. Maybe he had plans to open a second shop to complement his own.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting,” Goran said, sitting down opposite me. “An old man’s bladder is a mysterious thing. Try to avoid if possible. Old age I mean.”

      “I hear it’s terrible,” I admitted. “But you’re doing pretty good for yourself, Goran. I mean, who else in town has a wife so beautiful?”

      Wren snatched up the compliment gratefully, and landed a kiss on my cheek for it.

      Goran and I chatted a little while and then Wren sat down with us. Finding a gap in our conversation, Wren switched subjects deftly. “When do you plan on pursuing the Forest Tower? Surely, you must have thought about it already.”

      I tilted my head and scratched my chin. “I have, Wren. Honestly, I wanted to head out as soon as possible. My only concern is the shop.

      “Astra told me it would take a few days to ride there on horseback. Means I’d be gone at least a week, probably longer.”

      “I’d expect longer,” Goran supplied. “If you get any rain, the roads go to hell. The city of Ilinan is at least three days from here given a healthy horse and a clear sky.”

      “Ilinan? So, there’s a city near the tower?” I asked, curious to find out more.

      Wren answered. “Ilinan, the city the elves have claimed for their own. It is very near to the Forest Tower. Most cultivators stay there while they attempt the tower.”

      “The elves hate outsiders, and for good reason,” Goran added. “Don’t expect a cheerful welcome, but they trade and do business with all cultivators. Without the tower and the commerce it brings them, the city would never have become so grand.”

      I couldn’t help but ask a few more questions. My own knowledge was lacking as Rin’s past experiences had never taken him very far away from Bern.

      To make matters worse, much of Rin’s knowledge of geography seemed somehow clouded. He’d learned much in his youth, and after the extended illness, a lot of that had been lost.

      Having me resurrected in his body hadn’t helped either.

      I pressed in a new direction. “The Stone Tower was full of golems and other monsters that were made of Wind and Earth Spirit. Can you tell me anything about what we’ll face in the Forest Tower?”

      Wren folded her hands in her lap and waited for Goran to answer.

      Noticing his own response was required, the old man laughed hard enough to shake the table. “You’re asking me? The oldest plum on the tree?”

      “The oldest plum maybe, but one who lived through many winters,” Wren tossed in, reaching out a hand and touching the man’s arm affectionately.

      Goran sighed. “Very well. The answer is not so simple though. The Forest Tower features mainly Earth and Water monsters, most combining the elements together. This creates plant-like monsters, which can be tough to kill. Fire, for instance, is less effective against the moist plants than you might imagine.”

      I envisioned a creature made of writhing vines, but couldn’t quite picture anything else. “Can you tell me exactly what kinds of monsters live there? What’s on the first floor? Oh, and what is the boss monster?”

      Wren broke the bad news to me. “Towers never stay the same for long. Some iterations last a few days, others several weeks. But every once in a while, the tower closes itself off and reconfigures its layout. When cultivators next step inside, everything will have changed.”

      Shit. There goes meta-gaming, I thought bitterly. Makes sense though. If everyone knew all the tricks then the towers wouldn’t present much of a challenge.

      “I see. That isn’t what I wanted to hear, but thanks for sharing,” I said, downing the rest of my tea. “I might inquire around town about hiring a temporary assistant to run the shop while I’m gone. Do you know anyone suitable?”

      Goran winked at Wren, and when he spoke, I realized they’d already discussed this amongst themselves. “My suggestion, Rin, would be to craft as many of your goods as possible, then leave them with me. I don’t mind setting up a small display for you. That way your business will not suffer much.”

      The idea was perfect.

      “Are you sure? That might be a pain though, yeah?” I asked before I sighed in relief.

      “It won’t be a pain if you pay me 10% for my efforts,” Goran shot back.

      I laughed, clapping him on his shoulder. “There’s the businessman I know. And I can do you one better. I will put my head together with Astra. I think we could come up with a little sale of our own, drive customers to your shop, and make a tidy profit while away adventuring.”

      “You’re both schemers,” Wren mumbled. “Not a shred of dignity between the two of you.”

      The woman stood and cleared the table before heading back into the kitchen. Then she brought out plates heaped with meat, rice, and vegetables.

      Goran and I stuffed ourselves, tossing out compliments any time Wren entered the room.

      An hour later and I stepped back inside my own humble home. Brea and Astra were chatting in the kitchen.

      I waited as patiently as I could until they sensed I was waiting for an opening. “What is it, Rin?” Astra asked. “You look ready to burst with excitement.”

      “As a matter of fact, I am excited. How would you two like to plan a big sale with me. I want to rouse up a little attention, cut prices for a week, and make a little money.”

      The women absorbed my statement casually, waiting for me to finish.

      I sat down at the table and leaned forward, eyes flitting between the two vessels.

      “Goran agreed to sell Spell Shards for us while we’re gone. We just need to figure out how best to inform the people of Bern where to buy our goods.”

      Astra blinked a few times, then came straight to the point. “While we’re gone? And where are we off to?”

      I let the silence hang a few moments until both women figured out my answer.

      “To the Forest Tower, of course. Where else?”
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        * * *

      

      An impromptu business meeting broke out in 213 Wisteria Lane.

      Astra was all for making a big sign that would direct traffic down the street to Goran’s shop. I thought it was a good idea, but not enough.

      Customers were fickle creatures. If ten people showed up to make an order only to find they needed to head somewhere else, at least five would change their plans entirely.

      Still, the sign was a good start. The girls would head out in the morning to buy paint and supplies.

      I had the bright idea of copying Mattias. If we could order mini flyers, I could drop them off around town tomorrow evening and spread the word the old-fashioned way.

      Then we wracked our brains, trying to predict the types of Spell Shards people might be most interested in.

      I listed the most common ones, writing them down on a list and writing the number I thought necessary to produce.

      Brea added several of her own suggestions including a handful of cooking spells she had used in the past. Apparently, one could enchant a pan and make it nearly impossible to burn food.

      I winked at Astra and earned a wicked punch to the arm before writing the spell’s name down.

      By morning time, all three of us were pumped up and ready to go. The girls took off, leaving me alone to handle the brunt of the day’s labor.

      In total, I planned to craft thirty-five Spell Shards to sell at Goran’s shop, and as many combat spells as we could afford.

      Alone in my workshop, I scanned the list of Spell Shards, their names and number described along with my own notes off to the right.

      I was proud of the work we’d done in imagining some of the needs the townsfolk might have. Among my latest Spell Shard recipes were a few with the average citizen in mind.

      The Scorch Me Not Spell Shard was designed to enchant a pan so that it dispersed heat more efficiently. It was an almost fool-proof method not to burn your food.

      Astra had come up with the recipe I called the Wife Brainwashing Spell. Knowing it was more marketable, we planned to sell this one under the name of Happy Home. It alleviated stress and anxiety as well as boosted one’s energy.

      For the rotund customers in town, I’d designed the Crave Not Spell Shard, which reduced urges to eat sweets and other heavy foods.

      I began with the spells I’d created before. The healing, water warding, and hearth spells I completed first, placing the finished Spell Shards in leather pouches. Then I churned out several of the newer creations.

      Burning through so many Spell Shards had sapped my Spiritual Reserve, and I would have to cycle again soon anyhow.

      I sat on the workshop floor and cycled until my pool of Spirit was mostly replenished.

      Then, filled with delightful curiosity, I cast a Sharper Mind spell, one of Yory’s old recipes, on myself.

      The effects took a full minute to sink in. It started as a strange itching on my scalp that turned into a slightly throbbing headache.

      Thankfully, both side effects wore off as the spell took effect.

      Suddenly, it was like I’d had a cup of coffee and returned from a brisk walk at the same time.

      Excited to see what the exact effects were, I brought up my SI. Sure enough, a Status Effect was altering my perception.
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      Status Effect Active: Sharper Mind
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        * * *

      

      Sharper Mind: All cognitive functions including focus, imagination, and problem-solving skills have been given a minor boost.
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        * * *

      

      Time Remaining: 3 hours and 59 minutes.
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        * * *

      

      Not bad, I thought. The spell is relatively affordable to make, probably only 50 or so Silver. Yet I feel like I could ace my SATs right now.

      My thoughts were clearer, more crisp and manageable. Pondering the task ahead, I was overtaken by an eagerness to stretch myself and expand my arsenal.

      It was time to make a couple new combat spells.

      My efforts were guided by two concepts. The first was more practical. Ever since burning through more than a dozen combat spells in the Stone Tower, I’d become more and more appreciative of the Spell Shards’ cost.

      Should I continue to increase my production and use of the spells, I’d end up spending most of the money we earned in the tower.

      If I wanted to expand my business and gods forbid buy a home large enough for my future vessels, I needed something more sustainable. This concept brought me to three designs I hoped might round out my otherwise-impressive firepower.

      I worked on Ice Dart first.

      Taking my original design for Ice Dagger, I replaced the two most expensive reagents. My supply of Hog’s Breath tincture had been exhausted when producing my latest batch of Ice Daggers.

      I used Frost Berry paste instead, a weaker reagent, but one I hoped would make a less dramatic but more affordable effect.

      Likewise, I swapped out Powdered Silver for the Liquid Ice that cost so damn much.

      The tiny vial of Liquid Ice, which only held half of its original contents, would cost 2 Platinum to replace. I didn’t want to use it again on anything other than a boss-smiting uber spell.

      I used the same rune configuration as before, a single Ice rune altered by the runes of Align and Accelerate.

      Placing the runes on the Lesser Spirit Shard, I applied the reagents carefully then summoned my Chasing Hammer.

      As with every time I used my Spiritarm with rune crafting, the hammer shrunk down to a normal size. I lifted it up, imagined a tiny spike of ice coalescing and launching out of my palm, then I struck the rune.

      It didn’t explode, which was awesome.

      I loosened the vise and picked up the Spell Shard. Then I tested the spell.

      Just as I’d hoped, a sliver of ice the size of my hand flew out from my palm, sinking into the wooden planks of the far wall.

      I was happy Astra wasn’t home, for though the Ice Dart was a quarter the size of Ice Dagger, it still made a terrible sound as it struck. In fact, walking closer, I realized the spell had sped up considerably.

      The reduced mass of the projectile might have improved the spell’s overall damage.

      At the very least, I knew I’d just gained some efficiency.

      I did the same with my two other elemental attacks. Fire Bolt was my next project, another success, but one I couldn’t quite yet experiment with.

      Finally, I devised Boulder Bash, a spell that combined Ice Dart with Avalanche. Avalanche was impressive, but again, it just cost so much money to make.

      The spell proved finicky, and I exploded three Lesser Spirit Shards before I found a way to stabilize the spell.

      Having worked on pragmatic solutions, it was time to use my enhanced brain to craft something new, something with a little more pizzazz.

      Since I’d made an epic version of a Fire Spirit attack, I considered doing the same with Ice or Earth spells. I chose Earth.

      I worked with the recipe for Avalanche and amplified it in several ways. After brainstorming, I picked up a Greater Spirit Shard to replace the normal Spirit Shard.

      I placed the runes and dispersed the reagents. Then I imagined the most spectacular and devastating spell I could imagine.

      Terrified but determined, I struck the runes.

      A twanging ping sounded, rising to an almost-intolerable pitch.

      I dove under the table, expecting to have half my house blown apart. But then the sound faded as the Spell Shard stabilized.

      I’d done it.

      I called the new spell Meteoric Fury. If it worked as I’d imagined, it would most definitely be my most potent spell.

      The girls came home shortly after while I was still cleaning up the workshop.

      They started designing and painting the sign that would hang on the front door while I used my heightened mental faculties to finish preparing for our trip.

      On into the evening, we all worked in a haze of production.

      We finished in time to heat up a couple of meat pies and collapse at the kitchen table together.

      Hoping to reconnect with my companions, I asked about their progress. “How did things go? You guys both think we’re ready to head out tomorrow?”

      Brea looked to Astra to answer, and as usual, the redhead didn’t seem to mind. “The sign is still wet, but it’s already hanging on the front door. We ordered a hundred flyers from Josiah Press as well.”

      “Really? Can I see them?

      Astra shook her head. “He won’t finish till tomorrow morning, but we paid an extra 10 Silver to have his apprentice drop the finished product all over town. Everyone in Bern should know we’re selling Spell Shards out of Goran’s shop by the time we leave town.”

      I grinned savagely, the excitement of impending adventure getting to me. “What about you, Brea? I know you’ve just gotten here. Do you feel ready for this?”

      The newest member of our little party nodded firmly. Her brow wrinkled, showing a determination I found admirable. “Yes, Rin. I want to earn my keep.”

      She looked around at the kitchen and added, “I really like this house. It… feels loved.” Finding my eyes again, Brea’s tone shifted. “But I am ready to prove myself.”

      “You’ve already done so,” Astra reminded her. “We know you can fight.”

      Brea shook her head. “But I haven’t begun to pay you both back for the trust and gold you invested in me. I just want to feel valuable.”

      Astra assured her she already was, but I cut through, respecting the woman’s noble desires. “And you’ll have plenty of chances to do so. It’s decided then. We leave at first light and head off to the Forest Tower.”

      I excused myself and took a quick bath before heading to bed.

      Astra met me a short while later and crawled in beside me.

      Her skin was a pleasing fire.

      I pulled her close, smelling the herb and soap fragrance of her hair.

      She pressed her feet down on the tops of mine. A flush of warmth spread through me as she shuffled closer, her soft backside beckoning to the primal parts of my mind.

      No, I thought. Now can’t be the right time.

      We should get some sleep while we can. Besides, what about Brea?

      The question had been taunting me since I’d first considered hiring on another vessel.

      Astra, however, had her own plans it seemed.

      Still with her back to me, the woman ground her butt into my crotch more firmly. Then I felt her hand reaching down to my own.

      Slowly, she dragged my hand to her chest.

      I chuckled quietly and complied, filling my hand with one divine breast.

      Astra’s breathing increased a little as I kissed the top of her shoulder and gave her firm nipple the softest strokes.

      We embraced like this for a time, slowly stoking our flames. Astra, perhaps growing impatient, reached a hand around between us.

      I didn’t resist as she tugged the knot to my trousers.

      Still concerned about making noise, I couldn’t help but let out a low groan when she gripped my manhood. She didn’t move beyond that, just held it throbbing in her hand, occasionally squeezing.

      It proved to be a most efficient torture.

      Soon, her dress was up and over her head. I lifted up her bottom, pulling her toward my arousal.

      Then, biting down on her shoulder hard enough to make her wince, I pressed my sex into hers.

      She was velvet, and she was fire.

      She was everything gorgeous and good and graceful.

      Clutching her hip in my hand, I moved within her, gliding in and out of her ecstatic love.

      Every moment was divine torture.

      Each movement brought a cascade of sensations, and yet I was careful not to make much noise.

      We writhed in agony, trying to be careful, but only increasing our ardor by the moment.

      Minh entered my mind, flashing a sequence of enticing images. I saw her lithe, blue form lying down, her hand flicking back and forth between her legs. The second image was of her kissing my mouth.

      I could almost feel the brush of her lips on mine.

      The third showed Minh kissing the tenderness between Astra’s legs. Astra’s hands were entwined in blue curls, and her chest was flush with excitement.

      I stopped a moment, and instead of shooing the coin shield away, I sought another solution.

      Astra noticed my hesitation, and turned to look me in the eyes. I gasped as my sex was tugged free of her own. “Rin,” she said in a whisper. “Is everything okay?”

      I smiled, a little sheepish. “It’s Minh. She’s… I believe she wishes to join in. She sent me some very intense images just now, one with the two of you coupling as well.”

      Astra placed a hand over her mouth, her eyes going wide. I couldn’t see so in the dim lighting, but I would have bet she was blushing.

      “I don’t know how you feel about that. Before, when she tried the same, I told her it was inappropriate to interrupt. But… well, I don’t mind if you don’t.”

      Astra pulled away, and tossing the covers aside, climbed atop me. In a breathy whisper, she answered me. “Tell Minh that she’s a queen in this house, and that she is entitled to as much of you as she wants. I’m flattered, really. I only wish I could see what she sends you.”

      Then she spent an eternity kissing my chest and belly, and my manhood as well. Each kiss and stroke of her graceful tongue filled me with sweet agony.

      Before long, I felt like a struck bell.

      Minh was there all along. She’s wonderful, Rin. I can’t wait to kiss her someday. I want to taste Astra so badly it hurts!

      I think she might allow that, Minh. I’ll tell her what you said.

      Whispering Minh’s wishes to Astra, I heard the fiery vessel moan in pleasure. Then she mounted me properly, taking every inch of my arousal and grinding down against my pelvis.

      Minh sent an image of her riding me in the same fashion, her blue eyes wide and glowing with passion.

      I squeezed Astra’s breasts, and Minh showed me her own chest filling my hands.

      I… I can feel her pleasure, Rin! the coin shield breathed in my mind. Oh! It’s better than I’d hoped!

      Another image of Minh standing behind Astra as she bucked atop me sent a shiver up my spine.

      Minh’s hands were clutching Astra’s chest, and another was on its way toward our union.

      Gradually, Astra’s tempo increased.

      A light sheen of sweat covered her body, and she shimmered with the reflection of moonlight through the window.

      Minh released a feral growl in my mind, her own pleasure rendering her speechless.

      The two women broke, one caught in the corridors of my mind, the other spilling her love over my groin.

      Unable to delay a second longer, I let go. I closed my mouth and groaned. The scorching heat burning in my gut at last found a way to escape.

      I filled Astra with all the tension and arousal in my body.

      By the time we finished, our bodies knotted together in that most ancient embrace, we were coated in sweat and our breath was coming in gasps.

      Astra fell to the bed beside me, sighing in contentment.

      Minh purred before sending me an image of her sweet face lying against my chest. Her eyes were closed, and I could feel her slipping into sleep.

      Curious, Astra asked, “Did Minh enjoy that?”

      I chuckled. “Yes. Somehow she tapped into your pleasure, and… she finished too.”

      Again, Astra hid her mouth behind a hand. She snorted a couple times, obviously embarrassed and delighted. When she’d composed herself, she admitted, “I think I felt her. In me, behind me, all over the place really.”

      We lay silent for a time, catching our breath. I replayed the events of our love-making, still unbelievably thrilled.

      Seeing Astra naked beside me, I pushed up so I hovered above her. “So much for being quiet,” I teased, taking a nipple into my mouth.

      A final shudder ran up Astra’s spine and she laughed. Pushing me off, she rested her head against my shoulder. “I honestly don’t think she’ll mind. If the tables were turned,” Astra added. “I would have enjoyed listening to us. There’s nothing to be ashamed of. I am your vessel after all.”

      I could still barely relate to that last statement. Vessel meant a great many things. Warrior, companion, servant, and ward were among them.

      Occasionally, lover was too.

      This life continues to blow my mind, I mused happily. But towers know I’m not about to complain.

      Once more, we crawled under the covers and closed our eyes.

      My last thoughts were jumbled. As tired as I was, I couldn’t help but replay what had just happened from another’s perspective.

      I wondered what Brea heard exactly and what she might or might not have done in response.

      This wicked theme ran on into my dreams.

      And my mind must have been most curious, for in those dreams, it wasn’t just Astra and Minh who danced with me in bed.

      It was Brea too, her heavy breasts swinging just inches over my face, green eyes shining like emeralds in the night.
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        * * *

      

      I rose early the next morning, and after a quick bath, stepped out to handle business at the Guild Hall. Alfred was there again, and surprisingly, he looked wide awake.

      “Welcome back, young Rin! How was your adventure? Successful I hope.”

      I shook his hand with a smile. “Actually it was. Here are the 5 Urgani Bone Relics the quest called for. They weren’t exactly easy to retrieve.”

      “The urgani are fearsome foes! That quest has gone unchallenged for quite some time,” Alfred admitted. “I’m impressed your party survived.”

      The man tottered away with the items and dug through a wooden chest behind the counter. While he hemmed and hawed, scraping together my coin, I searched further abroad for another quest.

      Searching to the north east, even further this time, I located the forest where the 2nd Tower stood.

      A single quest marker was there.

      I clicked on the icon and read the quest information.
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        * * *

      

      Moderate Quest: Dryadic Demise: Vinwald Accountant has requested the ingredient for a rare tea to be delivered. Enter the Forest Tower and fight the plant creatures that thrive there until you recover Vinwald’s favorite tea.
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        * * *

      

      Requirements: deliver 1 units of Dryad Bark to the Adventurer’s Guild. Must be completed within ten days of accepting quest.
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        * * *

      

      Rewards: 55 Gold
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        * * *

      

      The reward wasn’t nearly so big as the urgani quest, but it was the only one close to where we were headed. I accepted just as Alfred let a pile of coin spill onto the counter.

      “I’m so sorry, Rin. I’ve a single platinum, so the rest is in gold coin. I hope that isn’t too much trouble.”

      Scooping up the money, I shot the old man a wink. “Not at all. I’m off to the Forest Tower today. Wish me luck!”

      Alfred’s eyes danced with excitement. “Of course! And have courage, my friend! Bring back stories of your conquest!”

      I said I would then left him with a final wave.

      The girls were ready when I returned, and we all headed to the stables together.

      Mounting up, all of the tension and awkwardness of the previous night returned.

      None of my dreams had fully faded it seemed. Normally, I wouldn’t mind drifting through a day with smutty thoughts distracting me, but things were different when you were sharing a saddle.

      I clutched the horn of my saddle, determined not to touch Brea’s broad hips or thighs.

      Ultimately, my attempts were pointless. Fighting Apple Jax time and time again, my hands and arms brushed against soft bits too many times to count.

      Her adventuring outfit didn’t help one bit either. A thick leather skirt wound around her waist, two long flaps jutting out to protect her hips.

      The woman’s thighs though, were smooth and bare and perfectly plump.

      There’s a saying for this, I think. Thick thighs save lives. And honestly, I couldn’t agree more.

      We rode in silence, Astra and Duncan ahead, helping my thick-headed horse by leading, and Brea and I on Apple Jax in the rear.

      Minh struck up another inappropriate conversation of course. She had plenty to say about “our sexing of Astra”.

      When I didn’t immediately shoo her away, she took that as permission to ponder if Brea might also be a willing partner.

      Think about it, Rin. Why not enjoy the sex with both of your vessels. If I had a body like hers, I would insist you do the same with me. It only makes sense.

      I sighed, refusing to let my body respond while a woman was riding between my legs.

      Minh, you’re not helping. What’s your deal with this anyway? It seems like you don’t think of anything else!

      The coin shield took offense, and rather than argue back, went quiet.

      The strange interaction bothered me, so I made a note to bring it up with her later. Minh was a copper coin that turned into a badass shield. She was also a person though.

      I wanted to make sure all of my vessels were happy.

      We stopped at noon and shared a meal before continuing on foot for an hour to stretch our legs and at least delay the dreaded saddle soreness that came with long rides.

      When we started again, Astra and Brea rode together, giving me a little breathing room.

      A gentle breeze kept the heat of the sun at bay. Huge, fluffy clouds drifted above.

      The weather was perfect.

      And so far, our plans had been the same. We had all woken and packed up quickly. Our horses had crossed the bridge before the first ray of sun rose over the nearby hills.

      We’d double checked everything, and I was almost certain we’d brought all the gear and supplies we needed.

      My stock of Spell Shards was impressive.

      Astra taught me a neat trick that morning. I could create a list in my Spiritual Interface, and now, would have little trouble tracking my Spell Shards.

      I browsed the list, impressed with the work I’d done in the course of a single day.

      Among them I had a handful of Lesser Recover and Hale Body and Mind Spell Shards. Both would come in handy when we needed some quick healing.

      I also packed the Ice Dart, Boulder Bash, and Fire Bolt spells as well, each a small but effective weapon to use on the monsters in the towers.

      Emergencies always happened during fights.

      For those, I’d brought along a few big guns.

      I had my Avalanche, Firestorm, Firestorm Focus, and Meteoric Fury to help out in case shit went sideways.

      And like my last visit to a tower, I had splurged on a single Flaming Elementalist Spell Shard.

      I’d placed two of the Lesser Recover spells in the pockets of my cloak for quick access. Each would be strong enough to prevent serious injury, or possibly even death.

      The stronger Hale Body and Mind healing spells, I kept in the pouch of reserve Spell Shards that I would tie to my belt when the fighting began.

      In the other five pockets, I placed a single Boulder Bash, Ice Dart, and Fire Bolt, so that I’d have a variety of attack options quick to hand.

      The last two pockets were assigned to Firestorm Focus and Meteoric Fury.

      Those were my heaviest hitters, and I would do everything to avoid using them.

      However, I couldn’t give a shit how much they cost to make if it meant saving Astra’s or Brea’s lives.

      Our party traveled long and hard that day.

      We pushed the horses, making them gallop occasionally when the path was either level or sloping downward.

      Still, checking Minh’s new map, I saw we’d indeed only covered just over a third of the distance. More of the same tomorrow then, I told myself. More riding in a saddle with Miss Thighs as well. The biggest problem is I don’t know if I’m looking forward to it or not.

      I whistled, catching Astra’s attention. “Hey, let’s look for a place to camp,” I suggested. “Doubt we need much shelter, but I don’t want to camp very close to the road.”

      The woman agreed, and we headed off the beaten path for the first time that day.

      Spotting a loose copse of trees a mile or so off to the right, I urged Jax into a trot and made a beeline that way.

      I slowed when we got to the tree line, not wanting to injure Jax. With low lighting and unpredictable ground, it would be an easy way to turn an ankle.

      Eventually, the trees grew closer together. I dismounted and continued to lead Jax deeper into the cover.

      I was about to ask Astra what she thought of making camp beneath a particularly tall tree whose branches made a wide ring of shelter when a high-pitched screech pulled my attention.

      Looking up, I saw a dozen glowing eyes staring at me from the branches of the tall tree.

      I had just enough time to pull Minh from my pocket and transform her into a shield. “Chasing Hammer!” I called out, figuring it would prove effective in warning the girls.

      Sure enough, I heard two sets of footsteps sprinting up from behind me.

      Jax, seeing the cloud of shrieking monsters swooping down, bolted away in the opposite direction.

      The sun was setting, so I couldn’t make out the exact shape of the monsters. They were winged though, and there were many.

      As the first handful of the creatures reached me, I threw my hammer into an upswing. “Oaken Mallet!”

      The skill blasted several of the monsters apart, and the shock wave bought me time as it pushed more of them away.

      A bow twanged behind me and an arrow cut down another of the beasts.

      Then Astra’s flaming sword flashed into my field of vision. Her attacks were broad and sweeping, each killing several monsters.

      I strode forward, dropping my hammer on the individual creatures who got within range.

      After another few minutes of declining intensity, the fight was over. Little bodies were scattered all about, leaking Spirit into the air. I checked with the others, and besides a nasty scrape Astra had taken on her shoulder, none of us were injured.

      “Alright,” I said, dismissing the hammer. “That was unexpected. Still, maybe not such a bad thing. I am going to cycle for five or so minutes. I doubt there’s much Progression to gain, but why not?”

      Astra nodded. “We can assemble the tent and make a fire. You’re cooking though, Rin!”

      I chuckled, appreciating Astra’s playful attitude. Then I sat down and closed my eyes.

      While I cycled, I couldn’t help but admire the two women. I listened to their voices as they worked through the problem of throwing up a tent together for the first time.

      Having been on enough disastrous camping trips, I knew the task was never quite as easy as it seemed.

      Not much time passed when I noticed the stream of Spirit entering my core had begun to dwindle. There’ll be plenty of opportunity for more, I thought as I stood up and surveyed my companions’ progress.

      Sure enough, the compact tent had been completed. Astra had even taken an extra step, hanging the waterproof section of waxed canvas and stretching it to hang over the tent.

      Brea was adding twigs to the growing fire, and I saw a stack of collected firewood beside it.

      Not wanting to waste time, I fell to the task of making us some dinner.

      The first thing I did was inspect the monsters that had attacked us. Inspecting the nearest one in my SI, I was surprised to learn how odd a creature it was.
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        * * *

      

      Flying Ape Squirrel

      Rank: Level 1

      Monster Type: Marsupial

      Disposition: Defensive
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        * * *

      

      Inspecting the ape squirrel’s body, I found them to be quite plump. “Hey girls, anyone opposed to eating ape squirrel meat?”

      Brea blanched, but Astra approved enthusiastically. “I feasted on monsters similar to these while on a hunt a few years back. Greasy meat, but I tend to like that. Up to you two though.”

      Winking at Brea, I retrieved the kitchen knife I’d consigned to such duties, and started to skin the beast.

      An hour later, and the three of us were stuffing our guts with perfectly greasy ape squirrel meat.

      It reminded me of beef, oddly. It was a red meat, and the monsters were covered in a thick layer of fat.

      The fat crackled nicely, sealing in the moisture of the meat below.

      Even Brea admitted the feast had been a delight.

      Then exhaustion struck when our bellies were properly filled. I washed up and told Astra and Brea that I’d take first watch.

      The girls doffed their gear and boots then crawled into the tent. Not long after I learned one other endearing fact about Brea.

      The girl snored.

      It wasn’t a loud or rude sound. She just made a little more noise while breathing.

      I stood watch for four hours. Minh, I’d found, could keep track of time fairly well. She announced when the four hours had elapsed, and I entered the tent to wake Brea.

      The archer popped up happily enough. It was obvious she was accustomed to such a lifestyle, and I had to marvel at how intense the life of a prospective vessel was.

      Both women had trained all their lives for this. Rin had too, but I certainly hadn’t.

      Rather than allow myself to feel guilty, I swore I would continue to strive each day, gaining power and competence as I progressed.

      Holding Astra to me, I was asleep in moments.

      I slept dreamlessly, fatigued from travel and the first watch. Something disturbed me though, and I shifted my position, reaching for Astra’s curvy hips.

      “Oh,” was all Brea said to tell me that I’d just tried to snuggle with her.

      My eyes popped open, but of course, I couldn’t see a thing. “Sorry, I didn’t mean—”

      “It’s okay,” she replied. “I’m freezing actually. Is… is it okay if I come closer?”

      Unsure of what else to say, I lifted my blanket and invited her in.

      Brea’s shapely body was indeed cold. She shivered against me as she became the little spoon. Knowing the woman legitimately needed my body warmth allowed me to focus on lending her just that.

      My thighs slid behind her own. I wrapped an arm around her waist.

      It wasn’t long before the shivering stopped and her breathing regulated. Of course, the situation felt odd. Not only was I cuddling with a woman while the girl I was hooking up with stood guard outside for me, but I was enjoying it too.

      Reminding myself that Astra would approve of this, I gave in to exhaustion.

      Leaning my forehead against Brea’s back, I passed out for the second time that night.

      I woke to find my third vessel trying to extract herself from my embrace.

      Breakfast was a little awkward as well, but Astra helped out by poking the bear. “Cozy last night?” she asked Brea with a wicked grin.

      Brea’s face went beet red, and she choked on her food.

      “Yes, Astra. We were quite cozy, now eat your food,” I shot back.

      We shared a rueful smile though, and for the most part, things went back to normal.

      The next day’s travel brought us closer to the great forest, but we were forced to camp once more. This time, we found a ravine by following a dry creek bed. No monsters attacked us, which was a nice reprieve.

      We rotated the order of our guard shift, and for the second time, I found myself sleeping with Brea. It was easier this time. Our fatigue had grown, so the tension that had practically crackled when we first left Bern was now at a sleepy simmer.

      The third day of travel brought us to the great forest. In my map, I learned it was called The Eastern Wood. It was a lame description for the most epic forest I’d ever dreamt of.

      “The elves have a different name for it,” Astra informed me when I shared my thoughts. “They call it Ilin a Rualden, or The Forest of Ilin.”

      “What does Ilin mean? Isn’t the city we’re headed to called Ilinan?” I asked, curious to find out more.

      Brea answered, surprising Astra and I both. “Ilin was the first elf cultivator, and the one who founded the city. While he gained power, he carved out a place for the elves here, one that has lasted for over a hundred years.”

      I quirked an eyebrow. “Carved out a place for them? Where did the elves live before?”

      The two women exchanged a look, and Brea answered my question with one of her own. “Are you testing me? Surely, you must know the history of the elves.”

      A familiar pang of anxiety coursed through me. The integration between the old and new Rin had been a muddled process. I couldn’t recall aspects of my old life that I should have and large swaths of information about Acalia were gone as well.

      Sighing, I fed them the excuse I’d been working on. “Before I met Astra, my core was damaged. The illness lasted most of my adult life, and… things got muddy. I remember some facts while others are completely foreign to me.”

      Brea’s eyebrows rose at the mention of my damaged core, but she accepted my explanation easily enough.

      Still, she didn’t hesitate to fill me in on what she knew. “The elves were once the dominant race in Acalia. Tensions escalated, however, and humans allied themselves with the riordi beastkin.

      “The elves were defeated and driven out of Ferendell, their ancestral home. Sadly, the humans rejected the riordi and took the seat of power for themselves.

      “Ever since, the elves and beastkin peoples have clung to life in the more remote parts of Acalia.”

      I shook my head, disturbed that humans, even in a world so different from my own, were always such dicks.

      I mean, why would anyone start a war in a place like this? I wondered, gazing up into the vivid tangle of foliage above me.

      We chatted a little more, but soon fell silent. This Eastern Wood had an intense feel to it, almost like it was holding its breath.

      The crackle of twigs under hoof seemed perverse. In fact, every noise we made sounded a little too loud, too uncaring to be proper.

      Checking my map, I saw we were only a few miles out. Our trip had gone a little faster than expected. So, knowing we had the time, I suggested we dismount and lead the horses in on foot.

      Strangely, much of my discomfort vanished when we did so.

      The forest opened up to us, and the sensation of watchful oppression mostly dissipated.

      The road was well worn, giving evidence to all the other travelers who’d gone before us. We even passed a few.

      A caravan of traders, their wagons empty, were leaving the forest. We moved off the side of the road to allow them ample space.

      The sound of hammering hooves made me pause a little longer before I resumed our march in.

      Moments later, two horses thundered past. The first bore a huge man, his thick shoulders taut and sinuous.

      He flew past, cloak flapping madly. For an instant, his gaze fell on me and the girls.

      Instantly, I knew I despised the man. Loathing and disgust were the only emotions he portrayed in the brief instance he glanced at my party.

      Behind him, a second rider raced.

      Though the woman was obviously traveling with the man, I was shocked to see her divine face and… and two majestic wings folded over her back.

      Searching Rin’s memory frantically, I remembered that the beastkin, the people Brea had called riordi, took many forms. All were humanoid, walking up right on two legs, and with forward-facing eyes and upright postures.

      This woman had avian features.

      Her face was sweet, and utterly human. Most of her body was covered in crude leather armor, but I saw a few white feathers marking her collar bone and neck.

      And of course, the massive wings on her back were enough of a clue on their own.

      Then they were gone, hammering rudely into the heart of the forest.

      I didn’t have to ask the girls what they thought. Both had been relieved when I suggested we dismount. It was upsetting, witnessing the two travelers so blatantly disregarding the wishes of… what? The forest? The elves?

      I had no clue.

      But this place was different than the woods near Bern. It was alive. It breathed and thought, and I had the terrible suspicion that it fed as well.

      I sighed, nodding to Astra as we strode back out into the road.

      We continued our steady pace, and the sky slowly faded.

      It was dusk by the time we arrived in Ilinan. Golden lanterns lit a wide glade, tall trees thriving all around.

      I smiled at Astra and Brea. “Well… what do you ladies think? Feel like sleeping in a proper inn tonight?”

      Astra giggled, pinching Brea until the woman’s solemn face broke into a smile.

      We were all grateful for a place to rest and adventure to look forward to.

      I just hoped this place, this Ilinan, would be grateful to have us as well.
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            The Inns and Outs of Ilinan
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        * * *

      

      Our party soon discovered that Ilinan was a city with exactly two faces.

      The first we encountered immediately.  As we strode into the elven city, the road branched off. Along one street, the buildings all had a rough-shod look to them.

      They were built closer together, and overall had a less polished look than even seen in Bern.

      Horses were tethered in front of taverns and inns, golden lamplight flooding the street along with the racket of patrons.

      The other street was relatively quiet. Standing at the intersection, I could only see perhaps a dozen people going about their business. I couldn’t be certain given the dim lighting and distance, but I had a feeling the tall, lean folk were elves.

      “So, which way we headed?” I asked my companions.

      This earned me simultaneous confused looks. “We aren’t allowed there, Rin,” Astra explained.

      “The elves only tolerate cultivators because they need the trade. But if we go down that street, chances are we’ll be arrested… maybe worse.”

      What the hell? I die and resurrect in a fantasy world and it has segregation? That’s properly fucked, I thought, taking in the two contrasting streets.

      I shrugged. “Well, we’re only here for the tower. Let’s see if we can’t find a decent place to stay for the night.” Eying the nearest rowdy establishment, one with a strong brothel vibe happening, I added, “Hopefully somewhere clean and a little quieter.”

      Brea spoke up then. “My brother once contracted his bow to a cultivator attempting the Forest Tower. He stayed in Ilinan for a full two weeks before the contract ended.

      “Supposedly, their group never made it past the first floor. He did mention the name of the inn they stayed at though. The Mossy Stump he called it, a weird name for sure, but Arbin swore it had excellent food and less duels and squabbles than most of the others in town. Maybe we can head there?”

      I chuckled. “The Mossy Stump it is. Hopefully we can find it quickly.”

      The Plucked Goose took the prize for most boisterous tavern. Insults were being tossed about, some man informing another which positions his mother preferred and the like.

      The comments made me laugh, but there was no way I wanted to spend coin there and risk pulling myself or my companions into an unnecessary fight.

      We passed a few more taverns along the way, music or gossip spilling out the open windows and flooding the street with noise.

      Overall, I had to admit I liked this place.

      Despite the elves-only street and the rowdy nature, the city of Ilinan lived and breathed where little old Bern pretty much slept. I’d never been a huge fan of night life activities, but having the option was nice.

      At last, perhaps a half mile down the strips of stores, barns, bars, and inns, we came upon the humble establishment Brea mentioned. The Mossy Stump had two stories, the first quite visible through the huge window that faced the street.

      Peering inside, I confirmed it indeed had a milder look than most, yet the patrons seemed happy.

      We tethered the horses, but I was worried about our baggage. In a town this shady, there was sure to be thieves aplenty. “Astra, will you wait with Duncan and Jax? I’ll see if they have an opening and then come back to haul in the baggage. Shouldn’t be more than five minutes.”

      Astra nodded happily enough, but her eyes were already searching the inside of The Mossy Stump. She had a curious look on her face, one I hadn’t seen before.

      The woman seemed curious and excited at once.

      Maybe this trip was good for more reasons than one, I mused. She’s traveled all her life, but probably slept under a lot more hedges than in places like this.

      Brea practically clung to my side as we stepped through the door. The inside had a typical layout. Half of the common room was a scattering of tables and chairs, a piping-hot hearth keeping the place cozy. A long bar took up most of the rest of the space.

      No more than twenty patrons were present, but at least half were drunk. Red faces and bright smiles told me that some of these people had been at it since the afternoon.

      I ignored the few looks we attracted and approached the bar.

      A fat man polishing a glass stood out, so I asked him if I could rent a room for the night. The needle-thin woman glowering in the corner answered me instead. “5 Gold a night. Includes hay and oats for a single horse.”

      Facing the woman, I couldn’t help but ask about the high price. She smiled, yellowed teeth flashing. “You want to find a place this close to the tower? You’ll pay at least that much. You interested or not?”

      “Sure, but I have two companions and two horses. Do you have any rooms with more than one bed? Oh, and we’d like food as well.”

      The innkeeper gave me a wry smile, glancing at Brea briefly. “I can give you the suite. Still only has one bed, but it’s bigger and has a sofa as well. 8 Gold a night for that.

      “You can settle up your meal and liquor with one of the servers, and if you’re staying for more than two nights, I’ll feed your second horse for free.”

      I thanked the woman and fished out the gold as discreetly as possible. I paid her for three nights, knowing we would no doubt be here at least that long.

      As soon as I paid, the skinny woman’s smile transformed into something more authentic. She gave me a copper key and told us to head around back to find the stable.

      Thirty minutes later, Brea, Astra, and I were seated at a table near the hearth. Duncan and Jax were being groomed, and the innkeeper had even found a spare boy somewhere to help haul our baggage up to our room.

      By this time, a few more customers had stumbled in. The bar pumped out drinks efficiently, the fat man and skinny woman working as an admirable team.

      A waitress found us shortly after we settled in. The woman had once been beautiful, but a few decades of slinging drinks, and most likely finishing far too many herself, had left her skin greasy and her eyes dull. I doubted most of the men here would give a damn considering how much of her impressive tits were exposed.

      “Want something to eat? Or just here for drink?”

      I turned on my smile and responded for the group. “Both, please. What kind of food do you have?”

      “Rabbit stew and bread. Can have as much as ya like, but we’ve nothing fancier,” the waitress replied, her voice distorting as she yawned widely.

      Astra was eyeing the waitress, an open look of bemusement on her face.

      Brea, however, looked pissed off for some reason.

      “We’ll each take the stew and bread then,” I answered. “What drinks do you have?”

      I listened to the woman list off a half dozen beverages, then settled on an amber ale. Astra ordered the same, but Brea asked for the mead.

      The waitress left and returned almost immediately, steaming bowls of food in her hands. We ate in silence for a time, but I soon indulged my curiosity. “What’s the deal, Brea? You looked ready to fight that woman.”

      Astra snorted but looked to her companion for an answer.

      “She’s crude. No self-respecting woman would dress like that,” Brea answered. “If a stiff breeze blew in here, we’d have all seen her cursed nipples!”

      This earned a laugh from Astra, but I pushed back a little. “Come on, Brea. I’m willing to bet she gets twice the tips by wearing a blouse like that.”

      Astra broke in, adding, “And compared to a proper whore, she looks like a saint. If you’d like, we can go check out that place a few doors down. What was it called? The Maiden’s Blush?”

      Brea’s cheeks flushed, but she didn’t respond with anger. She laughed, nodding in concession of Astra’s point.

      “Fair enough. Though, we might want to tell some of the men in there the truth of it. I doubt any of the women that work there are maidens.”

      We all shared a laugh, and fell into the age-old tradition of people watching.

      Most of the patrons were human, but Astra spotted a man whose gaunt face and fair skin gave him the look of an elf. Two of the riordi beastkin sat together at the bar. One looked like a lion-man hybrid while the other had scales running over his exposed arms.

      The drinks came next, and I encouraged the girls to indulge themselves. “We will be working hard in the morning. Why not have a little fun before we do?” I asked, finishing my second ale and calling for a third.

      Just then, a drunken bard stumbled into The Mossy Stump, cape on his back and lute in his hands, most likely hoping to earn a copper.

      Considering I sat with two of the five women in the common room, he made a bee line for our table. “Songs of chivalry for the maidens?” he slurred, bowing comically deep while still managing to pluck out chords on his lute.

      “Bah!” Astra shouted. “Sing something foul or be about your business elsewhere.”

      The bard laughed, his voice clear and merry. “Woman after my own rotten heart. I know just the tune.”

      Having turned a few heads, the bard stepped up onto the broad stone base before the hearth. With a dangerous smile and a great deal more skill than I’d first assumed, he started to sing.
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        * * *

      

      Stranger from another town

      So greedy and beguiled

      Found the lady with the sylvan gown

      Hands hungry and heart wild.
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      Toss it up, up!

      And in the wind,

      Let the chaff blow,

      There’s seed to sow!
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        * * *

      

      Unbidden, Astra began thumping out the tune with her fist. A few other patrons joined, and the bard earned a few tossed coppers.

      Brea looked near to crawling under the table. A deep blush colored her cheeks, but she was smiling too.

      Feeling the vibe myself, I thumped along with Astra.
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      Toss her up, up!

      And in the sheets,

      Let the lass blow,

      There’s seed to sow!
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        * * *

      

      Toss her up, up!

      Let’s play tonight,

      It’s time to play,

      There’s seed to lay!
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        * * *

      

      A round of applause followed when the man finished the first tune.

      I fished out a silver, and when the bard strolled near our table, I handed it over with a smile. Encouraged, the bard redoubled his efforts.

      His second song was twice as ridiculous.

      I nursed my third ale, not wanting to enter the second tower with a hangover.

      Leaning back in my chair, I enjoyed my company. Slowly but surely, Brea was opening up. Her second mead gave her a permanent blush, her round cheeks practically begging to be kissed.

      Astra laughed, snorted, and jeered like one of the men. She seemed to know each song almost perfectly but lacked the silver tongue of the bard. The woman warbled like a drunken loon and didn’t give two shits either way.

      Why is it that everything Astra does well turns me on, and yet the same thing happens when she’s terrible?

      My musings were interrupted when two people entered The Mossy Stump.

      The angry man who’d galloped into town stomped in with the avian woman behind him. Several others noticed as well, one table in particular.

      Unawares, the bard played on.

      Yet while the man ordered a drink from the bar and sat down, a few of the burly-looking men rose from their table and headed over.

      I tapped Astra on the shoulder and gestured to where the trouble was about to start.

      “Bannock the Ugly! How in the seven towers did you think showing up here would be a good idea?” one of the men said as he approached. “Didn’t think I’d notice?”

      “Didn’t give two shits either way,” Bannock replied, throwing back a shot of alcohol but refusing to turn to see the man insulting him.

      The group of three men eyed the avian woman who stood silent off to one side. Ultimately, they ignored her though, and pursued their grudge. The man who’d first spoken stood a few inches taller than his fellows, and his bare arms were thickly muscled.

      Receiving encouragement from his fellows, he spoke up again. “If I remember right, you owe me for the last hand. Never were a very good hand at Sword and Shield, Bannock. I’ll take that 3 Gold now.”

      The man named Bannock laughed. His voice came out gravelly and harsh. The scrawny innkeeper woman glared at him but didn’t approach.

      This guy is trouble, I thought. And those dumbasses are about to get thrashed.

      As if she’d read my mind, Astra leaned forward and whispered. “This should be fun to watch. Those three men seem set on getting themselves hurt.”

      The lead instigator growled, not appreciating Bannock laughing at him. “Fine, won’t turn to face me? I’ll just have to take you down with a cheap shot!”

      Bannock raised one hand and snapped his fingers.

      Before the thugs could land a single punch, the avian woman blurred into action. Her staff moved in a precise arc, connecting first with the lead thug’s stomach. The man curled over and groaned in pain. She finished him with a rap to the back of his head.

      The other two, reacting more than anything, turned on the woman.

      One swung a fist at her lovely face, drawing gasps from the room all around, including Brea.

      But the avian riordi had other plans.

      She jabbed the man in his chest with the end of her staff, driving him back a pace. His companion lunged forward, trying to get in a hit while she was occupied.

      The woman side-stepped the jab perfectly, then spun her staff. It connected to the side of the man’s head, dropping him to the ground unconscious.

      The second man had just enough time to recover from his blow to the chest. He stepped in and blocked the incoming staff attack, catching it under his arm against his ribs.

      For a second, he grinned, thinking he’d gained some upper hand.

      Instead, the avian woman yanked her staff, pulling him toward her. She shot her palm out, slamming it up under the man’s jaw. The clack of his teeth was audible even from this distance, and I cringed as his legs went liquid.

      The avian resumed her silent guard, and Bannock’s laugh rocked the common room once more.

      I looked to my companions and shrugged. “I can’t say I like the guy but damn if he doesn’t roll in style. His bodyguard is incredible!”

      Astra growled. “His Servant Sword you mean?”

      Briefly, I ran through Rin’s memories and only had a vague notion of what Astra meant. I asked her to explain her words.

      Thankfully, the women decided not to give me shit about my lack of knowledge this time, merely informing me that not all vessels were treated equally in Acalia.

      With a fiery spark in her eye, Astra explained. “I didn’t see it until she attacked. That woman wears a binding necklace though. She must do anything Bannock tells her.”

      “Wait, she’s a slave?” I asked, the flames of anger entering my own voice.

      Astra shook her head. “Not exactly. It’s obvious that woman trained to become a vessel. Not all vessels are lucky enough to find a cultivator to sign on with, however. Some who fall on hard times are forced to sell their loyalties to non-cultivators. She is his Servant Sword, and will be bound by whatever terms they agreed upon. Most have trouble paying off their debt, so they serve their master for years. It is a disgusting tradition.”

      While I considered the situation, the people in the common room went about their business.

      The knocked-out men were dragged away by their friends. Two sat down and resumed drinking when they came to, but the one who’d started the fight was carried out the front door and deposited in the street.

      I didn’t pity the headache he’d wake up with in the morning.

      Bannock didn’t drink long. In five minutes, he took down half a dozen shots and three mugs of ale.

      Properly numbed, the big man paid and left, his winged Servant Sword behind him.

      As she was leaving, the woman turned and locked eyes with me.

      The beauty was stunning.

      Silver hair and silver eyes stood out stark against her flawless, olive skin. Her lips and the angles of her cheek bones looked etched in stone by the hand of a master.

      Her impossibly long legs were taut with athletic potential.

      Not a trace of a smile graced her lips, but I swear I saw something deeper in her gaze.

      The woman was hungry for something, and for some reason, seemed to think I had what she wanted.

      Noticing the woman had slowed, Bannock shouted a single word. “Siobhan!”

      The unfortunate avian flinched and hurried after.

      Our high spirits had been discouraged, so I paid and we headed for the stairs.

      The suite was a cramped and stuffy room. It was positioned directly above the downstairs hearth though, so we would certainly be warm.

      The single bed loomed, making me automatically nervous.

      Then I spotted the shabby sofa, little more than a bench covered with cushions.

      After shucking my boots and cloak, I fell down on the sofa gratefully. “You two can sleep on the bed. Hope that’s okay.”

      Astra smiled at me, obviously amused.

      But Brea looked relieved.

      Our relationship as cultivator and vessel was complicated enough.

      Not having to worry about the forming attraction between us would only help me sleep better.

      So, the three of us, aided by the drink in our bellies, fell asleep to the continued cheers and taunts of the patrons below.

      As my mind shifted between wakefulness and sleep, I reflected back on the life I’d once lived.

      Never in my wildest dreams did I think I’d be spending the night at an inn pulled straight out of one of my favorite fantasy books.

      Though I’d only been here a short time, and though Acalia had flaws aplenty, I knew I would never return to my old life, even if someone paid me.
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            Before the Tower, the Forest
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        * * *

      

      Ilinan was a different beast in the morning. We took our breakfast in the common room, a bowl of oatmeal and a few links of sausage tossed in.

      Only a few other guests had actually slept at The Mossy Stump. They ate as quickly as we did then headed out to their own business.

      Duncan and Jax had been well cared for. Their coats were glossy, as if they’d been oiled as well as brushed, and both horses were happy to see us.

      Astra fussed over Duncan for five minutes, searching his teeth and hooves. Satisfied at last, she insisted we tip the stableboy.

      At last, we headed out toward our destination.

      The edge of the forest loomed just fifty feet from the street where The Mossy Stump and other inns could be found.

      Groups of people walked into the woods, taking one of the many well-worn paths.

      When I asked, Astra informed me that most would be cultivator groups.

      The others, it seemed, were regular hunters, hoping to find easy game in the forest.

      The vast majority of the non-elf inhabitants of Ilinan were traders though. By the time we’d saddled up, at least fifty carriages and wagons had departed.

      Astra pointed at a nearby wagon to explain. “Cultivators dredge the tower for resources, and the forest as well. The goods are needed here, but there are simply too many, so Ilinan has become a trading hub. Caravaners come all the way up from Ferendell.”

      Choosing a more central trail, we traveled into the Eastern Wood, nervous and excited.

      A group of seven, two men and five women, strode ahead of us. All but one man held tall spears. The man had a whip tied to his belt, however, and bore a folded net over his shoulder.

      They were obviously out hunting, and for very large game if the ten-foot spears were any indication.

      After perhaps an hour of travel, I spotted the tip of the tower for the first time. It jutted up out of the canopy a couple miles ahead.

      Unlike the Stone Tower, this one shone green.

      The circular peak was covered in dangling vines.

      At this distance, I couldn’t see for certain, but I’d bet the tower was covered in lichen or moss.

      Shortly after, a whooping noise exploded from a tree up ahead.

      In a second, my Chasing Hammer was in hand, and I was ready to dismount. A massive monkey, its black fur oily and long, was shouting in anger at the group of hunters below.

      The hunters were ruthless.

      In thirty seconds, the monkey was skewered by two spears, its limp body brought to the ground.

      They were kind enough to move aside, allowing us to pass.

      I marveled at the speed with which one of the hunters skinned the beast. She tore through the monkey’s hide with a sharp knife, jerking the skin loose with strong hands after it had been flayed open.

      I gave Jax a little of my heel, and we trotted the rest of the way to the tower.

      And then, after pushing through a dense patch of tall trees, we emerged into a vast clearing.

      The second tower of Acalia stood in the center.

      I gaped shamelessly. The Forest Tower was twice as broad at the base as the Stone Tower, and twice as tall as well. The bottom portion was blockier, thick columns supporting its weight.

      It reminded me of the Roman Parthenon.

      A massive dome made up most of its base structure, but a taller section jutted up, scoring the sky.

      Stacked on top of this stood a fifty-foot section of tower. It jutted up at a slight angle, and long vines dangled down into the open air.

      Finally, a third section of tower rose another fifty feet or more, the tip being lost in dense fog that had moved in with a change of wind.

      Below the majestic structure was a sight that didn’t exactly match up.

      I had no idea what I’d been expecting, but the string of tethered horses and line of cultivators waiting near the front doors certainly wasn’t it.

      “How does this work?” I asked the girls. “We literally just wait in line for our turn?”

      Astra nodded. “Never been here myself, but yeah, the busier towers often have lines. The elves monitor this one, making sure only one group enters per hour.”

      Brea, obviously a little curious herself, asked, “Busier towers? Which ones do you mean?”

      Astra explained. “Well, Rin saw the first tower with me. It is by far the easiest, so most cultivators clear it without much trouble.”

      Pointing at the vine-strewn tower before us, she finished. “The second, third, and fourth towers are so much more difficult that most cultivators spend their entire careers battling just those three.”

      We tethered our horses on a nearby post.

      I cringed at the thought of leaving our baggage exposed, but an armed elf stood guard a short distance away.

      When I asked the elf if he would watch our stuff, he sneered openly. “Like I would sully my honor in exchange for a few silver coins. Go about your business, cultivator. I’ll guard your horses like I would any other.”

      I didn’t appreciate his attitude, but I was happy to hear he’d at least do his damn job.

      I suited up then, pulling on my breastplate, pauldrons, and bracer, I prepared for the challenge ahead.

      My new helm felt out of place in contrast to my piecemeal armor, but as our group approached the tower, I saw others with much more outlandish attire.

      Each group ahead clustered together, keeping to themselves. An elven guard posted near the front doors called for the next group to enter.

      They did so, allowing the other two groups before us to move closer.

      Two more hours, I told myself, already a little impatient.

      Two hours and then we can take a look inside this insane tower.

      I was about to call the girls closer so we could work out a few different strategies when someone called out my name. “Rinmarron? Rinmarron Runesmith from Bern?”

      A man in the group in front of us approached, an enormous sword strapped to his back.

      It was Iskander, the cultivator I’d seen not so long ago in Bern.

      “Yes, that’s me. Iskander, right?”

      The man smiled bowing slightly. “You’ve the right of it. What brings you to the second tower? Last I heard you were still recovering from that illness. I’d assumed you’d find it safer back in your old master’s shop.”

      Astra bristled, but I spoke up before she could. “I’ve made a miraculous recovery. Now we’re here to crush the second tower just like we did the first.”

      The cultivator eyed my companions shrewdly. Three women stood at his sides, dressed in various armor.

      The buff crossbow chick looked as near to busting out her claws as Astra.

      Arcing an eyebrow, Iskander said, “You might have trouble with only two vessels. The Forest Tower isn’t as easy as the Stone. My suggestion, head back to Bern now while you still have a chance.”

      When Astra stepped forward, I smiled and let her do what she had to do. “He has three vessels, thank you very much. Rin’s Divine Artifact is incredibly rare. For a cultivator who totes around such… common help. I doubt you’d understand.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh, and good-naturedly, Iskander did as well.

      He even held out a hand when one of the women tried to move closer to Astra.

      Giving all three of the women a firm shake of his head, Iskander apologized.

      “I didn’t know you’d grown so quickly. It would be a pleasure to duel you should our paths meet again in the future. For sport, of course. Goodbye and good luck, Rinmarron.”

      As we waited for our turn, Astra entertained herself by sizing up Iskander’s vessels and cursing occasionally under her breath.

      Brea double checked her equipment and counted her arrows.

      Astra had purchased two bundles of fifty arrows from Bern’s Master Fletcher before we left.

      Though Brea’s quiver could only hold twenty-five arrows, she’d strapped a second bundle of twenty-five to her back.

      I ran my finger along my Spell Shards, memorizing their order.

      There was little else to do, however, so the three of us took our time and ran through several imagined scenarios.

      It was a pleasure to see the fire and fight in both women’s eyes. Brea might be coy, but she had the heart of a warrior.

      And even Iskander knew Astra’s willingness to fight now.

      Treating our free time as a brainstorming session, we tried to envision the challenges to come.

      In most situations, we all agreed two formations seemed the wisest considering our party.

      The first was a triangle formation where Astra and I fought side by side with Brea in the rear. This allowed for maximum attack potential, but would leave Astra vulnerable to counter attack.

      The second was a modified triangle. Astra would move behind and off to one side of me. This gave her the protection of my shield but also permitted quick counter attacks and flanking maneuvers on her part.

      Regardless, Brea would pull up the rear, firing arrows at will.

      It wasn’t much of a plan, but we wouldn’t be able to improve it until we’d entered.

      We agreed on several different ways to respond to injuries or other setbacks that were likely to occur.

      Afterward, I suggested we keep calm and conserve our energy.

      Astra glared at Iskander’s group when they got the go ahead. She even went so far as to wish them ill luck.

      Brea scoffed, giving Astra a tiny jab of her fist. “You dare curse a rival? It is forbidden to do so, especially when entering a tower!”

      “I didn’t curse them. I wish they find their way out again, healthy and snobbish as ever,” Astra said, defending herself.

      “However, I wouldn’t be sad if they couldn’t pass the first floor and left empty-handed.”

      I shook my head. “Doubtful. If they have trouble, we won’t stand a chance. I’m not sure if he’s bonded his third vessel or not, but either way, the four of them outmatch the three of us.”

      Astra made to argue, but I waved her down. “I wouldn’t trade either of you for Iskander’s vessels. I am not insulting you, Astra. But Minh can’t fight directly.”

      The women fell silent, accepting my explanation, but then I spent the rest of the hour apologizing to Minh.

      She’d been thoroughly offended, and only after promising to oil her that night did she cease her complaining.

      It was mid morning by the time the elf guard called us forward.

      “Next group. Move quickly and retrieve all items and dropped loot along the way. The tower’s exit is on the opposite side.”

      Knowing it was time, I passed out the turtle jerky and some enchanted bread I’d purchased for the trip.

      Two more groups had lined up behind us by that time, both larger than ours.

      Feeling a little concerned, I stepped toward the massive doors just as the dual food buffs kicked in.

      Standing before the massive doors, I exchanged a look with my companions. Both were solemn and a little frightened.

      They were also determined.

      Once they nodded back, I reached out a hand to the door.

      Like before, the tower spoke to me in my mind. Welcome. Have you come to attempt the second tower of Acalia?

      I swallowed down a lump of anxiety and answered as boldly as I could. Yes, I am.

      You have the Stone Key, so you and your vessels may enter. Clear the chambers of this tower to receive the key to the third tower.

      After completing each floor, you may use your Spiritual Interface to warp outside of the tower again.

      But if you do so, all progress will be lost.

      Good luck, divine cultivator.

      I held out my hands, gesturing to both women. Each took one of my hands, and after a collective breath, we strode into the bottom chamber of the Forest Tower.

      And the doors boomed shut behind us.
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        * * *

      

      The sensation of being locked inside a sentient tower wasn’t any more pleasant now than it had been at the Stone Tower.

      Echoes from the doors slamming shut shook the vast space around us.

      Though the entrance chamber was beautiful, with an ornate tiled floor and elaborately carved walls, my focus was on the summoning monster.

      I charged forward, summoning Minh’s shield form. Strapping her over my forearm, I cried out, “Chasing Hammer!”

      Brea and Astra moved in behind me, and we waited for the shimmering monsters to solidify.

      The chamber sported a vaulted dome. Sun filtered in from all angles, creating diagonal shafts of sunlight. Instead of one wide floor, however, two walls had slid up from the ground, shutting off the corner we stood in.

      Eight shapes emerged, all gnarled and plant-like.

      When I used Inspect, their forms suddenly made a lot more sense.
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        * * *

      

      Moldy Dryad

      Rank: Level 2

      Monster Type: Arboreal

      Disposition: Forgetful

      Elemental Affinity: Water, Earth
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        * * *

      

      Beside me, Astra called out Rael’s name. The sword, previously held in its charm form on her gifted bracelet, formed in the air before her.

      Brea put arrow to string, and drew, waiting for my command.

      I stood, thinking for a moment.

      The Dryads were obviously not aggressive.

      They slowly meandered about, their long arms making shushing noises in the invisible currents of wind.

      Each monster stood as tall as a man, their bodies roughly a foot wide.

      Their arms and legs moved so slowly that I was tempted to walk up to the first one and smash it to bits.

      Instead, I pulled up my SI and triggered Runic Vision.

      Suddenly, bright runes glowed all across their twisted bodies. I noted several areas that were vulnerable. I made a note of the five empty rune slots and clued in my companions.

      “They are weak between the eyes and under each arm. I also see weak spots at the front knee joint of their legs.

      “Brea, hold on,” I said. “I doubt your arrows will harm them much, but when it comes time to do so, aim for those knees. Astra, I think you should try out a Fire attack?”

      I recalled Goran’s warning about plant monsters being less susceptible to fire attacks, but it was worth experimenting with.

      The woman nodded, then sprinted toward the first target. Not until she was within ten feet of the dryad did it move. Even then, its pendulous arms swung lazily.

      “Cinder Slash!” Astra shouted, bringing Rael about in a tight arc.

      The blade seared the dryad’s trunk as it slashed across its eyes.

      The dryad opened its mouth and a strange hissing noise emerged, like wind through a cavern. Its eyes lit up a vibrant green, and it unleashed a devastating counter attack.

      Whipping its arms out towards the woman, it pulsed, activating a skill at the same time.

      A cyclone of glowing leaves curled in the air briefly then veered toward Astra.

      I stepped forward, bearing Minh with me to block the wind-powered attack.

      Despite my positioning, the leaves whirled around me, nicking my body in a dozen places at once. I flinched back, shouting for Brea to retreat a little.

      I reached for a Spell Shard, but ultimately, I held back.

      The dryad had gone back to its slow, lethargic movements, the light in its eyes vanished.

      “Forgetful,” I said aloud. “The dryad’s disposition is forgetful. We have to take advantage of that.”

      Astra inched closer, wincing when she touched a bleeding scrape on her shoulder.

      “But how? If they use that leaf spell every time I hit them, I don’t see how we can avoid being hit by it. Even Minh didn’t stop the leaves.”

      I tried, Rin! I tried my best, Minh argued in my head. But the leaves just went around me!

      I reassured the coin shield, saying, It’s okay. You’re doing just fine, I promise.

      After wracking my brain, I finally figured out what was tugging at my mind. “Astra, when you attacked, which part of the tree did your Fire affect the most?”

      She glanced at the dryad and soon responded, “The leaves I think. The flames only scorched the dryad’s trunk, but then a burst of fire caught some of the leaves.”

      I nodded. “Exactly. Now, I’m not sure if this will work, but I might have an idea. This time, I attack first. Astra, be prepared to counter when I give the command.”

      I inched closer, hammer in hand. Again, the dryad noticed me but didn’t immediately respond with violence.

      I hefted my Spiritarm and struck the gray rune slot between its glowing eyes, shouting “Peening Strike!”

      My hammer swiveled, and the rounded ball cracked into the dryad.

      A crack sounded, but little visual damage could be seen.

      Its eyes glowed brighter and leaves began to cyclone around in the air above it. “Now, Astra!”

      The woman leapt forward and lashed out with another Flame Slash. Thank the towers, my ploy worked.

      Even controlled and infused with Earth Spirit, the leaves caught fire and incinerated in a whoosh.

      Not wanting to miss my window, I jumped in and pounded the dryad again with Peening Strike.

      As the second blow landed, a great crack echoed through the chamber and the monster broke apart.

      Its corpse was absorbed almost instantly by the tower, and a medium-sized gem heart clunked to the ground.

      “Yes!” I shouted, slapping hands with Astra.

      Brea looked concerned. She hadn’t been of much use in the fight, and if we were fighting semi-sentient hunks of wood all day, that wouldn’t change.

      Wanting to make her feel useful, I gave her an order. “Brea! We need first aid. Pull out the medical box and let’s stop the bleeding. I think the leaves might be poisoned or something. The bleeding just won’t stop.”

      The woman’s look of helplessness vanished in an instant. She set her bow down carefully then threw down the satchel we’d given her to carry.

      Five minutes later, I was cycling the small amount of Spirit in the air, and our injuries had been treated.

      Knowing we had only one solution to defeating the monsters easily, we took our time.

      On the next monster, I had Brea aim for the space between the tree’s eyes, hitting it a second time after I pulled away.

      When it was clear her arrow did little damage, even when targeting a weak point, I told her to reserve her arrows.

      One by one, Astra and I pounded on the dryads and burned up their leaves until the other seven were slain.

      I cycled after three of those were killed, and again after the final group fell.

      In all, we’d spent nearly an hour in the first section, and I wanted to move on. I didn’t know what would happen if a group came in while we were here but didn’t want to find out.

      When the last dryad died, one of the false walls dropped, allowing us to move deeper into the first floor.

      Perhaps a hundred feet in, the grinding of stone warned us that we’d entered another section. Spinning on my heel, I saw a wall rise up behind us, sealing us in another corner.

      Panic swept through me as dozens of glowing shapes emerged from thin air. Each was relatively small, only one or two feet high.

      But the overwhelming numbers gave me pause.

      “Backs to the middle!” I cried out, remembering one of the scenarios we’d planned for.

      Each of us turned to face the monsters ringing us in, and when they solidified, the little shits attacked at once.

      I didn’t waste time with Inspect, and considering their size, I figured finding an empty rune slot would be pointless.

      The monsters resembled tiny, chubby tree midgets. They had bodies similar to the dryad but instead of being long and slender, each had a rounded chest and belly.

      Beady black eyes peered at us hatefully.

      Lifting straws to their mouths, the creatures unleashed a volley of minuscule darts.

      A dozen clanged off of Minh’s surface at once. More were blocked by my armor. A few, however, made their way into my skin.

      The burning sensation that flooded my veins was aggravating, but not debilitating.

      Still, they reloaded in an instant and made to attack once more. Fearing what might happen should too many of the darts find us, I shouted, “Kill the fuckers!”

      Brea’s bow twanged rhythmically, and Astra gave a battle cry.

      I dove into the fray myself.

      Activating Oaken Mallet, I blasted four of the monsters apart in a single attack. The sound of whooshing flames told me Astra was busy with her Cinder Slash, and all the while, twang after twang of Brea’s bow sounded.

      Each monster that died released a tiny puff of Spirit along with a death shriek.

      I might have felt sad for killing tree babies like this, but more of the darts were sinking into my flesh by the second.

      We slaughtered the creatures, but soon discovered the ill effects of the darts.

      My attacks grew sluggish, my arms and hands going numb.

      Thankfully, the girls were as terrified as I was. In two or three feverish minutes, we cut through the midget monsters.

      Then the room was silent and another wall ahead slid down.

      Before the last of the monsters were absorbed by the tower, I used Inspect.
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        * * *

      

      Pygmy Forest Nymphs

      Rank: Level 1

      Monster Type: Arboreal

      Disposition: Hateful

      Elemental Affinity: Water, Earth
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        * * *

      

      Hateful. No fucking surprise there, I groaned, dismissing my SI.

      My skin burned in waves, and I could barely feel my hands. Astra had taken the worst of it though. She was naturally aggressive, and though her war dress granted magical protection, it hadn’t stopped any of the darts.

      She’d been hit by dozens of them.

      Rael clattered to the ground, and Astra slumped down beside him.

      This time, Brea acted automatically.

      Somehow, the archer hadn’t been too terribly affected.

      I spotted a score of tiny darts protruding from her thighs, but she moved easily enough.

      Pulling out her medical kit, she produced a few vials of tincture Wren had advised we pick up for the trip.

      They boosted the immune system, lending strength to fight against almost any illness or debuff.

      All three of us drank the tincture.

      It tasted like herbs and the liquor they were steeped in, reminding me of sake mixed with wheat grass.

      Brea next produced three of the Minor Antidote Pills as well.

      These were a little harder to swallow given their size, but after filling my mouth with water, I managed it easily enough.

      Astra was already recovering, most of her shakes having subsided.

      Her eyes registered fear, however, and I made an official announcement. “We’re taking a ten-minute break. Both of you rest. I will cycle. We can get moving when we’re through.”

      Brea, still taking to her role as party healer, sat down beside Astra and offered the woman her lap.

      Astra stretched out on the tower floor and rested gratefully.

      I cycled until the air was almost pure.

      I planned on continuing a little longer, but a distinct sound registered in the back of my mind.

      It was the sound of someone entering the tower, the great doors slamming shut behind them.

      We needed to get moving.

      I cleared my throat and helped Astra get to her feet.

      Progressing further, I noticed our path was slowly curving around. The tower was essentially guiding us around the massive dome, partitioning it into various sections.

      We’d cleared sections one and two, and I expected a third and fourth to be formed with the remaining floor.

      A single wall slid up, blocking off our retreat, and a huge shape formed in the center of the chamber. This was it then, the last fight of the first floor.

      Perhaps two dozen smaller shapes emerged as well, more of the pygmies if I had to guess.

      Without even worrying about what the mini boss might be, I called back to Brea and Astra. “Take out the little shits as fast as possible. I’ll hold the big one’s attention.”

      Then the chaos of battle took over.

      I ignored the few stings that reached me, pygmy dart poison seeping into my system.

      Instead, I focused on the huge fucking dryad in the center of the room. It easily stood ten feet tall, its trunk too broad to wrap my arms around. A halo of shimmering leaves shook above its craggy face.

      Unlike its smaller brethren, this monster was roused and ready to attack, green eyes already burning.

      I moved in with shield raised.

      The dryad boss lifted one of its branched arms and swung at me. The attacking appendage was so wide, I couldn’t easily dodge.

      I let Minh absorb most of the damage. A few branches left bleeding scrapes on my cheeks and neck, but the main brunt of the attack was in the thick limb.

      Bracing myself, I slid back a full two feet on the smooth stone.

      I tried an experimental Core Flash, but the sensory attack proved ineffective.

      When that failed, I ran forward and lashed out with Peening Strike, aiming for a weak point beneath its left eye.

      The dryad moved dangerously fast, and my attack swung wide of its mark.

      Damn! How the hell is something so big so damn quick? I couldn’t help but wonder.

      Winding up, the tree boss bashed me on the shield again. This time, it swung upward at an angle, and swept me off my feet.

      “Rin! Are you okay?” Astra shouted nearby.

      I rolled several times, hoping to evade any follow-up attacks. Sure enough, I felt the ground shake just beside me.

      Finding my feet, I held up my left hand. “Return!”

      Minh transformed into a coin and zipped across the room from where she’d landed.

      I caught the coin and shifted it back into its shield form. I turned to see Brea and Astra standing with their weapons held high.

      Brea’s eyes were burning intensely. “We killed the others. We’re ready to help now.”

      I nodded, backing away from a two-handed smash. Flecks of stone shot up into my face, forcing me to block with Minh again.

      “Brea! Fire an arrow when this bastard tries to kill me,” I called over my shoulder. “I’m going to risk getting closer.”

      Before the women could argue, I dashed toward the hulking boss, dropping Minh behind me.

      With my left hand free, it was easier to move and cast a Spell Shard at the same time.

      When I was ten feet away, the dryad boss lit up with bright-green energy, a clear indication it was calling upon an ability.

      Aiming my hand, I shouted, “Ice Dart!”

      The sliver of ice formed and rocketed forward, driving deep into one of the dryad’s eyes.

      Its whole body flinched, the eye immediately going dark and the spell it was casting evaporating in a cloud of green Spirit.

      An angry arm swung down at me a second before Brea’s bow twanged loudly. I heard the arrow land somewhere in the dryad’s wooden flesh, but I was too busy rolling under its attack to see.

      Branches scraped along my back, mostly thwarted by the chainmail shirt I wore under my robes.

      I ran around the opposite side of the dryad, making it slowly turn to face me. Astra took her cue eagerly, slashing several times with fiery attacks.

      The blows wounded the dryad, but again, I couldn’t help but notice the plant-life creatures were all but immune to fire.

      Ice, however, had been another matter.

      In position at last, I raised my hand and called Minh to return.

      Streaking back in a straight line, the coin blasted through one of the dryad’s legs.

      Its torso shivered in pain, but the monster didn’t fall. Hoping to repeat the exercise, I was going to toss Minh across the room and try again.

      But when its body began to glow intensely, I blasted it in its other eye with a second Ice Dart.

      The dryad shrieked in outrage, but blinded and wounded as it was, the fight was soon over.

      Astra had wisely decided to save her Spirit, instead relying on regular slashes that bit deep into the dryad’s trunk.

      Brea held her fire, conserving arrows at my command.

      Without worrying about whatever epic spell the dryad tried to cast, and with its aim permanently thrown off, I moved in and cracked my Chasing Hammer against its face time and again.

      The fifth time I used Peening Strike, the monster stilled, and slowly, it crumbled to the ground.

      Pure Spirit poured out from its felled corpse, and we fell to our normal tasks.

      I cycled while the girls recovered from their dart stings, and ten minutes later, we hefted the clunky gem heart, sliding it into my pack.

      Confused, I asked the girls, “Where’s the new opening? Did any of the walls shift?”

      Astra quirked an eyebrow and pointed to the ground behind me.

      I turned and then sighed.

      For some reason, the tower wanted us to go down before we went up.

      In the far corner of the room, a stairwell had descended downward. We walked over together and looked into the gloom.

      A few dripping noises could be heard, which didn’t exactly encourage us to head on down.

      I checked in my SI, hoping the tower hadn’t somehow lied to us. Sure enough, flashed at the bottom was a question. Warp to Exit Tower?

      “So, girls. I know we’ve only been in here a little while, but do you both want to keep going? We do have the option to warp out.”

      Brea shook her head silently, and Astra spoke for both of them.

      “We aren’t done yet. We’ve barely used any of our supplies. I don’t want to go down there, but this is what we came for. Isn’t it?”

      I kissed the woman on her cheek, still rosy from the exertion of battle.

      “Hell yeah, sweet heart. You’re spot on.”

      Taking the first step downwards, I added in a dramatic voice, “Come on, ladies. We’re going down!”
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            Moist… Why did it have to be Moist?
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        * * *

      

      The stairwell down was much too long and much too dark to feel anything but dread.

      We stopped twenty feet down, not seeing any source of lighting from below.

      Each of us lit a torch, and after summoning my Spiritarm, I continued the descent.

      Despite the rising tension in the air, not a single monster popped out and attacked.

      The lower we went, the louder the drips sounded, and I couldn’t help but picture a dank cave dripping with condensation.

      My imagination proved correct.

      At last, the stairs deposited us into a narrow hall. A faint glowing came from up ahead, but still, I didn’t douse my torch.

      Moving slowly, I felt huge glops of viscous water dripping on my neck and down my back.

      Soon, our torches were snuffed by the excessive moisture, but by the time they did, a new source of light was all around us.

      I inspected the glowing wall and saw it was covered in a fine layer of shimmering moss.

      “It’s beautiful,” Brea said, coming closer and touching the velvety moss with gentle fingers. I watched her face as she studied the plant.

      Even lit with an eerie green light, the woman’s features were bold and gorgeous.

      I cleared my throat and my mind, urging the party onward.

      After walking down the hall, circling around in a wide loop, we came upon a chamber at last.

      Fifty feet wide and ten high, it was stuffy and small compared to the lofty tower above.

      Knowing shit was about to start, I took a deep breath before striding in and taking a fighting stance.

      Three forms shimmered into existence, all against the far wall. I called out, “Triangle formation. Astra, guard my flank, and let’s slaughter these bitches!”

      Astra moved into position, Rael held in front of her in a two-handed grip.

      “What does this have to do with dogs?” she asked me, her face scrunched up in confusion.

      “Never mind. I don’t make sense sometimes,” I reminded her. “Just focus, everyone.”

      Cursing myself for forgetting how different Earth and Acalia slang functioned, I watched the shapes solidify and turn into monsters.

      The three creatures were similar, four-legged with fang-filled mouths and writhing tentacles on their backs.

      Each glowed a different color though, one yellow, one red, and one green.

      Sensing no immediate attack, I used Inspect.
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      Writhing Root Tree Cat

      Rank: Level 2

      Monster Type: Mammalian

      Disposition: Unpredictable
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        * * *

      

      Reading their disposition gave me pause, and when I switched to Runic Vision, I found their temples and ribs to have empty rune slots.

      I dismissed my SI and told them what I’d learned. When they said they understood, I added, “Let’s be careful, guys. Astra and I can hold our ground. Brea, why don’t we find out if these cats bleed.”

      A bow twang sounded immediately after, and an arrow sprouted an inch behind one of the monster’s forelegs. Sinking between its ribs up to the fletching, the arrow didn’t seem to cause any real damage.

      The cat hissed though, and sprinted away to a far corner.

      The other two charged.

      Worried our attacks might not be effective, I activated Oaken Mallet, hoping blunt damage might prove more effective.

      My attack struck one of the monsters squarely against its side. Several of its roots fell limp, and ribs cracked.

      But the tree cat rolled away and stood up again. It arched its back, cracking the broken bones back into place.

      Astra’s efforts proved more effective, however, and after just a single slash, the monster curled up dead.

      Catching on, I cried out my revelation. “Slashing damage works the best. Brea, pull out that dagger of yours. We can buy a proper short sword when we get back to town, but for now it should help a little.”

      The cat I’d slammed with my hammer came at me again. It dodged a sideways attack and sprinted around me. Thankfully, Astra had my back, and after an ungraceful hack, cut the monster in two.

      The final cat remained cornered and terrified.

      Astra complained about killing such a cute ugly little monster, but didn’t deny her duty. One more slash brought down the last of our foes.

      Something strange happened afterward though. Instead of a cloud of Spirit and three gem hearts, three perfect spheres fell to the ground.

      One was yellow, one red, and one green.

      I glanced around the dim room, thoroughly dumbfounded. The hall we’d come down had been blocked off as soon as the fight began. And there was no indication where we should go next.

      I picked up the spheres, each the size of an apple but with a perfect shape and smooth surface.

      “What are we supposed to do with those?” Astra asked.

      Brea looked to me for an answer as well, so I figured it was about time to call upon my wisened gamer lore. “Let’s search the walls. All I can think of is maybe these are some kind of key.”

      Looking doubtful, the women listened to my request anyhow.

      It only took a minute to find the lock.

      Partially covered by hanging moss, Brea found three holes, each the size of the spheres.

      None of the holes were marked in any way. Not sure what order to try, I popped in the yellow, red, and green in order from left to right.

      The spheres glowed brightly, and a grinding of stone on stone came from behind us. We all turned to see a new exit open up.

      Moving down another hall, we soon came to a second chamber. This one was eighty feet across, and tall pillars rose up from the ground at seemingly random locations.

      “This is going to make things a little more difficult,” I said, pausing at the edge of the room.

      Astra spoke up, resting a hand on my shoulder. “Let’s head to that corner over there where there are no pillars. That way we can still defend ourselves.”

      I nodded, and after a glance at Brea, I ran across the chamber.

      The entrance sealed off and six shapes shimmered in the room at various locations. Three were in the very center, but the other three were hidden behind pillars.

      The shapes seemed the same as the tree cats from before, but these were twice the size, as large as full-grown mastiffs.

      When the monsters solidified, none made a move to attack us. In fact, one of the three in the center retreated to hide with the others among the pillars.

      “Brea, fire an arrow at one of those two. It might cause them to attack.”

      The woman shifted behind me, pulling an arrow from her quiver.

      The arrow sprung out, sinking into the cat’s eye. The incredible shot made the cat howl, and it took a single step forward before dropping dead.

      Unfortunately, the other cat standing nearby retreated as well.

      Shrugging, I strolled toward the pillars. “Okay, follow me, guys. Astra, you’re our ace in the hole here. Keep your reflexes sharp.”

      Moving deeper into the chamber, I tried to keep my mind focused on where the cats were at all times. However, the little bastards seemed to take two steps for every one of my own.

      I ended up deep in the pillars, glowing cats stalking all around me.

      Then, of course, the bastards attacked.

      One leapt out from behind a pillar, aiming to slash my leg. Instead of attacking, I shoved Minh in its face, knocking it back and burning its eyes with a Core Flash.

      Pain shot up my opposite leg, and I glanced down to see writhing roots trying to worm their way through my chain mail.

      The cat monster responsible bared its fangs and leapt at me, claws extended.

      I slammed a Peening Strike down on the cat’s head, and although it didn’t die, it received a lot more damage than when I’d struck the other monster with Oaken Mallet.

      Meanwhile, I heard Astra crying out every time she slashed one of the enemies apart.

      Pursuing the injured cat, I managed to strike it once more with Peening Strike. My blow nailed the dull rune slot on its right temple perfectly.

      It twitched a great deal but soon went still.

      I looked around and saw the girls had managed the rest. Astra held up a proud hand, four fingers held up for each of the monsters she’d slain.

      Brea smiled too, holding up one of her fingers.

      “I got one too,” I said. “Now, let’s see what happens next.”

      This time, three gem hearts dropped along with three colored spheres. Knowing we had to find the locking mechanism, I told the girls to search while I cycled.

      A few minutes later and we approached the mechanism, spheres in hand.

      “Same order?” I asked rhetorically.

      Neither of the girls wanted to offer any advice, so I popped the spheres into the sockets copying the same order I’d used for the previous chamber.

      The spheres went dark at the same time.

      Then they crumbled to dust and fell to the ground, useless.

      Instead of a new exit opening, the room lit up with the glow of spawning monsters. And instead of six, this time, nine formed.

      “Shit!” I shouted uselessly, spinning around and summoning Minh.

      Many of the monsters fled to hide among the pillars again, but four charged at us aggressively.

      “Astra, Cinder Slash!”

      The woman acted with precision. Stepping forward, she fell into a deep lunge, sweeping her blade out in a sideways slash. Fire engulfed the great sword and cut through all four of the monsters in a single attack.

      Then, not looking forward to it at all, I waded into the depths of the pillars, seeking out the other five tree cats.

      Again, this round seemed more aggressive. They didn’t wait long to spring their attack.

      Two came at me side by side. I blocked the one to my left with Minh and smashed the other in the face with a backhanded swing.

      The cat I hit scampered behind the cover of another pillar, so I turned on the first.

      It was gone.

      Then something crashed into the back of my knee and I fell to the ground.

      The cats swarmed me.

      Astra hacked one in half, her great sword’s blade cleaving straight through its spine.

      Brea growled and drew another off after slicing a gash down its ribs.

      As a third raced at me, I blasted it in the face with Core Flash. The stunned creature retreated.

      Despite our efforts, a single monster moved in with great speed. It ducked under my reactive hammer attack, and raked its claws across my face.

      I cried out in pain, and blood dripped into my eyes.

      Thankfully, the dumb beast slashed my chest next, but its claws were largely blocked by my armor.

      Blinded but well aware the cat was in front of me, its claws and roots digging into my breastplate and chain mail, I slammed an Oaken Mallet down in hopes of buying some time.

      I heard the cat scamper off and a moment later, Astra grunted, cutting the monster down.

      A firm voice sounded beside me. “They’re dead, Rin! We’re safe now. Just hold still and I’ll get a rag to clear your eyes.”

      I couldn’t believe my ears. It was Brea, suddenly in charge and confident. This was the girl I’d seen raging at the OVA office, the one who let arrows fly with no hesitation.

      We took our time recovering this time.

      Brea mopped my cheek and forehead, smearing salve in the wounds and stopping the bleeding. We each had been marked by the cat’s claws, and Astra showed off a gruesome wound I wasn’t at all jealous of.

      One of the monsters had reached her exposed skin with its roots. The worming appendage had punctured her flesh and worked its way through her muscle.

      Astra had a slight limp, but after chewing some Hyacinth Blossoms, I figured she was good enough to fight.

      Using one of our 4 Lesser Recovery Spell Shards, especially this early in our tower climb, would have been stupid.

      I cycled, pulling more Spirit into my core, and then we approached the locking mechanism again.

      Sighing, I weighed my options.

      There were too many options to make the decision an easy one, six to be exact. I’d chosen one already.

      Knowing full well that a one out of five chance was shit, I tried yellow green red this time.

      And again, the spheres crumbled to dust.

      All three of us spun, eyes wild as fifteen monsters shimmered into existence.

      Fuck! This is going to be a bloodbath, I thought, surveying the cats as they formed.

      At least half of the monsters charged us, perhaps emboldened by their superior numbers.

      Without hesitation, I flung out my hand and cast my only Avalanche spell. Though the cats showed serious resistance to blunt damage, I figured a few thousand pounds of Spirit-forged stone might do the trick.

      The rocks tumbled from the air, smashing at least five of the cats completely. A handful more escaped with serious wounds, and those fell to Astra’s blade.

      Holding our position, Brea targeted the remaining cats, drawing out a few more from among the columns who apparently didn’t appreciate getting shot.

      These Astra handled quickly enough.

      Groaning, I made my way back into the shadows between the pillars once more, and the nastiness began anew.

      Five minutes later, I was sitting down to cycle while the girls retrieved a pile of small gem hearts.

      When it came time to try the lock again, I made Astra choose. “Red, Green, Yellow,” she replied automatically.

      “But why?” I couldn’t help asking. “Seemed like you already knew your answer.”

      She answered with a wink. “That’s in order of my favorite to least favorite colors.”

      Brea nodded sagely, as if the answer made all the sense in the world. So, shitting my pants and praying we weren’t about to face forty-eight tree cats, I pushed the spheres into their sockets.

      They lit up, each burning brightly and the mechanism shifted.

      We all produced a collective sigh of relief.

      I could imagine us taking the next group of eighteen, but had we been unlucky, would twenty-one be possible to survive?

      My only Avalanche spell was gone, and using any of our big guns seemed foolish so early.

      Ready for anything, I waited to see what new challenge would be exposed behind the opening wall.

      Strangely, shouts emerged from the opening tunnel. They didn’t sound like monsters at all, but more like a group of adventurers getting their asses handed to them.

      We exchanged worried looks.

      I could tell they were as curious and anxious as I was.

      There was nothing else to do though, so I ran down the newly opened tunnel.

      The shouts ahead became clearer. “Iskander, watch out!” a woman cried.

      Of course it’s them, I thought as I turned the corner and stumbled into a vast cavern, roots dangling down from the ceiling. They were the ones who went before us.

      If things had been any different, I’d have told the girls to stand aside and let things play out.

      But at a glance it became obvious the group was struggling.

      A bulbous, floating sphere hovered a few feet off the ground in the center of the room. It was massive, the size of two elephants strapped side to side. Long vines lashed out and wrapped around Iskander’s struggling body.

      The cultivator screamed and swung his massive sword, hacking into the strangest-looking boss monster.

      Even more impressive was Iskander’s Spiritarm.

      Attached by a thin cord, a massive quill darted out above his shoulder almost like a scorpion’s tail. The Spiritarm plunged deep into the monster, but didn’t seem to have much effect.

      In the far corner, I spotted two of his three vessels. One was unconscious, a gruesome stomach wound the obvious source of her injury.

      The woman with the crossbow stood guard above her companion.

      Facing off against the boss, Iskander and his third vessel fought savagely.

      I stared in amazement as I watched his Spiritarm fight to free him. The great quill rose up from between his shoulder blades and continued to punch holes in the boss mob.

      He seemed to be causing some damage, but the vines restricted his movements, and soon his sword fell to the ground.

      Still, I hesitated to intervene.

      This was their fight, and I knew damn well I’d be pissed if someone interrupted a fight on our behalf.

      The vessel standing beside Iskander ran in to help free him from the grasping vines. The woman, dressed in golden robes, charged in and struck the floating boss mob with two outstretched fists.

      A flash of light exploded outward, rippling the boss’s body, and tearing huge tears along its spherical length.

      Despite the damage done, more vines shot out and wrapped around her legs too.

      When a green glow came from the creature, and it started to heal itself, it became apparent. Iskander and his unarmed vessel had been completely immobilized, and only the crossbow chick stood ready to fight.

      I had to do something.

      “Astra, follow up with a Cinder Slash!” I cried out, racing at the bulbous boss monster.

      Sensing my approach, the creature reached out with its vines. I stopped just short of the creature’s range and cast Firestorm Focus.

      The spell blasted through the boss’s body with ease. Its diaphanous exterior burst into flame, and beneath, its true form was exposed.

      The monster was a literal ball of writhing vines. It reminded me of the floating gorgons I encountered long ago in video games, and was quite frankly, one of the most disgusting things I’d ever seen.

      Astra flew into action next.

      Braving the vines, she drew close enough to land three Cinder Slash attacks in a row. Each opened the boss up a little more, and the last slash cut clean through its bulk.

      The monster crashed to the ground with a wet smack, and all of its writhing vines fell limp.

      Panting, Astra kicked off the few vines that had wrapped around her legs. Then she dismissed Rael, the great sword returning to its charm form around her bracelet.

      I gaped at the massive gem heart that crashed to the ground as the tower absorbed the monster.

      I checked on my companions, visually verifying they were unharmed. Then, seeing a woman possibly dying in the corner, I cast a Lesser Recovery on her.

      The wound in her gut mostly healed, and she gasped, eyes flicking open.

      The woman with the crossbow glared at me, but though she looked pissed off, she was grateful as well.

      I would never know exactly what pushed Iskander over the edge.

      Maybe it was being saved by a noob cultivator who’d just recovered from a lifelong illness, or that same cultivator healing one of his vessels.

      But I knew shit had gone sideways the moment our eyes connected.

      Puffing with anger and exertion, Iskander Enchanter scowled at me in utter outrage.
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      The tension that rippled outward in the boss room, Iskander glaring at me with righteous anger, was something I wouldn’t soon forget.

      “Listen, Iskander,” I tried again, hoping for a peaceful resolution. “I’m sorry if I offended you, I just thought your party was in danger of dying. I was only—”

      “So what?” the woman with the crossbow shot back. “So what if we all died? You do not interfere with another cultivator’s tower run! This is unspeakable!”

      I groaned, growing irritated with the short-sightedness of their sense of honor. “Look, you can take the gem heart and the Spirit for your Progression. I wasn’t trying to take anything from you.”

      “Your vessel was dying,” Brea added, her usually cheerful voice gone cold. Glancing at her, I made a double take. The often-shy woman was filled with bristling rage.

      Fists clenched, Brea seemed ready to fight anyone who disagreed.

      For a second, Brea’s words touched Iskander. He sighed, looking to the women who so fervently fought at his side.

      The one who’d been wounded was on her feet now, face shining with sweat and twisted in pain.

      But when the cultivator turned to face me again, only anger boiled behind his eyes. “I believe you, Rinmarron. I accept that this insult was delivered with good intentions.”

      Pointing a finger at me, he finished, “But I’ll have satisfaction. The next time we meet, I’ll demand you pay for your insult in a trial of combat.”

      I strode a few feet closer.

      My own anger was flaring inside of my chest, urging me to knock the man down then and there.

      In a clear voice, I answered. “If you can’t get over your stubborn pride, I’ll happily fight you, Iskander. But you won’t like the outcome.”

      The man growled and muttered under his breath.

      But he turned and exited the chamber, his vessels trailing behind him.

      They left the massive gem heart and the two shimmering reagents the boss monster dropped as well as the cloud of raw Spirit.

      It was strange, watching them warp out of the tower. Iskander focused on something in the air, most likely using his Spiritual Interface.

      Then a shower of blue-white Spirit washed over them, and the party disappeared a second later.

      I sighed, shaking my head in frustration. “Fuck that. We did the right thing. Let’s just finish up and warp out ourselves. Everyone agree?”

      Brea and Astra both nodded. Surprisingly, it was Brea who had trouble dismissing her anger.

      Astra simply looked shocked.

      Either way, the women searched the room for anything we might have missed while I sat down and began to cycle.

      Twenty minutes later, as my Progression rose up to a grand total of 517/2000, I stood up and gestured to the girls it was time to get moving.

      Rather than approach the stairwell in the corner of the chamber, we warped out.

      Only a slight sensation of movement accompanied the warping, but a short bout of dizziness followed. We took a moment to recover before walking around the Forest Tower to get back to where the horses were tethered in the front.

      The short hike took fifteen minutes. It was as we walked along the meandering path that the true scope of the tower dawned on me.

      Not only was it somewhere close to twice as tall as the first tower, but its base was relatively massive.

      More of its upper floors were visible from this side, and the girls and I stole glances occasionally, hoping to gain some hint about the interior of the upper floors.

      Despite our efforts, only birds and a few small monkeys could be seen.

      All were mundane creatures, not tower-forged monsters.

      We returned to The Mossy Stump and carried all of our equipment and baggage upstairs to our room.

      After indulging in a quiet lunch, we slung our recovered gem hearts and the few other drops the tower so generously gave us.

      Still trying to shake off the lingering disturbance between Iskander’s party and our own, we headed out to find the market.

      After just a single run, it was obvious we needed a few upgrades.

      Sure, I could have more heavily relied on Spell Shards, but those were for emergencies, and the only way to get more would be to pay whatever exorbitant price a merchant would charge here or a three-day ride back to Bern.

      I wasn’t discouraged though. We’d learned plenty about the creatures we would face in this tower, and I intended to find as many advantages as possible.

      The first place we headed was the market. Every town had one, but in a place like Ilinan, with so many cultivators coming and going, I expected something spectacular.

      It wasn’t hard to find. Instead of asking around, the three of us walked back to The Mossy Stump and strolled down the same street.

      Likely, the elves had their own shops. Those were off limits, so I could only hope the cultivator’s market had fair enough prices.

      About a quarter mile down the street, the long line of inns, taverns, and pleasure houses came to an end.

      The market itself fanned out down three alleys.

      Most of the stalls had the look of permanence about them, but it was clear the wares were removed and stored elsewhere each night.

      Theft must be a concern, I mused. With so many people taking risks each day, and with coin and trade goods swapping hands, thieves must love this place.

      We passed a few large stalls selling weapons and other necessities for the tower. These were the most crowded, and at a glance, their wares were excellent.

      Two cultivators stood beside their vessels and haggled.

      One look at the long-legged barbarian woman eying a dagger, delighting in her bronze skin and heavy breasts, was apparently enough to perk Minh up. Look at that one, Rin! Wow, I wonder what she could do with those thighs!

      Certainly quite a lot of walking, I responded dryly, knowing I’d get a rise out of the divine artifact.

      Predictably, Minh scoffed. She sent me an image of her blue face, wide-eyed. Rin! I was talking about other things. Like how low she could squat down, bouncing up and down—

      I cut her off. Not in public! We’ve discussed this, Minh! You need to learn a few boundaries.

      Boundaries. I am literally bound to your core, Rin. Or have you forgotten?

      I chuckled, nodding to the angry-looking cultivator who had either caught me looking or was used to dealing with the lingering eyes of men. Good point. Now, if you’re going to be so nosy, keep your eye out for a merchant that looks less greedy than that fat one over there.

      Given a task, Minh immediately fell to examining every person they passed, merchant or no.

      Brea slowed, staring at a rack full of arrows and a few fine bows.

      Always attentive, Astra asked, “Have your eye on anything in particular?”

      “My own bow is fine enough, but those plant creatures. If I could get some razor-tipped arrows, I’m sure I could make quick work of them next time.”

      I butted in. “Great idea, but I’m willing to bet my cloak that the stalls in the front have the highest prices. We’re going to find a place that looks like shit but sells decent equipment.”

      When Brea stared at me incredulously, Astra patted her on the shoulder. “Sounds crude, I know, but he’s right. Good idea, Rin. How about we head down that alley.”

      When Brea still seemed hesitant, I called out to the nearest merchant. “Excuse me, but how much for the razor arrows?”

      I received a wolfish grin that was meant to be charming. “Normally 5 Gold each, but for you, fine sir, I will sell for 2 Gold… if you buy at least ten that is.”

      I thanked the man, then turned to the women. “Now we’ve got a point of comparison. Let’s see if we can find the same elsewhere.”

      I followed where Astra had been pointing and saw a line of dreary stalls all but abandoned by customers.

      Smiling proudly, I showed Brea exactly how easy it was to depart from one’s pride in order to get a good deal.

      Most of my work experience back on Earth had been in sales. But acquisition was the other side of that business. It was time to put those skills to use once again.

      We passed a leather merchant selling waterskins, bracers, and saddles. The next stand displayed a wide array of jewelry and trinkets. A crude sign with the word Magikal!!! written on it didn’t give me much confidence in the authenticity of the goods.

      The way Astra refused to even look at the silver and gold baubles told me she’d figured the same.

      At last, we came upon a riordi man with feline heritage. His golden fur and matching eyes made him stand out, especially within the dilapidated stall he was renting.

      Yet the swords, knives, and armor that were on display had no traces of rust or wear. They weren’t overly shiny either, just good, plain steel.

      Hoping he might have a few things hidden away, I nodded to Astra and stopped to say hello. “Name’s Rin. I have a few items I’d like to purchase, but I’m curious, do you accept trade?”

      The man’s cat ears twitched slightly and he smiled, exposing long fangs. “If by trade you mean a stack of stinking gem hearts… why yes, of course!”

      His sudden shift in tone caught me off guard and I laughed. Damn, he’s good. Made the customer feel comfortable in less than ten seconds. I’ll need to be careful with this one.

      I kept my smile glued in place. “Excellent. I’d love to take a look at a few items before we get that far though. Do you have any solid short swords? Nothing fancy, but we are sorely lacking slashing damage in our party, and I’d love to have something to fall back on.”

      “Many feel the same. The Forest Tower changes its configuration often, but many of the plant-like monsters there are resistant to blunt or piercing damage,” the merchant said as he stooped below the counter.

      As I’d hoped, the items on display were mostly that, visual proof of his wares rather than an exhaustive list.

      He laid out a half dozen short swords of drastically different styles.

      My eyes skipped over the curved one that looked like a modified scimitar. Two of the others were little more than daggers, so I ignored those as well.

      Moving to take a closer look, my eye caught on a falchion with a wooden grip. It was plain and a bit ugly, but the heavy, one-sided blade would make a tremendous chopper.

      I picked it up, but couldn’t tell much about its balance. The grip was firm, and the steel felt solid enough, however. I pulled up my SI and used Inspect.
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      Item Name: Soldier’s Cleaver Falchion

      Quality: Good

      Condition: Well Used

      Properties: Deals moderate slashing damage.
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      I chuckled, setting the sword down.

      The merchant smiled. “What is it? Not to your liking?”

      “No, it isn’t that. I’m interested in buying the sword, but when I inspected it, I learned it does slashing damage.

      Not sure what else I was expecting. “Do any of the swords grant bonuses to attack or other attributes?”

      One eyebrow rose above the cat man’s golden eyes. “Those tend to cost quite a bit more, as I’m sure you can understand why. Still, I don’t mind showing you what I have. In fact, I have one very similar to the sword you held.”

      He disappeared beneath the table again and brought up a similar blade. This one didn’t look much fancier, but I did note the blade was a little less clunky, and it had a sharper point.

      Using Inspect again, I learned more of the weapon’s qualities.
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      Item Name: Knight’s Cusped Falchion

      Quality: Excellent

      Condition: Used

      Properties: Deals moderate slashing and piercing damage. Grants wielder minor boost to attack speed and movement speed while in combat.
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      I kept a straight face, not wanting to give the merchant an excuse to own me on pricing.

      Sighing, I set the blade down. “It’s a fine blade. I am a bit more concerned about my companion though. Brea, do any of these catch your fancy?”

      The archer looked startled. “Me? But… I have my bow.”

      “Sure, but what happens when a tower monster gets too close to fire at? Gonna use your boot dagger?”

      The woman blushed but turned to survey the swords with fresh eyes. After picking up several of the smaller swords, she decided upon a leaf-shaped sword that looked similar to a gladius.

      “I like this one,” she said at last. “I’m less afraid of hurting myself with it at least.”

      The merchant laughed. “That’s a good sign. I do have another like it that’s enchanted as well.”

      Brea shook her head to protest, but Astra gave her a side hug. “It’s alright. Just let Rin do what he can to help our odds in the tower. Okay?”

      When the mentioned blade was produced, I gave out a low whistle. The short sword was comparatively ornate. When I used Inspect, I discovered it was called a Squire’s Xiphos, and it granted a minor boost to agility and swordsmanship.

      The merchant showed us his fangs again in a feral grin. “Considering the lack of experience your vessel has, I thought this might suffice.”

      I couldn’t argue with the man, and he was too clever to be tricked into thinking I didn’t want both swords. The only question remained, how much did he want.

      Either way, I needed the merchant to know we had other purchases in mind.

      Astra had everything she needed at the moment, but I wanted to be more prepared on our next round inside the tower.

      “Let’s set those two swords aside for now,” I said in a calm tone. “Do you have any specialty arrows? Razor tipped or otherwise that might help with the monsters in the tower? Also, we are low on antidote herbs and I’d love something that healed a little faster than herbs.”

      My cat-like friend nodded sagely. “I have just what you want. Old Trian has many useful items. One moment please.”

      Showing a great deal of trust, the riordi man left the stall and buried his head in a large trunk behind his stall. When he came back, he set down two large bundles of arrows, a pile of herbs, and three glowing vials.

      Gesturing to the goods, he explained. “These are ordinary razor-tipped arrows. The vendors in the front stalls sell them for 2-5 Gold apiece. I’ll sell you them for 25 Silver. The wood they’ve been made with is enchanted, so they can usually be used again and again.”

      The other arrows looked ordinary but for their tips, which glowed a pale blue.

      “These are Frost Blight Arrows. They cost 2 Gold apiece, which is a steal if you ask me. Problem is, their ice effect only works once. Now, you mentioned antidote pills.

      “I assume you need them for the beasties who shoot darts. Well, this is a local herb that grows around these parts. I’ll give this to you for free as a gesture of goodwill. That is, if you actually buy some of my equipment.”

      I took in the information, doing calculations in my head. We had plenty of gold, but plenty could be spent in a day if I wasn’t careful.

      Pointing to the vials, I asked. “And those are healing potions?”

      “Aye. They cost 15 Gold apiece. I buy them for 10 from a local alchemist, but she won’t deal with most folk.”

      Those are more expensive than my healing Spell Shards. Still, if we run out, I might need to come back and restock anyhow. Best to skip them for now though.

      Making up my mind, I asked the question I’d been afraid of. “Excluding the potions, how much is the lot, including both short swords?”

      “The Falchion is 1 Platinum even, 50 Gold if you don’t have any platinum. The squire’s blade will put you back 1 Platinum and 25 Gold. Add that to the cost of the arrows and you’re at 3 Platinum and 20 Gold.”

      Checking his math, I realized he hadn’t flexed on a single price. When I pointed this out, Old Trian shrugged. “I’m one of the few merchants who won’t barter. These are the lowest prices I can offer.”

      I was tempted to go and check on a few more stalls, but Trian’s razor arrows were an eighth the cost of the first vendor I’d spoken to.

      Instead, I leveled with him. “It’s the ice arrows I’m stuck on.” Leaning closer, I pulled up my SI and activated Runic Vision. Not a single rune shone from them, confirming my initial suspicion.

      Either the arrows were enchanted by some other means, or they’d been treated by an alchemical substance.

      Sighing, I asked, “How exactly are these made? I’m a Runesmith, and I see no evidence they’ve been enchanted with runes.”

      Trian laughed, his furry chest rising and falling. “Keen eye! Well spotted indeed.”

      Astra bristled. “You’re selling fakes then?”

      Holding up his hands, the merchant pleaded with the woman. “Never! If I did so, how long do you think I’d keep my hide?”

      Trian leaned over the table and said in a whisper, “If I tell you my secret, will you swear an oath to not tell a soul?”

      I looked to my companions who seemed as curious as I was. “I’ll promise not to reveal your secrets, Trian, but I’d prefer not to bind my core to an oath. If someone forces me to do so… it’s just not worth the risk.”

      The cat man shook his head. “Sorry, let me clarify. Will you swear an oath to not reveal the secret recipe of my Frost Blight Arrows to one of my competitors, and to try to keep the secret while you are in Ilinan?”

      I thought of his more precise wording, and at last agreed, repeating the phrase back.

      At last, Trian left and opened his trunk again. When he returned, he was holding another small vial. It glowed the same icy blue the arrow tips did.

      “This is Frost Blight. I’ll sell you the bottle for 40 Gold.”

      I chuckled. “That’s the same price as the twenty arrows!”

      “Aye, but this amount will treat well over fifty arrows. Most likely sixty to seventy.” Holding up his hands, he asked, “Do we have a deal, Mr. Runesmith?”

      I held out my hand and shook. “Rin, if you don’t mind.”

      After we’d finished the main negotiations, I shook Trian down for a couple of used scabbards and a backup quiver for Brea that he threw in for free.

      He didn’t complain at all, but took my tactic in stride.

      We rolled out all the gem hearts and he cut the price down to only 15 Gold. I paid, making a note to check on the price of gem hearts elsewhere when I had a chance.

      For now, I was pleased we’d just upgraded our party in several ways without having to spend much coin.

      The three of us left, and while we strolled through the market, I asked the girls if they had anything else they wanted to buy.

      Brea shook her head firmly, still blown away I’d spent more than 2 Platinum on her sword and specialty arrows.

      Astra though, had a gleam in her eye when she held up a finger and said, “I thought I smelled sweets on our way here. You guys as hungry as I am?”

      I laughed, taking her by the arm and turning up the street the way we’d come.

      “I swear, woman, if you ever stop fighting, you’re going to chunk up like a prize pig.”

      Astra didn’t bat an eyelash at my comment, only bothering to correct me.

      “Not quite, Rin. I’m hoping I turn out more like a muffin or a loaf of bread.”
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      “No, Rin! I don’t think it’s even possible to have too many. The buff alone makes it worthwhile. And Rin, think about it! We can eat some now, then after dinner tonight. And tomorrow, when we return to the tower, we can have some before, during, and after!”

      Astra’s passion had swayed Brea. Yet despite her support, the ranger’s brow remained furrowed, as if perplexed by her friend’s commitment to junk food.

      I stared at the pile of cookies and shrugged. “As long as it doesn’t inhibit your ability to swing a sword. I couldn’t care less.”

      Turning to the indifferent man behind the counter, Astra confirmed her absurd order.

      The man boxed up no less than five dozen cookies, each larger than my palm and three quarters of an inch thick. Then he handed the box to a very excited Astra.

      She’d already stuffed part of her own cookie in her mouth and thanked the merchant in a muffled voice.

      He gave me a dry look but kept his judgements to himself.

      After paying, the three of us decided to head back to The Mossy Stump and relax for the rest of the afternoon and evening.

      Too consumed with her latest purchase, however, Astra demanded we sit on a bench in front of the bakery and assess our chosen delights.

      Brea took a tentative bite and chewed thoughtfully. Her brows rose a moment later. “It’s excellent. Nice to have something taste like it’s been made with real butter without the… complications.”

      “How are the dates?” Astra asked, apparently wanting more. “And paired with hazelnut? It must make for an exotic combination.”

      Brea glanced at me, unsure of how to proceed.

      Taking pity on the woman, I raised a finger and bit into my own treat.

      The cookie was loaded with chunks of chocolate and odd little seeds that added some crunch.

      A generous sprinkle of salt made the flavor really pop.

      I moaned dramatically, twirling my finger in the air before me. “Oh, it is exquisite, incomparable, truly inspiring!”

      “Stop!” Astra said, giving me a shove.

      “I’m serious!” I continued, affecting a French accent. “I’m picking up hints of elderberry and myrrh. And the aftertaste combines a smoky sage with the subtle bitterness of cherry skin. All in all, I give it seven out of seven towers!”

      Astra laughed, accepting my bullshitting at last with good humor.

      I nudged her, gesturing to her own cookie. She’d already finished half, and a bit of chocolate was smeared on the side of her mouth.

      Smiling, she said plainly, “It’s chocolate and toffee. There’s not much to say other than my choice was better than either of yours.”

      It was Brea’s turn to complain, insisting her date and nut cookie was the best in all of Ilinan.

      The conversation might have continued, but I spotted a familiar pair walking down the street.

      Bannock with Siobhan at his side were strolling toward the taverns.

      As usual, he looked ready to fight at the drop of a hat. And she seemed as miserable as ever.

      Astra spotted them too and sighed. “That just bothers me. She has such promise too! You saw the way she fought, Rin. She’d be an amazing asset to our team.”

      “I think so too,” Brea added. “Though I’d be interested to know what her class was.”

      The two stopped at a nearby shop, and grunting a few words, Bannock ducked inside.

      Siobhan stood sentry, her staff in hand. After scanning the street, she spotted us and just watched us watching her for a time.

      Popping up from her seat, Astra announced. “I’m going to ask her. My guess is she’s either some monk melee class or maybe a caster.”

      “Astra, wait,” I tried in vain, but the woman had made up her mind.

      I glanced to Brea. “I can’t see how this can end well. You think I’ll end up getting dragged into a duel?”

      She chuckled nervously. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      Siobhan’s expression was as hard and unwavering as marble. Astra’s hair jostled and her hands waved as she spoke.

      By the length of the interaction, I assumed she’d introduced herself and our party.

      Then the avian woman responded briefly, with only one or two words.

      Again, Astra spoke, probably prodding the poor woman for more information.

      Siobhan shook her head, indicating a no, but answered with a much longer response.

      Then the inevitable happened.

      Seeing Bannock exit the shop, I tapped Brea on the knee and stood. “Let’s go make sure nothing crazy happens, yeah?”

      The man’s gruff voice carried the twenty paces easily. “Who are you, and what do you want?”

      Astra’s blue eyes searched for me, and she pointed.

      By that time, I’d closed most of the distance and heard the second half of her answer. “And my cultivator is Rin Runesmith of Bern. We were just so impressed by Siobhan’s prowess, I wanted to ask about her class.”

      “Well, you’ve found out. I hired a Wind Mage who can’t use magic. If it wasn’t for her staff, I’d have tossed her away long ago. Now, why don’t you mind your own business in the future, little girl.”

      I bristled at Bannock’s tone. “She meant no harm. And I apologize if offense was given.”

      The man turned on me with a scowl. “Keep your damn vessels in line, Runesmith, and we won’t have a problem. Now, if you’ve had your fun, I have business.”

      He strode past Astra and snapped his thick fingers.

      Siobhan’s eyes darted to take me in, fear and some other emotion sparking in her silver gaze.

      Compassion stirred in me, and I considered everything I’d seen and heard of the woman.

      She’s an avian riordi, and obviously well-trained in melee fighting.

      But as a Wind Mage, she would unlock spells when she bonds with a cultivator. Siobhan very well could be a diamond in the rough.

      Astra looked to me, hope turning her gaze desperate.

      Sighing, I called out. “Bannock! How much gold would it cost for you to part with your contract?”

      My guess that nothing short of the coin would get through to the man proved correct.

      Bannock slowed, then stopped and turned around. He smiled, exposing a row of yellowed teeth.

      He searched my face for a moment, then seeing I wasn’t messing around, walked back.

      Astra bristled, taking a fighting stance unconsciously. I held out a hand to calm her.

      Taking in my mismatched gear, he laughed crudely. “And what makes you think you can afford her? Looks like you still need to pinch your coppers and save up for proper armor.”

      Unfazed, I responded, “Good point. Still, I might surprise you. How much gold, Bannock? If you’re willing to part with her that is.”

      His smile grew wider and he laughed again. “50 Platinum. How does that sound?”

      I raised an eyebrow, questioning him without saying a word.

      He shook his head. “I don’t really want to. She’s pretty to look at, doesn’t eat much, and fights like the riordi savage she is.”

      The last comment caused Siobhan’s wings to shudder slightly.

      Whether the reaction was in rage or grief, I couldn’t tell from her impassive face.

      Bannock continued. “I’ll tell you what though. You fetch me the hide of the emerald tiger, and I’ll sign her over to you in a heartbeat.

      “I’ll be staying at the Maiden’s Blush in case you’re stupid enough to give the beast a go. Now, like I said before. I have business elsewhere!”

      With another booming laugh, Bannock turned. Snapping his fingers again, Siobhan departed.

      The last we saw of her was a parting glance over her shoulder.

      I found the same hidden emotion in her eyes again. It’s hope, I decided. Hope and fear for allowing herself to be hopeful.

      Astra sagged beside me, her own big heart obviously taken by the woman’s plight.

      I took her by the arm and guided her along. “Come on, guys. We need to prepare for tomorrow’s tower run, and I for one would love a bath.”

      The bathing facilities were as inadequate as I’d feared, but after bribing a maid with a few silver, she scrubbed the communal tub and gave our party the room for a full hour.

      I let the girls go first, well aware how much more foul my own body was in times of duress than any woman’s.

      It was time for dinner by the time we descended the stairs.

      The common room was bustling, and we found one of the few open tables in the corner near a large party.

      Rowdy men were teasing one of their fellows who was wrapped head to toe in bandages.

      The risks of running the tower affect everyone it seems, I thought grimly. Wonder what we’ll find on the second floor.

      My thoughts turned sour when I thought of facing the multiplying vine cats again as well as the bulbous plant boss Iskander’s party clashed with.

      “Ale and stew?” the waitress offered as she passed by.

      Knowing the inn served exactly one meal a night, I agreed.

      I shook away my contemplations to check in on the girls.

      The mood had shifted drastically since our encounter with Bannock. Astra had taken it the hardest, and I felt she almost blamed herself for some reason.

      Sensing this perhaps, Brea reached out a hand and placed it over Astra’s. “I’m sad too. But all he gave us was some random description of a beast to slay. And who knows if he’d hold true to his word.”

      Astra grumbled, then gave her own two cents. “He did make the offer. If he tried to back down, Rin could always duel him. If he refused, he’d have to give in. And if he accepted… well, I’m confident you could thrash him, Rin.”

      I blinked at the woman. “Astra, I’m sure I could handle him. It isn’t polite to sign your man up for a fight he hasn’t picked though. Besides, we should be focused on the tower. Isn’t that what we came for?”

      My question served to cool Astra’s flames a little, but I didn’t want to upset her either.

      I tried to steer her attentions elsewhere. “With our new equipment, should be a lot easier to clear that first floor and the basement as well. I’m only concerned about the boss.”

      “It was fierce,” Brea admitted in a hushed tone, her round eyes staring down at our table. “And we didn’t get to see the beginning of the fight. What kind of attacks might it have used before we came along?”

      Astra leaned back and thanked the waitress who set down bowls of stew and a mug of ale for each of us.

      Taking down a long swig, she suggested, “No way to know. Too bad they got so upset at us. Would’ve been nice to learn about the beast. Might not matter though. I heard someone chatting about how the tower hasn’t changed its configuration in a long time. Probably due to switch any time now.”

      I looked back and forth between Brea, who was blowing on her stew to cool it, and Astra, glaring into the suds of her ale.

      The mood wasn’t appropriate for how well we’d done on our first run.

      “Come on, guys! This is bullshit! You both kicked ass today. Astra, you’ve got enough cookies to kill a cow. And Brea, you have an awesome sword and cool new arrows!”

      I ended my little rant with hands held out to either side and a smile on my face. “I thought we were going to have fun tonight!”

      Both woman tried their best to smile, but it was obvious the issue with Siobhan would stomp out any sparks of joy.

      The group behind us suddenly exploded in a bout of laughter, their injured party member receiving another round of friendly insults.

      “Should have seen his blighted face! Like he’d seen his mother’s ghost!” one man said with enough of a slur to let me know they’d been at this for at least an hour.

      The man being targeted defended himself by pointing out, “You lot were just as scared. I was just unlucky enough to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      Ignoring the jovial group, I muttered to myself and drank down half my ale in a single pull.

      Slamming it down, I tried another approach. “Fuck it! You guys want to go after the beast? We’ve been inside the Forest Tower already… another party member would only help our cause.”

      Astra’s jaw dropped and she stared at me. “You mean it? You’d really delay the tower for her?”

      “Why not? If we are lucky enough to kill the thing, I’m sure it will have a killer gem heart and possibly other valuable parts we can sell.”

      The two women giggled together and practically beamed at me.

      Then Brea’s frown returned. “Even if we could find this emerald tiger, what makes you think we can defeat it? If its pelt is so valuable, wouldn’t others be after it as well?”

      She had a good point, and I was going to say so then suggest we might ask around town for more information, when a boisterous voice called out from the nearby table.

      “Did you say emerald tiger?”

      I turned round to see the loudest drunk staring at us. “Yeah. We got a quest to hunt the beast for its pelt. But we don’t know where it’s at or how tough it might be.”

      The table fell quiet as the man stood up, his legs unsteady. “Ask old Tom here! He’ll tell you the blighted tiger is a hell of thing to encounter. Isn’t that right, boyo!”

      More laughter followed, but the bandaged man kept a straight face.

      When his friends quieted down, he said in a flat tone. “We found it maybe ten miles from here in the forest. Southeast. But I’d suggest you stick to the tower.

      “That bastard killed our local guide, two pack horses, and nearly did me in before the rest of these fools showed up and scared it off. Too much cat for me to try again though some of these fools seem set on trying again.”

      Another man shouted, “Unlikely. I’m done too. Gonna sell the equipment I bought and leave this cursed forest. More than just the tiger in there. Feels like eyes is all around.”

      This honest statement opened the man up for a round of jeers and teasing.

      Turning back to my companions, I flashed my eyebrows. “Maybe not so hard to find after all.”

      Brea shook her head. “The odds! I don’t know about you two, but it feels like a sign. And poor Siobhan!”

      Astra touched me on the shoulder, face as solemn and stern as a statue. “Tell me you’re serious. Can we try for it, Rin? Maybe tomorrow?”

      I chuckled, savoring the moment. “If you ask me, that group of hunters has already given up. Maybe more are out there after the same prize, but the cultivators are all focused on the tower.”

      Finishing my ale, I called the waitress over. As she crossed the room, I whispered to my companions.

      “I think we’re going on a hunt tomorrow morning, and we’re going to learn everything we can from this lot. And if I get my way, we’ll even buy their equipment at a discount.”

      The waitress approached with a scowl. I smiled at her kindly and said, “Don’t worry. Big tip in this if all goes well.”

      Her smile returned and she stood up straighter, waiting for my order.

      Instead of addressing her again, I shouted to the group of hunters. “Hey boyos! How about I buy you all a round of drinks. I want to hear the full story of this tiger hunt.”

      The men exploded in cheers, all hoisting empty mugs or tipping back what remained of their ale.

      Then, with a wink, I turned to the waitress and nodded.

      “A round for the gentlemen hunters, please. And keep an eye out. I have a feeling there will be more to come.”
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      My hopes for a fun night were entirely fulfilled.

      The hunters proved excellent drinking companions, and though I told the girls it would be best to keep our own consumption to a moderate level, we all got a good buzz.

      Ike and Igor were the leaders of the expedition, and after hearing the expanded tale of the hunt gone wrong, they were both interested in my proposition. By the third round, the others decided to spill out into the night and find another establishment to disturb.

      I sat down with Ike and Igor, both of whom were so drunk their speech was occasionally hard to follow. Surprisingly, their business prowess hadn’t been affected in the slightest.

      The two agreed to act as guides the following day but would only take us until we discovered the tiger’s trail. “Not fer a fist of platinum will I go near ‘at beast gain,” Ike slurred, shaking his head in amazement.

      “Astra here is a hunter herself,” I informed them. “If you can find the trail for us, we can do the rest.”

      With a greedy grin, Ike leaned forward to negotiate. “We do have a surplus of equipment. Could overspend at one of the merchants, or you could buy from us.”

      I shot the man a wink. “We are outfitted to take on the Forest Tower. But I wouldn’t want us to be unprepared. Any suggestions?”

      Igor stood up and strode to a pack nearby. “We left most with our wagon. Each of ya should have a boar spear for certain. And if you have a horse, I’ll even sell you the travois we use to drag beasts. But this is a nice toy as well.”

      The drunken man snatched up a thick-barreled rifle and tossed it across the room to Ike.

      Ike snatched it from the air with astounding ease and brandished it.

      The sudden appearance of a firearm caused several guests to gasp in horror. A shout from the innkeeper made Ike flinch, and he apologized, promising not to hurt anyone.

      But then he faced us again, holding out his prize. “This is a hunting blunderbuss. Packed with enchanted netting that’ll bring down a baby drake. I won’t part from it easily, but it will help your cause.”

      I ordered a final round of drinks, pleased most of the hunters had gone. I was burning through gold and couldn’t keep this up all night.

      Then we haggled.

      By the time Astra, Brea, and I marched upstairs, we owned two boar spears, the blunderbuss, and a travois drag sled.

      I’d even secured the Master Skinner that specialized in harvesting Spirit Beasts.

      Feeling triumphant and a little drunk, I passed out on the sofa well before the girls had even begun to calm down.

      The next morning, we saddled Duncan, but left Jax behind. Duncan had been well-trained not to spook. Bringing a skittish horse on a Spirit Beast hunt was far too risky.

      Ike and his brother Igor were green in the gills when they showed up in front of the Mossy Stump. They were on time though.

      The two harnessed Duncan with the travois and handed over the long boar spears.

      Brea took the blunderbuss.

      The poor ranger hadn’t wanted any part of the crude weapon. After Ike showed her how to fire it by placing the butt stock against her hip, and demonstrated how the buttstock had a built-in spring that absorbed some of the recoil, she relented.

      With a crooked grin, Ike produced the final item I’d haggled for. “We haven’t explored these woods much, but I threw in a second map of the riverlands to the south as a bonus.”

      “Thanks, Ike. If we’re lucky enough to clear the second tower, we’ll be heading that way next,” I said, taking the maps and scanning them with my SI.

      Astra had pointed out that I should be able to absorb the maps’ information using Minh’s ability.

      Her father had an enchanted ring with a similar ability, and he would often barter for the right simply to read another man’s map.

      Sure enough, when I brought up Minh’s map, I saw a prompt asking me if I wanted to Integrate Map Information.

      I selected yes and repeated the process with the second map.

      Then I surprised Ike by handing them back. “That’s all I need. Thank you.”

      “Well, isn’t that a fine trick!” he exclaimed, folding the maps carefully. “And to think I had poor Jory make copies this morning.”

      The brothers shared a heartfelt laugh, and after we’d discussed a few details about our direction, we headed off toward the forest.

      Our journey began in the main trail to the tower, but after a half mile, Ike led us down another trail. The forest remained bright and airy, the trees spread out, allowing for plenty of light to penetrate.

      By midday, however, the sun seemed like a distant thing.

      I marveled at our surroundings. “This is amazing. I’ve never seen trees so tall before,” I whispered to Astra.

      The woman was strolling along, the boar spear propped up over her shoulder. Flashing me a grin, she told me, “You should see the redwoods down south near Ferendell. Some are over five hundred feet tall. Though I will admit, there’s something… heavy about these woods.”

      Brea muttered something behind us, but when I looked she just shook her head.

      Maybe she feels it too, I thought. Like it isn’t right to speak up in such a place.

      Ike and Igor still had pale, sweating faces with dark circles beneath their eyes. But they were all business. Their gazes swept the brush around us, constantly vigilant.

      Another hour later, and the vegetation became even thicker. Ike and Igor dismounted and led their horses on foot.

      Brea, who’d been riding Duncan at the rear, did the same.

      Tall ferns grew up on all sides, melding with long vines that wound around the trunks of the tall trees. The vines produced large, flat leaves, which served to block out even more of the sunlight.

      The forest felt like a living breathing thing, watching us closely, or worse, leading us into a trap.

      Maybe that’s what we’re doing. God I hope this tiger isn’t much worse than that turtle I killed.

      But I do have Astra and Brea, I reminded myself.

      Another voice entered my head, helpful as always. And me, Rin! Don’t forget that.

      Never. You were my first, Minh. And the best too, I replied, hoping my compliment might sink in.

      I felt the coin buzz in my pocket, and she flashed me an image of her hugging me. This is so exciting. Do you think we’ll see the big cat soon?

      I stifled a laugh, not wanting to make any more noise than necessary. We will see. Stay alert, Minh. Keep an eye out for the rest of us, will you?

      The coin shield sent me an image of her squinting her eyes, hand held over her brow as she peered into the distance.

      I took a deep breath and switched the shoulder I was holding the boar spear on. Its handle was thick and the weapon unwieldy. The blade wasn’t particularly long, just six inches of good steel. But two thick hooks protruded on either side of the base to catch and hold a charging boar at bay.

      Or, in this case, a charging tiger.

      My new sword hung from my hip, another nice addition to my arsenal.

      I’d worn the turtle claw dagger there previously, but now I’d strapped that to the outside of my right leg. Thinking of the dagger brought Wren to mind, and of course Goran.

      The old man is going to love hearing about this adventure.

      My thought was interrupted by Ike calling for a halt. “Stay there and be wary. I think I’ve spotted tracks.”

      The two hunters stooped in the middle of the game trail, and whispered to one another. After a minute, they stood and smiled. “Our job is done. Come and bring your huntress.”

      Astra grinned and the two of us approached the men.

      Ike pointed to the ground. “I wanted to be sure it is more than a single print. But look, the trail grows faint for a time, but three more tracks are right over there.”

      I gaped at the tiger print. The beast’s paw was a foot wide, and deep gouges marked where its claws had pierced the soil.

      Astra studied the spoor, relying on trained senses I couldn’t understand. When she looked at me next, she seemed confident though. “They’ve done what they said they would. I should be able to track the beast.”

      Ike and Igor shook our hands and bid us farewell. They climbed atop their horses, preparing to leave. Ike waved and said, “If you don’t die, I will pay good coin for a claw. Or at the very least, will buy you a few drinks to hear the tale. Good luck!”

      Then the brothers trotted away.

      I called for a brief rest. The three of us ate in silence, not for a second taking our eyes away from the undergrowth.

      When we continued again, it was Astra who led us.

      Our pace slowed dramatically. Astra would walk ahead, following the tiger’s tracks, most of which I couldn’t easily see. Then she’d stoop and study the ground for a time.

      The stop and go travel lasted another couple of hours. Checking Minh’s map, I could see we were at least ten miles away from Ilinan. Our path had taken us south a few miles. The quest marker for the tower blinked in the distance.

      I dismissed my map and continued onward.

      I was weary from staying vigilant for so long, and my nerves were fraying. The slope in Brea’s shoulders told me she was feeling it too. Astra, however, seemed sharper than ever.

      Still, when I saw a stream ahead, I thought it might be a good place to call another break.

      Astra examined the stream bed for a time, and then she turned toward a dense cluster of ferns some fifty feet away.

      She held her spear out and side-stepped toward me. Without taking her eyes off the brush, she whispered. “Rin. I could be wrong, but our prey might be over in those bushes. At the very least, it went that way.”

      I hefted my spear and stood beside her.

      Brea released Duncan’s reins and trotted to stand behind us, her bulky blunderbuss in hand.

      “How do we flush it out? Doesn’t seem smart to walk any closer,” I whispered back.

      Astra shook her head. “Hells no. This thing is an apex predator though. It won’t scare off like a wolf would. Just stand ready. I’m going to try something.”

      Bending down, Astra picked up a large stone.

      She sighed. “Here goes,” she said before tossing the stone into the bushes.

      I expected some delay, or to be disappointed, but when the massive Spirit Beast exploded from the ferns, I nearly shat myself.

      A tiger of legend bounded out into the open, its mouth already open and growling. The beast’s pelt was dark, almost obsidian, but the stripes were green. Its eyes glowed the same emerald color, pure Earth Spirit emanating from the creature.

      The air vibrated as it growled menacingly, and slowly it stalked closer.

      If I’d been facing an ordinary tiger, or even a mountain lion or lynx, I’d have been afraid. Something about large cats simply shouted, Danger floof, don’t touch me or you’ll die!

      This beast with its glowing eyes and unworldly coat was on another level though.

      Most impressive was the tiger’s size.

      Even stooped, its boulder-sized head was as tall as I was, and its chest spanned well over three feet across.

      The narrowest portion of its foreleg, just above its paws, was as thick around as my thigh.

      Triggering Inspect, I learned a little more about what we were facing.
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      The Emerald Tiger

      Rank: Major Spirit Beast

      Monster Type: Mammalian

      Disposition: Predatory

      Elemental Affinity: Earth
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      Fuck me sideways! I figured this thing was only a Minor Spirit Beast, I thought in a panic. A Major Spirit Beast must be a lot more powerful.

      The turtle had only been a minor one. We were here though, and there was no backing down.

      “Astra. If it charges, remember to use Flame Bulwark,” I said from the side of my mouth.

      My words proved to be the tipping point.

      Snarling, the tiger bounded into action. Its silken coat rippled as taut muscles danced beneath it.

      I stood eight feet from Astra’s side and had to fight the urge to rush in and defend her.

      We’d gone over this, and in the face of this monster, I felt our plan had been reasonable.

      The tiger came on in a blur, and Astra shouted, “Flame Bulwark!”

      Her fiery shield burst into existence, and she made it expand and move toward the tiger.

      Astra’s timing had been perfect.

      Unable to stop in time, the tiger smashed into the shield. It shattered from the incredible force, but its momentum had been slowed.

      Using my window, I lunged, plunging the tip of my spear into the tiger’s chest.

      The blade sunk in all the way, and the tiger flailed in pain, snapping the spear haft with a manic swipe of its huge paw.

      Retreating, I prayed that Ike and Igor hadn’t totally fucked us over.

      In a second, I had Minh transformed and strapped to my forearm, Chasing Hammer in hand.

      A boom sounded from behind, and the whistle of netting flying through the air followed. The net swept around the tiger, dangling weights causing it to wrap around the beast.

      So far, our plan had worked.

      I was out a spear, but we’d planned on that too. Pointing to the tangled beast, I shouted, “Astra, now! Brea, fill it with arrows!”

      The beast fought against its restraints, and though the netting was stout, I heard the gradual tearing of cordage as the tiger struggled.

      An arrow streaked past me and plunged into the tiger’s shoulder. It ignored the injury, and in one terrifying display of strength, tore one of its paws free of the net.

      Running closer, I reached out a hand and cast Boulder Bash.

      The Earth Spirit that left my palm congealed into a volleyball-sized projectile that struck the tiger in its foreleg.

      I heard a bone crack, which was good news for us.

      Still, the tiger seemed unperturbed.

      Astra plowed into the beast, the spear sinking deep into the beast’s chest.

      She yanked it free and went for another stab, but the tiger lunged to the side, one of its rear legs now protruding.

      I’d gotten within range by then and swung as hard as I could at the tiger’s head. “Peening Strike!” I bellowed, hoping to hit something vital on the tiger’s body.

      The thrashing beast moved suddenly, and it slammed my shield.

      Thick claws scraped across Minh’s surface, and I stumbled back.

      If it hadn’t been for the power of the rune of Might, I’d have been knocked down completely.

      Even so, my arm tingled from the jarring impact.

      I stepped forward again, and after Brea fired another arrow, I leapt at the Spirit Beast.

      Activating another Peening Strike, my hammer exploded one of its glowing eyes.

      I wound up for another, but a pulse of Earth Spirit shot out from the tiger’s form. I was knocked onto my back.

      When I tried to sit up, I felt blood fill my mouth. I’d bit my tongue badly.

      Try as I might, I couldn’t pull in a lungful of air.

      I struggled to recover and saw Astra and Brea knocked down beside me. Get your ass up, Rin! I screamed at myself. Get up now or we’re all screwed!

      As I stood up on shaky legs, the tiger activated a second ability.

      Glowing green ridges rose up from its back, cutting through the netting like spirit-forged saw blades.

      The tiger roared in outrage and bounded straight at me.

      Astra produced another Flame Bulwark.

      Bloodied and limping, the tiger’s attack lacked much of its initial force. The shield stopped it in its tracks.

      Undeterred, the tiger swept its paw around the edge of the shield, nearly slicing into Astra’s thigh.

      She fell back and her shield disappeared.

      “Oaken Mallet!” I screamed, pounding the beast square on its snout.

      Rather than wound the monster, my attack seemed to startle it. And in a flash of fur and feline grace, the tiger bounded away into the bushes.

      The three of us were on our feet with backs pressed together a second later.

      My hands shook for the adrenaline pumping through my veins.

      I couldn’t have been more pleased with how our hunt had gone so far.

      None of us had been injured, and our quarry had run off leaving a clear blood trail behind.

      “Okay,” Astra said in a whisper. “Now comes the hard part.”

      Brea asked in an exasperated tone, “Hard part? That thing has lasting wounds. I doubt it can withstand much more punishment.”

      Astra shook her head at Brea’s naivety. “Every beast fights twice as hard when it’s near death. More hunters die during the final moments of their prey’s life than in any other time during a hunt.”

      I could recall hearing the same from some random documentary back on Earth, but the Rin from Acalia had no notion of hunting.

      Still, I believed the woman.

      The tiger had retreated easily, showing how much power its bulky body still held at the ready.

      I patted Brea on the shoulder, who looked chagrined.

      “It’s fine, Brea. This isn’t my area of expertise either. Now, what do you guys say we go take down that kitty once and for all?”
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        * * *

      

      We paused just long enough to drink more water. It was midafternoon already, and I had no clue how long it would take to track down and finish the Spirit Beast.

      Yet the mere thought of being caught out in this forest with an injured and pissed-off tiger made me push for urgency.

      Astra didn’t have to try very hard to track the injured animal.

      Large blotches of blood marked the game trail, and crimson streaks were found on fern leaves regularly.

      I’d taken Astra’s boar spear since I was the strongest among us.

      She walked with Rael held before her just in case.

      Brea, having expended the blunderbuss’ single shot, had strapped the weapon to Duncan’s back.

      Her bow, with a razor arrow on the string, would have to do for now.

      An hour passed, and then another.

      Holding our bodies and minds in a state of hypervigilance was wearing down on the party, but there was little to be done for it.

      Then the trail sloped downward, and the ferns grew even more dense than before.

      I had the impression we were entering an older part of the forest.

      This place made the woods around the tower seem tame and predictable.

      At last, Astra spotted a cave ahead.

      The blood spoor headed straight inside.

      “Okay,” I told her. “You’ve done a great job tracking for us. But I’d like to take point now. Stay right behind me with that fire shield of yours if you can. Minh is strong, but I’d rather the tiger not get that close.”

      I took a few calming breaths while Brea tied Duncan to a tree. Then we walked toward the cave in a tight group.

      Shield held before me, I prayed to the seven towers this trip hadn’t been a mistake.

      Vaguely, I recalled that the old me wouldn’t have prayed to anything let alone a tower.

      This was my life now, and such realizations were coming less often than before.

      The entrance to the cave wasn’t very large. I had to stoop down to get inside without bumping my head.

      “Core Flash,” I said, activating Minh’s light. A long tunnel was illuminated. It turned toward the right, so I couldn’t see anything but the dank walls and floor of the cave.

      I moved inside and ushered the women forward.

      I made sure to keep Minh’s light dim enough that I could sustain it. Making it too bright would only drain my Spiritual Reserves.

      Thankfully, the ceiling of the cave rose up high enough to walk comfortably inside, perhaps eight to ten feet.

      The sound of our footsteps echoed, ruining any chance at stealth.

      My Spiritarm glowed brighter in the dim light, and it lent me courage. Astra and I had cleared the first tower. We’d crushed over a hundred urgani warriors as well.

      We could do this.

      Walking slowly down the tunnel, I angled the shield so it lit up any recesses we past. None were nearly large enough to hide the great tiger, so I pressed on.

      The trail dipped and veered toward the right.

      I slowed again, moving only a few steps at a time, and waiting to listen for any sounds that might be coming from ahead.

      Other than a constant dripping noise, the cave was silent.

      At last, the tunnel opened up into a cavern some fifty feet long and thirty feet wide. A pile of bones littered the floor, far too many with humanoid shapes.

      Hunched over in pain at the opposite end of the chamber, stood the tiger.

      Its incredible size was even more evident in the confines of the cave. From its snout to the tip of its tail, I guessed it to be nearly thirty feet long.

      I increased Minh’s light a little, and saw the beast was panting. Blood loss had stolen much of its strength, and it looked ready to keel over and die.

      I wasn’t foolish enough to think it would do that for us.

      “Brea. Aim for its heart,” I said plainly, and waited in the tunnel.

      Her bowstring twanged, and the arrow punched into the tiger’s body just behind its shoulder.

      Trying to kill a wounded animal like this didn’t feel honorable. I might have been overcome with guilt had it not been for the mound of remains before us.

      Either way, the tiger’s reaction made all such thoughts crumble before the necessity of self-preservation.

      As the razor-tipped arrow sank into its flesh and scorched the beast’s flesh, a spray of blood filled the air. The tiger yelped in pain, recoiling slightly.

      Then with all the tenacity and momentum of a train, the tiger charged.

      I stepped forward and increased Core Flash to its maximum power for an instant.

      The bright light caused the tiger to veer off course, and when it came into range, I lunged with my spear.

      The spear point bounced off a rib, but Astra used Cinder Slash and scored a deep gash across the tiger’s chest.

      Another of Brea’s arrows found purchase in the tiger’s belly.

      The beast reoriented itself and came after Astra whose fiery attack drew its attention. She fell back, calling, “Flame Bulwark!”

      This time, enraged as it was, the tiger shattered the shield with a single swipe of its paw and barreled through.

      Panic swept through me when I felt the danger Astra was in.

      I side-stepped and shoved her aside, holding Minh up and trying for another stab with my spear. The blade plunged into the tiger’s chest, but as before, its heart was simply too deep within the large animal.

      Huge paws struck me in the chest, and I flew back against the cave wall.

      The beast followed up and opened its wide jaws.

      Then four hand-length fangs clamped down around Minh’s surface. The shield held as the tiger tried to crush me in its jaws.

      From the corner of my eyes, I saw Astra getting to her feet from where I’d knocked her down. Rael had fallen some five feet away.

      Brea was doing her best, sinking arrow after arrow into the dying creature.

      None were kill shots though, at least not blows that would end its life quickly.

      I considered casting a spell, but I couldn’t touch the Spell Shards without dismissing Minh.

      Then the tiger’s claws raked down my legs. My leather infantry greaves were no match for the tiger’s fury. They tore away easily, and I felt my flesh part.

      The claws cut clean to the bone, and I heard myself screaming distantly.

      On instinct, I reached down and plucked the dagger from its sheath on my leg and stabbed with all my might.

      The blade pierced the tiger all the way to the hilt. I jerked it down and away, ripping the gash open deeper.

      The towers themselves must have given me their blessing, for my desperate attack nicked an artery. A shower of hot blood burst free, spraying my lower body and pooling on the ground beneath me.

      Almost at once, the great cat’s strength ebbed. It released Minh and pulled away, trying to retreat once more.

      I dropped Minh against my chest. My body throbbed with unending pain, and my vision swam.

      The moment before I passed out, I witnessed Astra deliver the final blow. With a merciless chop, she hacked deep into the tiger’s neck, cutting through at least part of its spinal cord.

      She did it. That’s my girl. Least she didn’t get hurt. Least she…

      I woke when a splash of cold Spirit blasted through my body. Gasping with the sudden onslaught of pain, I panicked and fought to sit up.

      Strong hands held me down, four of them.

      “You’re fine! We used one of your healing Spell Shards. Now hold still and we will use another,” Astra said in a harsh tone.

      Recognition and memory returned at last and I slumped back against the cave wall.

      Astra touched another Spell Shard on my cloak and cast it.

      The second wave of cooling magic healed most of the rest of my wounds. I lay there for a few minutes, catching my breath.

      Minh’s steady glow still lit the cavern and I could see the faces of my faithful companions.

      Astra’s cheeks were stained with tears, but her brow was knit together in a stubborn expression.

      Poor Brea was outright weeping.

      When I sat up, the ranger spilled her emotions out in a torrent of words. “I’m so sorry! I pressured you to do this foolish hunt. I just felt so sad for Siobhan.

      “But we don’t even know her, and you almost died. That tiger was so terrible, Rin! I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!”

      Astra crushed her in a hug and absorbed some of her emotional outburst.

      Waiting till the sobbing calmed a little, I reached out and placed my hand on Brea’s chest, just beneath her throat.

      The touch was intimate and genuine.

      She gasped slightly and looked at me with her green eyes.

      In a calm voice, I told her the truth of it. “Listen to me. You didn’t force my hand. We bumped into a quest to hunt a Spirit Beast. We succeeded though, yes, I did almost die. But Brea, we will face worse in the towers. This is the life we’ve chosen, is it not?”

      A pitiful sound escaped her throat, so I asked again, this time firmer. “Is it not?”

      Brea nodded and dipped her head.

      Not satisfied, I lifted her chin with my hand. “You fought well. We all did. Now, let’s calm down and finish our job here. Can you do that?”

      The reminder of her duty snapped the woman back in shape. “Yes, of course, Rin,” she said, standing up and shaking out her hands.

      Astra smiled at me, and after landing a quick kiss on my cheek, hauled me up.

      Groaning, I tested my legs and found them to be weak and unreliable. The heavy bleeding had stopped, but a gentle touch to the side of my thigh was enough to convince me I had a lot more healing to do.

      I hobbled away from the pool of blood and found a stone against the cave wall to sit on. “Herbs. I need more herbs. Not worth using another Spell Shard though.”

      Astra nodded, and after I’d gotten settled in place, she ran out of the cave to fetch Duncan where our baggage remained.

      Brea looked unsure for a moment, then announced, “I’m going to search the cave. There might be something valuable in here besides bones.”

      While I sat, I closed my eyes and began to cycle. The Spirit-rich air revived me, filling me with energy and clearing my head of fog.

      Distantly, I heard Astra return. “Here’s a torch,” she said a moment before her hands touched my shoulders.

      “Rin, cancel your Core Flash skill. We’ve enough light to see by. And open up. This should help. Keep cycling if you must, but I’m going to treat your wounds with salve.”

      I nodded, dismissing the skill and chewing the herbs she’d placed in my mouth.

      My focus slipped, so I forced the herbs down my throat as quickly as possible then returned to cycling.

      The pain of Astra smearing salve on the cuts on my thighs didn’t bother me much. Cycling in the pure Spirit was a balm in and of itself, and reduced all negative sensations.

      Eventually, Astra joined Brea, and I heard the two conversing occasionally.

      I remained in a meditative state until the air grew thin. Then I opened my eyes to the orange glow of torches. Brea and Astra were sitting close together, looking very much like sisters.

      They were sharing some food and speaking quietly as if to not bother me.

      I coughed and stretched my legs. They were painful still but were functional.

      “Hey, Rin. You all done? We have some good news for you,” Astra said, walking to stand beside me.

      “Good news is great. Lay it on me thick. Did the tiger have emeralds buried in its fur? Or did you find some epic weapon or armor in here?”

      Astra smiled. “No, not quite exactly. We did find some old blades and armor. Most are rusted to shit, but a few will be good for trade. But we did find something… unique.”

      The woman held up a shiny object. I had to squint to make it out.

      A piece of jewelry, no, a brooch was in her hand. It had elegant gold filigree holding three leaves together. In the center was the likeness of a gold sun with a yellow gem embedded inside.

      “Wow. I’ll bet that’ll fetch a nice price,” I said, admiring the thing.

      Astra shook her head. “Use Inspect. I think there might be some other, more valuable use.”

      I did as she suggested.
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        * * *

      

      Item Name: Leerma’s Brooch

      Quality: Superb

      Condition: Slightly Used

      Properties: Only members of the Prinra family may wear this brooch. It will shatter if another attempts to wear it. Not only does it provide evidence of a noble elven family line, but it also enhances intellect and charisma.
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        * * *

      

      “No shit. So we just found the remains of some dead elf? I can see how that might come in handy,” I said, returning Astra’s greedy grin. “You thinking we should brave the elven district?”

      The woman shrugged. “Seems like the perfect excuse. I doubt they’ll punish us if our sole purpose is to return an heirloom.”

      I stood and handed the brooch back to Astra. “I think it’s worth a try at least. Now, what else did I miss? Is it too late to return?”

      Brea answered, regret evident in her tone. “There’s only an hour left until nightfall. You were cycling for a long time, and were passed out a while before that.”

      I nodded, taking in the information. “So, we camp here. Well, not in this far at least, but we know the deadliest thing in this cave is taken care of.”

      Astra flashed me her eyebrows and urged me to follow. “The camp is already set up. And good news. Turns out tiger meat is as easy to cook as trout. You hungry yet?”

      At the mention of food, my mouth watered. My stomach was tight and ready to scarf down anything.

      “Hell yeah, I am. Have you tried it yet? The tiger meat I mean.”

      Astra chuckled, but it was Brea who answered. “Sounds unbelievable, but the meat is hardly different than beef.”

      “At least you didn’t say it tasted like chicken,” I said with a chuckle.

      This earned me two looks of confusion, and Astra patted me on the back.

      “You’re a strange one, Rinmarron Runesmith, but I’m glad you’re mine.”
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            A Father’s Blessing
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        * * *

      

      The girls gave me the last watch, and after tearing through a pound or more of greasy tiger meat, I was out cold.

      Brea woke me in the predawn morning.

      She seemed nervous and asked me in a whisper, “Are you sure you are okay to guard? I don’t mind taking your shift.”

      I stood and assured her, “No, Brea. You won’t be doing that. I’m as good as ever if a bit stiff. Get some sleep. I’ll wake you when the sun comes up.”

      Time passed slowly, but Minh kept me occupied. She flirted with me of course, sending me nudes of her lounging in various positions.

      One image was so absurd I nearly woke the girls with my laughter.

      Something about seeing a blue, naked girl bending over and smiling at me upside down from between her legs was too ridiculous not to laugh at.

      When Minh tired out, I thanked her. You saved my life again, I told her frankly. If I’d been holding a wooden shield, or even most steel ones, it would have collapsed and ended me.

      The coin shield suddenly grew quiet.

      I thought about repeating the statement, but then she answered.

      I’ll always do my best, Rin. I just wish I could cover your body and protect all of you… those cuts in your legs. It was terrible to watch!

      I’m sorry you had to see that. That was the worst injury I’ve had, and I don’t want to repeat it. Just remember you did your part.

      The coin buzzed, then sent an image of her yawning, slender arms held up in exaggeration.

      I wished her goodnight and spent the rest of my watch pacing back and forth before the entrance to the cave.

      Two hours later, and the sun was up.

      Slowly, the forest was unveiled, dispelling the creepy shadows that seemed so threatening just minutes before.

      I rekindled our fire and cooked breakfast rather than wake the girls first. The smell of crackling tiger meat had them up before long.

      We ate in silence, all of us a little tired.

      Just like the night before, the tiger meat granted a significant buff.

      My body felt rejuvenated, but the sensation was hard to place. It didn’t feel like the turtle meat had.

      Curiosity got to me this time, and I read the description.
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      Status Effect Active: Tiger’s Tenacity
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      Tiger’s Tenacity: By consuming the flesh of the Emerald Tiger Spirit Beast, you have received a moderate boost to Stamina, Strength, and Agility.
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      Time Remaining: 5 hours and 59 minutes.
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        * * *

      

      “Damn! Kitty meat sure gives a hell of a buff. Lasts six hours too!” I exclaimed, more than impressed.

      Astra quirked a smile at me. “You were so out of it last night, I shouldn’t be surprised you didn’t check. Yeah, I think the meat alone will fetch a handful of platinum.”

      My business mind went into action as I considered the money we might earn from this endeavor.

      It could be enough to outfit our party with excellent armor. My shredded greaves were proof I needed an upgrade badly.

      We packed up soon after and fell to the challenging task of hauling the tiger from its cave.

      Thankfully, we had the travois and a great deal of rope.

      Ike had informed me that the travois was enchanted. It reduced the weight of whatever was being hauled by half and decreased friction.

      The contraption consisted of three major poles, all acting as runners beneath. They were bound together by leather straps and smaller, more flexible strips of wood.

      Hauling the device down into the den, we placed it before the tiger’s body. Then I tied the creature’s front paws together with the rope and hitched it to Duncan.

      With Astra riding the horse, Brea and I shoved with all our might as the rope strained.

      The damn tiger weighed over a thousand pounds for sure, but I couldn’t know how much exactly.

      I nearly gave up when the tiger began to slide forward one inch at a time.

      It took us half an hour to get the tiger onto the travois but only another five minutes to pull the travois out.

      The enchanted drag sled lived up to its description, allowing the tiger’s corpse to be pulled up and out of the cave.

      Then we affixed the travois properly, using the odd harness it had come with.

      Our pace back to Ilinan was slow but steady. We made a stop at the creek to give Duncan a chance to rest, but I took the time to roll about in the creek, flaking off as much of the dried blood from my legs and groin as I could.

      I chucked the shredded remains of my greaves in the bushes, and we went on our way.

      Despite pulling the travois, Duncan was capable of keeping up with our fastest walking pace. The three of us kept our eyes sharp, but having just slain the king of this particular jungle, I doubted we’d encounter trouble.

      We arrived five hours later, just after noon, and immediately sought out the Skinner.

      The man gaped at us like everyone else we passed in town. Swallowing hard, he stammered out a greeting. “You must be the cultivator who Ike told me about. Name’s Corbran… I can’t believe you did it!”

      “Neither can we. Now, let’s get down to business. We are hoping, since you’re such an honest man, that you won’t be asking for an arm and a leg.”

      The Skinner’s awe melted away, and he put on his business face.

      We haggled for a good five minutes before settling on a fair deal.

      He would take 10% of all earnings simply to harvest the carcass. As a tip, and the only way I’d made him budge from his firm offer of 15%, we were granting him one tooth and one claw.

      Corbran even offered to ask around for any buyers, and we left the matter in his hands after receiving an oath he wouldn’t attempt any trickery or guile.

      Afterward, we traded the recovered weapons we’d found in the tiger den for a little extra coin from Trian. The cat man looked pleased to have a few projects to polish up and sell for a profit.

      When we said our farewell, I suggested we stop by The Mossy Stump to change our clothes and freshen up, which the girls both agreed to.

      An hour later, and we were heading out again. Astra had taken down four more cookies. Brea and I ate a couple and dug into the dried goods I’d brought for the trip.

      The lunch being served downstairs smelled enticing, but I was far too curious to wait any longer.

      We had a brooch to return, after all.

      Walking back to the fork in the road at the entrance of town, we strode boldly into the elven district.

      Not three minutes had passed when an angry guard stomped our way.

      “Excuse me! No outsiders are permitted. Return to the cultivator’s district immediately or face the Lord’s punishment!”

      I smiled at the pale elf, impressed by how much color he’d produced in his gaunt cheeks. Holding up a hand, I explained. “We’ve just come from a tiger hunt. After finding an elven brooch, I assumed the Prinra family might want it back.”

      The guard stammered, finally shaking his head. “Hand over the brooch,” he said at last with an air of authority.

      I shook my head. “No, sorry. I will show it to you though.”

      The elf grumbled but inspected the item as I held it aloft.

      At last, he sighed heavily. “How in the seven towers you got your hands on such a device I do not know. Follow me. I’m sure Duke Prinra will have something to say about this.”

      I swallowed down my nerves and smiled to Astra and Brea in turn.

      They looked downright terrified, so keeping a brave face would go a long way.

      The guard marched us a quarter mile through town, drawing scowls and even a few jeers from the elves we passed.

      Damn, these people really hate outsiders, I thought. It says a lot about how they were treated in the past. Still, wouldn’t hurt to show a little kindness now.

      Ignoring the ill reception, I rehearsed what I would say when meeting this Duke Prinra.

      At last, we came to a tall and elegant building. Like many of the surrounding buildings, this structure made even the most elaborate and whimsical architecture on Earth seem bland.

      With gilded window frames and a polished wooden interior, the Duke’s home had a look that combined rustic with refined in a way I’d never seen before.

      We passed through a blooming garden of roses on our way in. The flowers were massive, some the size of my head.

      The interior of the building blew me away though.

      Gold or silver adorned nearly every surface. Lacquered wooden plates lined the wall of the reception room, and every square inch that was left bare provided a canvas for an immense mural.

      Brea whispered something to Astra, and the two women gawked at the painting.

      A great battle was displayed, with silver-clad elves on one side, and brutish men on the other. The theme of the mural was plain to see.

      “Thank you, Fenrich, I can take it from here,” a sonorous voice called.

      Turning around, I saw a tall and stately-looking elf dressed in robes of red silk.

      He was staring at me down the length of a very stern nose.

      The guard argued at once. “But, your Grace. It would be amiss to leave one such as yourself in the company of a base cultivator.”

      The Duke waved the man off. “Don’t worry. Should anything go wrong, I’ll kill them all. Now please, leave us.”

      After a moment of hesitation, the guard retreated back outside the way he’d come.

      Awkward tension filled the room, but I wasn’t having any of it. We were here as friends, not swindlers. “Duke Prinra, I don’t mean to bother you, and I have no idea who Leerma might be to you. I just thought you might want this back.”

      The Duke’s face had remained impassive, but his brow had twitched when I mentioned the owner of the brooch by name.

      He took the item and looked it over.

      Suddenly, the elf turned his back to us, and I heard a heavy sigh.

      Astra gave me a what the fuck look, but I shook my head.

      Either we were about to be killed as thieves or potentially murderers, or the man was grieving.

      I waited patiently until the elf spoke in a firm tone. “Tell me the story of how you found this brooch. Do not lie. I can detect falsities, so it won’t do you any good.”

      Speaking for my party, I explained everything, from Siobhan to meeting with the hunters, and finally the hunt.

      “While I was recovering, my companions found the brooch. It… it was among the bones, your Grace.”

      I added the elf’s title in hopes of softening the blow. Considering the logical way the Duke was handling all of this, my fears of being killed out of hand were no longer prominent.

      I had a hunch, the elf was simply grieving.

      Another heavy sigh followed, and the elf turned to face us.

      Tears glistened in his gray eyes, and his face had softened. “Thank you for returning this. Leerma was a wonderful boy but a foolish one as well. He disappeared years ago. I’d always assumed he’d gone adventuring or fallen in love with a cultivator’s vessel.”

      Shaking his head, he tucked the brooch into his robe’s breast pocket.

      “When the rumors of the Spirit Beast came to me, I should have sent out a search team… Part of me was simply afraid to find out.”

      Tiny gasps escaped from Astra’s and Brea’s throats, and I looked to see they too were crying.

      Fuck me! I did not come prepared for a sob party, I thought. If this goes much further I’m going to tear up as well.

      Seeing the emotion displayed on the women’s faces, our host shook his head. “Excuse me. My manners, and those of my people, are often amiss. Please, join me for tea?”

      We accepted and soon were seated in a grand hall. Servants came and went, bearing pastries and tea.

      Astra proved she could eat more than the rest of us, and I enjoyed several cups of the finest tea I’d ever had.

      Duke Renly, as the elf’s name turned out to be, told us a few stories of his lost son as well as some of the local history of the elves.

      He wasn’t a one-sided host either, asking each of us to give a “good accounting” of our pasts and how we came to Ilinan.

      Hearing about the difficulties we’d had in the Forest Tower prompted unforeseen compassion.

      Suddenly, he stood upright, beaming. “I’m so happy to have met you all, and it is about time the elves of Ilinan begin to open their hearts a little.”

      Striding from the room, the Duke waved us on. We followed him out into the street again, confused about his sudden shift in mood.

      His long legs bore him along at a good clip, but he spoke over his shoulder as we went. “I’ve been pondering a gift I might give you all for your troubles, but nothing in my own stores would suit your needs I think. I have just the thing though. Something that will benefit your party in the tower.”

      My interest was properly perked, and I couldn’t help but allow a grin to cross my face.

      I crossed my fingers and was not disappointed when Duke Renly veered right into an elven weapon’s shop.

      A guard near the door started when we entered, but the Duke waved them off. He hailed the ancient merchant behind the counter. “Vestine, please, I have a favor for you. And before you die of a heart attack, yes, I’ve just brought three humans into your shop. Allow me to explain why.”

      The three of us stood patiently while the Duke retold the story of the brooch.

      By the time he’d finished, old Vestine was crying too. The elves, for all their outward appearance of coldness, were a soft bunch.

      Duke Renly thanked the man ahead of time then pronounced, “I ask two favors from you, Vestine. Grant each of these three a total of 15 Platinum of any merchandise they require. They are to be given a fair price, mind you.”

      Vestine looked horrified, but he quickly agreed to the terms.

      Sensing his friend’s discomfort, Duke Renly added, “A message will be delivered to all the merchants and guards in the elven district. These fine humans will be allowed free access of all we have to offer, so enough with the long face.”

      Smiling at me again, the Duke finished his announcements. “In fact, I’m heading to the inn now to rent you a suite to stay in for as long as you remain in Ilinan. I will take my leave, if you don’t mind, and do so at once.”

      The Duke bowed low and thanked us each again before departing.

      He was out in the street and hailing a passing patrol of guards seconds later.

      I looked to Astra and Brea and shrugged. “What do you think, girls? Care to do a little shopping?”

      They giggled nervously, and then we all looked to the stuffy merchant scowling behind his counter.

      We’d won the favor of one of the most powerful elves in Ilinan, but it didn’t mean we would be popular any time soon.

      Oh well, I thought. At least I have the advantage of not caring a whit.
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        * * *

      

      I approached and apologized for the awkwardness. “I don’t mean to intrude at all, Master Vestine. And really, we didn’t expect such a generous reward.”

      “Mmmhmm,” the old elf grumbled, folding his arms. “I won’t be inviting you over for supper any time soon, but I’ll also serve you fairly. What is it you need?”

      Unconsciously I stared down at my legs that had so recently been shredded.

      Astra must have caught on, for she stepped forward and demanded, “He needs armor. Greaves, new chain mail, a breastplate and pauldrons if we can afford them.”

      Vestine looked me up and down and hummed to himself. “Can’t offer you my finest wares. A single coat of plain mithril mail costs more than 15 Platinum alone. But I do carry Light Steel. Let me see.”

      The elf tottered away and into his back room. A few curses followed. Vestine was apparently dressing down his apprentice.

      When he returned, a young elf was carrying a pile of gear. “Now, let’s try these on and see what you think, Mr. Cultivator.”

      I thanked the man, then added, “Rin. You can call me Rin, if you prefer.”

      As if I hadn’t spoken, Vestine said, “Try the chain mail on first, Mr. Cultivator.”

      I chuckled but happily complied. Old people always had the hardest time adjusting to new things, and this elf looked older than the tower itself.

      The chain mail was made with tiny ringlets, half the size as the previous one I’d owned, and weighed much less as well.

      I pulled it over my head, and triggered Inspect.
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        * * *

      

      Item Name: Light Steel Chain Mail

      Quality: Excellent

      Condition: New

      Properties: Provides moderate protection against piercing damage. Provides major protection against slashing damage. Additional protection provided against shadow magic.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t think we’d be up against any casters who used shadow magic, though I hadn’t forgotten the urgani shamans.

      I was impressed, and the coat fit well. Still, I was worried how far the gift of 15 Platinum would last.

      “How much do all of these cost?” I asked, hoping not to be disappointed.

      Vestine hummed again. “Individually, at least 20 Platinum. But considering I’ll be making 45 Platinum, I don’t mind a small discount.”

      Feeling like a kid in a candy shop, I tried the greaves on next. They were constructed with thin plates of the same bright metal.

      They barely weighed more than the leather greaves I’d worn previously.

      Inspecting them, I saw the same protection against shadow magic as well as major protection against slashing, piercing, and blunt damage.

      The pauldrons were part of the same matching set, so nothing differed there, but the breastplate was a nice surprise.

      Admiring the elaborately etched tree in the center of the breastplate, I used Inspect.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Item Name: Breastplate of the Rising Sun

      Quality: Masterwork

      Condition: New

      Properties: Provides major protection against slashing, piercing, and blunt damage. Grants the Beacon of Hope ability.
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        * * *

      

      Beacon of Hope: rallies party members standing within a 50-foot radius, bolstering their courage to resist magical or mental attacks. Also lends a moderate boost to strength and constitution for sixty seconds. Can only be used once every 24 hours.
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        * * *

      

      I blinked in astonishment, unable to believe my eyes. When I looked up into Vestine’s beady eyes, the old elf grinned at me.

      “The breastplate comes with a skill?” I asked in amazement.

      Vestine grunted, bouncing on his toes a little, obviously proud.

      Astra and Brea examined the chest piece as well, and we all made quite a fuss about it.

      “Mastersmith Vestine! Don’t tell me this is what you consider ordinary armor!” Astra said, laying it on thick.

      “I’ve been to many places and have even stepped inside a few armor shops down in Ferendell. Surely, you must be one of the best craftsmen in all of Acalia!”

      Each indirect compliment made the old elf armorer puff up a little higher, and soon he was actually blushing.

      His white hair, rising up like a cloud of mist from his wrinkled head, only made the red on his cheeks stand out further.

      Vestine shrugged, trying to affect nonchalance.

      “It’s nothing, really. You should see the pieces I make with mithril. That particular metal holds enchantments much easier. Maybe when you’re all rich you can come back and buy a set of more refined armor.”

      “Honestly, compared to what I was wearing before, this will make me feel like a king. Thank you, Vestine,” I said, meaning every word of it.

      Then, turning to Astra, I gave the girl a nudge. “It’s your turn, girl. Any thoughts on upgrades?”

      The woman’s blue eyes lit up with excitement and she scanned the shelves of gleaming armor. A small corner held an assortment of fine weapons as well, but she ignored those.

      No forged weapon could compete with Rael, a Divine Spirit.

      I noticed her glance down at her wrist, the charm form her sword could adopt jangling slightly.

      There she goes again, talking with her sword. The two of us are quite a pair, I thought.

      This comment of course produced a few snarky remarks from Minh as well.

      I ignored the shield for the time being, guiding her to focus on Astra’s decision.

      At last, Astra spoke up. “I’d like new bracers, pauldrons, and greaves as well. Do you have any Light Steel armor in my size?”

      Vestine nodded happily. “I outfit elves of all ages. And some of the older generation aren’t much taller than you, dear… as you can see by my own modest stature.”

      She clapped her hands happily. “Great! My Battle Dress still provides ample protection for now, but I would like a trinket of some sort.”

      Looking to the old smith, she asked, “What do you think, Master Vestine? My Elemental Affinity is Fire, and I fight with a zambato sword. Mostly I use offense with slashing and hacking attacks, but I do have a shield spell called Flame Bulwark.”

      Vestine’s eyes widened. “You wield one of the mighty zambato blades?”

      Not needing more of an excuse, Astra stepped away from Brea and held out her hands.

      Rael formed in her grip a moment later, the huge red sword looking ridiculous in her grip. “I sure can! Though Rael does much of the work for me.”

      The old elf’s mouth opened wide as he belly laughed hard enough I worried for his health.

      With hands held high, he declared, “Aren’t you full of surprises, young lady! The Divine Artifact’s name is Rael I assume?”

      Astra nodded.

      “Well met, Rael! I am honored to be in your presence.”

      Seeing the old man’s reaction to one of our party’s Divine Artifacts, Astra dismissed her blade and pointed down at my robe’s front pocket.

      Not seeing any harm, I took out the coin and called, “Shield.”

      Minh’s mechanisms spun and whirred as she expanded outward impossibly.

      After that, the old elf had been officially recruited to our side.

      When the topic of Astra’s trinket was brought up again, Vestine pulled out a large box filled with rings, bracelets, and necklaces.

      He identified three that he considered most promising.

      “The Necklace of Retribution will enhance your strength and attack damage as long as you wear it. It would certainly increase your abilities with Rael,” Vestine said.

      Holding up a ring, he added, “This is a simple Brawler’s Ring. Crude name, but it will give you increased reaction speed and convert a portion of any damage you take into pure Spirit.”

      The last item he held up was an ornate bracelet.

      The Bangle of the Fallen Star looked more simple than its namesake. A simple chain of light steel held a pale-gray gemstone.

      “It will amplify your elemental abilities as well as slightly boost attack speed and spirit regeneration,” Vestine said. “It will make your order surpass the limit set by the Duke, but… I don’t mind making an exception for you, dear.”

      Astra rewarded the ancient elf by reaching over the counter and crushing his feeble body in a hug.

      Overcome by the display, Vestine simply nodded several times, his blush returning.

      Brea ended up with a set of light steel as well. A wide armored belt attached to faulds that would protect her thighs up to the knee. She also got a small coat of chain mail and half greaves that covered only her shins.

      Having spent the least, Brea was also permitted to choose a ring of lesser enchantment.

      After Vestine heard about the archer’s capabilities, he suggested a few items as well.

      She picked out the Marksman’s Ring, which increased her aim with a bow. The enchantment wasn’t very fancy, but it would doubtless improve our odds in the tower.

      We all pulled on our new armor and gear, and Vestine and his assistant seemed to approve.

      As we left, Vestine walked us out and waved. Somehow, we’d turned a reluctant ally into a friend.

      Clinking along in our gleaming armor, we strutted our shit through the center of the elven district and headed for the Mossy Stump.

      The tavern was as busy as usual, and when we stepped inside, many of the voices hushed.

      I spotted Ike and the other hunters drinking again, no doubt spending the coin I’d given them.

      The man raised his mug and shouted, “Look at them digs! Aye! Listen up, everyone! These are the brave hunters who slew the Emerald Tiger!”

      An explosion of applause rang out, and for the first time since arriving in Ilinan, the girls and I were the ones treated to a round of drinks.

      Taking the kind gesture gladly, we were each forced to tell a rendition of the story. Brea opted out, but when pressed, she did mention that I’d ruined a pair of trousers.

      Ike demanded I show them my scars, and I used that absurd request to beg off and leave.

      Of course, they only let us go when I promised to return another time and get proper drunk with them all.

      I asked the innkeeper if I could borrow the services of the tavern boy.

      Tipping her a few more gold for her generosity, I made my way upstairs and helped the boy carry down our baggage.

      Thirty minutes later and we were riding up to the front of a much taller and much fancier inn in the elven district.

      It stood three stories tall, and by design, had a more humble cottage-style look.

      The sign read only Ilinan Inn. Too proper for a silly name, huh? I mused. Hope it isn’t too stuffy.

      When we were greeted inside by a butler, I knew my answer.

      The tall elf stood at least six and a half feet tall, and his robes were drawn tight about his waist, making him the very image of formality. “Greetings… uh, travelers. The Duke informed us to expect guests.”

      Immediately, I didn’t like the elf’s tone. It seemed we’d need to win over everyone we ran into in the elven district.

      Shrugging off the condescension, I brought up a more practical matter. “We have two horses that—”

      “No need to fret,” the elf said, cutting me off mid-sentence. “We will have the horses stabled and tended to. Would you like me to show you to your rooms?”

      I smiled tightly, not at all digging the man’s vibe. “Actually, I’d like to rent a second room as well. I think we’d like a little extra space.”

      “Good sir. I assure you, the Ilinan Inn has ample accommodations, and if—”

      Thinking of the rudest person I knew, I snapped my fingers like Bannock. When the elf jumped, I smiled wider.

      The butler choked on his own words a moment and stared at me in outrage.

      Before he could respond, I gave him a verbal push. “If this is how you treat all of your guests, perhaps I should go ask the Duke if there is a more respectful inn to be found in the elven district.”

      Long years of professionalism emerged, and the butler snapped to. “Not at all! Please, anything you wish, sir. There is an adjoining room next to yours available for 20 Gold a night should you desire it. Are you ready to see the rooms, sir?”

      I nodded, and we walked upstairs behind the man.

      The room the Duke had paid for was on the third floor. It had high ceilings, large windows, and a pair of double doors leading out to a balcony.

      When I noticed the suite held two separate sleeping chambers, a door standing in between, I felt a twinge of guilt for bothering the elf butler.

      “Shall I show you the adjoining room as well, sir?”

      It was time to step down off my horse. Acting high and mighty wasn’t my style anyway.

      “You know what, you were right. I’m sorry I didn’t trust your opinion earlier. This room is perfect as it is. I’m just not used to people using that tone with me.”

      The butler smiled for the first time and bowed formally. “And I am not acquainted with many humans. Forgive my impertinence. I’ll have the bellman bring up your baggage immediately. Before I leave, is there anything else you might need?”

      I looked to the girls and grinned. “Wine?”

      As one, they both nodded.

      The butler returned my smile and departed, promising to bring us several of their finest vintages to choose from.

      When the door clicked shut, the three of us waited, listening to the man’s departing steps. Then the girls squealed and ran to explore the epic room.

      A huge, four-poster bed sat in the corner, a red velvet blanket draped over it.

      In the opposite corner was a low table with plush chairs resting around it.

      Astra and Brea opened the double doors and walked out on the balcony, squawking like happy chickens.

      I explored the attached sleeping area, discovering two smaller beds, each still larger than the bed the girls had shared back at The Mossy Stump.

      Off of the hall connecting the two rooms was an elegant bathroom.

      A massive tub with a gold-plated spigot stood beside the most stylish shitter I’d seen in all of Acalia.

      I even saw a tiny tube pointing upwards under the rim. “Ha! A rune-powered bidet! Now I have seen everything life has to offer.”

      Soon, the wine came, and the three of us toasted to a successful hunt.

      Astra, her cheeks flush with excitement, added, “And to helping the elves and cultivators in Ilinan find peace!”

      “That too!” I said, clinking glasses a second time.

      The wine was so crisp and balanced, it went down as easily as water. It was a dangerous beverage, one that could easily be over consumed.

      I looked around the small table, taking in my companions.

      It might have been the strong wine, but I realized we were all still wearing our armor, clutching expensive crystal glasses.

      I laughed, drawing the girls’ attention.

      “What’s so funny?” Astra asked.

      Shaking my head, I tried to explain. “All of this is too much. All three of us are what most would consider country bumpkins. Now look at us! Clattering around in badass armor and drinking wine in an inn fit for royalty!”

      The girls giggled, looking down at themselves as well. Brea, snorting a little, admitted, “I thought my blue cloak was real finery when I left my home. Made with real highland wool. I’ll bet the elves use silk or something else fancier. You’re right, Rin. I wouldn’t give up the armor unless you pried it from my dead hands, but I do feel silly.”

      When she finished, we stood up and removed our armor, one piece at a time.

      By then, the bellman had brought up our baggage as well. The dusty pile of equipment stood out compared to the perfect sheen of Vestine’s light steel armor.

      Having made ourselves more comfortable, we fell to the serious business of washing up properly. Since I’d had the lukewarm and dirty water last time, Astra made me go first.

      I took my time.

      I emerged prune-fingered and happy a half hour later, and Brea popped in next.

      Dinner had arrived by the time the women had bathed, changed, and brushed out their hair.

      We tried a new bottle of wine, this one at the butler’s recommendation. After taking my second sip, I felt the tingle of a buff being activated.
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      Status Effect Active: Mulberry Dreams
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        * * *

      

      Mulberry Dreams: By drinking the local vintage known as Mulberry Dreams, you have received a temporary boost to contentment and may experience extended and vivid dreams.
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        * * *

      

      Time Remaining: 11 hours and 59 minutes.
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        * * *

      

      “That’s a neat trick,” I noted then removed the lid to my meal.

      Each of us had been served a small duck filled with stuffing. An assortment of seared vegetables and fresh bread made up the rest of the legendary dinner.

      We ate until our bellies hurt, and more wine followed.

      We’d had a long day, and the rich meal and strong wine proved to be the perfect fuel for conversation.

      The three of us chatted while the night dragged on. I watched Brea’s eyes sparkle as she told Astra about the first time she’d reacted poorly to milk.

      The story left Astra gasping for air, tears streaming down the corners of her eyes.

      I laughed along with them, but my mind kept revolving in wonder around one unavoidable fact.

      I was the luckiest man alive.

      To be paired with such faithful companions, both beautiful and bright in their own ways, was a gift I would never take for granted.

      And as Astra recovered, waved her hands to gain the floor, and began her own story, I relaxed into a profound sense of contentment I’d never felt before.
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        * * *

      

      It was dark outside by the time we finished. The girls were chatting, nibbling on a little of this and a little of that.

      Brea got up and excused herself.

      I stretched loudly, drawing my companions’ attention.

      “What is it, Brea?” I said in my best butler imitation. “Do you plan on pissing in our golden toilet?”

      My performance pulled out a few more giggles out of Astra, but Brea blushed and slunk away.

      When the door closed, Astra quieted down. She sighed and looked over at me.

      Her cheeks were flush from the wine, but her eyes were clear. “Rin, I think we need to have a little chat.”

      “I’m all ears. What is it?”

      Astra’s expression became almost solemn. “You have two vessels, Rin. I know you haven’t bonded with Brea yet, but she is sworn to you.”

      “And a good thing too,” I replied. “She’s amazing with a bow.”

      Astra rolled her eyes. “She’s amazing in a lot more ways than her archery, Rin.”

      I stared at the woman, still unsure what she was about. “What are you trying to say. Out with it, girl.”

      “I have seen the way you look at her. Brea is beautiful. Her green eyes, and her thick hair would attract any man,” she explained, a faint smile touching her lips.

      “Her body is another matter. It was hilarious watching you try to deal with yourself as you rode behind that round ass of hers.”

      “Astra!” I hissed. “She might hear you.”

      The woman snorted a few times and waved me off. “Who cares if she does? Rin, what I’m trying to say here is that she wants you too.”

      A complex string of emotions tugged at my heart. Before I could respond, though, Astra smiled patiently and spoke again. “Rin, I want you two to have each other. I’m going to sleep in the other room tonight, okay?”

      I gaped, unable to understand how casually she thought about sharing me.

      It wasn’t the reaction I expected. “Astra… are you sure? I’m happy with you, and then there’s Minh. She has all but demanded I lay with her when she has the strength to assume human form again.”

      Eyes locked on hers, I spoke from my heart. “You mean so much to me, Astra. I will be faithful to you if you need it. There’s no need for—“

      “I need you to be faithful to all of us, Rin. There will be more vessels to come as well.”

      She stood up and crossed to stand above me. Astra leaned down and kissed my mouth.

      The woman touched my cheek gently with her fingers and inhaled deeply.

      When she pulled away, her smile was undiminished. “I’ll see you in the morning, love. Have fun, and know that I’ll expect details tomorrow.”

      I watched her leave, closing the bedroom door behind her. What the fuck just happened? I couldn’t help but wonder.

      When Brea emerged from the bathroom, the atmosphere had shifted.

      She came out with a nervous smile, and not once did she search for Astra.

      No shit! They talked about this already. Probably when I was pissing!

      I kept my face calm and smiled at Brea as she sat down across from me.

      She studied the mess in the middle of the table, her hands folded together in her lap.

      When it was clear the woman was struggling with her nerves, I tried to break the ice.

      “So, Astra said she was going to bed. I… she thought it would be fine if we slept in here… together. Does that sound fine to you?”

      Brea reached out and took a drink of her wine.

      She was clearly upset, so I tried to give her an out. “If you’d rather sleep in the other room with Astra, that’s fine by me. Is the wine making you feel sick?

      “Not at all!” Brea blurted out. “Or, rather… I’m fine.”

      I lifted my eyebrows. I didn’t want to rush the woman, but she certainly hadn’t made herself clear yet.

      Brea dropped her head. “I’m lousy at this, sorry. It’s just that men and women often…” Blushing visibly, she shook her head and tried again. “Vessels have many responsibilities and roles to fill… If you’re to be my cultivator, then surely you must desire—”

      I cleared my throat, interrupting the woman. “If you think I will demand your company in bed, Brea, you’re mistaken. I’d never make you do anything you weren’t comfortable with.”

      Slowly, Brea lifted her gaze.

      Her ivory cheeks were red from equal parts wine and embarrassment. When our eyes met, her lips trembled slightly.

      She did find the courage to speak though. “I know that, Rin. I wasn’t sure how I’d feel about you, but after fighting by your side, I find myself… intrigued. I want to lay with you, Rin… if you’ll have me.”

      My heart beat a little faster, and a surge of excitement rose up from belly.

      Knowing the nervous woman wouldn’t be able to go much further without help, I finished my wine and stood up.

      I held out a hand.

      She took it and rose.

      Pulling her closer, I became increasingly aware of the creamy-white skin of her exposed shoulders. Her heavy breasts filled out her dress, pulling at the thin fabric.

      I glanced down and admired the way her hips flared out. Brea was built to birth an army, soft and yet powerful in a primal sense.

      Wordlessly, I wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her closer.

      Brea took in a sharp breath of air, and her eyes fluttered.

      Green was a crude word for eyes like hers. They were more like a shimmering meadow under the light of the morning sun.

      I studied her for a time, amazed at her beauty.

      Then I kissed her.

      Brea’s lips were even softer than Astra’s, her bottom lip slightly larger.

      Her breath smelled of wine.

      I held her for a long moment, tracing my hand down her silken hair. It was as thick as a forest.

      Then I broke the kiss to see how Brea was feeling.

      Surprisingly, the woman clutched my shirt and pressed her lips against mine again.

      I could feel her hunger, and when our lips parted, the electric embrace of our tongues took my breath away.

      We stood there kissing for a time, her hands touching my chest and shoulders. I ran my fingers across her back, and when I saw goosebumps rising up on the tops of her shoulders, I moved my mouth to kiss her there.

      Brea groaned softly and ran her fingers through my hair.

      We continued on like this until I couldn’t stand it any longer.

      I urged her backward toward the bed. Brea moaned in her throat, but allowed me to guide her up onto the velvet covers.

      I kissed her neck, eliciting a gasp from the gorgeous woman. I kissed her shoulders again, and her nails dug into my skin.

      Lifting up, I stared into her vibrant green eyes. Towers above, this woman is amazing.

      I half expected Minh to pop into my head, but thankfully, the coin shield was learning some tact.

      No doubt, she’d be there the next time this happened, but for the time being, Brea and I needed our space.

      I slipped the edge of her dress down over one shoulder, and moved to do the same on the other side. Brea’s hand shot out and caught my arm.

      “What is it?” I asked. “You okay?”

      She nodded, her breath coming in short gasps. “I’ve never… I’m just afraid, and I want to, Rin. But…”

      A tear rolled down her cheek, breaking my heart just a little.

      I smiled at her reassuringly. “That’s the thing though, Brea. We can stop right now if you want to. Okay?”

      “What if I don’t want to stop, but I’m… terrified at the same time?”

      A chuckle escaped my mouth. It was such a human response that it touched me.

      Brea laughed as well and wiped away another tear.

      I chewed my lip, thinking about the woman’s plight. It was obvious she was into this, but moving faster than her own pace wouldn’t help in the long run.

      I mentioned the obvious solution. “There are other things we could do.”

      Brea’s brows rose an inch. “Oh? Like… what?”

      I smiled down at her and asked, “Do you trust me?”

      When she nodded, I continued where I’d left off. Slowly, I helped the woman undress.

      She looked up into my eyes for approval. I didn’t give her a cheap smile that would reduce the tension between us.

      I wanted her to know the extent of my lust.

      I stood beside the bed and undressed as well.

      When I stepped free of my trousers, my manhood showed how much I wanted her more than words ever could.

      Brea’s gaze traced down my body.

      My chest and stomach were no longer gaunt and sickly.

      Thick slabs of muscle covered my torso, so much more prominent now that my body had fully recovered and the rune of Might could have its full effect.

      The scars I’d earned since beginning my quest to conquer the towers could be seen as well.

      I studied her face as she gazed at my sex, pulsing with arousal.

      The sight of her large breasts, hanging gracefully under her delicate collar bones filled me with desire.

      Her nipples were large and tilted up at a provocative angle. The areolas surrounding them were a bit wider than I was used to, but to my eyes, they only added to Brea’s unique beauty.

      And the dark patch of fuzz between her legs, and the promise it held, urged me to act like the savage that every man had locked up deep inside.

      I wanted to spread her plump legs and plant myself deep within her.

      Yet when she crossed her hands over her belly, I took it as a sign that she was still nervous. I will need to be patient, I reminded myself, reining in my ardor just a little.

      Smiling, I flashed my eyebrows and pulled back the covers.

      She giggled and turned to crawl under the thick blanket. Her movements gave me a wonderful view of her backside, curving up gracefully to the dip of her lower back.

      Brea’s thighs jiggled slightly, and an adorable bit of chub formed at the intersection of her leg and hips.

      The brief glimpse of her plump lips below made my pulse increase yet again.

      I crawled in beside her as happy as I’d ever been.

      Briefly, I thought of Astra. It felt strange to know she’d blessed this union. In fact, knowing her, she was in her own bed, hand busy between her legs.

      That brought a smile to my face, and I focused on Brea.

      When our warm bodies were pressed together, I guided her hand to my belly.

      “Touch me here if you’d like. Or my chest. Or lower. And while you do that, I will touch you here.”

      I slid my hand down her soft belly and over the dark tangle above her sex. “Does that sound nice?”

      Brea’s pupils were dilated, and I could see the vein in her neck pulse rapidly.

      She nodded once.

      I found that most delightful seam, tracing the tip of one finger delicately against her folds.

      Brea shuddered slightly, and her own hand began to inch downwards as well.

      I spent a few minutes kissing her neck and taking her earlobe into my mouth. My fingers danced slowly, stoking her desire until it spilled out.

      Each movement was careful, and I savored this time with Brea. I dipped a finger inside of her, and she gasped.

      The woman’s sex was hot and liquid.

      I coaxed her pleasure internally for a time, but then retreated to focus on her more sensitive place.

      Turning minute circles around her bud, I stared into Brea’s eyes. She stared back in wonder, desire, and of course, a little fear.

      I could see she trusted me though, and that she wanted this.

      Unable to voice her feelings, she made herself clear when she found my manhood.

      Her eyes widened a bit when she did, and her mouth parted slightly.

      I kissed her again, increasing the pace of my touch just a little.

      Brea wasn’t an experienced lover, but her hand moved with enthusiasm, stroking the length of me.

      Her touches were exploratory and brave.

      Tiny shudders rippled through her generous thighs as she neared the precipice.

      I continued to lavish her body with attention. I kissed her breasts, soft and yielding. Her nipples were a deep red color, and they firmed up beneath my kisses.

      “Rin,” she whispered. “Oh, Rin.”

      Brea’s words trailed off and she started making the sweetest whimpers of pleasure.

      I didn’t let up for an instant.

      Brea’s hands clutched me desperately and a shake rippled through her core. “Oh, Rin. This is… Oh it’s nice.”

      I chuckled, and even my hot breath across her skin added to the tumult of sensations rolling through her body.

      I increased the pressure of my finger by the smallest amount. Her bud had stiffened, and her pelvis rocked side to side.

      Then quicker than I’d anticipated, the woman came. Eyes locked, I had the exquisite pleasure of watching her shudder as the wave of ecstasy took over.

      Brea bit her lip, trying to hold back, but then moaned deep in her throat.

      The noise was primal and honest.

      When she settled down at last, I lay down beside her. I kept my thoughts to myself.

      Brea had just experienced something new. I wasn’t going to ask her if she’d ever pleased herself before, but I could tell this was her first time with another person.

      A few minutes passed, and at last she spoke.

      Her voice sounded sad.

      “That was amazing, Rin, but… I just wish I could have pleased you. I wanted that too.”

      I glanced over into her huge green eyes. Chuckling softly, I informed her, “Nothing has been ruined, Brea. We can stop now, or you can pleasure me. Is there anything you had in mind?”

      The faintest trace of a smile touched the corner of her mouth. “I know you’re being patient with me, but, Rin… I think I want you. All of you.”

      Her words struck me like a hammer blow.

      Swallowing hard, I answered, my voice husky and low. “I would love nothing more.”

      Another flash of fear entered her eyes, and I held up a finger. “One moment. I know what might help.”

      I stood up and crossed the room. Turning out both lanterns, the room fell into darkness.

      As my eyes adjusted, I walked back and found Brea again. I could hear her breath quickening, but when I asked if she was sure, she answered with a single, sweet, yes.

      I kissed her mouth again, not passionately but as softly as I could manage.

      Tracing my hands down between her legs again, a thrill ran up my spine as I discovered her wet arousal.

      I moved forward, placing my tip against her entrance.

      I delayed the moment, rubbing myself up and down against her lips.

      Brea bit my lower lip and moaned softly. And when she pulled away, she pulled me lower so my ear moved in front of her mouth.

      Then she whispered. “Take me, Rin. Please.”

      Shifting forward, I felt her delicate folds open as I pressed inside. A slight resistance slowed my progress.

      I found one of her hands and clutched it in my own. Then I kissed her mouth again and slid forward another inch.

      Brea gasped sharply, but her body relaxed a few moments later.

      “Are you okay?” I had to ask.

      “Yes, Rin. I’m… wonderful.”

      Her answer encouraged me, and I pulled back a little before entering her again.

      Each small stroke seemed to cause less and less pain until Brea’s legs widened and she hooked around my waist with her ankles. “More,” was all she said after.

      I pushed further and further until at last I was fully within her. Brea’s sex was taut, and it throbbed around my manhood, urging me to act.

      I sat up and pressed my hand on her chest. Then I rocked back and forth, giving her the length of me.

      Small shudders passed through her legs, and each tiny gasp filled me with ecstasy.

      As the fire kindled in my groin, I increased my pace, grinding against her pubic bone. “Is that good?” I asked, still wanting to make sure she was okay.

      Her nails dug into my forearm and lower back. “Yes. More, Rin. Just a little more.”

      I fell into a rhythm, bucking into the sweet perfection of Brea’s sex. Her arousal dripped down my groin and inner thighs, only serving to stoke my desire.

      Brea’s breathing sped up, and she gripped my manhood.

      The buildup, the crackling tension, and my incredible desire pushed me over the edge.

      Falling down upon her, I pressed my cheek against hers as the first wave of pleasure wracked my body.

      I groaned, spilling every drop of fire into the woman who held me in her ivory arms.

      “Yes,” she whispered softly. “Yes.”

      When I tried to fall off of her, she held me in place. “Just a little longer, Rin. Is that okay?”

      “Of course,” I said back, kissing her on the cheek.

      Her cheek was wet with tears, and when I asked if she was fine, she kissed me and nodded.

      I held her like that for a long while, our sexes still pressed together. Then she moved to the side and I collapsed behind her.

      Smelling her hair, I felt a wave of sleepiness wash over me.

      Before I fell into happy oblivion, however, the door separating the two sleeping apartments opened. Astra’s footsteps padded across the room.

      Then I felt the woman lift up the blankets behind me.

      Brea turned her head, her body going rigid with nerves.

      Astra yawned loudly and reached her arm around me to find Brea. “Good night, you two,” was all she said.

      The three of us fell into wine-soaked dreams in no time at all.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning we rose and dressed.

      There was some awkwardness in navigating that part, but after Brea and I had clothes on, we all carried on without much fuss.

      I called in breakfast, and we pulled on our gear in preparation of another tower run then crammed the food down.

      We had our horses packed and were trotting toward the tower by midmorning.

      Wanting to go over our strategy, I brought it up with the girls. “I was thinking we keep it simple this time. Only clear the first floor. We can focus on trying out our new gear and getting used to things.”

      “Sounds good,” Brea said from behind me. “Shooting with the razor-tipped arrows is simple enough, but I’m curious how the ones treated with Frost Blight will perform.”

      Astra shot us a wink from Duncan’s back. “And I just want to find some painter to make a portrait of me before I scuff my shiny new armor.”

      We shared a laugh and before long, were hitching our horses out front of the Forest Tower.

      There was no line this time, and when I asked Astra about it, she shrugged. “Probably just fluctuates I guess. Cultivators come in and they leave when they’ve earned enough. Most don’t even try to defeat the tower, just farm the minor gem hearts without much risk.”

      “Makes sense,” I replied, staring up at the tower above us. “That’s not us though. Soon, we’ll take this big guy down.”

      Our turn came, and the tower let us in.

      When the monsters spawned, I was relieved to see the same moldy dryads as before.

      “Alright. We know Astra and I can take them down easily enough. But this is a perfect time to try out the Frost Blight Arrows.”

      Brea grinned savagely, plucking one of the glowing arrows from her second quiver.

      I admired her for a moment. Her soft curves and smooth skin were hidden behind her new light steel armor.

      The top of her glittering chainmail shirt rose above the bust of her shirt.

      With two quivers, a short sword hanging from her belt, and a bow in hand, Brea was a warrior to fear.

      I reminded her of the empty rune slot between the dryad’s eyes, and she loosed.

      Normally, her shots were accurate, but she’d hit dead center of the rune slot. It was uncanny, and I had to think the Ring of the Marksman had something to do with it.

      The arrow sank into the dryad’s wooden flesh, and it screeched in pain.

      Eyes flaring up a bright green, the monster attempted to stomp forward to finish us off.

      But the frost spread an inch or two, and then both eyes went dark.

      The dryad fell and crumbled to dust.

      “Woohoo!” Astra shouted in celebration. Her shout of triumph turned two of the nearby dryads into fighting mode, and we had to jump into action right away.

      Astra and I took one down and Brea felled the other with another perfect shot.

      When the two monsters dropped their gem hearts, the three of us shared a good laugh.

      “Easy on the shouts of joy, Astra,” I warned. “Wouldn’t be as easy to bring them all down at once.”

      She walked to stand beside Brea, shaking her head all the while. “With this amazing ranger at our side, I think we’ll be just fine.”

      The rest of the floor went just as easily. Even the stinging darts bothered us less, especially Astra.

      Having her long legs covered with better armor made a drastic difference. She only had seven darts in her flesh when the battle was through, and sure enough, the herbs Trian gave us worked nearly as effectively as the antidote pills.

      Brea saved the rest of her Frost Blight Arrows, only using two more to help me bring down the first floor boss.

      I pounded the huge dryad with my hammer twice, and Astra used her Flame Bulwark to block its counter attack.

      Then the frost arrows, each sinking into weak points, broke the monster apart.

      We collected the rest of the gem hearts and accepted the prompt to teleport out of the tower.

      We rode back, our spirits uplifted. Brea chose to ride back with Astra, and the two pulled ahead.

      A good deal of snickering followed, and I figured they might be discussing last night’s events.

      Weird, I mused. How forbidden sleeping with more than one woman is back on Earth, and yet, they can support one another so effectively.

      I admired the two whispering ahead for awhile then brought up my SI to review my progress.
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        * * *

      

      It was nice seeing how much progression I’d gained already. The tiger had coughed up quite a cloud all by itself, and our two tower runs were telling.

      It wouldn’t be long until I could ascend my core again.

      And how badass will that be? Right now, Brea is an amazing archer, but she has no true power.

      With a core full of Spirit to draw upon and skills as well, she’ll be a match for Astra.

      We stopped by to see the Skinner. Corbran greeted me with a smile. “Welcome back! I hope you don’t think everything has been sold already.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “You’ve the pelt at least?”

      The Skinner laughed and ducked down beneath his stall’s counter.

      He tossed a large roll of emerald fur on the table before me. “If you want the most value from that, you’d be wise to take it to a Tanner first.”

      Then Corbran’s face turned grim for a moment. “I have good news and bad news for you. Which will you have first?”

      “Good news,” Astra answered for me, running her hand across the silken pelt.

      The man threw down a pouch of coins beside the pelt. “Good news is, several of the claws were sold this morning along with most of the meat. You’re a rich man, Rin.”

      I looked inside the pouch and saw it was filled mostly with platinum.

      Thumbing through them, I counted 18 Platinum and 10 Gold.

      Bracing myself for anything, I pulled the string tight and tucked the coin away. “And the bad?”

      “The gem heart was tainted. I think that’s why the cat was so aggressive and unpredictable.”

      Quirking my head to the side, I asked, “So it is worthless? Or just worth less?”

      Chuckling at my wordplay, the man shook his head and sighed.

      “Actually, I’ll need to pay for it to be disposed of. The tainted Spirit is poisonous. Thankfully, the local Apothecary can do it for us. He wants to charge 3 Platinum, but naturally, I wanted to talk to you first before agreeing.”

      Astra crossed her arms and stared at the man with open suspicion.

      I felt the same, but wasn’t going to accuse the man of anything outright… at least not yet.

      Holding up his hands, Corbran pleaded. “I figured you might need proof. Here, take a look at this and tell me if you think I’m lying.”

      The man walked over to a wooden crate and set it down on the table well away from the pelt. He lifted up an oily rag that was covering it.

      Inside was a large gem heart.

      Rather than glowing with Spirit, it had a down cast to it. Black whirls of smoke rose up from it, and the gem heart’s surface was pocked with corrosion.

      My own core reacted to the thing’s presence, and I stepped away on instinct.

      “Alright!” I said. “We believe you. Take the Apothecary’s fee from the profits.”

      “I figured as much,” Corbran said, putting the crate back where it had been before.

      I shook his hand and thanked him for his services, then picked up the pelt under my arm.

      Feeling all but unstoppable, the three of us headed for the Maiden’s Blush.

      Like the name implied, the Maiden’s Blush was a pleasure house. How any decent person would want to actually stay in a whore house was beyond me.

      Then again, this was Bannock.

      He wasn’t a decent person.

      The common room was dim and smoke curled in the foul air.

      Sultry laughter filtered down from the stairwell, and a few women were lounging on couches. Most were obviously enjoying some time off before the nightly customers rolled in.

      But one man was thoroughly enjoying himself.

      I spotted Bannock in the far corner, his bulky body lounging on a cushioned chair.

      A heavy-chested woman straddled his lap, slowly grinding against him.

      Siobhan stood like a statue, her silver eyes vacant as she watched over her useless master.

      She spotted me when I approached, however, and her folded wings shuddered slightly.

      Yes. We are here for you, girl, I wanted to say.

      Instead, I kept my focus on Bannock.

      His slurred voice caught my eye when I came close enough. “At’s right, whore. Ya love it, don’t you. Or you like my coin at least. Good enough for me.”

      My stomach turned and rage boiled in my gut.

      This was a man who desperately needed his ass kicked.

      I walked close enough to see the man’s face and cleared my throat. “I need to speak with Bannock. Give me a minute.”

      The woman’s eyes went wide, and she stood up and scurried away. It was clear she knew the kind of man she was entertaining and didn’t want any trouble.

      Bannock growled, tucking his half-limp manhood away. “What the hell is this all about! I told you not to bother me or mine again!”

      Not giving an inch, I met the man’s gaze. “You told me you’d sign over Siobhan’s contract if I brought you the pelt of the emerald tiger.”

      The drunk laughed, showing me his yellow teeth again. “Ha! Like I’d believe a story like that. Whelp like you couldn’t kill no Spirit Beast!”

      He tried to rise, and when I saw him struggling, I tossed the pelt against his chest.

      Bannock caught it and the weight pushed him back down.

      For a long moment, he stared in awe at the gorgeous pelt.

      It could be fashioned into a cloak fit for a king. Instead, Bannock the Drunken would do what he pleased with it.

      He chuckled softly. Then he laughed louder, running his hands through the soft fur of the once-legendary tiger.

      When he looked up, he almost looked impressed. “I’ll be damned! You did it, eh? Or at least hired a real man to do it for you.”

      Astra pushed forward beside me. “He delivered the killing blow himself. You wouldn’t know what a real man is like!”

      This only stirred Bannock into another fit of laughter.

      I held Astra back, looked into her furious eyes, and whispered, “I’ve got this.”

      She gave me a curt nod and backed away to stand beside Brea.

      Bannock finally calmed enough to reply. “With a bitch like that, maybe you are a man after all.”

      I took a deep breath, keeping my mind on the goal. I’m here for Siobhan. Remember that, Rin. No need to break his jaw yet.

      “A deal is a deal, Bannock. There’s the damn pelt. Now will you remain true to your word and surrender your contract with Siobhan?”

      Setting the pelt down beside him, Bannock rose again. He stepped closer to me, impressed he stood two inches taller.

      The man grinned wide and nodded. “Sure, I’ll do it. I gave you my word after all.”

      He turned to Siobhan and said, “I release you, Siobhan, from your binding contract. You may be free.”

      As he spoke the words, the necklace around her neck lit up. When he finished, it fell to the ground.

      Siobhan gasped, clutching her throat with her free hand. Tears filled her silver eyes, and she stared at the fallen necklace in shock, almost as if she couldn’t believe what had happened.

      I held out my hand, wanting to be done with this. “Our business is done, Bannock.”

      He took my hand and gripped it hard. “I suppose it is, little cultivator. And what a fool you are. That pelt is worth 20 Platinum if I take it to the right man.”

      “Coin isn’t everything,” I replied coolly. “But I doubt you’d know that.”

      I made to turn away, but Bannock’s grip tightened again, holding me in place.

      When I glanced back at him, he sneered, hatred flashing in his blood-shot eyes. “Have fun with your new bird bitch. If you wanted her for your bed, you made a mistake though. She’ll probably be more interested in laying with that fire crotch you’re with.”

      All of my anger cooled at once.

      The raging volcano stilled, and my thoughts cleared.

      Bannock had assumed a great deal during our confrontation. He was taller and outweighed me by at least forty pounds. But his body was soft with drink, and he had forgotten one important thing.

      He’d just released his only bodyguard.

      Calling upon the rune of might on my core, I crushed the man’s hand.

      His fingers popped like twigs in my palm.

      Bannock screamed and his body hunched over slightly.

      I jerked his arm toward me and slammed the palm of my other hand against his ugly nose.

      Releasing his shattered fingers, I shot my fist forward, striking him just below the sternum.

      Bannock fell back into his chair hard, and blood poured from his broken nose.

      The man screamed in pain and anger. “You bastard! You lousy shit!”

      He tried to stand despite his obviously injured body, and I said two of my favorite words. “Chasing Hammer.”

      My Spiritarm came to life in my hands, four feet of condensed Spirit.

      Bannock gave up and shied away.

      I pressed the end of the hammer against his chest, pushing hard enough to make breathing difficult. Then I gave him a promise.

      “I swear on my core that if I meet you again and find out you’ve treated another living being like you have Siobhan, I’ll fucking kill you.”

      Bannock stared at me, fear at last taking hold in his liquor-soaked brain.

      Without removing the hammer, I looked to Siobhan. “Do you need to say anything? Hit him? Take an ear? I think he’s earned it by now.”

      Siobhan looked between me and her previous master, then at last shook her head. “No, I have no more business with this man. I want to leave.”

      Astra swept in, ever the nurturer.

      Taking the avian by the arm, I heard the three women walk out of the Maiden’s Blush.

      I gave Bannock one more look before dismissing my Spiritarm.

      Part of me expected the man to throw himself at me, but the punch to his solar plexus had most likely taken all the fight out of him. His hateful stare didn’t bother me one bit.

      In fact, it pleased me.

      For swimming around with his rage and long-buried pain was fear.

      That would serve him well if he was wise enough to hold onto it.

      I turned and walked toward the older woman who looked to be in charge. “Sorry for the disturbance. This is for the girl I interrupted and for you graciously giving me the time I needed here.”

      I fished out ten gold coins and handed them over.

      The woman took them with a smile and a quirked eyebrow. “Appreciated. If you and your girls ever need some entertainment, you know where to find us.”

      I nodded and left the whorehouse, never to return again.
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        * * *

      

      I found the three women a hundred feet down the street sitting on a bench.

      Astra saw me approaching and smiled. Her eyes were sad, but I could see how grateful she was.

      There was a lot to handle, but one thing came first of all. I stopped in front of Siobhan and crouched down to eye level.

      When she looked up, I was shocked at how pale and striking her eyes were.

      A swarm of emotions hid behind her gaze. Fear wasn’t among them.

      “Siobhan. I freed you in hopes that you might want to join our party. As a Wind Mage, I feel you could become a valuable asset to the team.”

      I held up a finger and paused. “However, you’ve just been released from what seemed like a terrible and binding contract.

      “I would prefer you to think about that decision at length. We can talk about it again when you’re ready.”

      Siobhan nodded and her wings seemed to relax somewhat, the feathers going slack above her shoulders.

      I stood and held out my hands. “What do you guys think? Anyone hungry?”

      Astra grinned, obviously happy about another amazing meal at the Ilinan Inn.

      “Sounds good to me! I told Siobhan about the extra bed at the inn. She’s okay with staying with us.”

      Turning to the riordi woman, Astra asked, “Where are your things? If I need to go back in that place to get your baggage, I will.”

      Siobhan sighed. “Bannock did not permit me any belongings besides my small clothes, armor, and this staff.”

      I noticed for the first time, a hint of an odd accent. It reminded me almost of a Russian accent from back on Earth, but she’d obviously worked hard to flatten it out.

      “He’s a terrible man,” Brea growled. “What would make him do such a thing in the first place other than sheer cruelty?”

      The avian’s wings spread out and her chin lifted.

      I admired her angular features. Though her feathers stopped at the edge of her hairline, it was apparent her features were bird-like in origin.

      A thin, sharp nose fell down from a broad forehead.

      Her cheekbones could cut glass.

      It gave the woman a fierce and striking appeal.

      Pursing her shapely lips, she spoke again in a quiet voice I had to strain to hear.

      “He thought he could break me. He offered me special treatment if I slept with him. So, he was disappointed and I went without.”

      My heart responded.

      How could someone endure such a harsh life and not once be tempted to give in?

      Siobhan, it seemed, was a hard woman.

      I clapped my hands and smiled. “I have just the thing. I think we’re going to buy you some clothes.”

      The avian bristled and I added, “Nothing fancy. And if you want, you can return them if you choose to leave. You owe me nothing. But some decent clothing and maybe another trip to the bakery wouldn’t hurt?”

      Astra squealed, bouncing up from her seat.

      Brea whispered some small encouragement in the avian’s ear, and then they rose as well.

      I had a tower to climb and a core to ascend, but the girls needed some time to recover.

      It was the least I could grant them.
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        * * *

      

      That night was an awkward one filled with quiet but polite whispers. But before night fell, Siobhan was clean, well-clothed, and sleeping in her own bed.

      Astra, Brea, and I shared the big bed again.

      Despite some distracting thoughts and Minh’s pestering, nothing but a whole lot of sleep happened.

      The next day we all shared a nice breakfast, and Astra demanded that the girls spend a little more time shopping.

      She had her own gold now, so I didn’t bother arguing.

      As they left, I spent the morning strolling around town and relaxing a little. In all my time in Acalia, relaxation simply hadn’t come up very often.

      I found some meat on a stick that looked amazing. Buying two portions, I sat and people watched for well over an hour.

      One man strolled by with exactly three teeth and a mane of unruly gray hair.

      He saw me and waved, smiling wide enough to show me his other two teeth.

      “Afternoon, young man,” he grumbled.

      I waved back and smiled. “Good afternoon!”

      Christ on a cracker, I thought. If I ever get that old, I hope Astra digs a deep hole to bury me in.

      A tall riordi man passed with the likeness of a jaguar, velvety black fur covering his face and broad nose as well as his arms and legs.

      My thoughts drifted to the mysterious beastkin. How many different tribes were there? Did they ever interbreed? And for that matter, could a human reproduce with one?

      I didn’t mean to, but Siobhan came to mind.

      The woman’s lithe body was attractive. She was a little too thin right now, but she would be healthy again soon.

      And her silver eyes and hair were simply haunting.
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      If that ever happened, I knew it wouldn’t be for a long time.

      Absolutely nothing about indentured servitude spelled sexy.

      A familiar face strolled by, pulling me out of my daydreaming. Ike’s happy face split into a grin when he saw me. “Rin the Tiger Slayer! Just the man I wanted to see!”

      I laughed and stood to shake his hand.

      Instead of simply returning the gesture, Ike tugged me along with him. “Come on. How’s about another drink, friend? You look awfully thirsty!”

      Not having anything better to do, I followed Ike and Igor as they made their way to a new tavern.

      The boys were as talkative and engaging as always. They tried to get whiskey down me and I went in for a single shot.

      Try as he might though, Ike wasn’t going to get me drunk.

      I declined his third offer for something stronger and ordered an ale instead.

      When he asked why I was so reluctant, I told him the best advice for drinking I’d ever heard.

      Clapping him on the shoulder, I said, “When it comes to drink, a buzz is the best you can get. Anything more is nothing but headaches.”

      “I disagree, but much respect, Mr. Rin!” Ike said before demanding his full-length story of the tiger hunt.

      I shook my head. “You’ve already heard most of it, Ike. Besides, I have a better one. Do you want to hear about the first Spirit Beast I killed?”

      Igor and Ike both gaped at me. Then as one they shouted yes.
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        * * *

      

      I returned to the inn just before dinner time.

      Astra and Brea were talking excitedly about some bauble they’d encountered at a trinket shop, and Siobhan was sitting by quietly.

      At first, I worried the avian woman was bored, or worse, feeling alienated.

      But her keen eyes flicked back and forth between her new companions. The barest hint of a smile hid in the corner of her mouth.

      It was obvious she had a keen intellect. She was absorbing everything her friends said.

      With a guilty smirk, I thought, Hells, if I’m going to have another woman around, I don’t see the harm in having a quiet one.

      I sat down in a free chair and took in the conversation.

      By the time dinner came, I’d heard as much about the snotty elf that Astra had bumped into as I could handle.

      Tonight, we’d been served lamb, potatoes, and an odd vegetable that looked like asparagus but for its purple coloring.

      Since Astra was busy cramming food in her mouth, I found an opportunity to bring up another topic.

      Gesturing to Siobhan, I asked, “I am curious about your class. Would you be willing to tell me a little more about what a Wind Mage actually is?”

      The avian woman chewed politely, nodding but waiting till her mouth was empty before replying.

      She washed her food down with a sip of wine. “I am from an avian tribe high in the mountains north of Ferendell. Many of our people have a strong link to the Wind element.

      “Of course, we can only access our Spirit if we bond with a cultivator. Still, my mother insisted I train as a Wind Mage.

      “We can manipulate the Wind element and achieve many amazing feats. Some can use their magic to heal, others focus almost entirely on offensive magic.”

      Siobhan stared off, visiting some old memory perhaps. “My mother was a healer,” she said at last and her wide, silver eyes fluttered a moment.

      “Not that she wasn’t also a warrior, but her specialty rested in the ability to support and heal.”

      “That sounds amazing,” Brea whispered. “I can’t wait to find out what kind of ranger I will become. I wanted to be a healer as well, but now that I’ve done some fighting, I think I’d rather have stronger attacks.”

      I patted Brea on the knee. “Might find out sooner than later. My core should be filled again after another couple of tower runs. Maybe only one if we get far enough.”

      Siobhan made an odd noise in her throat, something like a humming chirp. Tipping her head to the side thoughtfully, she said, “I would wish to follow in my mother’s footsteps. But the towers will decide my fate.”

      Astra moaned in pleasure as she dipped a chunk of lamb into a pool of gravy and chewed into it.

      Unlike Siobhan, she delivered her following words without bothering to swallow. “My father always said I was born in flames. Fiery hair. Fiery heart. Didn’t have any say in the matter.”

      “I won’t argue with that,” I shot back, throwing the girl a wink.

      A lull came while everyone thought and chewed their food.

      I tried to think of a funny story to tell everyone to stir up the mood again when Siobhan set down her fork and sat up straight.

      She blinked thoughtfully and said in a solemn tone, “I wish to serve you, Master Rin. If you will still have me.”

      The drastic shift had caught me off guard, but I didn’t have to think hard to reply.

      “I think I can speak for the rest of us. We’d love to have you, Siobhan. Are you sure about this decision? We are committed to seeking out and clearing all seven towers, regardless of the cost.”

      The woman didn’t hesitate to answer. “I was born in strife and was raised to fight. I’ve always wished to bond with a great cultivator, one who is noble as well as brave. Yes, Rin, I am quite sure.”

      Astra’s arms shot up, and a piece of lamb flew into the air, plunking down in Brea’s wine glass.

      Looking embarrassed and amused, Astra squeaked out, “Sorry.”

      Then we all cracked up at the ridiculous faux pas.

      I watched the women laughing and loved every second of it.

      Astra’s toothy grin verged on too nerdy in a way I found infinitely sweet and endearing. Brea was snorting a little, and she tried to hide it behind her hands.

      Siobhan, still shy, observed her new friends with a curious fascination. It was like she had never been close with human women before.

      And perhaps she hadn’t.

      I thought of the verbal agreement we’d just made and knew we needed something more substantial.

      Astra and I had skipped the whole contract and simply given one another a core-bound oath. We’d bonded, sealing our agreement straight away.

      I couldn’t do that now, and besides, it was Brea’s turn next.

      But we could do it with pen and parchment.

      When the table quieted down, I returned to more pragmatic issues. “We’ll need a contract. Screw OVA. We can find a Master Scribe and commission them to write up a binding contract, just like with Brea.”

      Brea stood up, her eyes sparkling. “I can go fetch the butler. I’m sure he’ll know who to call on.”

      Astra was soon swept up in her friend’s enthusiasm as well. “Maybe they can come tonight! And afterwards, we can have a real party! Wine, cookies, and dancing!”

      “Easy, girls,” I said, trying to calm them down just a little. “It’s getting late, but I suppose there’s no harm in asking. I do think there’s something else a little more important though.”

      Astra scoffed. “Like what?”

      I stood and walked over to where I’d removed my cloak and emptied my pockets.

      When I returned, I tossed down my coin purse. It landed with a heavy clink in the center of the table.

      “I think we should go and pay old Vestine another visit. Siobhan here needs some new armor. Or would you all rather stay here and eat cookies?”

      I was tackled by Astra who planted a dozen kisses on my cheeks.

      Brea clapped her hands and bounced up and down on her toes.

      And even Siobhan gave us all a full smile, her white-feathered wings spreading out in the air behind her.

      Shadows take me, I thought. At least I can count on the fact that all women love to shop.
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        * * *

      

      Excitement was high when our newly enhanced party came back from Vestine’s shop.

      Siobhan hadn’t been entirely comfortable, but I insisted that she would need the very best if she were to survive in the Forest Tower.

      In the end, we’d scrapped all of her old, worn-out leather armor and replaced it with light steel.

      She had a coat and matching skirt of scale mail.

      She wore her robes over the first, but the skirt over her trousers. The thumbnail-sized scales glittered when she moved, somehow complementing her beautiful wings.

      She wore a pair of greaves as well, and rather than weigh her down with anything else too heavy, Vestine insisted we buy an item called Diadem of Defense.

      The delicate crown could be woven into her hair to keep it in place, and it provided a significant boost to all other armor.

      By the time we’d gotten back to our room, the butler had done the impossible.

      A grouchy Scribe was waiting for us, contract already written up.

      The elf had wisely left the conditions blank, but cultivator and vessel contracts were common documents in Acalia.

      I told the elf the terms agreed upon, including shared loot and monthly stipend, and signed my name at the bottom.

      Siobhan’s eyes widened when she saw she’d be given 20 Gold a month as well as part of our loot, but Astra pressed her hands down on the avian woman’s shoulders and insisted that all vessels would receive the same.

      When it was said and done, I called for a meeting.

      Digging into our baggage, I pulled out a waterskin. Then I took up a bottle of wine the butler had left outside our door.

      “We can drink wine and let loose,” I said, holding up the bottle. “Or, we can drink water, go to sleep early, and attempt the tower again in the morning.”

      Setting them down on the table, I tossed out my opinion. “I’m for the tower. Thoughts?”

      Astra and Brea instantly voted yes, but Siobhan hesitated. I looked into her silver eyes and asked what was wrong.

      The proud avian lowered her head in shame. “I have never been inside a tower. I’ve fought a Spirit Beast, have stood my ground in three duels of honor, and have walked across the Southern Wastes. But I’ve never entered a tower and… and I fear I may slow you down.”

      Astra laughed, drawing the woman’s attention. “Unlikely. True, you don’t have the advantage of an Elemental Affinity yet, but we saw the way you handled those men at The Mossy Stump a few days back. Use your staff like that, and it will only help us.”

      Siobhan smiled, looking up at Astra. “You do not flatter me?”

      Astra shook her head, and seeing this needed to be addressed, I figured now would be a good time to talk strategy.

      “None of us doubt you, Siobhan. In fact, I think you can help us with a serious weakness in our tactics. Normally, we have all of our defense up front. With Minh on my arm, I act as main shield. Astra supports me in my defensive role, but deals damage primarily.”

      Glancing to the archer, I added, “Brea is deadly with her arrows, but should we be attacked from the rear, she would be vulnerable.

      “You are going to play a versatile role, Siobhan. I want you in the rear, guarding Brea. Protect her with your staff. Also, if Astra or I fall to injury, you step up and support. Can you do that?”

      Siobhan thought about my suggestion. Then she grinned wide. “Yes. I can do that. And I am with you all. Tomorrow is tower.”

      With that settled, we fell to talking strategy for a while longer before heading to bed early.

      We rose an hour before sunrise and headed out. Rather than eat another heavy meal, I took out the last of the roasted tiger meat.

      Combined with some enchanted biscuits the inn had offered, we pulled up to the tower, first in line, with dual buffs.

      The elf guard gave us an interesting smile, one with a degree of humor in it but something else.

      That dude knows something we don’t, was all I could think as I neared the front doors and placed my hand upon it.

      After telling the tower we were ready, the tall doors opened and we walked inside.

      The once-vast dome inside was now gone. An earthen ceiling above stood only twenty feet off the ground, and a tangle of roots hung down.

      When the doors pounded shut, the echo that followed was muffled.

      Moist air clung to my skin and the same glowing moss illuminated the corners of the room, lighting up the thin mist.

      Four clouds of spirit condensed into the shapes of trees. Unlike the previous moldy dryads, these were short, no taller than hip height.

      I strode forward with Astra behind me and to the right.

      When the summoning had completed, I used Inspect.
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      Shrunken Dryad

      Rank: Level 2

      Monster Type: Arboreal

      Disposition: Aggressive

      Elemental Affinity: Earth, Water
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        * * *

      

      Switching Runic Vision on, I scanned for a weak spot. Runes glowed brightly all around the monster’s body.

      Not a single empty slot could be found.

      “Damn! No weaknesses!” I shouted out. “We’ll have to take this one step at a time. Its elements are switched though, with Water being secondary. Fire might work better. Astra, I’ll draw its attention, you give it a taste of your flames.”

      The short dryad spotted me and its eyes flared brighter.

      It opened its mouth and a pool of green Spirit began to form.

      Before I’d closed within melee range, the monster spat out a stream of glowing liquid, aimed directly at my face.

      I held Minh up and blocked the attack easily. The attack splashed over the rim of Minh’s surface however, sending tiny droplets cascading over me.

      Immediately, every droplet that hit me began to burn.

      I growled in pain and ignored the burns for now, keeping my shield at the ready in case another gout of acid came at me.

      The other dryads were moving closer, but their root-like legs were slow. We had a short window to exploit, and I wanted to make sure this little shit died before the others got here.

      Astra screamed, and Rael flashed in her hands. “Cinder Slash!” she bellowed, cutting across the stumpy monster’s torso. Her attack was the same as it had always been, a clean and aggressive swipe of the blade.

      She was wearing Vestine’s Bangle of the Fallen Star, however, and so not only was her attack delivered faster than ever, but the fire burned almost white hot.

      The blade bit in deep, and unlike the moldy dryad, the Fire scorched the shrunken dryad’s flesh.

      Screeching in pain, two of its short branches extended into vines that shot out and entangled Astra.

      One wrapped around her thigh, and the other snared her arms, preventing her from using Rael to free herself.

      “Brea! Razor Arrow! Free her arms!” I cried.

      When she didn’t immediately release, I assumed she’d had a Frost Blight Arrow nocked. Astra struggled to keep her footing, as the vines began to retreat and pull her in closer.

      To make matters worse, the dryad’s mouth opened again.

      I charged in and slammed Minh against the dryad’s face a second before it unleashed its acid. This time, the liquid splashed back onto the monster, burning its own flesh instead of mine.

      When I looked at the damage, I saw the dryad had been blinded. Its eyes were closed, and the wood on its face smoking.

      Take that, you little shit, I thought in triumph.

      A bowstring twanged, and Astra’s Cinder Slash followed, telling me she’d been freed from the monster’s grip.

      Seeing my shield dripping with vile acid, I recalled Minh into her coin form and let her drop to the ground. Then I sprinted around the side of the beast.

      And there it was. A single empty rune slot was at the back of its head, directly between two knobs of protruding wood. Taking aim, I activated Peening Strike and blasted the weak spot.

      The dryad cracked apart and died at once.

      Scanning the room, I realized there was no time to celebrate.

      Two of the others had gotten into range and were both opening their mouths.

      I shouted to the others and pointed to the doors behind us. “Retreat as far as you can!”

      I ran, avoiding the first gout of acid, but when the second came, I had to dive into a reckless roll. My armor blunted the fall, but I bruised my shoulder nonetheless.

      The others had made it to the door and I did as well a moment later. I held up my hand and recalled Minh. Strapping her on again, I let them in on what I’d discovered.

      “A single weak point on the backs of their heads. Should be two knobby bits, Brea. If you get a shot, aim an arrow at one of those.

      “For now, let’s target that guy there. Astra and I will run around behind it and try to get it to turn its back to you,” I said, pointing to the nearest dryad to our right.

      The girls nodded, and Astra and I took off.

      I wanted to thank Vestine for providing such amazing armor. The best part about it was how light it was.

      I could sprint almost as fast as if I was wearing simple leather armor.

      When we shot past the dryad, it turned to face us, an angry glow condensing on the points of several branches. Then a volley of wooden darts streaked across the room toward us.

      Astra yelped as one of the fragments struck her, but my armor and Minh protected me completely.

      I closed with the monster, continuing to run behind it.

      Then a bow twanged. I saw an icy-blue arrow slam into the dryad’s back, and its small body shuddered in pain.

      I charged as the monster opened its mouth to spit acid at me.

      Thankfully, Brea was a quick draw.

      She fired a second arrow a half second later. I knew this one was razors because it didn’t glow. Unlike the first, however, this arrow ended the dryad’s life.

      With only two monsters left, things had suddenly gotten a lot easier.

      Brea knew which arrows to use, and Astra and I had plenty of space to kite the remaining monsters around.

      Only once more was I injured when another volley of darts slammed into my shield.

      One of the projectiles sunk into my neck, narrowly missing an artery. Another found a gap between my armor, and one inch of the dart’s tip stabbed the flesh between two ribs.

      Despite a little pain, our improvised tactic proved effective, and Brea killed the other two dryads in short order.

      Having assigned roles, everyone fell into action at once.

      Astra collected the gem hearts.

      Siobhan walked over to guard the newly opened entrance, just in case monsters decided to find their way into the room.

      Brea jogged over and healed my wounds, starting by plucking out the long dart from my neck. I gritted my teeth, not enjoying the experience at all.

      After she’d smeared some healing salve on it, the pain lessened.

      It took her five minutes to find and treat the twenty-odd tiny burn marks where the acid had sprayed me.

      The archer sat down in front of me, a lopsided grin on her face. “I hate to tell you, Rin, but you’ll be needing a new cloak soon.”

      I glanced down and saw a few holes here and there. Thankfully, the enchanted cloth Astra had sewn over the Spell Shards had resisted the acid.

      “It doesn’t look so bad,” I responded.

      “Your back is a lot worse.”

      I sighed, and told her I’d rather not look. Then, closing my eyes, I cycled in the Spirit-rich air.

      The rest of the first floor went a little easier. The creepy cave theme continued, but like before, we were essentially circling around, one section at a time.

      We faced more of the shrunken dryads as well as pesky lichen bats. The flying mobs dove at us while we tried to repeat the same tactic again, which complicated the entire process.

      Astra took more than her fair share of wounds when two of the bats dove at her at the same time one of the dryads attacked.

      The bats died for their efforts, but she received a poisonous scratch across her face that nearly took out an eye.

      Five of the darts hit her as well.

      She was tough though, and didn’t complain when Brea tugged them out one by one.

      Siobhan proved her worth by knocking down a half dozen of the bats who, for some reason, flew toward Brea.

      I didn’t pay it any mind at first, busy as I was kiting the dryads. But when the fight ended, my mind got to working.

      At this point, Brea was killing most of the harder monsters almost by herself. And seemingly on instinct, most of the bats dropped from the ceiling and flew her way.

      I had an eerie prediction that the tower watched us while we fought.

      When I brought it up to my companions, Astra shrugged as if it didn’t really matter.

      Siobhan, though, replied confidently. “The Towers of Acalia are not living beings, Rin. They are the eyes of the gods. Everyone knows this.”

      I scoffed, unable to locate any such lore in Rin’s old memories. “Sorry, but I have never heard them described like this before.”

      The other girls agreed.

      Siobhan’s wings ruffled, displaying a little irritation. “It is true. All riordi know this, and I would not doubt it if the elves believe the same. Humans talk more than they think.”

      Her comment made the three humans in the room laugh.

      She relaxed when she saw none of us were offended. In fact, true to her nature, Astra agreed. “We certainly aren’t as amazing as most humans think we are.”

      The brief conversation made me wonder what kind of life Siobhan had in her youth. I had a quest to complete, but I swore to myself that if we had the time, we would visit the avian riordi.

      We pressed on, grinding through the last two rooms of the first floor with little difficulty.

      As the final monster in the last chamber died, I expected to see a staircase open up in the floor of the room. Instead, the dozen gem hearts that had fallen from the creatures broke into a cloud of Spirit.

      The air grew so thick with the living energy that I couldn’t see through it.

      This is going to make for a lot of Progression, I thought greedily, taking a step toward the cloud.

      Then I noticed a current moving through the cloud, pulling it around in a cyclone. The cloud condensed and formed the outline of an enormous creature.

      “Boss monster!” I called out. “Back up and get ready for anything.”

      The beast that formed was entirely unique. It had a thick and furry body in the shape of a lion. White writhing roots protruded from its paws instead of claws, however, and its segmented tail curved up over its back like a scorpion’s.

      Instead of a stinger, the tail ended in what looked like a snake’s mouth but lacking eyes.

      It turned its eyes on me and opened its mouth. The lion creature’s tongue was long and forked, and it had only two large fangs. Its gullet expanded as it took a deep breath.

      The feature that confused my eye the most were the ridge-like fungal growths across its upper back and crowning its head.

      They made for the strangest mane possible, and knowing how tower monsters worked, most likely had a useful function.

      Pulling up my SI, I learned the beast’s name.
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        * * *

      

      Mushroom Manticore

      Rank: Level 3

      Monster Type: Chimera

      Disposition: Predatory

      Elemental Affinity: Earth, Water
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        * * *

      

      “Earth first again. Let’s try Fire again, and Brea, let’s see if it is vulnerable to ice,” I said, moving forward with shield held high.

      Scanning it again with Runic Vision, I spotted empty rune sockets beneath each eye. Nowhere else on its expansive body could I find a weakness.

      I shouted to Brea my findings and came within range, hoping to draw the manticore’s focus.

      A roar blasted from the monster’s mouth, much louder than I’d expected. I spotted a few threads of green energy filling the air near its mouth, which explained the amplification.

      The sound threw off my balance, and I stumbled to one side, trying to keep my footing.

      Without pause, the manticore pounced in front of me, slashing me with its root-like claws. The roots didn’t cause me any direct damage, but clung to my armor. With terrifying strength, the monster tossed me across the room.

      My back smashed into the wall, and I fell in a heap.

      Breathless, I gaped for air.

      Astra’s Cinder Slash sounded and several bow twangs followed.

      Another roar echoed through the chamber, but this time it wasn’t amplified.

      I picked up on a few shouted words as I tried to stand. Spitting up a mouthful of blood, I knew one of my lungs had been damaged.

      Then Siobhan was standing over me, her staff a blur. She blocked a sweeping attack from the manticore’s tail and smacked the beast on its ugly nose in the same movement.

      Opening its jaws, the manticore tried to bite the avian woman, but she spread her wings and flew back an easy ten feet.

      I reached up and cast one of the precious Hale Body and Mind Spell Shards I’d placed in my cloak, and my injuries were all healed in a flash of cool magic.

      I lifted Minh and blasted the monster with a Core Flash, summoning my Chasing Hammer in the same instant. Again, the manticore charged me, its tail blurring toward my face.

      “Flame Bulwark!” Astra cried, and her fiery shield formed before me an instant before the snake-like tail hit me. The attack was powerful, but with her newly enhanced Fire abilities, it withstood the blow.

      Brea screamed at the beast, firing shot after shot into the creature’s ribs to draw its attention. It took the bait and turned to face her.

      I’d been healed, but my mind was still clearing up. Get moving, Rin! The girls fucking need you!

      Time slowed as I surveyed the situation. Long streaks of burned flesh marred the monster’s hide. Astra’s Fire had hurt the beast.

      A dozen arrows protruded from its flesh, but none looked to have injured the manticore much.

      Time to test my Spell Shards, I surmised.

      Touching one of the shards in my cloak, I cast, “Fire Bolt!”

      The blazing projectile struck the deepest of the manticore’s wounds just behind its shoulder.

      Most of the fire crackled across the monster’s hide, burning up its shaggy fur. Some penetrated however, for I saw a flicker of orange flame enter its torso.

      The manticore shrieked in pain, and a tiny tongue of fire leapt from its mouth.

      I’d burned out one of its lungs!

      The monster shook in pain and backed away.

      I summoned Minh again, moving in for the kill.

      As I neared it, the manticore turned its terrible gaze on me. It lifted its tail above its head defensively. Then the weird tail end split open like a flower. A cloud of glowing particles filled the air.

      I didn’t have to find out first-hand to know the odd spores would be harmful.

      In a panic, I cast another spell.

      Firestorm erupted from my palm, catching the spores before they touched any of us. They caught fire and exploded.

      Since the attack had just started, the manticore took the worst of it. I barely kept my feet, Minh absorbing most of the blast. And when I peered over the edge of the shield, I saw the manticore’s tail had been blown apart.

      Seeing the monster was dazed, I charged.

      My hammer slammed into the empty rune socket beneath its left eye. With Peening Strike aiding it, the blow caved in half the monster’s face.

      Blindly, the monster slashed out with both paws.

      I ducked beneath one and caught the other on my shield.

      This time, I tumbled to the side. Rolling to my feet, I prepared to run in again.

      Astra beat me to the punch.

      The woman leapt high in the air, her long legs propelling her. Pulling her sword back beside her ribs in a two-handed grip, she plunged it into the manticore’s second eye.

      For a second, the creature’s tough flesh resisted, but Astra’s momentum acted to slam the blade home. Two feet of zambato blade sunk into brain matter.

      Our foe twitched a few times and then collapsed to the ground in a heap.

      A dense cloud of Spirit erupted from the expired monster and a huge gem heart smashed to the ground.

      Then a high-pitched laugh echoed behind me, and I spun to see Siobhan cackling like a mad woman.

      Her silver eyes were wide and she leaned on her staff heavily.

      Brea looked disturbed, and Astra half smiled.

      Figuring I’d be the one to ask, I waited for the avian to calm down before asking, “Are you alright, Siobhan?”

      She shook her head, her laughter picking up again.

      At last, she wiped away a tear running down her cheek. “I am fine. Unlike you, Rin, I was not injured in the fight. It’s just… by the Seven, that was the most terrifying beast I’ve ever seen. For a short while, I thought we would all die.”

      Siobhan laughed once more, a few tears spilling down her cheeks after.

      I quirked an eyebrow at Astra who just shook her head.

      Okay, so I signed a contract with a crazy woman, I thought, a grin forming on my face. What’s new?

      Then all four of us laughed, each for our own reasons.

      I’d been hoping for a way for us all to bond and get to know one another a little better.

      Turns out, getting our asses handed to us by a truck-sized monster was a fine way to do so.
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        * * *

      

      I’d gained an incredible amount of Progression from the manticore.

      After finished with cycling, everyone agreed it was well worth the risk of taking on the next floor.

      The tower had apparently removed its basement section in lieu of the overly powerful manticore boss.

      A staircase had formed along the back wall, leading up to the second floor.

      I had urged everyone to be cautious. Again, we’d come close to disaster. When I’d been thrown across the room, apparently the manticore had nearly done the same with Astra.

      Only a quick block with Rael had saved her.

      And I didn’t want to think what might have happened if my Firestorm hadn’t cleared up those spores.

      The second floor proved far less challenging than expected though.

      We stepped out into a vast atrium. I was reminded again how drastically the tower could reshape reality. Nothing but sunlight looked to be above us even though I was almost certain this wasn’t the top floor.

      Long vines hung down from the walls, thriving in the beacon of sunlight pouring in from above.

      As we prepared for what came next, I gaped to see dozens of small shapes forming in the air all around.

      Then a cloud of graceful butterflies emerged from the mass summoning. Each creature was the size of a sparrow, and they flapped around happily for a few moments.

      Their wings were a pale green with white stripes running through them.

      For all intents and purposes, the butterflies were the prettiest things I’d seen in a tower so far.

      Astra chuckled behind me, but I wasn’t going to let their soft appearance fool me.

      I used Inspect on the nearest one.
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      Leaf-Blade Butterfly

      Rank: Level 1

      Monster Type: Insectoid

      Disposition: Pack-Minded

      Elemental Affinity: Water, Earth
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        * * *

      

      “Pack-Mind?” I asked out loud. “So, if we attack one, they go nuts?”

      Brea answered, her voice grim. “That’s what I figured as well. Want me to take one down?”

      I sighed, considering our options. Well over fifty of the little monsters flitted about above and around us. If we were right, as soon as one died, it would be a shitstorm.

      But my Spell Shards were finite. I didn’t want to use my last Firestorm, not when we were likely to face the manticore again on our next run.

      At last I nodded. “Yes, but let’s spread out a little first. I doubt it will be helpful to hold a tight formation against enemies like these.”

      I moved to the center of the room, and Astra stood twenty feet off to one side.

      Siobhan and Brea took a similar stance, and then the archer made her shot.

      A minuscule squeak sounded as the pretty butterfly blasted apart. Its small body plummeted to the ground and turned into a poof of Spirit.

      Then the butterflies stopped meandering about. As one, the insects hovered a moment before emitting a unified shriek.

      They folded their wings and dove at us.

      I blasted two from the air with my hammer, but one swept in past my guard. Its wing sliced through my right cheek, cutting me deep as it passed by and flew up into the air again.

      “Don’t let them touch you!” I warned, batting another down.

      A few yelps of pain came from Brea’s direction, and I gasped to see the woman being assaulted by most of the butterflies.

      Then Siobhan flew toward her, using her vast wings to propel her.

      The avian woman landed nearby and her staff spun like a dervish.

      I kept up my own defense, and Astra did the same, but it was apparent the fight was occurring elsewhere.

      Soon, only a few butterflies were bothering me at all, and I had the chance to admire Siobhan’s handiwork.

      Brea was doing her best. She’d dropped her bow and was slicing down one after another of the little beasties. A half dozen streaks of blood spilled down her face, neck, and arms, but she fought on with determination.

      The only reason she was still standing was due to Siobhan though.

      Each pass of her wooden staff took down one or more of the insects. She turned and dodged, whirling her weapon masterfully. The butterflies exploded upon contact, dozens of them falling in a few short minutes.

      When the last of the insects died, I noticed only a single scratch marking Siobhan’s wrist.

      The avian grinned proudly, having almost single-handedly demolished the wave of monsters.

      Brea thanked her sincerely, but when I noticed the Spirit in the air shifting, I called off any celebration.

      The tower used the cloud of Spirit given off by the butterflies to form a second wave.

      I counted nine monsters. The shimmering forms were round and indistinct, almost like spheres but for the legs that protruded below.

      When the summoning was complete, I discovered we were facing frog monsters.

      As usual, I thought to use Inspect, but the monsters attacked too swiftly.

      They moved at blinding speed, rolling around like sentient stones.

      Though I took several hard hits on my shield, making my arm go numb, only Astra was hurt during the second wave. We crushed the tiny frog army quickly.

      Three more waves followed, each becoming a little more difficult. Next it was Moss Moles that burrowed up from the ground to bite at our feet while more lichen bats swooped down at us.

      The one after was a pack of twenty of the writhing root tree cats we’d fought in the basement previously.

      Despite their numbers, this proved the easiest of all. Brea’s razor arrows dropped them with a single shot, and with a fourth party member, we weren’t so easily overwhelmed.

      The final wave was a mixed group of moldy dryads and shrunken dryads. I took a nasty acid burn again, the liquid seeping through my chain mail and eating away at my skin as well as clothes.

      Spread out, and with half of the dryads having a Forgetful disposition, we cleared the second floor after another ten minutes of hard fighting.

      I expected a boss then, but the tower left the rich Spirit-filled air for me.

      We went through our routine again, and soon I was cycling.

      I enjoyed the experience. The sun on my face made the cycling even more pleasant than usual, and I lost myself in the practice.

      A sensation of fullness brought me out of my reverie, and I opened my eyes.

      The girls were chatting nearby, so rather than bother them, I checked my personal information.

      Sure enough, my core had finally filled up.

      Leaping to my feet, I ran to the women, grinning wildly. “Let’s get the fuck out of here, ladies! I have a core to ascend!”
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        * * *

      

      On the way back, Siobhan interrupted our excited chatter. Her voice was solemn and quiet. “I am not sure if such a custom exists among humans, but my people have a ceremony when a cultivator ascends. Will we be performing the Bonding Ceremony?”

      “I guess it depends,” I answered. “Care to tell us what that means exactly?”

      The avian nodded sagely, as if she’d expected us to be ignorant of the custom. Clearing her throat, she told us, “The Bonding Ceremony is simple. All of the cultivator’s vessels must bathe themselves beforehand, and then together, wash the body of the cultivator.”

      Astra giggled, obviously liking the direction this was headed.

      Not noticing, Siobhan continued. “Then the cultivator and vessel are dressed in their finest clothes. A portion of bread and meat is passed around. My people prefer flat bread and roasted venison, but any meat and bread will do. Afterwards, the group must sip water from a single cup.”

      Shrugging, she added, “Then the bonding takes place with all vessels present. That way, the vessels can lend their strength to make the transformation less painful.”

      She stopped talking and glanced to me nervously, perhaps curious to see if I approved.

      Nothing wrong with a little custom, I thought.

      And if it makes Siobhan more comfortable, it could be good for the group in the long run.

      Surprisingly, Brea beat me to the punch. “I would like to do that. The… bathing will be a little strange, but I trust you all. And… and it would make me a little less afraid.”

      “It’s decided then. When we get back to the inn, I’ll tell the butler not to bother us,” I said with a smile. “One question though, Siobhan. What do your people do after the ceremony is finished?”

      One of the avian’s silver eyebrows arched. “Why, we drink, feast, and be merry of course. What else?”
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        * * *

      

      The joyous mood had shifted during the rest of our short journey home.

      It wasn’t as if anyone was upset, but the concept of performing a ceremony had reminded us of the significance of what we were about to undergo.

      I recalled the last two times I’d bonded with a vessel.

      With Minh, I’d been flayed alive, experiencing such exquisite pain it couldn’t be called enjoyable in any way.

      Yet with Astra, in our little cave in the mountains, Minh had been there with us. I’d felt her strength reach out to bolster us both. Despite her support, the two of us had still lost consciousness.

      I hoped this time would be even easier. With so many vessels nearby to share in the… experience, maybe Brea and I might even feel some pleasure along with the fiery anguish.

      An elf ran to fetch a stableboy when we approached, and while the women waited with the horses, I walked inside.

      Spotting the butler, I waved him over. “My companions and I will need privacy this evening. Please, don’t send anyone up for dinner. Also, is there any among your staff willing to run an errand into the cultivator’s district? I would be willing to tip them handsomely.”

      “Of course, sir. Anything you desire. One of the bellboys is quite curious about humans anyhow. What is the nature of your errand, sir?”

      I handed over the sack full of gem hearts, and the butler took it with only a little concern showing on his brow.

      “These are gem hearts from the tower. There’s a riordi man in the market named Trian. Please tell him that Rin will stop by later for payment.”

      “Very well, sir. Anything else you need?”

      I looked at the tall elf’s face. He was wearing a perfect mask of professionalism. Ever since his bout of condescension, he’d gone above and beyond to redeem not only himself but the reputation of the inn.

      I put on a smile and held out my hand. “If you could call me Rin from now on, that would be nice. And I’d like to know what to call you besides referring to your title.”

      The elf’s eyebrows danced for a moment. I saw surprise and pleasure battling it out with the stark professionalism he’d been trained to aspire to.

      At last, he sighed and took my hand. “Very well, Master Rin. If you wish, my name is Peralt.”

      We shook, and I thanked him again.

      By this time, the women had finished. They strolled in, weapons in hand, each looking like a warrior goddess.

      Fuck me, if I’m not the luckiest man alive, I thought.

      Then I turned to match their pace and we all climbed the stairs together.

      The only part of the ceremony I was nervous about was the ritual bathing.

      But I’d slept with two of these women, and, well… Siobhan had obviously seen a lot worse given her previous master.

      After removing our gear, the women retreated to the bathroom alone. When I made to follow, Siobhan actually hissed at me.

      Her wings puffed up and her eyes went wide at the same time, giving me an intimidating look.

      “None but the vessels are allowed, Rin!”

      “Sorry. Remember, none of us know what to expect,” I said in defense, retreating from the woman.

      While the girls bathed, giggles and soft-spoken words echoing softly down the hall, I inspected the damage done to my clothes.

      My robes could be worn again but only during combat. I’d look like a beggar with the score of tiny holes in the sleeves and collar.

      The once-fine caster’s cloak was a total mess. It could still function to hold the Spell Shards in place, but couldn’t be considered protection against the elements any longer.

      I took it off and tossed it in the corner near the pile of gear the bellman had delivered for us.

      After another fifteen minutes of waiting, I heard the bathroom door click open. The women had taken their clothes with them, so I didn’t get the chance to see all three naked.

      I wasn’t ashamed to admit that the idea hadn’t bothered me one bit.

      But the devious grins on Astra’s and Brea’s faces terrified me.

      “Come inside, Rin,” Astra said from the hall.

      Her red hair was wet and her skin clean and smooth. Her deep blue eyes were so striking in that moment, matching the lace hem of her blue dress, that I decided none of this was worth being nervous about.

      The woman adored me, and Brea’s own affections had been made known. If both trusted Siobhan then I had nothing to worry about.

      I entered the bathroom to find it filled with steam.

      Brea was blushing furiously, but her eyes glittered with excitement.

      Siobhan spoke in a hushed tone. “Now, may the first vessel remove Rin’s clothing.”

      Astra looked to the avian in surprise. “But that would be Minh. She can’t be here.”

      I took out the coin and held it out in my palm. “Sorry, Minh. Is it okay if Astra does instead of you?” I asked, hoping to make her feel involved.

      The Divine Artifact didn’t answer, but a bright light exploded from the coin. It suddenly grew so heavy I dropped it to the ground.

      Then we all stared in shock as a woman with blue skin and glossy blue curls rose up from the coin to stand before us.

      Minh giggled then leapt out and hugged me.

      The velvet of her skin and the warmth of her lips as she kissed my cheeks over and over warmed my heart. Laughing in surprise, I gripped her around the waist and swung her in a circle.

      “Minh! How is this possible? Did you fully charge again?”

      Her curls tickled my face when she shook her head. “Not quite. I only plan to stay for a few minutes, but this is important! If anyone is going to take your clothes off, Rin. It’s going to be me!”

      I laughed again, and the others were caught up in the unexpected reunion.

      When Minh at last released me, she faced Astra. A hint of jealousy clouded Minh’s glowing eyes, but then she smiled. “I wish I could have done the sexing with Rin first, but I’m glad it was you, Astra.”

      Then she hugged Astra as well.

      The other two received embraces from the naked woman after, both less enthusiastic than Astra had been.

      At last, Minh turned to me again.

      Her head dipped and she gave me a feral grin. A tiny growl came up from her throat.

      She stepped toward me and untied the rope at my waist.

      Tossing it aside, she wove her hand under my robe and stripped it away with ease. Her fingernails traced lines across my skin that made goosebumps run down my arms.

      “Don’t need all the clothes,” Minh whispered. “They cover all the best parts.”

      I couldn’t help but be aroused and laugh at the same time.

      Minh was a little insane, but I loved her just the way she was.

      When she attacked the knot above my trousers, I couldn’t help the stirring below that I’d hoped to avoid.

      Minh kissed my chest softly, then took my nipple into her mouth and ran her teeth over it.

      Giggling like a girl again, she let my pants drop and backed away, hands pressed to her mouth.

      There I was, naked as the day I’d been born, standing before four divine creatures. After Minh’s enticements, I’d… risen to the occasion.

      I refused to feel ashamed. This was part of their ceremony, and I wanted to respect that. And Minh, according to her nature, had charged the situation.

      Astra bounced on her toes a little, taking me in. I thought I even heard a soft moan in her throat.

      Blushing up to her eyebrows, Brea let her eyes roam over me more boldly than I’d have imagined.

      Minh was still giggling, her curving hips moving side to side. Again, she growled unconsciously.

      Siobhan didn’t moan or giggle or blush.

      She looked into my eyes first, then once she knew I was watching, let her gaze fall to my manhood.

      Her mouth parted slightly and the faintest trace of a smile followed.

      Knowing my sex was on display I did that trick all men are so proud of.

      I flexed the muscles in my groin, flaring up the appendage.

      This caused quite the stir, and then everyone was laughing.

      At last, Minh walked up to me again. Her eyes were filled with sadness, but she kept her megawatt smile in place. Lifting up on her tiptoes, she planted the softest kiss on my lips.

      “I love you, Rin,” she whispered. “And don’t worry. The more powerful we become, the longer and more often I can visit.”

      I gasped when I felt her hand close around me. Squeezing a little, she giggled quietly. “See you soon.”

      Then the woman collapsed back into her coin form.

      My arousal, and the excitement of all standing around, was dampened by the woman’s departure.

      She buzzed on the floor, and said, Don’t be sad, Rin! I said I’d be back soon!

      Speaking aloud for everyone’s benefit, I answered. “Okay. We won’t be sad. Promise.”

      I held out my hand and called, “Return.”

      The coin zipped up into my palm.

      I held her there, refusing to let go even as I stepped into the tub filled with hot water.

      I held her while six hands spread soap across my body, stoking the fire that burned in my core.

      And even after water was poured over me, and I was toweled dry, I held the sweet creature, promising her in mental whispers, that I’d always consider her my first vessel.
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        * * *

      

      Clean, clothed, and no longer on display, I relaxed as Siobhan told us how the rest of the ceremony would proceed.

      The avian had insisted that the quality of food did not matter.

      So, we’d decided to keep our privacy for the time being and draw upon the rations Astra and I had brought with us from Bern.

      Dried biscuits and jerky would suffice.

      We fetched one of the fresh wineglasses that Peralt had delivered that morning, and filled it with cold water.

      We sat in a circle in the middle of the floor. The table and chairs were shoved to one side, giving us ample space.

      Siobhan spoke. “The cultivator takes the first bite of bread and meat. Take a little of both, Rin, and then pass them on. Chew them, but do not swallow until we are all ready.”

      I did as she’d said, enjoying the food even though it was a little stale.

      Brea ate next, as she was the vessel who was to be bonded. Then Astra ate and Siobhan last of all.

      Setting the food aside, Siobhan nodded to me, and we all swallowed. Then she picked up the glass of water.

      “The food represents the raw Spirit the cultivator provides. The water represents the purification the vessel provides,” the avian explained. “In this way, all may prosper.”

      Handing the glass to Brea, she encouraged her to drink. The other women followed, and I took it last of all.

      I finished the water, and Siobhan smiled.

      I had to ask, “What? Why the smile?”

      “It is a good sign. I did not tell you to finish, and yet you did. It shows your eagerness to grow.”

      Astra snorted, then added, “We’ve all seen how eager Rin is to grow. No surprise there.”

      Brea blushed for the hundredth time that day, and we all looked to Siobhan.

      The avian shrugged. “The ceremony is complete. Speak the words of the contract, and bond when you are ready.”

      Brea and I moved closer to one another. Knees touching, I took a deep breath. “You ready?”

      She shook her head. “Yes, I suppose. I’m nervous, but what’s new?”

      “You’ll be fine. We’re all here for you,” Astra said in a whisper.

      “But does it hurt?”

      I chuckled. “Yeah, it does, but as Siobhan said, each time is lessened by the vessels present.”

      Siobhan cleared her throat. “I am sorry to say that I will not be able to help. Only bonded vessels may share in this hardship.”

      Her words made sense, but I spoke up before Brea could get scared again.

      “The first time was hell. Then with Astra, pure agony, but way less painful. This time, let’s shoot for terrible with a side of not so bad.”

      Hoping to find another way to help the shy woman, I asked Siobhan, “Can I say my part first? Will that still work?”

      Astra nodded at the same time Siobhan said, “It does not matter the order. Just make sure to pronounce all terms of the contract in your own words.”

      I held my hands out, palms facing Brea. “Press your hands to mine. I know Astra went over what to say, but I’ll go first to break the ice. Sound good?”

      Brea answered by pressing her hands to mine.

      They were trembling, but the woman held fierce determination in her gaze.

      I took another deep breath and spoke the words. “I, Rin, son of Dave, promise to uphold my duties as cultivator. I’ll protect, feed, and provide a home for the vessel Brea.

      “I swear this oath in exchange for the purification of the Spirit that runs in my veins as well as Brea’s sword, aid, and company.

      “I also agree to give her 20 Gold a month so that she may buy shiny things or anything else she desires as well as an equal share in loot and domestic duties.”

      I flashed my eyebrows at this last part, and Brea let out a nervous laugh.

      Her hands shook again, but she wet her lips and repeated the oath in her own words.

      A notification popped up in my vision, my SI activating automatically. Bond with Brea, willing Vessel?

      As I had high in the mountains a few weeks prior, I selected Yes.

      My core twisted suddenly, and I lurched forward.

      Brea did the same, and our hands pressed together harder than ever.

      Knowing what was to come, I wove my fingers between hers.

      Pure, white light formed like a star between our cores, lighting up the room in a flash.

      Then a pulse of energy shot out in all directions. It tipped over the empty wine glass, and shook the curtains, but nothing was broken.

      Brea’s face was slack, as Astra’s had been, and her green eyes burned with a fierce blue glow. She, as we’d all suspected, was purifying my core of all traces of Water Spirit.

      Her mouth glowed with the same blue energy.

      Suddenly, my hands burned hot. Rather than pulling heat from my body, Brea was sapping the naturally cool energy from my core.

      The burning spread to my arms, chest, and face.

      Then my whole body was aflame.

      Sweat poured from my skin. My robes soaked through in moments, and large drops of sweat pattered to the inn’s plush carpet.

      More sweat drained from me until a few of my muscles cramped up.

      I sat there, enduring the discomfort, ensuring that I did not break contact with Brea for any reason.

      A moment later, and the heat subsided. Brea’s own Spirit secured to mine.

      I saw my core then, in a flash in my mind. Minh’s Spirit was at the top of the wheel of energy.

      Astra’s stood beside it, and now Brea took up a position below.

      Half of my core has been bonded, I thought absently even as the pain struck.

      Like a lightning bolt, the sensation tore through every inch of my body. I leaned heavily against Brea’s hands, and I could feel her doing the same.

      I couldn’t breathe for a few long moments, but then the pain lessened. Astra breathed heavily somewhere behind me, a groan coming from her throat.

      Minh too was bearing the pain with us, and oddly, another sensation made it through into my mind.

      It was pleasure.

      All of this torrent of sensation, I discovered, was pleasurable. It was simply a matter of being too much too soon.

      But with two vessels to share the burden, I found myself caught between enjoying the experience and hoping for it to end.

      Slowly, the feeling ebbed, and I looked up to see the white between Brea and I had gone away. Her eyes and mouth were beacons of Water Spirit, and her body swam in a miasma of the blue energy.

      I watched as the pool of floating Spirit absorbed into Brea’s body.

      Then it was her turn to feel the agony I’d just endured.

      Her eyes stared into mine. Mouth open, her whole body trembled as her core was opened and transformed.

      My mind was clearer than it had been at the cave. I felt each second pass as the sweet girl from the riverlands before me was forged into a vessel of power.

      Perhaps thirty seconds later, she gasped and slumped forward.

      I pulled my hands free and caught her below the arms. My own body was still weak, so all I could do was hold her there.

      Then Siobhan and Astra helped us lie down on our sides to rest.

      I held her in my arms, and Brea wept quietly. And having done all that was required of me, I fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Sometime later, I woke as Brea stirred.

      We took our time untangling our limbs from one another. Sitting back, I smiled sleepily at the woman before me.

      A delicious smell caught my attention then.

      Someone had brought in dinner.

      “They’re awake!” Astra called, and she and Siobhan ran over.

      They helped Brea sit in a chair nearby.

      I waved them off though. “Please, a fresh robe would be nice. I’m still soaked to the bone.”

      Undressing a second time in front of the women didn’t even register.

      My body was spent, and there were no tingles of excitement as I dropped trou.

      Finally, I sat in a chair beside Brea while Astra and Siobhan moved the table before us.

      A mountain of food had been ordered in, far too much for all of us to handle, even if we pushed ourselves.

      An entire meat pie sat beside a steaming roast. Potatoes, vegetables, and even a mixed salad sat alongside rolls, pastries, and other sweets.

      Ever vigilant, Astra and Siobhan gave us water first.

      Brea looked at me, coy as usual.

      But her gaze had changed somewhat. She looked at me like I was a man she knew well.

      And why shouldn’t she? I mused. She’s shared my bed and purified my core. What else can a man ask for in a partner?

      After we’d sipped water for a time, the food laid out before us became more appealing. I wanted to dig in, but there was another task more important for the time being.

      Astra and I had mentioned to Brea that my core had been modified. She’d have thought my Progression far too accelerated otherwise. In fact, I was going to have to explain this to Goran as well.

      There were rare elixirs and Spirit Pills that could be obtained which would perform a similar miracle.

      Those were expensive, however, and only temporary.

      But with four vessels either bonded or contracted to me, I had to explain my situation more thoroughly.

      I smiled at the women sitting around me. “I can’t wait to eat,” I began. “But there’s something else to do first.”

      Astra smiled at me knowingly, lending me some silent encouragement.

      Sighing, I threw caution to the wind and spilled the beans. “My core was broken. And a spirit named Anya came to me, repairing it by casting the rune of Hunger over it. The rune serves to draw in more Spirit than normal, preventing my Spirit from leaking out.

      “It also has the side effect of allowing me to ascend much quicker than normal.”

      Siobhan nodded, seeming to understand something for the first time. She had already suspected something was different apparently.

      Brea waited, having heard part of this already.

      “Each time I level up, I can choose a new rune. So far, I’ve chosen Might as well as Capacity. Might gives my body abnormal strength. Bannock’s fingers can attest to that. And Capacity has doubled my Spiritual Reserves.”

      Now, Siobhan’s and Brea’s eyes widened. Still, they didn’t interrupt.

      Grinning at my captivated crowd, I finished.

      “So, before I cram my face with meat pie, I need to choose and cast a new rune over my core. I have three options that I am interested in. Resilience, Potency, and Haste.”

      Astra was first to react. “If you have Might, why would you choose Potency? What’s the difference?”

      “Excellent question. Might is a rune that typically only interacts with physical objects. Potency, I believe, will increase the power of my Spirit. That should amplify my skills.”

      “Will it make your Spell Shards stronger too?” Brea asked, touching a finger to her chin thoughtfully.

      I shrugged. “There’s no text to answer these questions. I suspect perhaps it will, but only in the future. The Spell Shards I’ve already made are fixed. I doubt there’s any way to change them. But making new ones… well, that was another benefit I’d been hoping for.”

      Siobhan cut in. “Resilience would make you harder to wound then? And Haste, make you faster?”

      The avian’s subtle accent was slightly thicker due to fatigue perhaps, or maybe she was just becoming more relaxed around us.

      Either way, it was adorable.

      “I think so. All will obviously be helpful in the long run. The only question remains, which will help us the most now.”

      The women all thought about it, and one by one they gave me their answers.

      Siobhan chose first, electing Potency. Brea chose Haste, arguing that I’d be more able to deal damage as well as avoid taking damage.

      Astra spoke last. “My heart wants you to choose Resilience or Haste, so that you can protect yourself better. But imagine if all of your skills were enhanced! And the thought of your Spell Shards becoming even stronger! I vote for Potency as well.”

      As if waiting for her turn, Minh chimed in, sending me an image of her holding two thumbs up. I am with Astra and Siobhan. Potency will be an interesting choice, Rin!

      I nodded, closing my eyes and pulling up Runic Vision.

      I found the slot on my core and saw the empty rune slot waiting for me to augment.

      Three of the girls had backed up my gut instinct, which made me feel a lot better about this decision.

      I selected the rune of Potency and finalized my decision.

      The rune flared to life just above Capacity, and I gasped, clutching the arms of the chair.

      My eyes shot wide and I stared at the three women. Spirit surged through my veins, filling me with a seemingly endless supply of power.

      The experience was different than when I’d chosen the others. Only Might could compare, but this…

      Astra grimaced. “Are you okay?”

      Brea chewed her lip and Siobhan crossed her arms, a gesture she seemed to do when nervous.

      I panted for a full thirty seconds, every nerve in my body singing. Then I chuckled, the heady ecstasy at last starting to subside.

      I wanted to keep hold of it, but such a wish was futile.

      “Fuck me with a nine iron,” I groaned, at last capable of speaking.

      “Nine iron? Rin, are you okay?” Astra asked, sitting forward in her seat.

      I nodded. “I’m just fine. It was pleasure not pain this time.”

      Laughing a little louder, I admitted, “I’d do it again if I could.”

      Astra rose and gave my arm a slap. “Calm down already. You gave us a scare. Now, I think it’s time we eat.”

      Her frown turned into a grin, and she winked at me.

      Then seamlessly, she stooped to dish out the meal.

      By now, even Siobhan was tired, and we were all famished. The beginning of our meal was silent. Only an occasional moan or giggle interrupted our feasting.

      When our pace slackened at last, Astra let out her chatty side again.

      She boasted how her Spiritual Reserves were now 600/600, which meant she could cast Cinder Slash twenty times in a row!

      Standing up, she drew Rael and performed a thrusting stab at an invisible foe.

      The huge sword looked absurd in the lush furnishings of our room, but the woman was so excited none criticized her.

      “Just like that, I imagine, but a whole lot more whoosh and bang!” she said, dismissing her blade again.

      Holding out her arms, she told us her latest ability.

      “It’s great, cause most of my attacks are slashing. Rael’s shape allows for effective slashing damage, but having a skill to enhance thrusting attacks is going to be amazing!”

      “What’s it called?” Brea asked, knowing the question would stoke her friend’s enthusiasm.

      “Star Lance! How neat is that? I’ll read off the description to you guys,” Astra said, clearing her throat. “Initiate skill to augment any thrusting attack with raw Fire Spirit. Damage dealt is significantly increased. If an enemy is pierced, Star Lance may cause an internal explosion, increasing overall damage.”

      Finishing reading off the description in her SI, Astra looked up and awaited praise.

      “Badass!” I said while the other two women clapped and gave their own words of encouragement.

      Then Brea asked, “How much does it cost?”

      “100 Spirit. It’s quite a bit, but I assume it will be worth it,” Astra shot back, obviously expecting the question.

      Then she sat and nudged Brea. “This is your special day though, what skills did you end up with?”

      Brea grinned privately. She set down her plate and wiped her mouth. “I have three total now like you. They’re called Frigid Shot, Mist Shroud, and Hail Storm. It’s a lot to read, and I’m a little embarrassed. Can you guys read them yourselves?”

      Siobhan shook her head. “I’m not bonded, so I can’t access your information yet.”

      Astra jumped up again. “I’ve got it!”

      Using a silly voice that sounded like a parody of an announcer at a sports event, Astra read the list of skills.

      “First up we have Frigid Shot! Activate skill to augment any ranged attack with chilled Water Spirit. Damage dealt is significantly increased. May cause Chilblains, dealing minor additional damage and slowing a target for a short time.

      “With a cost of 30 Spirit, this Riverland Ranger is going to be a terror to encounter!”

      Brea was snorting and clapping her hands, but the fiery redhead was far from done.

      “Next up is Mist Shroud! Trigger this skill to form a shroud of condensed mist around the bodies of your party members. Provides minor protection against all forms of damage and major protection against Fire damage. Skill lasts 3 minutes.

      “At just 60 Spirit per use, Mist Shroud might just become this party’s new favorite!”

      Astra stopped, mouth gaping a moment as she considered what she’d just said. “Brea! This is amazing! Do you know what this means?”

      “Yeah, it means you won’t get yourself hurt quite so often,” the archer replied.

      Siobhan smiled a little sadly. I could see she wanted her own skill to boast about. But she reached out and gave Brea’s arm a squeeze. “Less flashy, but Mist Shroud will help us all. Congratulations.”

      Astra waved her arms. “Excuse me, guys! One more awesome skill to announce.”

      Receiving our undivided attention again, Astra finished the last of Brea’s new acquisitions.

      “Last but most definitely not the least, I bring you Hail Storm! By calling upon this skill a volley of Ice-clad arrows will be unleashed at your enemies.

      “Moderate damage is caused to all targets present within a thirty-foot radius. May cause the Chilblains effect. Arrows will shatter, causing a second wave of damage ten seconds after the skill is used.”

      I shook my head, unable yet to imagine how the barrage of icy projectiles would look.

      Brea laughed self-consciously. “I’m a little excited to try it out. It’ll be nice to have the option to hit an area of enemies at once. Could be great for the second floor.”

      The excitement died down a little, and naturally, the attention shifted to me. I knew the girls wouldn’t be satisfied with a simple explanation, so I read about Minh’s latest skill as well as my own.

      Both were as epic as the ones the girls received.

      Of course, both skills impressed everyone, and though all wanted to see what they would do in action, we had to wait until we were back in the tower.

      Then Astra asked the question I’d been waiting for. “How big is your hammer now, Rin? Mind showing what it looks like?”

      I laughed and shook my head. Standing up and away from the group, I called, “Chasing Hammer.”

      My Spiritarm filled my palm, its color brighter than it had ever been. The color was still tainted, but I suspected the Potency rune had somehow amplified the hammer as well. It was almost painful to look at.

      Astra clapped and cheered. “As if it wasn’t impressive enough already.”

      It was a bit absurd. Five feet of shimmering hammer extended from my hand. It would give me greater reach, however, and didn’t feel noticeably heavier than it had been before.

      I dismissed the hammer and bowed a few times while the girls clapped.

      Afterward, when the girls fell to chatting, I snatched up a cheese pastry and scanned the skills once more in my SI.
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        * * *

      

      Buckler’s Bite: Reinforcing Minh’s surface with solidified Metal Spirit, a shield bash attack is activated. The ability will increase the speed of a charge for up to fifteen feet, slamming into an enemy and causing moderate piercing damage. May also inflict Daze effect.
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      Cost: 100 Spirit
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        * * *

      

      Anvil Onslaught: Casting this skill will augment a single attack, adding a chain effect of blunt damage strikes that will crash down on your enemy. Subsequent strikes are unleashed in a linear manner, making a straight line away from the end of the Spiritarm. Attack causes moderate to severe damage depending on placement and enemy’s natural armor.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cost: 100 Spirit
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        * * *

      

      Minh sent me a few images of her shield growing impossibly large spikes and gutting a dragon in a simple bash.

      Though she was exaggerating, I knew Buckler’s Bite may quickly become the most useful skill in my arsenal.

      I’d even attempted shield bashes on several occasions, but lacking power and offensive capability, I could only discourage enemies.

      Practicality aside, Anvil Onslaught was what I couldn’t wait to exploit.

      Are anvils made of Spirit going to fall from the sky? Or shoot out from the end of my Chasing Hammer? I wondered.

      My mind was too foggy for extended imaginings.

      I yawned loudly, and kicked a foot up on the table.

      The clang interrupted the conversation, but rather than be upset, the women seemed to share my sentiment.

      Brea yawned next, and Astra stood up clapping her hands. “Okay. You two are not going to pass out on these chairs. Let’s get you both to bed.”

      I stood and tromped toward the huge bed.

      Astra and Siobhan announced they would stay in the other room for the night, and Brea and I climbed in, greedy for sleep.

      Curling up against the woman who’d just sacrificed so much to help me ascend, sleep took me before I knew it.
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            Fate Calls
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        * * *

      

      The purple and gold sky stretched endlessly in all directions.

      Sunset had stolen across the land, turning the heavens into a cascade of fire and ice.

      Wind buffeted my body, and I felt the shining cores of vessels standing all around me.

      Looking off in one direction, the tumbling sea sprayed and hissed below.

      I turned and saw the sprawling island that was Acalia, every grassy hill and jagged peak known to me.

      I stood upon a stone tower forged of white stone.

      Its pristine surface reflected the image of my own face back to me.

      I stared at the reflection, stunned to find my body covered in magnificent armor.

      Then a voice in the heavens called down to me.

      Rin, you must accept your fate. Press on and do not look back. The Towers of Acalia await.

      My mind spun, still hazy from the labor of my latest ascension.

      “Anya? Is that you?”

      Yes. I cannot come to you in waking any longer.

      But you must know, that you have been given the gift of your enhanced core for a reason.

      Time is not on your side.

      I looked above me, searching in the sunset-painted clouds for any sign of the spirit. “I will do my best. How much time do I have?”

      The spirit answered, the voice already fading. Act now, and strive to progress as swiftly as possible.

      Guard your vessels well, for they will give you the strength you need.

      “Anya!” I shouted. “What comes after the towers are cleared? What is wrong with them, and how much time do I have?”

      The sweet face of an ageless child broke through the clouds and descended upon me. It smiled, then whispered, Go now, Rin. The Forest Tower awaits.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up in a cold sweat, my heart pounding.

      Brea stirred beside me, but she was still asleep.

      The sun hadn’t yet risen outside, but my mind had been rudely woken. I’d get no more sleep this day.

      Stepping out of bed quietly, I walked to the bathroom and washed up.

      With the rune lantern lit, I stared at the reflection I saw in the mirror.

      My brown eyes stared back at me. My tan skin and smooth face seemed natural, as if this was who I’d always been.

      I had trouble recalling the older version of myself, the one I’d not entirely respected.

      In that moment, I realized that the strange integration I’d been going through was complete. My two selves had merged at last.

      And I was happy for it.

      I’d take this life a thousand times over again though. Yes, there were dangers, and Anya’s message had come with a torrent of fear and desperation.

      But the thought of returning to a life where each day I made sales to fatten some rich bastard’s wallet disgusted me.

      I snuck out and ordered breakfast in.

      The poor clerk at the front desk had been asleep when I bothered him, and he went to wake one of the inn’s cooks.

      I forced the guilt away though.

      If Anya had let me know one thing, all of Acalia was depending on me and the girls succeeding.

      I asked for our horses to be saddled and prepared, then returned upstairs. I dressed in fresh robes and slung my tattered cloak around my shoulders.

      Opening the pouch of remaining Spell Shards, I counted out the ones we’d need most.

      I wanted to make sure my cloak was loaded with the best of what we had.

      At this point, my girls possessed some terrifyingly powerful offensive attacks.

      With this in mind, I chose the three remaining healing spells.

      Besides those, I placed one Meteoric Fury, one Fire Bolt, one Ice Dart, and the last pouch went to the Flaming Elementalist Spell Shard.

      I considered strapping on my armor next, but a thought occurred to me. There was something I’d packed away that demanded my attention.

      I reached into my pack and pulled out the book Yory had given me.

      The Wind Within looked just as old and innocuous as it had the last time I’d checked.

      As I sat down on the floor of the inn and tugged at the book’s cover, it opened this time.

      A bright flash of light filled the room, and I gasped. The book closed and the light went out.

      Sighing, I tried to calm my racing nerves. The hell is that about? This thing should have come with a warning!

      Then a groggy voice called out. “Rin, is everything okay?”

      I’d woken Brea.

      “Yes, I’m just… training.”

      My answer sounded strange even to my own ears, but I didn’t exactly know what I was doing.

      As my eyes adjusted, I saw Brea slip out of bed and walk over to me. She sat down opposite me on the floor. “What kind of training? Can I help?”

      Brea’s face was softened by her sleepiness. Part of me wanted to kiss her on the cheek and climb back in bed, but this was important.

      I showed her the cover of the book. “Yory left this with me. Now that I’ve ascended again, I can actually open it up. Do you want to read it with me?”

      Her eyes widened slightly. Unconsciously, she placed a hand to her chest. “Yes. Yes, I’d like that.”

      I scooched closer until our knees were touching, then I opened the book again.

      The flaring light didn’t startle me this time, but I still had to wait a few long moments until my eyes got used to it.

      With a glowing, magical book open between us, Brea and I shared a look.

      A faint smile crossed her lips.

      It felt like we were discovering something great together, and although I knew Astra would want to be informed later, I was glad for a chance to spend this time with my newly bonded vessel.

      Perhaps feeling the same, Brea reached out and rested her hand atop my thigh.

      Then I looked down and read the words now visible in the book.

      “The Wind Within is a sacred tome passed from Runesmith to Runesmith. Before proceeding to the next page, you must make an oath to keep these techniques a secret that only you, your vessels, and your apprentice may share.”

      Nothing else was legible on the page, and when I tried to turn it, I found it sealed tightly as before.

      Brea rubbed her thumb absent-mindedly on my leg. “Maybe you have to swear the oath before you can move on,” she suggested.

      Her wide, green eyes were as curious and eager as I felt.

      Shrugging, I gave it a shot. “I swear not to share the secrets of this book with anyone but my vessels and apprentice.”

      The book’s golden light pulsed and faded to a dull glow.

      I turned the page.

      A gasp escaped Brea’s throat, and I chuckled. “This is insane,” I said before reading the next section.

      “Cycling is as simple as breathing for a cultivator of low rank. It is the cloud pouring rain onto the land. It is the river bearing the water to the sea. It is the sea, swelling to untold depths.”

      I stopped and looked up at Brea. “Beautiful, yeah?”

      She nodded. “Like a book of poems almost. Keep reading.”

      Glancing down, I finished the page. “Advanced cycling is to become the cloud, the river, and the sea at once. A cloud of Spirit is breathed in. The gathered Spirit must be channeled into your core. Then your core must accommodate the Spirit.

      “In order to progress to Level 5, a cultivator must master this process. It is due to the density a Level 4 core possesses, that an advanced technique becomes necessary. Otherwise, newly gained Spirit will not be captured in one’s core.”

      My excitement peaked as I turned the page and saw a diagram, a detailed explanation beneath.

      Brea leaned forward until our heads bumped together softly.

      She giggled and apologized.

      Then I patted the ground beside me. “Come, take a look for yourself.”

      I watched her as she turned round and wiggled side to side until our thighs were smashed together. The woman was as adorable as she was beautiful.

      Right now, I couldn’t help but see what she must have been like as a little girl.

      Quiet yet inquisitive.

      I showed her the diagram, and together, we worked it out.

      The book showed the three part cycle mentioned above. It was no different from what I’d done instinctually before.

      Sitting in a cloud of Spirit, I would breathe in and let the gathered energy rush through the minute channels in my body, filling my core.

      Each of the three steps had a modified technique though.

      The first showed the drawn image of the cultivator with arms up and head back.

      Above the image was a single sentence.

      The Wind Within is the first and most important of the advanced techniques the Runesmith cultivator must master.

      I read the description below. “Inhale slowly, filling your lungs no quicker than once in a full minute. Practice this posture and technique, for it may not come easily. Note: when breathing in Spirit, the lengthy breath cycle will not feel so arduous.”

      Brea asked incredulously. “How can anyone breathe in for a full minute? Sounds impossible.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know, but… wanna give it a try?”

      When she nodded, I held up my arms and turned my palms up toward the ceiling, wrists facing out.

      She giggled but copied my gesture.

      Then I emptied my lungs and started to breathe in. Counting in my mind, I slowly pulled in air for over twenty seconds.

      We both exhaled together and laughed.

      “Okay, so it’s hard, but the book said it would be easier when breathing in Spirit. Why don’t we practice for a few minutes before moving on?”

      “Sounds good to me,” Brea replied cheerfully.

      As I lifted up my arms once more, I was keenly aware of how amazing this woman was.

      She’d only just met me, and yet already, she had opened up in so many ways.

      That kind of vulnerability took courage.

      The two of us performed the odd breathing technique for five or ten minutes, and by the time we stopped, my head spun from the excess oxygen.

      Brea slumped forward and cupped her round cheeks in her hands. “What’s next?” She asked with the same curiosity she’d shown before.

      Just as interested, I read on.

      “After each full inhalation, a cultivator must exhale while channeling the gathered Spirit into their meridians.”

      Inspecting the diagram, I tried to interpret the strange pose. After inhaling, I needed to curl my hands downward, as if scooping the air around me, then pull them in toward the sides of my ribs.

      This process needed to last another sixty seconds, and the book warned to “Disregard the excessive pressure and discomfort.”

      When Brea and I tried it, we felt no pain, but I assumed that was because there was no Spirit to be taken in.

      Despite our best efforts, neither of us could manage the full two minute breath cycle. We worked on it for another ten minutes until another bout of dizziness swept over us.

      The last part was the most interesting of all. So much like the Occupation I’d inherited from Yory, this step required the imagination itself.

      “With your curled fists held to the sides of your ribs, one must envision the Spell Shard that a Runesmith relies upon.

      “Now that you’ve filtered the Spirit from the air in your lungs, focus on channeling that raw energy into the Spell Shard that is your core.”

      Brea hummed beside me. “Kind of a neat way of thinking about it, yeah? I don’t really know how those Spell Shards are created, but I know they hold a lot of Spirit.”

      I nodded, and the two of us examined the next diagram.

      It showed the cultivator, fists still held to the sides of the ribs, inhaling again.

      This time, instead of one long inhalation, I needed to breathe in short, sharp gasps, a total of seven times. This apparently pulled the trapped Spirit into the core itself.

      After the seventh gasp was complete, I needed to, “Seal the Spirit into the chamber of your core by willing it to remain.”

      The vague description left me with more questions, but when I tried to turn the page again, I discovered the book would reveal no more.

      “What’s next?” Brea asked, most likely as frustrated as I was.

      I shook my head. “No idea. It’s sealed again. I don’t think I can read more until I’ve ascended again.”

      She grumbled next to me, then leaned her head against my shoulder and yawned. “Well, maybe it will make sense when we get inside the tower.”

      “I hope so. Want to try to complete the cycle, all three steps this time?” I asked, hoping to gain some insight by going through the process.

      She stifled another yawn with her fist. Despite her sleepiness, the woman agreed.

      We took our time, finding a rhythm.

      Surprisingly, we could nearly complete the full sixty seconds in and out now that we’d gotten the hang of it. The trick was breathing as slowly as possible and fighting the panic it induced.

      The seven sharp inhales stood out in sharp contrast after the lengthy breath cycle.

      And last of all, after imagining Spirit entering my body and rushing into the burning ring of my core, I sent a silent, mental command for it to remain.

      Of course, nothing happened.

      A loud growl came from Brea’s stomach, and the two of us opened our eyes and laughed. “Oh yeah?” I asked.

      “I guess I’m a little hungry,” she admitted.

      “Me too. What do you say we get ready. I ordered breakfast, and it should arrive soon anyhow. But we’ve got to get going. The tower is waiting for us.”

      Brea’s brow furrowed. “Waiting for us? What do you mean?”

      My mind filled with the bizarre sky from my dream, all of us standing atop some distant tower. “I’ll explain when Astra and Siobhan are up. Let’s just say I’ve been given a message. We don’t have much time.”

      With the trust of a bonded vessel, Brea nodded, accepting my partial answer for the time being.

      Then she and I got to our feet and headed over to our equipment to prepare for the day’s adventures.
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            Up, Up, and Astray
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        * * *

      

      When Brea and I started strapping on armor, the other girls woke up at last.

      “What’s going on?” Astra asked, rubbing her sleepy face.

      I smiled, glancing over to an equally excited Brea. “We’re headed to the tower. And we’re going to finish it today. Get ready as soon as you can.”

      Astra blinked at me in surprise, looking outside at the faintly gray sky. But then she nodded and ducked into the bathroom to do as I’d asked.

      Siobhan looked prepared for anything, and while Astra relieved herself, the avian walked over to the pile of gear and started suiting up.

      Breakfast was served soon after, and we all ate our fill.

      Twenty minutes later, and our group was trotting toward the tower, two riders atop each horse.

      After tying the horses off at the post, I called a short meeting. “Sorry for the odd morning. I had a dream, or… vision I guess. Anya came to me again. She told me the towers were in trouble, which we knew. But we need to hurry. That’s all I know.”

      Pointing to the looming tower behind us, I finished. “We’re finishing this today. Let’s crush the first floor and use it to test our new abilities. Then up we go.”

      “We are with you,” Siobhan said, and the other two women nodded.

      Minh buzzed in my pocket and I took her out. “I’m glad you’re excited too, girl. Let’s do this.”

      Transforming Minh into her shield form, I strapped her on.

      Then like four soldiers off to war, we approached the tower’s front doors.

      The elf guard looked startled when he saw us walking up. His normal condescension had been replaced with a begrudging respect.

      He nodded and said, “Good fortune, cultivator.”

      I smiled back and pressed my hands to the tower doors.

      As the shrunken dryads formed, we decided to see what Brea’s new skill might accomplish.

      Using it early and saving it for later while her Spirit regenerated was a good idea.

      The archer raised her bow before the monsters fully solidified.

      When the ugly faces of the dryads appeared, she released the shot and cried out in a brazen voice, “Hail Storm!”

      The arrow exploded into a hundred fragments.

      Each glowed a bright silver-blue before streaking downward at an angle, transforming into miniature arrows.

      The few dryads in the center of the room got the worst of it. Each took a dozen or more of the streaking arrow shards.

      Their bodies became coated with frost, and two shattered outright, sending chunks of frozen dryad spinning across the floor.

      The others’ movements slowed, a sure sign the Chilblains effect had been activated.

      One of the monsters had been missed entirely, and its mouth glowed with the green acid spit as it charged its ability.

      “Astra! With me! You two, finish those off,” I cried out and dashed forward.

      I came within range as the dryad was about to release its caustic attack. Before it did so, I triggered Buckler’s Bite.

      In a flash, twelve-inch spikes protruded from Minh’s gleaming surface. My speed redoubled, and I slammed into the dryad with incredible force.

      Its acid splashed back into its own face.

      When I pulled away, its glowing eyes were drooping. I’d dazed it with the shield bash.

      Astra was right behind me.

      Thrusting forward with her great sword, she shouted, “Star Lance!”

      A surge of red Spirit poured out of Astra’s core, wrapping around her arms and pouring down the length of her blade.

      Rael doubled in length, forming into a ten-foot glowing lance.

      The tip easily penetrated the dryad’s face, and a gout of raw Fire Spirit burst out on the other side.

      Just like that, the first section was cleared.

      “Hey, look at this,” Siobhan called out. “I think an item dropped.”

      I ran over and stooped to look at the glowing object that had fallen from the dryad’s corpse.

      It looked like a plain piece of bark, but when I used Inspect, I grinned. “Quest complete!” I said, picking up the Dryad Bark that Vinwald Accountant had requested back in Bern.

      “That’s for the quest with the Adventurer’s Guild?” Astra asked.

      “Yep! This little guy is gonna earn us 55 Gold!”

      We shared a smile before falling to the regular tasks of tower climbing.

      Having finished our first battle, I told my companions about the technique Brea and I had practiced this morning.

      It took a while, but after Siobhan and Astra examined the book as well, we all sat down together and attempted the technique. By no means, was it easy, but after tasting the raw Spirit, I found the book had been right.

      The lengthy breath cycles were much easier, the Spirit somehow fending off the burning that had plagued my lungs before.

      The first time I tried to exhale and retain the Spirit in my lungs, most of it blew out again.

      I already missed the time when all I had to do was focus and clear my mind, and the energy would fill my core steadily.

      Not giving up, I tried several more times until I could retain the Spirit while exhaling.

      A deep and intense pain resounded in my chest when I finally succeeded.

      Curling my hands down in scooping motions, the Spirit trapped within me felt like a chained dog, tearing at its newfound restraints.

      I gritted through the pain and continued despite a profound agony rocking my core.

      Astra seemed to have noticed for she stopped her own breathing and asked, “Are you okay? You look like you’re in pain.”

      Thankfully, Brea explained it for me. “This part is uncomfortable for the cultivator. He’s trapping the Spirit inside of his body now.”

      As I performed the seven sharp inhalations, the “discomfort” slowly vanished, and a cool rush of power entered my body like it was supposed to.

      Finally, I felt the Spirit settle in my core.

      Recalling how I used my imagination during rune crafting, I pictured the energy sealing inside the burning ring inside me.

      A sense of fullness followed, and then I opened my eyes.

      Though much more remained, I was surprised to see I’d cleared almost half of the room’s Spirit in just a single full cycle of the Wind Within technique.

      After cycling and collecting the gem hearts, we stood up and prepared to go.

      I had to ask the girls a question before we pressed on. “How do you guys feel? Did anything change?”

      Brea chewed her lips, trying to find the right words, but Astra beat her to the punch. “Energized. Very energized might be more accurate.”

      The others nodded. “And focused too,” Siobhan added.

      “Well, it is nice to know that I’m not the only one who can benefit from the Spirit now,” I said, then suggested we get moving.

      As we entered the second room, I told the girls to keep the Lichen Bats off of me while I tested my other abilities to see how much the rune of Potency had changed them.

      Brea and Siobhan took the bats down, and Astra used her Flame Bulwark to protect us against the shrunken dryads’ acid attacks till I was in position.

      Lashing out with my hammer, I triggered Peening Strike.

      The attack struck home against the monster’s wrinkled forehead.

      A large burst of Spirit shot out in all directions, and the creature staggered back.

      It didn’t die, but looked to be near enough.

      Pleased at my improved power, I grinned and took another swing.

      This time I used Oaken Mallet.

      The second hit with the force of a small bomb. My skill shattered the wooden monster to pieces, some hurtling through the air to injure the nearby dryad as well.

      We mopped up soon after, Brea showing off as she dropped two Frigid Shots in a row into the final dryad.

      My mind was blown at how much we’d advanced as a group.

      None of us had even attempted to target weak spots, and still the attacks had been devastating.

      I grinned at my companions. “Pretty nice ascending, yeah? I wouldn’t want to mess with us, that’s for sure.”

      Brea blushed, her eyes filling with pride.

      Astra decided to strut around a bit, showering compliments on her sword.

      Even Siobhan looked pleased.

      Despite not being included in the upgrades, she showed a great deal of compassion by refusing to be jealous.

      That’s as good a sign as any that we made the right call, I thought. Still, it will be nice when it’s her turn.

      Section by section, we crushed the first floor.

      The manticore wasn’t any less fierce, so we took our time when we got to it.

      Brea pelted it with Frigid Shot while the rest of us waited in hopes that Chilblain would activate.

      After the third attack, the manticore leapt into action. I met it halfway before it got to Brea. Hunkering down, I triggered Buckler’s Bite.

      Minh sprouted spikes and my body shot forward at great speed. I slammed into the manticore’s broad chest like a car hitting a wall.

      The Daze effect landed, and the rest of the fight went quickly.

      After a few blows to its face and head, the monster lifted its tail high to spray us with spores. “Back up!” I shouted, afraid to find out what the skill did.

      I didn’t have another Firestorm to burn it up this time.

      But Astra charged in. “I’ve got this!” she cried out, thrusting with her blade toward the beast’s chest.

      She timed her counter perfectly, and lanced the manticore with her strongest skill.

      This interrupted the manticore’s spore attack and a torrent of blood spilled to the floor of the tower.

      Still, the monster held onto life.

      Thrashing its head, the monster roared. Its wings started to glow a bright green.

      I had no clue what its skill would do, and I didn’t want to find out.

      Rushing in, I swung my hammer and shouted, “Anvil Onslaught!”

      The hammer cracked across the manticore’s snout, snapping the bones in its face.

      Then a shimmering white anvil formed and dropped horn down, sinking into the top of the manticore’s head.

      Six more Spirit anvils landed behind it, creating a sequence of gruesome devastation.

      Already injured, the manticore crashed to the ground, dead on the spot.

      The second floor didn’t present much more of a challenge either.

      This time, Astra managed to charge up Rael’s Compounding Heat ability after killing ten monsters in rapid succession.

      As another round of monsters formed, she screamed at us to get out of the way. Then she unleashed Cyclone Inferno.

      Her ability was slightly less dramatic than it had been in the Stone Tower.

      I’d used Flaming Elementalist on her, which improved her control of Fire more than Vestine’s bracelet.

      Despite that, the skill was amazing to witness.

      Rael cut through a throng of monsters, finishing the final wave of the second floor.

      After recovering the fallen gem hearts and cycling, I called for a short break. Each of us drank some water and ate a portion of the enchanted bread, finishing it off.

      We received a nice buff to our stamina that would help on the upper floors.

      Nobody felt very tired, however, so we didn’t rest long. We moved cautiously, not wanting to become overconfident.

      Knowing we’d had it easy on the second floor made me expect a challenge on the third.

      A single wide room greeted us, far less ornate than the others had been. The floor was covered in thigh-high grass, and windows all around spilled light into the room.

      Dozens of monsters shimmered into existence a moment later, and we fell into fighting stances.

      The knobby birds, as they were called, had bodies made of wood, and were covered by hardened knots. Each was the size of a large owl, but their wings were much longer.

      They began their assault by alternating between swooping down with razor-sharp talons and buffeting the air with their wings.

      Both attacks were much stronger than expected from such small monsters, but our defense held.

      The winged beasts had a weakness to ice damage, as it turned out, which helped us defeat them with relative ease.

      Everyone protected Brea while she pelted the beasts with Frigid Shot, and when the flock thinned out, we all had a little fun blasting them out of the sky with various attacks.

      When a mossy unicorn appeared next, standing ten feet tall, the celebration stopped.

      Its attacks were swift and terrifying, but it too went down without much trouble.

      After dodging a few initial charges, the monster’s horn flared to life as it started to cast some powerful skill.

      I cast Fire Bolt at the same time Astra hit it with Star Lance.

      Hobbled, the unicorn didn’t stand a chance.

      We pressed on, taking another flight of stairs upward. As soon as we crested the stairs, my jaw hit the floor.

      Somehow, the tower made its upper floor appear to have no walls.

      The tops of the trees from the forest below stretched out on all sides, reminding me a little of the dream I’d had.

      More impressive was the spiraling tower that stood in the center of the floor.

      A tower within a tower, I thought. Kinda poetic I guess.

      Stretching a hundred feet or higher was a corkscrewing tower covered in lichen and moss.

      I exchanged looks with the others and then pointed toward the ramp at the bottom of the corkscrew.

      “I think we go up. Keep an eye out, guys. This tower’s been too easy on us so far. I’m afraid we might get a nasty surprise soon.”

      “Yeah, I feel the same,” Astra muttered, holding Rael out before her.

      Reaching inside my pouch of Spell Shards, I placed a Boulder Bash inside the pouch that had held Fire Bolt.

      Then I summoned my hammer, and we walked forward at a measured pace.

      The wind rustled over the tops of the grass, making a rippling effect that caught the eye. Nowhere in the vast field could I spot any signs of danger though.

      I became aware that despite the struggles we’d gone through, this tower in particular was a wonderful place to be.

      The smell of the grass was delightful, and the sun warmed my skin in a most pleasant way.

      A faint breeze ruffled my robes, but that too was warm and soothing. It made me want to set down my gear, lie down, and bask in the sun.

      I lowered my hammer, and then dismissed it.

      Surely, I won’t need a weapon here, I thought. A tower this beneficent would never wish us any harm.

      I glanced to my right and saw Astra running her hand over the tips of the grass. Her smile touched her eyes, and she seemed so happy.

      Suddenly, I stopped where I was.

      A laugh came to my lips unbidden, and I looked round to see Brea and Siobhan walking hand in hand.

      We’d only made it halfway to the tower within the tower, but I didn’t know why we were in such a hurry to press on.

      Then a rumbling in the ground below my feet caught my attention.

      Turning, I saw a pair of impressive beasts ambling toward us. They were gorillas of a sort, but much more majestic.

      The long tufts of grass growing out of their heads made them look like kings in this fine place.

      I pointed them out to my companions, and we all watched them approach.

      Both gorillas were picking up speed now, and a faint voice at the back of my mind whispered something about defending myself.

      “There’s no need for that,” I said aloud, lifting my hand over my eyes to better admire the creatures.

      “We’re being greeted as heroes on this quest. I only wish we’d brought a gift or some food to share.”

      The voice pestered me again. Rin! Snap out of it! You’re all under some kind of spell!

      “Quiet. You’re upsetting me,” I said, my brow creasing.

      Rin, if you don’t defend yourself, you will die! Astra and Brea and Siobhan will die! the voice insisted.

      I knew that voice. It was coming from the being strapped to my forearm.

      Minh was warning me.

      A pang of fear lanced through the mental fog that had been enveloping my senses.

      I saw the gorillas bearing down on us for what they were.

      Powerful and aggressive monsters.

      Each was three times the size of a man, and their mouths were opened in a snarl.

      “Shit!” I shouted, lifting Minh up in a defensive posture. “Astra, Flame Bulwark! Now!”

      The woman made a confused sound beside me, but I didn’t have time to warn her again. Instead, I touched a spell shard, and cast Ice Dart.

      The frozen projectile struck one of the gorillas in its face, sinking into its cheek and blasting apart a portion of its mouth when it exploded a second later.

      My spell slowed the monster, which allowed me to focus on the other gorilla.

      Bracing for impact, I activated Buckler’s Bite a moment before the creature slammed into me.

      My shield crashed into the gorilla’s lowered shoulder with tremendous force.

      Somehow, the skill bolstered me enough so that I didn’t get knocked out. I did slide back a few feet though, which was impressive.

      Even the manticore hadn’t charged with such power.

      The gorilla roared in pain but brought its massive fists up to attack.

      I lifted my shield and blocked in time. The force was so great, that I felt something in my shoulder joint break.

      Still caught up in its rage, the gorilla made to strike me again.

      “Rin!” Astra’s voice cried out.

      I watched the fists descend in horror.

      Then a flash of fire erupted before my eyes as Astra triggered Flame Bulwark.

      The shield shattered in a shower of Fire Spirit fragments.

      Arm slack beside me, I attacked with my right hand. My Chasing Hammer landed in the center of the monster’s chest. “Anvil Onslaught!”

      The subsequent anvil strikes took the top of the gorilla’s head clean off.

      Its companion had arrived in full force by now. Not hesitating, the gorilla headed straight toward Astra who was still rising to her feet.

      A whoosh of air sounded, and white wings flew over my head. Siobhan landed before the monster and thrust out her staff.

      The end of the weapon smacked the gorilla in the forehead.

      The attack was enough to halt the beast’s charge. It roared at her, looking all the more terrifying for having half of its cheek and fangs blasted apart by the Ice Dagger.

      Siobhan struck three times in quick succession, landing blows to the gorilla’s temple, jaw, and elbow joint.

      The attacks were precise and landed hard, but the gorilla wasn’t easily wounded.

      Its only response was to launch itself forward and backhand her with one of its meaty fists.

      Siobhan cried out in pain, and she fell to the ground.

      The gorilla climbed atop her, and I tried to cast a Spell Shard. My left shoulder was too injured, however, and I couldn’t lift my arm with Minh attached.

      I reverted Minh to coin form, but it was clear I’d be too late.

      A bow string twanged in quick succession as Brea shouted, “Frigid Shot!” three times in a row.

      The first two shots slowed the monster, but the third struck its forehead in the same place Siobhan had targeted.

      The icy arrow pierced its skull and killed the gorilla at last.

      Grimacing in pain, I jogged over to where Siobhan lay.

      The avian was out cold, and her once-lovely jaw was twisted to the side at a terrifying angle.

      Damn it, Rin! How could you have let this happen! I shouted at myself mentally.

      Astra limped in beside me and kneeled beside Siobhan.

      Biting back the pain, I cast a heal on the fallen avian, using the Hale Body and Mind spell since it was stronger.

      Then I glanced up at Brea. “Keep an eye out. I don’t know what just happened but that was way too close.”

      The archer nodded, an arrow already nocked on her bow.

      When I looked back at Siobhan, her jaw had been reset and most of the swelling diminished. For the time being, she remained unconscious.

      Such a powerful blow must have caused serious brain damage. She might need another round.

      We only had two more healing spells left, and I was in bad shape myself. Still, I couldn’t take a risk on losing her.

      I touched the Lesser Recovery spell and was about to cast it when Siobhan’s eyes fluttered open.

      Astra sighed in relief, then pressed healing herbs to Siobhan’s lips. “Eat these. Come on, girl. Chew them up good.”

      The riordi woman did as she was told.

      Relaxing a little, I ground my teeth together in an effort to lift my left arm again. I touched the Lesser Recover rune and cast it on myself.

      A subtle pop in my shoulder sounded, and most of the pain faded. When I tested my arm, I found it was largely healed.

      Good enough for now, I thought, then took a handful of herbs from Astra.

      She was chewing some as well. I suspected she’d taken a glancing blow to her thigh after her shield was broken.

      The two monsters broke apart into clouds of Spirit as the tower reabsorbed them, leaving behind large gem hearts.

      I sighed, disappointed in myself for so easily being influenced.

      The experience had been so strange.

      Thinking back on it, I couldn’t recall anything beyond the smell of the grass and the few sensory details that had seemed so pleasant at the time.

      But why would the tower directly influence us like that? I wondered. Seems wrong somehow.

      A roar in the distance had me spinning on my heels a second later. Three more massive gorillas were barreling our way.

      “Astra. Time to fight again. This time, we’re not going to let things get out of hand,” I growled.

      Holding out my hand, I called Minh to return. Then I fixed the shield over my forearm and summoned my hammer.

      “Brea. Aim for their forehead again. We’re going to get a little payback for what happened to Siobhan.”

      Astra walked to stand by my side.

      Her face was as angry and determined as my own.

      And as the gorillas approached, the first snap of Brea’s bow string reverberated from behind, indicating the start of another battle.
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      A total of seven more gorillas attacked and fell before they stopped coming.

      They made for a gruesome display, their broken bodies lying in a heap around us.

      My rage demanded I charge up the corkscrew tower to crush the final boss, but I wouldn’t lose my head.

      Not a second time, at least.

      We collected the gem hearts, and I cycled.

      The ritual meditation cleared my mind, and I had a chance to think once I cooled down.

      Anya had warned me that something was wrong with the towers. Perhaps this is what she meant, or at least part of it.

      In none of the many stories the old Rin had heard over the years did anyone mention a tower directly influencing a cultivator.

      Pushing the thoughts aside for now, I focused on the simplicity of breathing in and out.

      When I had cleared the air of Spirit, I opened my eyes and asked the three women their thoughts on the matter.

      Astra shook her head immediately. “No idea what just happened. It was so subtle, I didn’t even notice the spell take effect.”

      “I honestly know very little of the towers,” Brea confessed after.

      Siobhan’s answer surprised us all. “My people have many powerful cultivators. They often fight in the third, fourth, and fifth towers as those are the closest to my home.

      “But recently, none dare enter the fifth tower. The monsters there have grown too powerful and unpredictable.”

      Nodding my head, I said decisively, “Then we should assume this change has taken place in all the towers. We’ll just need to be more careful.”

      Astra spoke up next. “How did you snap out of it, by the way? The spell I mean.”

      I took out the coin from my pocket and kissed it. “Minh. Minh screamed at me in my head, and it finally got through. Thanks, girl. You just saved everyone’s life!”

      Think I don’t know that? an irritated Minh answered. That was terrifying to watch, Rin.

      I’m sure it was, I replied in the privacy of my thoughts.

      Good thing you weren’t in your human form or you might have been swayed as well.

      I’ll try to be more aware of what’s happening next time. I promise.

      Siobhan stood and stretched out her long wings. With staff in hand, she pointed to the tower. “It’s time. I am feeling strong again.”

      Brea got to her feet as well and touched the avian on the shoulder. “You sure? We can wait a little longer if you need it.”

      “I am fine. I only wish to finish what we have started.”

      Transforming Minh into a shield again, I ended the discussion. “It’s decided then. Eyes out and ears sharp.”

      Nothing attacked us as we walked to the base of the corkscrew.

      Up close, I could finally marvel at the vast size of the odd structure. The center that held the corkscrewing path together was at least fifty feet wide, and the path circling up around it another fifty.

      That gave the mini tower a diameter of one hundred and thirty feet.

      I only hoped that whatever we had to fight at the top wouldn’t knock one of us down. Such a fall would be an instant death sentence.

      Stalking up the gentle incline, I kept an eye on the dangling vines above us. I didn’t know when it would come, but I was certain an attack was imminent.

      A minute later, and a throng of brilliant green vipers shimmered into existence above us.

      The monsters materialized so quickly that their vibrant bodies blended in among the vines before I could spot them all.

      One dropped down on me, and I swatted it away with my hammer. Siobhan killed two more immediately after. Brea shot several with her bow, and Astra slashed a handful more.

      The creatures fell among the grass at our feet, and we backed away, occasionally striking them down.

      Then a minute clink of something smacking against my greaves made me glance to my feet.

      The viper reared back and struck again, this time driving its fangs through the toe of my boot.

      I yelped, feeling hot venom pump into my foot.

      Siobhan killed it with a downward strike. After another minute of searching, we finished off the last of the monsters.

      My head swam as the venom poured into my veins. Sitting abruptly, I focused on remaining conscious.

      Astra gave me the last of the antidote pills, and I swallowed it, then chewed some of the herbs Trian had given me just in case.

      Minutes ticked by, and eventually, my head cleared.

      A few more nests of vipers pestered us as we continued to climb. Thankfully, no more were able to bite us.

      For as easy as they were to kill, I had a suspicion that as little as two bites could be enough to end one of us, especially since the stronger antidote pills were gone.

      About halfway up the tower, a cloud of monsters called leafblade hawks assaulted us.

      The monsters had broad wings and crested heads that gave them a fierce appearance. As with so many of the creatures here, they would have been beautiful if they hadn’t been trying to kill us.

      Each bird had a wing span of five or six feet, and they flew at incredible speeds.

      At least twelve of them came at us, swooping through our party from the rear and raking us with long talons.

      Pulling away and hovering in formation, the monsters used a different tactic next. They opened their beaks and screeched, sending waves of condensed Earth Spirit like magical darts.

      I blocked with my shield, but two managed to land blows on my leg and shoulder.

      Brea laid into the monsters. Her razor-tipped arrows cut them down with ease.

      Hiding behind her Flaming Bulwark, Astra growled with impotent rage.

      I felt the same.

      Not having more than a single ranged attacker was not easy.

      I used a Boulder Bash to take another bird out, and then pulled out my short sword, ready to slash one down if they made another pass.

      Siobhan blocked a few of the attacks with her staff. On the third attempt, I heard the weapon shatter.

      Cursing, she hurled the broken staff at the bird’s face and took down one more.

      Astra extended her shield to protect Siobhan as well, and we rode out the storm while Brea took down one after another.

      Finally, the last had perished, and we consumed the last of our herbs to heal the minor injuries the birds had doled out.

      I handed Siobhan my short sword. “Here. I know you’re trained with the staff, but it is better than nothing.”

      She took it with a grim nod.

      Oddly, no other monsters attacked us as we ascended.

      The path wound around the corkscrew one last time and deposited us onto the tower’s top.

      More grass clung to the slightly rounded hillock that made up the peak of the tower.

      Absently, I noticed the breeze was just as pleasing as it had been below, and the fucking grass smelled amazing.

      I wasn’t about to be fooled again though.

      Then the sounds of wings beating at the air told me that the final stage was about to begin.

      Three monsters rose around us, all with the shaggy heads of lions.

      I recognized them as gryphons at a glance.

      Their manes were formed from gossamer strands of moss, however, and rough bark covered their hides.

      Each beast was the size of a horse.

      I performed a quick scan in Runic Vision and spotted a tiny dull rune socket on the chest of the nearest gryphon.

      “Form up!” I shouted. “Brea! Use Frigid Shot and aim for their chests!”

      Brea fired true, but the gryphon dodged to the side.

      Her arrow sunk into the monster’s muscly shoulder instead, causing little damage.

      The gryphons flew closer together, and their eyes flared bright. A strong wind formed almost immediately, and thousands of tiny leaves filled the air.

      In moments, the wind was so strong, that I knew if it kept up, we might be swept from the tower.

      I hid behind Minh, and tried to think of a solution.

      Then shadow covered the tower’s peak, and a terrible shriek split the sky.

      I glanced up to see the largest monster I could imagine.

      Twice the size of the Shale Drake, a massive bird descended on the gryphons like a falling comet.

      It caught one in each clawed foot, crushing the monsters easily. The third tried to fly away, but was snatched up by the behemoth’s darting beak.

      “Shit!” I screamed helplessly. “Back the fuck up! Back up!”

      We scrambled away and watched on in horror as a baldheaded bird with a veritable forest growing in its feathers turned in the sky to face us.

      I used Inspect, hoping to learn something that might help in this impossible battle.
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      Corrupted Greenwing Roc

      Rank: Superior Spirit Beast

      Monster Type: Avian

      Disposition: Malevolent

      Elemental Affinity: Earth, Wind, Water
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      Panic coursed through my veins.

      A Superior Spirit Beast? I didn’t even know those existed! And this one can control three elements. Great!

      Each wing spanned fifty feet wide at least, and below its chest hung an expanse of vegetation so thick any number of smaller monsters could have hidden among it.

      Two heads rose above its hunched shoulders, one covered in feathers, and the other bald.
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      Brea fired an arrow into the Roc’s chest, a feeble but brave attempt.

      It ignored us entirely, crushing the gryphons again until they died and gave up their life force.

      The Roc breathed in the cloud of Spirit, and its four eyes flared to life. Then as it dropped the gryphons’ limp bodies, it opened both of its mouths.

      Both heads let out a terrible scream.

      Green waves of Earth Spirit reverberated back and forth between the two mouths, amplifying the noise tenfold.

      My eyes began to water at once, and my stomach lurched.

      I vomited a moment later, spitting up bile. Then the muscles in my legs started to tremble, my strength leaving me at an alarming rate.

      Fuck! What the hell are we going to do?

      The boss’s undying shriek tore through my skull, grinding away at my sanity.

      I fell to my knees, still clutching Minh in my arms.

      And still the shriek continued.

      My vision was blurred, but I saw the others were laid out like I was, unable to function under the terrible onslaught. My head swam, and I felt consciousness slipping away.

      Falling down onto my back, Minh clanked down against my breastplate. The elven smith had forged fine armor, but the attack pummeling us wasn’t the kind that could be blocked by steel or even mithril.

      Then a stray thought pushed through.

      The armor! The breastplate! I thought, desperate hope rising in me.

      I opened my mouth and whispered, “Beacon of Hope.”

      A surge of power rushed into my body.

      The effect of the Roc’s spell broke immediately, and my limbs regained the strength they’d lost.

      I heard gasps beside me as the girls recovered as well.

      It worked! Beacon of Hope just saved our asses at the last possible moment!

      Sensing its attack had been thwarted, the mighty Roc ceased its spell and folded its wings to dive at us.

      All bets were off.

      We either killed this bastard or went to whatever passed for Acalia’s afterlife.

      I reached up a hand and touched a Spell Shard on my chest, one I’d never used before. Then I said in a much stronger voice, “Meteoric Fury.”

      A huge boulder at least five feet across formed in the sky beside the nightmare. The green Earth Spirit it was made from was so bright I squinted as the spell initiated.

      Lurching forward at great speed, the boulder careened into the Roc’s right wing.

      The monster shrieked again, but this time it was in pain.

      Tree-thick bones snapped at the joint of the bird’s shoulder, causing it to veer away from us as it fell.

      I sat up and stared in awe as the monster crashed down into the far side of the hillock, tossing up a spray of soil and turf.

      It landed on the edge of the platform, and dug its long claws into the soil until it had its feet under it.

      Damn, I thought. Would have been nice if it had fallen.

      The boulder had crushed one of its wings completely, and caved in part of its ribcage. But the beast was still very much alive.

      I was on my feet in a moment.

      My limbs surged with the added vitality Beacon of Hope leant me.

      With its ugly beak still splayed on the ground, I had a small window to do some serious damage. Runic Vision showed me an empty rune slot at the base of its beak.

      Running toward the monster, I summoned my hammer and jumped in the air.

      Choosing to attack the feathered head first, I flung my hammer at the weak point and screamed, “Anvil Onslaught.”

      The blast cracked the Roc’s beak, and the following strikes caved in one of its bulging eyes. I attacked three more times in quick succession, buckling in half of the monster’s face before it lifted itself up on its feet.

      Scanning to find the others, I backed into position at the head of our little formation.

      One of the Roc’s heads hung limp after my barrage of attacks.

      Just gotta take out one more, I thought.

      “Brea! Aim for that thing’s eyes with Frigid Shot!”

      The archer’s bow twanged twice, but both shots narrowly missed as it tried to flap its wings.

      The beast leaned back, and a ball of Earth Spirit formed over its chest.

      It was charging up another skill, one that by the looks of the swirling energy, now the size of a beach ball, would end us all.

      Astra stood beside me, and her Flame Bulwark flared to life.

      Her skill was stronger due to the bracelet Vestine had sold her.

      But it wouldn’t be enough.

      I flung out my hand and cast Flaming Elementalist on her.

      The tiny bead of Spirit soaked into her core, and she screamed in pain. Then the fiery shield magnified to three times its size in a matter of seconds.

      Our foe released the sphere of energy a moment later.

      The ball of Earth Spirit crashed into the shield, sending fragments hurtling away in all directions. The main mass kept spinning, grinding into the reinforced shield.

      Astra’s feet ripped up the soft grass of the hillock as her body was pushed away.

      Cracks formed in the shield, but it held long enough.

      The attack dissipated, and Astra fell to her knees, panting.

      Brea’s voice called out, “Hail Storm!” And the arrow she’d released burst into fragments that rained down. Each frozen arrow lanced through the monster’s wings, and it toppled forward again.

      Rage and desperation urged me onward, and I sprinted to attack the beast’s one good head.

      I struck it again with Anvil Onslaught several times in a row, this time targeting another weak point atop the monster’s skull.

      Somehow, my attacks were not enough.

      The bony skull refused to give out.

      “Get up, girl! We need you!” Siobhan shouted from behind me, and I turned to see her hauling Astra to her feet.

      I released my hammer and mirrored Siobhan, holding Astra up. Her legs shook, and her face was covered in sweat. But she wielded Rael proudly.

      She ground her teeth and spit out two words. “Star Lance.”

      Rael extended into a spear of Fire Spirit, and Siobhan and I charged with the woman, helping her thrust the fiery lance deep into our foe’s ugly face.

      The combined strength of all three of us forced the sword more than halfway into the Roc’s skull.

      Its wings spasmed, and its long neck twitched, tossing us all to the ground. I scrambled to my feet and recalled Minh.

      “Shield!” I barked out, strapping the shield in place, prepared for another attack.

      But the damage had been done.

      The ridiculous boss was dead.

      My thoughts turned at once to Astra. Siobhan and I laid her back on the grass, and I took in her condition.

      Little appeared to be wrong with her at first glance, but then I noticed her wrists were swollen. When I touched one, she winced from pain.

      The rest of us were good enough for now, but she was on the edge of losing consciousness. I cast our final heal spell on the woman and sighed in relief as a few grinding pops sounded as her wrists knit themselves back together.

      The impact against her shield, I thought. Absorbing that much force must have taken a lot out of her core as well.

      Astra relaxed visibly, but I told Brea to fetch what herbs we had remaining.

      A booming voice filled my mind, interrupting my thoughts entirely.

      Congratulations, heroes of Acalia. You’ve defeated every monster of the second tower. Your hearts are brave and your bodies willing. May your cores burn brightly for a thousand years!

      Brea looked at me, her eyes filled with wonder. And Siobhan was helping Astra to her feet.

      Their expressions matched Brea’s.

      Apologies, faithful heroes. The top floor of this tower had been corrupted. The towers are meant to aid the brave cultivators of Acalia, not thwart them, the tower said, deviating from what I’d been expecting.

      My heart pounded in my chest, thoughts racing.

      This must be what Anya was talking about. Not exactly comforting.

      Patiently, the tower continued. The other towers will prove at least as challenging.

      Progress quickly, Rinmarron Runesmith, or your glorious fate will not be achieved.

      Considering the excessive troubles you’ve encountered, your gifts shall correspond accordingly.

      I felt Brea’s hand wrap around my waist, and I could sense the gesture was for her own comfort as well as mine.

      Falling back in line with its normal script, Accept these gifts as encouragement from the seven towers.

      For Minh, faithful Divine Artifact, to you I grant the boon of spatial storage. This will allow you to store a limited number of items within your core. Items stored in this manner will weigh nothing and will be preserved indefinitely.

      A mote of light formed, then zipped toward the shield.

      It struck Minh and spread out across her surface. When it faded, three black gems protruded from the copper shield, spread out in an even triangle.

      My eyes widened as I heard the first gift. Having the ability to store gem hearts during a tower run would dramatically improve our situation.

      And if I interpreted the tower’s words correctly, spoiling food would no longer be an issue either.

      Moving on, the tower spoke again. To Astra, second vessel of the cultivator Rin, I grant Gauntlets of Undying Strength. Never again shall you lack the strength to defend those you love.

      The gauntlets provide a moderate increase to strength and constitution. They also grant the ability Unyielding Palms, which will improve your grip on Rael as well as bolster your wrists.

      Astra laughed in surprise as her hands were suddenly covered by thin and elegant gauntlets. Aside from perfectly articulating joints, the gloves had thick straps of metal around the wrists.

      She clenched her hands, staring down at the gauntlets in wonder.

      For the Divine Artifact Rael, I grant the ability known as Switch Blade. Astra may use her mind to modify your shape between two forms.

      The first is the zambato form you were forged into. The second is the Swordstaff form, one more appropriate for fighting certain beasts.

      Astra had recalled her blade into its charm form. She summoned Rael into her newly enhanced grip.

      Rael was still massive and red, but his form had shifted into an oversized polearm. The weapon looked like a spear but its blade was four feet long and two-sided like a broadsword.

      It would improve Astra’s reach and be much more ideal for thrusting.

      I chuckled, unable to believe the gifts this tower was dishing out. If I had a chance to risk taking on the final boss a second time, I might just skip out. We’d very nearly died.

      But even this last gift, letting Astra switch between the slashing zambato to a swordstaff, would seriously improve our odds going forward.

      Not pausing, the tower spoke on. For Brea, third vessel of the cultivator Rin, I grant the Bow of Retribution. Its string is enchanted to increase the velocity of the arrows it fires as well as their accuracy.

      Also, it comes with the Retribution ability. Each time a party member is wounded, a corresponding proportion of Spirit will be stored in the bow’s gem. Once unleashed, the stored Spirit will increase the potency of the following shot.

      Brea gasped beside me, but she didn’t speak.

      She’d slung her weapon over her shoulder, and now stepped forward to pluck the gleaming bow from the air where it formed in a beam of light.

      It was over a foot taller than her previous bow. Pitch-black wood made up the curve, and each end was tipped in ornately etched silver. A single, clear gem was affixed to the center of the handle.

      The string itself glowed a faint blue.

      Then, as selfless as she’d always been, Brea looked to Siobhan.

      I too was hoping she would be included. The avian had sacrificed much to stand where she was. And even now, she selflessly supported Astra by the waist.

      To Siobhan, fourth and as of yet unbonded vessel of the cultivator Rin, I grant you the Stave of Gales. The deadwood staff your mother gave you was lost to you, so I crafted a replacement using what was left.

      Siobhan let out a choked cry, and tears spilled from her Silver eyes.

      Your own power as a Wind Mage has not yet been unlocked. But once it does, the Stave of Gales shall dramatically amplify your Elemental Affinity.

      When the staff formed, Siobhan released a few sobs.

      She darted forward and plucked the staff, holding it to her chest.

      The center of the weapon was made of the same, dense wood as Siobhan’s old staff.

      But its end and top were forged of some crystalline material.

      A silver light shone out from the crystal, and at the top rested a gemstone the size of a tennis ball.

      I was so overcome with gratitude that I would be okay with leaving now. Yet the tower insisted on rewarding me as well.

      And for you, Rinmarron Runesmith, I grant the Quick Cast Cloak. It will allow you to store up to ten Spell Shards in a miniature spatial storage. This will allow you to cast a Spell Shard with a single hand and speaking its name. Your new cloak is, like all of my gifts, nearly indestructible. Wear it well, Runesmith.

      A cloak woven of black fabric formed in front of me. It had a low collar and looked to be lined in gray silk that shimmered softly.

      To one side of its chest, embroidered in silver thread, were two runes. Collectively, they made up the word Runemaster.

      On the other side was a pitch-black gem. It formed a circle two inches wide and had been cut down so it only protruded a half inch.

      I took the offered gift.

      Take with you the key to the third tower. As conquerors of the Forest Tower, you will not be allowed to enter again.

      More challenging foes await you in the Water Tower to the south. Head there when you are ready.

      Take care, Rin, and protect those who serve you. May the towers keep you.

      Suddenly, the voice was gone.

      I blinked in surprise, looking around at my equally stunned companions.

      We’d finished one more challenge, and we were better off for it despite how near to catastrophe we’d come.

      Everyone seemed to feel the same as me.

      Silence was appropriate for the time being.

      A light flared and the corpse of the monster faded. In its place rested an enormous gem heart the size of a basketball.

      I strode forward and touched Minh to the item, and mentally prompted it to be stored away.

      The gem heart vanished at once, and one of the three gems on Minh’s shield glowed faintly.

      Shaking my head, I dismissed the shield and sat down on the edge of the grassy hillock.

      Then I closed my eyes, lifted up my hand  and face, and began the Wind Within technique once again.
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      After pulling all the raw Spirit from the air, I stood and joined my companions.

      The girls were sitting in a circle atop the hillock sharing a meal in silence. They looked up when I approached.

      Smiling, I asked, “Shall we teleport out?”

      Astra held up a finger. “First, mind seeing if Minh can manage all of these?”

      She gestured to the satchels we’d been lugging around with us, each filled with heavy gem hearts.

      Minh spoke up in my mind, her voice sluggish. I can do that, Rin. No problem. But then I’m going to sleep for a while. That was a hard battle.

      You deserve to rest, love, I said soothingly. You were amazing.

      I pulled out the coin from my pocket, curious to see if it would work in this form as well.

      Picking up a single gem heart, I pressed the coin against it.

      I received a notification as my SI popped up automatically.

      Store Plains Gorilla Gem Heart?

      I chose yes, and the gem heart disappeared.

      A nice benefit was that when I touched the pile of gem hearts, I was asked if I wanted to store them all.

      In less than a minute, I’d stored every gem heart inside the shield.

      Then, seeing the women were ready, I selected the prompt in my SI, and the four of us appeared on the backside of the tower.

      The mood was strange as we walked around the Forest Tower. So much had happened in Ilinan. Some bad and some good.

      Almost dying and experiencing some excruciating wounds served to sober the thrill and excitement of conquering the tower.

      In the end, the gifts tipped the scales.

      “Isn’t Rael’s swordstaff form amazing?” Astra said at last, unable to keep quiet a moment longer.

      I laughed, amused by the predictability of the talkative woman.

      Brea shot back, “It is, but I’m sorry to say my bow is better.”

      Astra scoffed, slapping her friend’s arm gently. And Siobhan laughed, her voice clear and light. “When I ascend, I’ll crush you both with my staff.”

      Rather than argue, the woman encouraged Siobhan, agreeing that surely she would become the most powerful Wind Mage Acalia had ever seen.

      When we arrived at our horses, the elf guarding it stared in amazement. He was looking between the staff, bow, and robe I held in my arms.

      Stammering, he asked, “Are those gifts from the tower? You’ve conquered it?”

      “We did, though it wasn’t easy,” I admitted.

      The elf bowed deeply. “It has been over two months since a cultivator has done so. Well done.”

      I thanked the elf and started untying the horse’s tether.

      Astra tugged at my shoulder from behind. “We want to see you put it on, Rin. The cloak I mean.”

      I shrugged, then unfastened the rest of my previous cloak. I handed it to her. “Take out the remaining Spell Shards?”

      Then I flung the cloak around me.

      It tied together with a silver clasp and fit perfectly.

      Astra clapped her hands. “You look very handsome! How does it feel?”

      “Perfect! Fits nice, doesn’t seem like it will be too warm. It’s lighter than I’d thought as well,” I said, admiring the fabric in the sun.

      It wasn’t quite black after all. Rather, the color shifted slightly as I moved my gaze. One second it was onyx and the next a deep green.

      Then I remembered what made the cloak so impressive. I held out my hand and gestured for Astra to hand me one of the Spell Shards she’d removed.

      I took the shard and, on instinct, touched the shard to the black gem on the cloak’s breast.

      The Spell Shard glowed for an instant and then disappeared.

      Not seeing any harm in it, I held out my right hand. “Ice Dart.”

      As soon as I’d spoken the words, the gem on my chest flashed, and the spell launched from my extended hand.

      The small projectile thunked into the base of a nearby tree.

      “Epic,” I whispered. “One-handed casting is going to be so nice.”

      After a brief talk, we all decided to handle a few errands before returning. We would leave the following morning for Bern, but that gave us one more cozy night at the Ilinan Inn.

      I had several things to accomplish, but I wanted to keep them as a surprise if I could.

      So, as we trotted down the trail leading to the cultivator’s district, I asked the girls for a little privacy.

      “Trust me. You’ll appreciate my surprise,” I argued after Astra grumped. “Besides, maybe you guys can do one last day of shopping? Bakery run? A few dresses perhaps?”

      Astra squealed in delight. Then the girls kicked me off on the main road that led to the market, and I went about my errands on foot.

      I took my time, enjoying the nice weather and constant stream of people.

      Soon, I walked up to Trian’s stall.

      The feline riordi man recognized me at once.

      His keen eyes flicked down to my cloak and his face spread into a grin. “Either you’ve paid an elf lord a great deal of money for that cloak or else the Forest Tower has been beaten this day. Which is it, Rin?”

      “We finished it, I’m happy to say. So, I’m here to say goodbye.”

      Trian’s eyebrow quirked. “And that’s all? Good! Farewell, Rin!”

      I laughed. “Not quite. How much coin do you suppose those weapons were worth?”

      The merchant sighed, still smiling. Then he reached into his purse and counted out 20 Gold.

      “You’re lucky I am an honest man. Those weapons were trash, but one was made of pure Black Steel. An elven sword I think, though it is hardly recognizable now. I plan to sell it as scrap.”

      My eyebrow arched. “Elven, huh? Can I see it again?”

      Trian dug around in his chest and pulled out a long, slender blade.

      Its surface was corroded, but I spotted a detail on the pommel I hadn’t before.

      Two letters were etched there. L.P.

      I handed the gold back. “I need to keep this, Trian. I’m sorry if that is an inconvenience. This belongs to a very important elf.”

      The merchant eyed me quizzically, but didn’t seem offended. “Keep 5 Gold if you still want to sell the rest. The smiths in town can still reforge much of the steel.”

      I sighed, looking up from the blade.

      Holding out my hand, I told the merchant to keep it. “For being nearly an honest man in a twisted world. Good luck, Trian. I have to go, but maybe someday our paths will cross again.”

      The merchant’s smile widened. “I will not refuse the offer. Good luck, Rin. You are an uncommon human, one I don’t entirely distrust.”

      We shared a laugh, and then I went on my way.

      My next stop was to see the Master Skinner. Corbran waved at me as I approached.

      His eyes twinkled with delight, and I knew he had good news. “Rin, have you come to collect? Cause I’m sorry to say, but I was robbed last night. Bastards took all of your money.”

      “Very funny. Yes, I’m here to collect. Has everything sold?”

      Corbran nodded. “Pretty much. I have a few components waiting for buyers to pick them up, but most is spoken for. And no worries, I’ve catalogued everything in great detail.”

      I held my hands out, waiting for him to lay it on me.

      “Fine. I was hoping you’d beg. But here you go, Rin. My own share isn’t fully paid out yet, but I can take that from the few payments due to me.”

      The Skinner tossed a bag of coin on the counter before us.

      In a whisper, he said, “Another 167 Platinum and 27 Gold. I hope you know you’re a lucky man. This beast was in high demand. Great cats are hunted aggressively for their organs. We made a killing even despite losing the gem heart and paying the Apothecary fee.”

      I picked up the coins and hefted them, then took the parchment the man handed me next.

      Sure enough, a thorough accounting of what each claw and pound of meat sold for as well as who had purchased them was on there.

      “How’s it feel to be a rich man?” the Skinner asked.

      I looked up and grinned. “I won’t lie, my friend. It feels just fine.”

      I shook Corbran’s hand, grateful for his honesty and kindness.

      Only one other stop had to be made, and this one was in some respects, the most important.

      After picking up some meat on a stick, I strode down the street toward the intersection leading to the elven district.

      I made a bee line toward the Duke’s home.

      The guard out front didn’t seem pleased to see me, but nor did he prevent me from entering.

      A servant showed me in to a waiting room, and delivered tea and sweet cakes. I took the refreshments gratefully, starving from my efforts in the tower.

      After a half hour, the Duke strode into the room. “Please, forgive me, Rin. I have been drafting letters all morning. Apparently, my proclamation to invite worthy outsiders into the elven district hasn’t been entirely popular.”

      “I can understand. Traditions can be touchy subjects for sure.”

      Duke Renly nodded, picking up a cake and taking a bite. Humming in pleasure, the dapper elf nodded to me. “What is it, Rin? Surely, you’re here for more than baked goods.”

      Without delay, I stooped and picked up the old blade I’d placed on the ground beside me. “This too was recovered from the tiger’s cave. I didn’t recognize it at first, but your son’s initials are on the pommel.”

      The elf’s jubilant mood disappeared and he took the blade in shaking hands.

      “The merchant I was going to sell it to told me it’s made of Black Steel. So, the right craftsman could possibly restore it…”

      My words trailed off as a tear splashed against the rusted blade.

      I sat there awkwardly, wondering if perhaps the Duke would like some time alone. I was going to ask him, but the elf looked up smiling a moment later.

      With red-rimmed eyes, he reached out a hand and patted my knee. “Thank you yet again, Rin. This sword is an odd one. Black Steel is a metal the riordi craft with, not elves. It had been in the family for five generations.”

      He rocked back in his seat chuckling. Wiping his eyes with his sleeve, he continued the story. “I’m sure you’ve heard of the war between the races. The elves and riordi were allies once, and with our combined might, we managed to push back the human armies.

      “An elf named Serrel Prinra, my grandfather’s grandfather, was part of a losing skirmish. His forces were crushed, and he alone survived after waking in the middle of a kill field.

      “Serrel tried to reach the main elven army, but he was captured by a human patrol. They planned on hanging him the following morning, but fate had other plans for him.”

      Duke Renly’s smile broadened. “A raiding party of riordi slaughtered the patrol and freed him.

      “They took him back to their own army. One riordi cat man befriended him, and the two fought on, both earning titles in the lands the elves and riordi won during the war.”

      The elf held the sword aloft, and though it was tarnished, I could see how it might have once been a majestic blade. “The riordi gave Serrel this blade towards the end of the war, and the Prinra family has treasured it ever since. I gave it to my son, the sixth Prinra to wield it, in hopes it would stir some sense of responsibility in his wayward heart.”

      The Duke’s story ended there, and he sighed in contentment, eyes still glued to the blade.

      I finished my tea and stood. “I didn’t want to take up much of your time, Duke Renly. Just wanted to say thank you for all you’ve done for us.”

      My host stood bolt upright, anger flushing his cheeks. “You return an ancient heirloom and seek to leave before you are rewarded! Don’t insult me, Rin!”

      Holding up my hands, I shrugged. “I didn’t come here for a reward. We’ve been pampered at the Ilinan Inn, and the armor we purchased with your platinum saved my life and those of my vessels. If anything, the sword is just a nice way to say thank you.”

      Duke Renly calmed himself and he thought for a moment.

      Finally, he shook his head. “I must insist. If I could, I’d send you with a chest of gold. Please, tell me honestly. What is it you need?”

      I smiled despite myself. “I was headed to pick up one more thing before we left. Maybe you could help with finding me a trustworthy merchant?”

      “You have but to tell me, Rin. I am at your service,” the Duke said, reclining his head slightly in a bow.

      Seeing the elf was insistent, and knowing he likely had more money than every citizen in the town of Bern combined, I told him.
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      The women showed up an hour after I had. The Duke had insisted on carrying out my plans in my stead, and tired as I was, I didn’t argue.

      Astra and Brea were red in the cheeks, evidence of a few glasses of wine they’d had at an elven establishment down the street.

      Siobhan rolled her eyes, teasing them that humans couldn’t hold their drink.

      “She stores it in her wings, Rin,” Astra chided back. “Tell her it isn’t fair.”

      As if I hadn’t been addressed, Brea cut in. “I think she used her Wind magic to pull the wine from her system. That fancy new staff of hers is to blame.”

      “That might be possible, if my core was bonded with Rin’s. But we all know that isn’t the case.”

      A knock on the door stopped the pretend fight. Food was delivered, more of the rich fare we’d been growing used to.

      We ate till we were stuffed, and Astra and Brea had another glass of wine each. Both were in the big bed together well before sundown, snoring loudly.

      There were a few moments of awkwardness as Siobhan and I retired to the separate room.

      The avian had just been released from a contract with a man who’d been slowly torturing her so she would sleep with him.

      I knew if anything might happen between us in the future, it wouldn’t be this night.

      Turning out the lantern on one side of the room, I crawled in one of the beds. “Good night, Siobhan. I can’t tell you enough how glad I am we chose you. You fight like a storm.”

      She laughed, her voice husky. “Thank you, Rin. Wait until I bond with you. Then you shall know my fury. See you in the morning, Master Rin.”

      I was surprised to hear her use the title, and I felt like asking her why she chose to do so.

      On the way home, perhaps. I’ll ask then.

      Sinking into the plush mattress, I let my mind fade into the gray void of a deep and unbroken sleep I so deserved.
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      The next morning, I woke to the smell of bacon.

      Sweet Christmas. Is there anything more heavenly than that?

      I don’t know, maybe one of the four beautiful women who serve you! Minh argued in my mind.

      I rolled out of bed, chuckling, and headed for the other room where the smell was coming from.

      You’re all lovely in your own ways, Minh. But this is bacon we’re talking about. I just don’t think you can compare.

      A series of images flashed in my mind. One of Minh, hands on hips.

      Another where the woman was growling, her teeth bared in an adorable attempt to intimidate. And the last was of her pointing her finger at me.

      Watch it, Rin.

      I apologized mentally, and found my other companions sitting around the table, drinking tea.

      “Morning, sleepy,” Astra said, popping up from her chair and kissing me on the cheek.

      I returned the kiss and sat down beside her. “Morning to you as well. Damn, this looks delicious.”

      “It was Siobhan’s idea to order bacon,” Brea said. “But I ordered the quiche, which is obviously preferable.”

      “Sorry, Brea, but you’re way off. And quiche without cheese? Thanks but no thanks.”

      Brea looked mildly offended, but she took the jibe in stride.

      Siobhan’s wings extended a little and her chin tilted up. “All men, regardless of the race, love bacon. It is in their nature.”

      Filling half my plate with the crispy treat, I backed up her theory. “Not going to argue with you there. It’s always been a favorite of mine. But I’ll try the quiche as well. I’m sure it is amazing.”

      We ate our meal, and only when everyone had finished did I drop the first surprise on the girls.

      Walking over to my baggage, I took out my prize.

      I shook the pouch of coin in my hands and smiled. “Who wants to see all the money we made from killing that tiger?”

      Not waiting for an answer, I tossed it in Astra’s lap.

      Peering inside, Astra gasped. “Rin! This… my goodness. I’ve never seen so much money in one place in my life! How much is here?”

      “I spent quite a bit yesterday, but there’s still 148 Platinum left with change.”

      Brea’s eyes widened and she squealed when Astra handed her the pouch.

      She dipped a finger into the coins and stirred them. A wicked smile spread across her round cheeks. Then she handed it to Siobhan next.

      The avian shook her head. “I have no need to see the coin.”

      “Part of this is yours, Siobhan,” Astra said. “You joined us after we killed the tiger, but you cleared the tower with us.”

      Siobhan crossed her arms. “I was not there for the tiger hunt. I will not budge.”

      I saw Astra growing irritated, so I cleared my throat.

      “It doesn’t matter. The contract terms are mostly a way to let everyone know that we share wealth. Why would I get rich and let you all have little. It doesn’t make sense. But we certainly aren’t going to argue about it.”

      Brea glanced into the purse once more and sighed. “There’s enough in here to buy an entire town.”

      “Not likely. But it is enough to buy a house,” I said at last.

      The looks on the women’s faces was worth the wait.

      “What?” Astra blurted out. “Are you serious?”

      “It makes sense to me. Soon, we will have two more vessels to consider as well, so I would like to find a place that will let us all have our own space,” I said, sipping my tea and relishing the shock displayed all around.

      A long discussion began after I’d told the women of my intentions.

      I let them take the floor and drank another cup of tea, waiting patiently until the second surprise came.

      A knock at the door a half hour later told me it was 9 AM, or as Acalians would say, ninth bell.

      Standing up, I clapped my hands together. “Let’s get packed up. I won’t tell you why, but we’ve an hour to be ready for the road.”

      Astra’s quirked eyebrow showed she was dying to ask questions, but she respected my wishes.

      The four of us took turns in the bathroom washing up, and then we dressed for the journey ahead.

      We had found our way downstairs, and Brea and Astra were thanking the staff, when Duke Renly stepped through the inn’s front door.

      “Rin! I see you’re on time. Is everyone ready?”

      I shook the elf’s offered hand. “I think we are. Girls?”

      Astra was pretending to keep her cool, but I could see right through her. She was as subtle as a honey badger in a bee hive.

      I followed the Duke outside.

      Waiting for us in the courtyard were four horses. Duncan and Jax stood side by side in the front. Behind them stood a black and white mare and a blue roan gelding.

      Each horse was saddled, their manes and tails braided exquisitely.

      Predictably, Astra squealed and ran in place.

      Brea’s jaw dropped, but she looked too shocked to move.

      Siobhan smiled nervously. I had known the avian would be uncomfortable with such a gift. The woman also had a pragmatic streak that I planned to exploit.

      “Now, hear me out. I know this might feel like a lot at once. But we are in a hurry, and riding two at a time will either wear out our mounts or force us to travel much slower,” I said, aiming my argument directly at Siobhan.

      “Which…” Brea tried. She took a deep breath and walked down the inn’s front steps. “Which one is mine?”

      Walking beside her, I said, “Depends. The gelding is said to have an easier disposition. So, I would assume the more confident rider takes the mare.”

      Brea ran immediately to the black and white horse and ran her fingers over its silken coat. “I don’t mind a little attitude in a mount,” she said in a voice just over a whisper. “Gods, she is beautiful!”

      I turned to see Siobhan standing near the inn’s entrance, her arms still folded. “If it helps, Siobhan, you don’t have a choice in the matter. I can order you as your cultivator, you know.”

      The tiniest hint of a smile graced the corner of her mouth.

      She unfolded her arms and descended.

      All the while, Duke Renly had been observing the women with an electric grin on his face.

      Now that the mounts had been chosen, he stepped forward. “You are both entitled to rename your horses as you see fit, young ladies. The mare was called Shinae, which is in the old elven tongue. It means stubborn in a rough translation.”

      Brea laughed, letting the horse smell her hand. “Shinae is perfect.”

      “And the roan is called Lormna, or Tempest,” the Duke explained.

      Siobhan had reached the gelding by now. His hooves stirred as the avian touched his neck. The horse was gorgeous.

      His underlying blue-gray fur was brightened by the white hairs sprouting through.

      A grin took over her stern features when the gelding snuffled her neck, obviously taking a liking to his new owner. “I think I will call him Tempest then. It is a fitting match for a Wind Mage.”

      The Duke stalked closer, his eyes dancing with excitement. “One more small detail. And please, Rin, forgive me, but I couldn’t help myself. The reins have been enchanted to increase your mounts’ stamina and top speed. You see, the elves had once been known for their superior horses. The fact of the matter is, our horses are no different. The enchantments make a big difference, so the myth spread.”

      I smiled at the elf and thanked him. I had the feeling he’d do something to sweeten the deal when I’d demanded to buy the horses and tack myself.

      “This will make a huge difference, Duke Renly. Thank you for everything. If we are ever near Ilinan again, I’ll be sure to drop in and bother you.”

      I had the pleasure of watching Brea and Astra shower the Duke in praises, hugging him and thanking him in turn.

      Mounting up in proper fashion, the four of us waved goodbye and trotted out of Ilinan.

      We kept a slow pace until the road emerged into open country. Glancing at my companions, I shouted, “Anyone want to see what these enchanted reins can do?”

      Three gorgeous grins was answer enough.

      I spurred Apple Jax into a gallop and held on as he ran faster and faster.

      The reins in my hand began to glow. Damn, I thought. This is more effective than I’d thought.

      Our horses stretched their legs, and we tore across the countryside. I’d galloped a few times since first learning to ride, but this was on an entirely different level.

      If I had to guess, I’d say we reached a top speed of forty or more miles an hour.

      Such a speed was possible in a race horse maybe, but mounted and carrying gear, I felt like we’d just tapped out Acalia’s cheat code.

      More impressive was how the horses held the pace for ten minutes before their strides slackened.

      After that, we galloped at half that speed, and traveled another hour.

      We dismounted and let the horses walk for a time to recover, and finding a stream, allowed them a chance to drink and have at the grass growing nearby.

      In just two hours of travel, we’d almost achieved a full day’s ride.

      I didn’t want to push the horses too hard, but in all likelihood, we were going to cut a three-day trip down to one and a half days.

      After the rest, we mounted up once more. Astra suggested we walk them for a time before galloping. That way, the horses would be less likely to get injured.

      She pulled ahead, and finding myself with a little free time, I brought up my SI to review my character information.
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      Name: Rinmarron Runesmith II

      Rank: Level 4 Cultivator

      Occupation: Runesmith

      Spiritarm: Level 4 Chasing Hammer

      Spirit Reserves: 1200/1200

      Progression: 2877/5000

      Vessels: 3

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

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I whistled, impressed with how much Progression I’d gained from that over-powered boss. Must have been almost 1000 Progression all by itself. Level 5 here I come.

      “Why do you whistle?” Siobhan asked beside me.

      I hadn’t noticed the woman overtaking me, so intent was I on my character sheet.

      “I am over halfway to the next level already. Seems like you won’t have to wait long after all.”

      She smiled, and her white wings fluffed up a bit. “That pleases me greatly, Master Rin.”

      There it is again, I mused. Well, no time like the present to bring it up.

      Looking to the road ahead of me, I asked in a voice only the two of us could hear.

      “Why call me that, Siobhan? After serving Bannock, and being so poorly treated, I wouldn’t think you’d ever want to call anyone master again.”

      “Bannock wasn’t a real man. He was an animal that should have been put down years ago. You are not the same as him.”

      Her answer felt incomplete. “Still, you can just call me Rin. I want you to know that, okay?”

      Siobhan nodded slowly, pursing her lips as she considered her response.

      “I am aware. But in my culture, it is normal for a vessel to call a cultivator their master. It isn’t a burden but something we do with honor.”

      I didn’t respond immediately. The issue still bothered me a little.

      Perhaps noting my hesitation, Siobhan added, “I will only use the title occasionally. Is that a good compromise?”

      “Fine by me, Siobhan. That’s fine by me.”

      “Good. Now, Master Rin, I say we push these horses again. I’ve never ridden so fast in all my days.”

      The woman cracked her reins over Tempest’s back, and the two shot off like an arrow from a bow.

      I gave Jax a good kick, and galloped after the woman, admiring the way her wings cut through the wind ahead of me.
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      It was late afternoon when our happy party crested the bridge outside of Bern.

      I reined in my horse, breathing in the familiar smells.

      “Siobhan. I know it is a lot to handle,” I said, holding my hand out to the cluster of buildings bunched together before us. “But this is the great city known as Bern!”

      The avian’s brow knitted, almost like she wasn’t sure if I was joking or not.

      Astra leaned toward the woman and whispered, “Rin thinks his tiny town is special. Just smile and he’ll be happy.”

      “It is special! It’s just not very big!” I shot back.

      Brea snorted loudly. “Oh, if you’d just listen to what you just said, Rin. Come on, girls. Let’s take these horses to the stables.”

      Reluctantly, I cracked a smile, then laughed along with the girls. “Okay, but I handed you that one,” I admitted, winking at my gorgeous companions.

      The women trotted away, all three either grinning, enjoying the quaint atmosphere of Bern despite having made fun of it.

      Minh, not helpful as usual, filled me in. I think that was a joke about your manhood, Rin.

      Thanks, Minh. I got the joke.

      It was pretty funny, but don’t worry. Your manhood is plenty big enough, for a human at least. You should see the dangly bits on a Three-Horned Mountain Goat. Not sure if you’d believe me, but some are as long as a—

      Minh! I’ll take your word for it, I said, cutting the Divine Artifact off mid sentence. Whatever you were going to say next, know that I believe you. Now, let’s catch up, eh?

      We left the horses with Sable. The woman was impressed with the two new mounts as well as how we’d been caring for Duncan and Jax.

      I paid her for two weeks, and then told the girls I would handle the necessary trading.

      Astra gave me an exaggerated thumbs up. “Sounds good! We’re going to get Siobhan set up in the dojo. Seems like the only place she can sleep for now. Is that fine?”

      “That’s okay, but please, don’t mess with the shrine. In fact, we should burn some incense at her altar tonight. She’s definitely blessed us with good fortune.”

      I watched the girls leave, then shook my head.

      Wow! Who the hell am I? I wondered. I’m the religious type now?

      After a bit of thought, I realized no, I wasn’t.

      But showing the goddess a little love after we’d earned a small fortune at the Forest Tower wouldn’t hurt either.

      Pushing the matter from my mind, I walked around the corner to do a little trading. I found Collin Trapper and his companions sitting around a barrel, cards in their hands. “Rin! You’re back! And did I see another woman with you?”

      “She’s hard to miss, huh?”

      “I’d say. Is the riordi woman your new vessel?” the Trapper asked casually.

      I winked at him. “Yes, she is. And let me tell you, the woman can fight like a rabid dog.”

      Collin tossed his cards down, causing the group to groan collectively. He leaned his elbows on his stall’s table and flashed his eyebrows. “In bed you mean?”

      “Watch your mouth, man,” I responded with a grin. “You want gem hearts or not?”

      He made a point of looking around my person. “Sure, but where’s your bag?”

      Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out Minh. Holding the copper between my fingers, I pulled up my SI. A new tab had appeared ever since she’d received her gift. I selected Spatial Storage, and mentally highlighted all of the gem hearts.

      Then I selected Withdraw.

      Gem hearts of every size spilled out of the coin. They each started as beads of light that grew into their normal shapes almost instantly.

      Collin jumped back. “Woah! What in the towers, Rin?”

      I waited, holding the coin steady as the gem hearts continued to tumble out.

      The last one belonged to the bird boss, and it caused several others to scatter in all directions.

      The other trappers were equally amazed. Seeing their faces and the way Collin unsuccessfully tried to prevent the precious items from spilling to the ground beside him was a delight to behold.

      “I’ll give you some time to sell the big one. Maybe a few days? But let’s settle the smaller ones now,” I said offhandedly. “If you can afford them at least.”

      Collin tried to frown, but his greed had been thoroughly stoked. “Things have been looking up since you cleared the first tower, Rin. I’ve expanded my operation significantly. So, yeah, I can pay you out now if you can give me a minute to clean up this mess.”

      I waited patiently while the trappers worked as a team to collect, organize, and assess the gem hearts.

      After a long huddle filled with whispering, Collin emerged with a salesman’s smile. “Normally, I’d offer 3 Platinum for the lot. But since you’re a friend, I can do 5 Platinum even. How about it, buddy?”

      “Friend?” I asked, looking over my shoulder dramatically. “Buddy? What is this, Collin? You take me for a fool?”

      A few sniggers made the man spin around and glare at his fellows.

      He sighed. “Fine. You want to skip ahead, then 8 Platinum is as high as I can go.”

      I pointed to the large manticore gem heart and then to the eight big gorilla ones next.

      “Those alone are almost worth that. 15 Platinum, Collin, and that’s cause we’re… friends,” I offered, dragging out the last word to tease him yet again.

      The man didn’t get angry.

      His smile only broadened, and the real haggling began.

      I left with 11 Platinum and 15 Gold. I could have pressed him further, but I knew Collin’s business supported a large number of people.

      Besides, it would only give me more leverage when it came to the boss’s huge gem heart.

      The Guild Hall was my next destination. I picked up some chocolates on the way, and salt taffy for Brea.

      Then I tromped into the Guild Hall and woke up Alfred who of course pretended he’d only been resting his eyes.

      The kind old man insisted that I tell him about my adventures in the tower.

      I shot him down but promised Goran and I would come down soon for an extended bullshitting session.

      The reward for the quest would have once seemed impressive. Compared to the windfall I’d picked up by killing the Emerald Tiger, however, the pouch full of gold was small change.

      I refused to think of it that way.

      Instead, I’d use it to pay most of the girls’ stipend.

      My mood couldn’t have been higher as I strode out the front door of the Guild Hall. I’d ascended my core again, defeated the Forest Tower, and the sunset was just beginning to paint the sky in all its glory.

      That’s when I spotted Iskander walking toward me.

      The cultivator was flanked by his vessels. His massive sword stuck up over his shoulder, and his face was twisted with barely contained rage.

      Pointing at me, he came within striking range before stopping. “You… you…” He tried twice, then lowered his head and sighed. “Intentions aside, you’ve offended my honor, Rin. I’ll have my satisfaction. And if you refuse me, I’ll attack you here and now.”

      My own anger returned, but I took a breath to calm myself. I knew Iskander was a good man despite his lack of a brain.

      Placing my hands on my hips, I said in an even tone.

      “As I told you, I won’t refuse your duel. But are you sure this is what you want? I am more powerful than you seem to think, Iskander.”

      “Bah!” The man scoffed, eyeing me skeptically. “We will see. Nothing but a chance to beat you down in the street will suffice,” Iskander growled.

      “Fine. Then since you issued the challenge, I get to choose the time and location.”

      I could see him struggling with his emotions. He was a man of honor, and after a few moments of heavy breathing, he answered, “Of course. Choose your terms.”

      “We fight on the bridge. A week from now at the tenth bell,” I said firmly. “And I wish to use my shield. She’s a Divine Artifact and my first vessel, as I believe I mentioned back at the tower. But I will swear to use no skills, just wield her as I would any other shield.”

      Iskander shrugged. “I don’t give a damn. Just be there when you said you would.”

      The angry man tried to push past me, but when his shoulder struck mine, my rune reinforced body didn’t budge.

      For an instant, I saw doubt creep into his eyes as he acknowledged my undeniable strength.

      Especially after my last ascension, my body and core had amplified to inhuman capabilities. Astra and the girls had noticed it as well.

      Iskander quickly recovered and hurried away into the Guild Hall, and his vessels followed after.

      One gave me a heated look, but the other two smiled sympathetically.

      It was clear they were a mixed lot, and I could understand both of their collective positions on the matter.

      Still, I couldn’t help but think this was a waste of time and energy.

      Too bad we can’t be allies with these people. And now I have to figure out how to defeat the man without killing him.

      It won’t be an easy task.

      I turned to see the group go, a bit of sadness taking root in my stomach. The duel didn’t frighten me, and I refused to feel guilty for saving the group’s life.

      But I couldn’t help feeling this was nothing more than an unneeded difficulty for us both.

      Honor, I decided, wasn’t the shiny penny everyone thought it was.

      At least not all the time.

      My last stop would be the most pleasant by far.

      Goran was peddling plums when I walked into his store, the old woman not entirely convinced she wanted to buy them. By the way she clutched her purse, it was apparent she was close to leaving.

      “Excellent! I’ve been all over town trying to find good plums,” I interrupted, flashing a smile at Goran. “Tell me, good sir, are they as tasty as they look?”

      The old riordi man didn’t miss a beat. “Aye. Fresh picked from Anso Gardener’s orchard this morning. They even give a minor boost to contentment and good humor.”

      I pretended to notice the woman for the first time. “Excuse me, ma’am. I didn’t mean to barge in line. I’ll take five pounds when she is finished, sir,” I finished, aiming my last statement at Goran.

      As I’d hoped, the woman’s posture relaxed and she took a step closer to the counter. “You know, I think I will try them after all. I’ll have two pounds, Goran, if you have enough to spare given the gentleman’s order.”

      “We’ve plenty, Miss Cooper. That’ll be 4 Silver, please.”

      The woman pried open her iron trap of a purse and took out the coin. She paid, smiled at me kindly, and tottered out to the street.

      Goran’s ears twitched with pleasure and he held out his small mousy hand.

      “Back already, Rin? I won’t complain, but I am sorry you weren’t able to finish. Don’t worry though. The Forest Tower isn’t easy, as you well know by now.”

      My smile widened and I bounced my eyebrows.

      “No! Truly? But you must have only been in Ilinan a few days,” Goran replied, disbelief entering his friendly eyes.

      “A bit more than that, but yes, the girls and I defeated the tower. I’ll be heading to the third tower within a few weeks, if all goes well, maybe sooner.”

      Goran let out a whistle, then beckoned me to follow him into the back room of his shop.

      Crates of fruit and shelves lined with dried food took up every corner, but a small table stood at the back beside a furnace.

      Goran busied himself preparing tea while I sat and told him first about the Emerald Tiger and our plans to purchase a larger home in town.

      “Preferably something with a bit of land,” I finished. “We’ve four horses now, one for me and each of my vessels.”

      Goran chuckled. “I doubt Minh needs a horse. Unless…”

      He spun and stared at me with open suspicion. “You have another vessel?”

      “Her name is Siobhan. She’s an avian riordi and one of the fiercest fighters I’ve ever seen.”

      Goran puffed up a little. “If she’s riordi, of course she can fight. But, Rin, why waste your resources when you won’t need her any time soon. You still need to bond Brea! I hope she didn’t come with too high a price.”

      The old man sat down and poured me a cup of tea, then leaned back in his chair, one hand resting on his belly.

      I sighed, knowing this was when I opened up to Goran.

      He’d been more than good to me, and I knew I could trust him.

      “I have bonded with Brea. In fact, I’m halfway to the next ascension as well.”

      Goran’s eyes widened.

      “I’m not sure if you take me for a fool or if you’ve somehow accomplished the impossible, Rin. Either way, I would appreciate an explanation.”

      Nodding, I opened my mouth to tell him the modified story of my core’s miraculous repair. It dawned on me that being dishonest wouldn’t serve me in the long run, however, so I took a risk.

      “I’m not exactly who you think I am, Goran. Well, I am, and I’m not.”

      The old man shook his head in confusion.

      Not the best start, I chastised myself. Come on, man. Just tell him straight.

      “If I told you that part of me is from another world, would you believe me? You see, I’m two Rins in one, so to speak. The Rin you used to know died in his room from a broken core. He’d been cycling nonstop for days until his body at last gave out. I died too, in another world. Then a spirit named Anya brought me to Acalia.”

      Goran’s eyes were growing angry by now, so I reached out and placed a hand over his furry paw. “I know, Goran. Why do you think I didn’t tell you right away. But please, hear me out.”

      I told him about the runes on my core next, explaining that I gained Progression at a dramatically accelerated rate. Then I mentioned what it was like struggling to integrate both of my lives into one.

      “I have two sets of memories, two pasts to contend with. Only, it seems they have merged at last, which is good. But I have lost large portions of both of those lives,” I told him at last.

      “You don’t have to believe me, Goran, and I don’t know how I can prove it to you. I am telling you the truth.”

      Goran sighed and rubbed his forehead for a time.

      I waited impatiently while he absorbed my confession, but eventually he responded.

      “This is a lot to swallow, my friend. There’s something about riordi you might not know, however. Those of us who have been trained, and who were born with keen hearing, like the mousekin or catkin, can detect lies. Subtle shifts in one’s heartbeat give it away. So, either you’re telling the truth or you’re mad.”

      Chuckling softly, he finished. “And only one of those explains how you can ascend so quickly.”

      I let out a lungful of air and fell back in my chair. I’d been so afraid he would react with anger. Sure, it was plain he was still wrestling with doubt, but he hadn’t shouted at me.

      “Thank you, Goran. Part of me just met you a few weeks ago, but you’re the best friend I have in Acalia. I wouldn’t know what to do if that changed.”

      Goran waved me off. “Calm down, young man. Stranger things have happened in Acalia. In fact, the riordi tell several versions of an ancient myth.

      “All are different, but most have a single attribute in common. They speak of a hero who will come from the stars and save Acalia and its people.

      “Such stories are common in almost every culture, though, so don’t go thinking you’re some prophetic savior. If you do, doubtless you’ll end up dead in one of the towers before long.”

      My laugh caught the old man off guard, but I couldn’t hold it back.

      When he was getting angry a second time, I forced myself to calm and wiped the tear leaking from the corner of my eye. “Sorry, Goran. I just… I forgot to tell you what Anya told me about my purpose here.”

      The two of us spoke on the topic for another half an hour, only once being interrupted as a customer walked in the front room.

      Ultimately, he agreed to “consider” my claims at length with Wren.

      After a lull in the conversation, Goran returned to more comfortable territory.

      “Surprised you haven’t asked yet… aren’t you curious how much gold you made off of those Spell Shards?”

      I laughed again. “I’ve been dying to. Spill the beans, old man.”

      Goran stood and walked over to a large lidded jar. “You tell anyone about my hiding place, and I’ll gut you, Rin,” he warned, pulling out a small chest.

      He sat down and opened it.

      His eyes glittered as he removed a pouch of coin and handed it to me.

      “Might not compare to the tiger, but our little plan worked out favorably for both of us. All thirty Spell Shards have been sold. And I might have taken liberties with the pricing.”

      I looked into the purse and counted 2 Platinum and a handful of gold. “Damn, Goran! Liberties, huh? How much did you charge?”

      “On average, 6 to 7 Gold. Now, before you get angry, I will mention that I charged the highest prices to those who have come from neighboring towns.”

      With a sly grin, he added, “Apparently, word has spread that a Master Runesmith of exceptional talent lives in Bern once more.”

      I took the compliment and thanked the man for helping me out. But I had to check. “Have you taken your share? If not, I must insist, Goran.”

      “No worries!” he said with a wink. “A deal is a deal. I took my ten percent right off the top, Rin. But I have this for you as well, so don’t thank me yet.”

      I took a stack of small receipts, reading the first.
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        * * *

      

      From: Mr. Oswaldo Farmer

      Custom Order: Oswaldo is requesting a custom Gopher-Smiting Spell Shard. His turnip patch has been plagued by a swarm of tenacious gophers.

      Suggested Fee: Oswaldo has agreed to pay up to 20 Gold for a Spell Shard that will finish off the gophers.
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        * * *

      

      Gaping, I flicked to the receipt below it.

      This one was from a woman who was requesting a Spell Shard to enchant her husband’s grain silos with, hoping to preserve their grain longer than normal.

      It had a Suggested Fee of 2 Platinum to treat all three silos.

      “Goran! This is… my god, there are at least twenty orders?”

      The old man chuckled, rubbing his little paws together. “Twenty-seven to be exact. I hope you don’t mind a little extra labor, Rin. I expect this has only just begun.”

      I stood, suddenly aware of the endless list of things I had to do.

      “Thank you for the tea, Goran, but I think I’d better get going. I doubt I can finish these all today, but I’d like to get started. Going to take some experimentation too, so I don’t want to rush anything.”

      Goran stood with me, and we walked out into his storefront.

      “I’ll have you know, they will be coming to my shop to check up on the order. Should your party leave on another quest soon, I think the same arrangement could benefit us both.”

      “Thank you. Yes, that’s ideal, actually,” I said, resting a hand on the doorknob. “And please, tell Wren I said hello.”

      Goran’s face took on a pained expression and he reached out a paw. “One moment. There’s something else I need to tell you, Rin.”

      “What is it?”

      “It concerns Mattias.”

      I groaned. “Really? What now? Is he trying to buy the entire town to force me to move?”

      Goran shook his head.

      In a voice barely over a whisper, he said, “No, Rin. Not at all like that. In fact, this explains many of his most recent actions… Rumor has it he is losing his shop.”
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        * * *

      

      I returned to 213 Wisteria Ln. with a heavy heart.

      Strange, how hearing of my rival’s failure had saddened me. I simply couldn’t rejoice at the man’s downfall though.

      His fate wasn’t the only one that concerned me either.

      Yurek’s apprenticeship might very well be over. Without a shop, where will Mattias work? Or are both men up shit creek already?

      Maybe he had a workshop at his home, but if his business was in trouble, he might lose that as well.

      I put on a smile for the girls, immediately aware of their excitement when I stepped through the front door.

      I found them in the dojo, fussing over the makeshift bed they’d fashioned for Siobhan.

      Astra stood with hands on hips, shaking her head.

      “It isn’t enough! Why not send her out to go sleep with the horses? No, I think we should buy a mattress. Surely, someone fashions them in town somewhere.”

      A memory floated up from the old Rin’s past. “Beatrice Seamstress will sew up a mattress and stuff it with goose feathers, but it’ll take her at least a few days to do so.”

      The girls turned, Brea jumping a little at my surprise.

      “Rin! Don’t go sneaking about like that!” Astra snapped.

      I laughed. “Not hard when you’re squawking like a plucked hen.”

      I ignored the comments that followed and pressed a hand into the stacked blankets on the floor.

      “Siobhan will be just fine here. Besides, hopefully she won’t have to sleep on the floor for long. We’ve a house to buy after all.”

      This finally improved Astra’s mood.

      “That’s a good point,” she said, turning to Siobhan and taking her by the arm. “But are you sure? We can head out to buy more blankets at least.”

      “Up until I joined with you, I slept on the floor without any blankets, Astra,” Siobhan said.

      She gestured at the modest room around her. “This, in comparison, is luxury.”

      A rambunctious growl issued from Astra’s belly, making us laugh and breaking the tension.

      Brea shook her head and left the room. “I’ll have food ready in twenty minutes. We can talk more when that stomach of yours is full.”

      With the matter settled, I slipped into the bathroom to clean up.

      I only filled the tub part way, and bathed quickly.

      Five minutes later, I poked my head inside the workshop.

      I pulled out the list of orders, and separated the custom ones from those requesting Spell Shards I already knew how to craft.

      Wanting to feel productive, I hammered out five normal recipes, setting each finished Spell Shard atop their respective receipts.

      Then I picked up the receipt for the grain silos and considered it.

      I’ll most likely need Greater Spirit Shards to affect such a large object, but what runes might work the best? Preservation maybe.

      But I might need to merge that into a water warding spell.

      The pop and sizzle of frying turtle meat came from the other room, and Brea shouted, demanding to be left alone in the kitchen.

      Astra is going to learn when not to push her buttons, I thought with a grin. Brea is as gentle as they come, but the kitchen is her domain.

      “What are you smiling about,” Astra asked as she strode into the workshop.

      I chuckled, refusing to answer. “What do you think of this?” I asked, handing her the receipt.

      She read it, scratching her head. “Custom orders, huh. You’re the Runesmith, Rin, but if you need help brainstorming, I don’t mind.”

      I pointed to the stack of receipts. “We have plenty of brainstorming to do. Goran sold every Spell Shard I gave him and took twenty-seven orders as well. Our business is blowing up.”

      Astra’s hips wiggled a little and she strode over to sift through the receipts.

      A look of greed had filled her blue eyes, and again, I realized how she and I had much in common.

      Pulling one out, she held it aloft. “This one is an order from a man who wants his wife to talk to him less! What an evil bastard!”

      “Seriously? Let me read that!”

      The two of us sat down on the stools in the workshop and read the others, saving five that would make for excellent dinner conversation.

      Brea’s voice called from the kitchen, interrupting our fun. “Dinner’s ready, you two!”

      As if on cue, Astra’s belly growled again.

      The four of us ate a simple but delightful meal together. We chatted about the business, our tiny home, and what the future might hold.

      And though the Ilinan Inn was prettier, when we all headed to bed that night, I found I didn’t miss it.

      I was happy to be back in Bern, lying next to Astra, hearing the familiar sounds of the little home I loved.
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        * * *

      

      After a tip from Goran, the girls and I headed to see a Mr. Liam Agent.

      Apparently, he had fewer contacts in the surrounding areas than Lamont Broker, but given the rich man’s reputation, I preferred working with someone less evil.

      Liam was surprised to see us come in. By the state of his office, it was clear he didn’t get many visitors.

      Standing up and blushing a little, he shook my hand. “Can I help you folks?”

      “We’re looking to buy a home in Bern. I’m the owner of Yory and Rin’s Runesmithing,” I said. “Goran sent us.”

      “Ah! I helped his niece buy a home over in Forsworth three months past! I am assuming you are Rin?”

      I nodded, and the man gestured to the one seat in front of his desk.

      Not comfortable sitting while the girls stood behind me, I politely declined. “Actually, it’s a nice day out. Any chance you’re free to show us what’s available?”

      Liam’s brows danced above his eyes, his enthusiasm apparent. “Sure! Not much to see in a town this small. You sure you don’t want to look further afield?”

      “Bern is the place for us,” Astra inserted.

      “I see. Honestly, I have been brokering trades between farmers lately, trying to scrape by how I can. Haven’t sold a house in months!”

      The man scratched his chin thoughtfully for a moment.

      I was getting a little impatient, so I gave the man a poke. “I could make an appointment with Lamont Broker if it’s too much for you.”

      “No! I mean, no need to, sir. I know of seven houses available at this very moment,” Liam shot back, standing from his chair and straightening his collar. “Is there anything in particular you are looking for?”

      Having discussed a long list of needs and wants with the girls at breakfast, my answer was easy to find. “We want a large house with a bit of land. Preferably somewhere… pretty.”

      Liam dug a small folder out of the stack of paperwork on his desk.

      He leafed through and made a mark on a few pages.

      At last, he closed the book and nodded. “Three houses, sir. There are three that fit that description. Did you want to make an appointment for a showing or—”

      “We are ready to go when you are,” Brea added, her reply most likely more polite than Astra’s would have been.

      Liam cleared his throat, obviously nervous. “No problem. I… allow me to fetch my cloak, and I’ll meet you out front in five minutes!”

      Ten minutes later, and the man was leading us to the front of a cottage on the edge of town.

      It boasted a tall hedge that gave the house a great deal more privacy than our shop.

      A flourishing rose garden in the front impressed Brea, but I wasn’t sure yet.

      Unless the house was abnormally long, I worried about it being too small.

      Liam pulled out a ring of keys and unlocked the door.

      “One second,” I said, holding an arm out to block the door. “How many rooms?”

      “Uh… I’m sorry, it…” Liam stuttered and flipped open his book. “Three bedrooms, sir, a separate kitchen, and a family room. Should be a bit cozy, with the four of you.”

      I shook my head. “Bigger. There’ll be two more of us soon, and I want an extra space for a large workshop as well.”

      The poor man apologized ten times while locking the door again.

      I kept a stern face, aware that Astra was quite amused.

      The next home stood on the Eastern edge of town. According to Liam, it had six bedrooms, one large enough to be converted into a workshop.

      “The backyard is quite spacious as well, with a creek running through the middle.”

      Brea’s eye glittered at the mention of the creek. “That sounds pleasant. Could even dig out a pond maybe and plant some fish.”

      Liam smiled, happy to have pleased one of us. “Surely, Miss! I’m sure the neighbors wouldn’t mind.”

      He opened the door and we stepped inside.

      The home had a more modern look to it, which surprised me. Clean angles and minimal decorations made for an almost austere setting.

      The rooms were fairly small, but the master bedroom was double the size of my current workshop.

      At last, we walked out to see the backyard.

      As soon as the door opened, I smelled the caustic fumes of a forge, a metallic clanging stinging my ears.

      The creek stood a hundred feet from the back porch, flowing straight out of the blacksmith’s forge next door.

      But it was the stench of pigs that made my eyes water.

      On the other side of the yard stood a large pen filled with at least thirty pigs.

      I laughed and clapped Liam on the shoulder. “You are new at this, aren’t you?”

      “Sir?” the man asked with a look of anxiety on his face.

      Astra growled and stalked back in the house, the others on her heels.

      “Liam, do you recall me saying pretty? Come on. I think we can do better.”

      Liam swallowed hard, nodding furiously. “I have one more home to show you. It is the most expensive, so I was keeping it for last.”

      I smiled, trying to put the man at ease.

      Liam led us through the center of town and up toward High Street.

      We walked past several huge homes, Bern’s version of McMansions.

      The house was pink and trimmed in white.

      Not the colors I’d have chosen, but even the austere Siobhan said it was lovely.

      The inside was a bit opulent for my taste.

      Polished wood and paisley wall paper made the place seem like a tea house.

      There was more than enough space, however, and Brea practically beamed when she saw the massive kitchen.

      Feeling like we were at last on to something, I asked, “Can we take a peek at the backyard?”

      Liam’s happy expression faltered slightly, but he soon recovered. Opening the back door, he held out his hand. “It is a bit smaller than most, but the homes on High Street are all like this.”

      A single tree grew beside a row of blooming tulips. At the end of the steps leading down to the yard was a birdbath and a small patch of grass.

      I sighed in disappointment.

      “Wasn’t sure what you meant by a bit of land, sir. Is this not enough?”

      “We have four horses, Liam,” I said rubbing the bridge of my nose.

      Taking a deep breath, I asked, “Is there nothing else? Maybe something just outside of town? An old ranch house perhaps?”

      The man scratched his chin and flipped through his book again.

      Then he gasped. “Hold on! Might have an idea.”

      Holding out his hand, he warned me, “This is not a sure thing, sir. But I do know of a widow who lives a half mile south of here. Had her house up for sale for a few years, but she changed her mind when no decent buyers could be found.”

      “That sounds perfect,” I said. “The girls and I can have our horses ready in ten minutes. They are at Sable’s.”

      Liam blinked in surprise. Chagrined, he admitted, “Sorry, sir, I don’t have a horse myself.”

      Turning my back to the man, I told him not to worry. “We will meet you out front shortly. I think we can manage.”

      We let Liam ride on Duncan, by far the best behaved and easiest to manage.

      He pulled himself into the saddle with a grin, and despite a few awkward moments, proved to be a competent rider.

      After working with Jax for a little over a week, my own skills were improving as well. The horse still fought me occasionally, but more and more, I was winning.

      We left town out the road that ran to the east, then turned south.

      Open farmland spread out in a valley below, and several small orchards dotted the landscape as we climbed up a long and gentle slope.

      Eventually, we came to a fork in the road.

      Liam pointed to the right. “See that cluster of trees there? If you squint, you can make out the roof of Widow Baker’s home.”

      As we approached, I kept a sharp eye out. A tall stand of pine trees clustered a quarter mile behind the home.

      In front, an assortment of fruit trees grew. The motley orchard would never become a source of substantial income, but I loved the idea of eating my own apples.

      The house itself was certainly old, but the closer we got, the more favorable details I noticed.

      Every fence post was straight, the wire holding them together taut and oiled.

      We dismounted and walked up to the front porch.

      “Just one second. The Widow Baker is a good sort, but without notice, I am not sure she’s ready for company.”

      He knocked, and I looked to see the girls’ reactions.

      Astra’s eyes widened, but Brea and Siobhan were busy studying the grove of trees growing up all around.

      An old woman answered soon after. After a brief introduction, she opened her door and smiled. “I don’t mind a little company! Come inside!”

      Mrs. Baker fussed over each of the women, giving them compliments on their beauty.

      For a moment, she seemed taken aback by Siobhan’s wings, but she soon recovered.

      “My husband was a rabbitkin riordi. Good man and a marvelous baker. I’ve never met an avian before. Your wings are lovely, dear.”

      “Thank you,” Siobhan replied awkwardly, her eyes flitting to the ground. “Your home is very nice.”

      “Glad you think so. Would you all like to take a look around?”

      We agreed, then proceeded to follow the woman as she tottered around a home she’d known and cared for these past fifty years.

      Unlike the house on High Street, Mrs. Baker’s home looked lived in.

      Open-beamed ceilings made it feel even larger than it was, and the hearth had been hand built by the widow’s late husband.

      Each detail she showed me made me fall more and more in love with it.

      “You must see the kitchen, dear,” she told Brea, the only woman to have reacted positively to the sewing room.

      I followed behind Brea as we walked into the spacious kitchen. A wide window overlooked the back yard.

      I froze in place, and Brea gasped, pressing her hands to her mouth. “Oh, Rin! It’s amazing!”
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      Behind the house, tucked between the stand of pine trees and a quaint vegetable garden, stood a pond. It wasn’t large, maybe an acre and a half.

      A creek ran through one side, and spilled down the other, trickling down to a pasture where a single dairy cow chewed grass lazily.

      Sitting down at Mrs. Baker’s dining room table ten minutes later, we all enjoyed some tea as she told us the story of her life here.

      It ended predictably and sadly.

      Her husband had died some ten years before, and she found the upkeep to be more than she was capable of.

      “If not for my son and a hired maid, the property would have gone downhill. I would hate to see that happen.”

      A lull in the conversation gave me an opportunity. “Mrs. Baker, Liam here mentioned you’d had your house on the market a while back. I don’t mean to be rude, but would you consider selling?”

      “I most certainly would! I had been hoping to find a buyer so I could move to Merrin to live with my daughter there.”

      The woman gestured around her. “So much house and so many memories. Makes an old woman sad sometimes.”

      Astra reached out and touched the woman’s shoulder instinctively, and Mrs. Baker reacted by facing the four of us.

      “Are you serious? I would rather not get my hopes up to find out you’re just being polite. It is an old and dusty home, and many young folks prefer houses closer to town.”

      I assured the woman. “We are ready to buy now, ma’am. I’m just a bit worried about the price. There’s a lot here.”

      Mrs. Baker nodded. “The house sits on ten acres that you’ve seen. Down the hill there is five acres of fenced pasture. And behind the pines, we own another twenty acres, but it is little more than forest with a few clearings.”

      The woman smiled sadly. “Fifteen years back, I had hopes of selling for as much as 240 Platinum. Bern has been on the decline for at least a decade though.

      “My last listing was 125 Platinum. Is that something you can afford, Mr. Rin?”

      I took a deep breath and smiled. Looking to the others, I saw that each woman looked pleased by the prospect of moving here.

      Turning back to our host, I said, “I’d like a chance to speak with my companions alone first, but ma’am, I think we are interested.”
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        * * *

      

      After some discussion, Liam had written up a contract to make the deal official.

      The widow had even asked us if we wanted most of the house’s existing furniture as she couldn’t bring it with her.

      I agreed to pay her an additional 5 Platinum for all of the furniture, including the tools in the attached barn.

      When Mrs. Baker had mentioned it offhandedly, I had nearly shit myself, demanding to see it at once.

      The place would be ideal to set up an expanded Runesmithing shop, and the benches and shelves inside were just waiting to be filled with my own equipment.

      I’d had Liam follow us back to my place where I paid a 20% deposit to seal the deal.

      We would be moving in ten days.

      That night, the girls and I talked for hours.

      We were all excited how things had gone, and everyone, including Siobhan, had dreams for the ranch house.

      After conversation died down a little, I told them the two items of bad news.

      Everyone had been half expecting the duel, so it wasn’t much of a surprise.

      The women decided that it would be in my best interest to do some extra training while I still had a chance to do so.

      This would be a contest with rules, not an all out battle like I’d grown used to in the towers.

      In this matter, I’d be at a disadvantage.

      That way, according to Astra, if I lost it would be my own fault.

      “Iskander uses an over-sized great sword like I do,” she explained with a devious grin. “His isn’t as amazing as Rael, but I am willing to bet he uses many of the same slashing movements I do.”

      Siobhan cut in next. “I use a staff differently, but know how to wield a spear. His quill Spiritarm is much the same. If you can survive my attacks, surely, you’ll be able to face Iskander.”

      Brea giggled as she looked between her companion’s eager expression.

      I had to ask. “Is this just a great opportunity for you two to kick my ass?”

      Nobody answered, but a good deal more giggling followed.

      When I told them about Mattias’ misfortune, the mood changed.

      Astra sighed after thinking a while. “Part of me wants to say he deserves it. He’s been such a jerk to you. But… knowing that he might be desperate kinda ruins the victory dance.”

      Brea shrugged. “I only know what you’ve told me, Astra. I would rather help him than stand by and do nothing, personally. And think about it this way, if his shop goes under, then fewer people will walk near ours.”

      I glanced to Siobhan who had unconsciously crossed her arms again. “Don’t ask me. I do not know this man. I am curious, though, what kind of business does he run?”

      “Mattias is a Weaver. He enchants cloth that people can use to make magic clothes.” I tugged on my cloak. “Like this but probably not quite as epic.”

      The avian’s right eyebrow rose an inch. “If we plan to head to the Lake Tower soon, it makes sense to equip ourselves with the best gear. That could include enchanted robes and cloaks.”

      I smiled, warmed that the women were all willing to choose kindness over petty vengeance.

      I’d already gone in a circle with my own emotions, but knowing I had potentially helped the man lose everything didn’t sit right with me.

      Pressing my hands on the table, I leaned forward. “Okay then. Sounds like we have the beginning of a plan. What else can we come up with?”
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        * * *

      

      Astra and I woke early the next morning.

      We skipped breakfast and walked a half mile outside of town.

      Finding a peaceful clearing, the two of us stretched our bodies and prepared to get down.

      When my muscles were warmed up, I walked over to the woman and wrapped my arms around her.

      I planted a long, sweet kiss on her mouth, enjoying how soft her lips were.

      “What was that for?” she asked when I pulled away.

      I shrugged. “Just wanted a little bit of sugar before you thrash me.”

      Astra giggled, her smooth cheeks and bright eyes looking innocent. Then her face grew hard and she held out her hands.

      Rael burst free from the trinket on her wrist and filled her grip.

      We started by skirmishing, trading blows as carefully as we could.

      My Spiritarm was deadly, and the rune of Might on my core made each swing powerful.

      I worked on form, swinging quickly, but trying my best not to use much strength.

      Rael had helped out in his own way, blunting the edge of his blade so she didn’t have to worry about lopping off a hand, or worse, my head.

      Our spar session became vigorous, and soon we were battling at nearly full speed.

      It ended soon after as Astra cleverly blocked my hammer strike, shifting the flat of her blade so my momentum slid off and pulled me off balance.

      Then she shouldered me in the chest, dumping me on my ass.

      The tip of the zambato sword at my throat ended the mock battle.

      She reached down and helped me stand.

      “Okay, let’s talk about foot work,” Astra said with the most serious tone I’d ever heard her use.

      The woman’s theories were sound, I soon discovered.

      Her father had traded some rare mink furs to one of the few zambato sword masters in the south.

      The man had taught her several stances that enabled a fighter to effectively employ the unwieldy weapon.

      “If you can learn the stances too,” Astra explained. “Then you can recognize the attacks he is likely to use by analyzing his footing.”

      Feeling like I was starting from square one, I abandoned the simple footwork the old Rin had mastered that worked so effectively with a hammer.

      We practiced until the eleventh hour, then hobbled back to devour a delicious brunch.

      I put in a couple hours in the shop, only stopping when the girls told me it was time to enact the first stage of our big plan.

      All five of us, Minh tucked neatly in my robe pocket, walked boldly across Wisteria Lane and entered the Weaver’s shop.

      Poor Yurek’s eyes practically fell out of his head when he saw my face. “Rin! Uh… Master Mattias isn’t in right now.”

      “We aren’t here for him, Yurek,” I replied with a smile, hoping to calm the man down.

      “It isn’t a good time, Rin. I know you two aren’t on good terms, but please, if you could just leave him alone.”

      I walked up to the counter and sighed. In a quiet voice, I said, “We are here for the best fabric in Bern. Can you help us buy some stuff?”

      His eyes narrowed as he appraised me.

      I held his gaze until the young man crumbled. “Sure thing, Rin. Uh… any idea what magical properties you’re looking for?”

      A smile spread over my face, and our conversation took a more conducive direction after that.

      We left an hour later, 6 Platinum, 19 Gold, and 38 Silver poorer.

      I’d made Yurek promise he wouldn’t tell Mattias who had purchased the materials.

      He eyed me suspiciously but agreed to do so.

      Carrying enough fabric to clothe an elephant, we strode down the street to meet with Bern’s only Master Tailor.

      We went all out, ordering a pair of trousers and robes for each of us. The girls each asked for cloaks as well.

      Ivan Tailor was pleased with the coin we gave him, but curiosity got to him. “Where did you come by all of this enchanted cloth? It must have cost a fortune.”

      “Terrific Textiles, of course. Mattias Weaver is the best at his craft for over a hundred miles,” Astra said before sauntering out.

      When the man looked at me, I just grinned.

      “She knows her stuff, so I’d assume she’s right. You’d be surprised though. The man’s prices are more than fair.”

      We made another stop at the Cobbler’s shop.

      My old boots weren’t anything special, and I figured the enchanted leather Mattias sold would make for an excellent new pair.

      The Cobbler took our measurements and said the boots would be done in two days.

      I made a special request for steel inserts to be added in mine, thinking of the viper that had bitten me.

      As the man’s apprentice was counting out my change, Brea kissed me on the cheek.

      Then, surprising me, she affected a posh accent and said, “The girls and I are heading back to Terrific Textiles. If the enchanted leather is that good, we thought his silks might be even better.”

      The women practically floated out the door, and it took discipline not to laugh at their overt performance.

      And on it went.

      Three more stores were hit, three more smaller orders made.

      We returned to the house shortly after, the girls all thrilled that they’d been able to play such an active part in the scheme.

      The first part of our plan had been well-executed.

      We’d have to wait four days until all of our garments were finished before the second part could commence.
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        * * *

      

      The days passed in a blur of excessive training and runesmithing.

      I managed to complete all of the custom orders that seemed ethical.

      There was no way I’d help a man stifle his wife’s ability to speak, but the rest went smoothly.

      By smoothly, I mean I only blew up ten Spirit Shards.

      Siobhan thought I was completely mad after the second explosion, but by the tenth, she’d grown used to it.

      I trained with Brea for a day.

      Her skills were more limited than the other two, but she showed me everything she knew about unarmed combat and fighting with a dagger.

      When she was done with me, Siobhan took over.

      Working with the avian was more than a little intense. I blocked countless thrusts from her staff until my shield arm was numb and tingling.

      In between bouts of training and crafting, I snuck out on little “walks” in which I ordered this and that to be made, delivered, or repaired back at the ranch house.

      I wanted the girls to shit themselves when moving day came.

      Caught up in a dozen schemes at once, time passed quickly.

      Two days until the duel, the Tailor dropped off the last of our clothes in a large pile.

      After tipping the man, the girls and I pulled the trigger on phase two of operation Save Mattias and Yurek.

      It was a Saturday, which meant the townsfolk would be making their rounds. The timing couldn’t have been better.

      The girls snatched away the greater part of the pile and disappeared into the dojo where I heard them chatting and giggling while they tried everything on.

      I was left with a pair of trousers, a new set of robes and an undershirt that wrapped behind the neck and criss-crossed over my chest and around my waist.

      I laid everything out together, including the boots that were delivered the day before.

      The boots fit better than my previous pair, and even gave an increase to agility and walking speed.

      My other custom items were a great deal more significant, however.

      I used Inspect to examine their bonuses.
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      Item Name: Half-length Traveler’s Tunic

      Quality: Excellent

      Condition: New

      Properties: Grants a minor boost to stamina and spirit regeneration. Minor protection from piercing and slashing damage.
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      Item Name: Clean Skin Ru Chest Wrap

      Quality: Excellent

      Condition: New

      Properties: Fabric repels water, blood, and sweat. Resistant to stains.
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      Item Name: Dueler’s Trousers

      Quality: Excellent

      Condition: New

      Properties: Minor boost to all forms of defense. Minor boost to balance.
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        * * *

      

      Minh’s voice interrupted my internal thoughts. You will look handsome in these, Rin. But I’m mostly happy they’ll help protect you too!

      I feel the same, Minh. When combined with my armor, I’ll be a lot harder to kill.

      The tunic, or robes as I’d been calling them, were made from a dark-blue material that contrasted with the beige of the trousers.

      When I was fully dressed, I had to admit, I looked pretty damn fly.

      A half hour later, the women emerged with all the poise of strutting peacocks.

      Siobhan was dressed in a dark gray that had a metallic sheen. A bright-silver cloak contrasted with it sharply.

      Most of her garments boosted her spirit regeneration and Elemental Affinity.

      Brea wore a pale-green dress trimmed in black. The color made her eyes explode with color.

      She’d chosen fabric that enhanced her agility and speed.

      I admired both women, whistling and complimenting anything I noticed.

      But when Astra emerged, my breath caught.

      She’d finally decided to retire the battle dress. In its stead, she wore dark-crimson robes with black trousers.

      A gold sash and trim made the outfit pop even more.

      The girls and I hit the town like an unexpected storm. We visited every shop that had customers inside, chatting it up with the locals, and continuously flaunting our stuff.

      Most of our time was spent shopping for food, which was fine by me.

      I still had plenty of coin, but the four of us had been on a shopping spree.

      We strolled along High Street, making sure at least a dozen of the more wealthy women in town noticed us pass by.

      I hit up the Guild Hall and chatted with the few young men in town with their minds set on adventuring.

      Our final stop was to see Goran and Wren.

      Wren didn’t compliment the girls’ beauty. Instead, she told them each how fearsome they looked.

      And finally, we returned just in time for a nice dinner.

      The next day, we got a close-up look at the fruits of our labor.

      A line of customers was waiting out front of Mattias’ shop.

      Most were women seeking out fashionable fabrics, but many were craftsmen who’d had reminders of how useful enchanted garments could be.

      Brea and Astra made a game of counting how many customers Mattias got, and as the sun went down, they’d settled on seventy-two.

      I’d just begun digging in to a juicy steak Astra had fried up for us when a knock came at the front door.

      “I’ve got it, guys. Probably just a customer dropping off an order,” I said, wiping my mouth and heading down the hall.

      When I saw Mattias’ long face waiting outside, I wasn’t sure what to think.

      I unlocked the door and invited him in. “What is it I can do for you, Mattias,” I said, feeling a little wary.

      His brow was hard, his eyes dark with thunderclouds.

      Here we go, I thought. Should have known he’d be a prick no matter what.

      But when he placed a hand on the counter, I noticed it was trembling slightly. “Rinmarron. I… Yurek refuses to tell me, but this was your doing, wasn’t it?”

      “Maybe, but can you be more specific?”

      He sighed, clenching his hand. “Someone bought more fabric than I’ve sold in the last four months less than a week ago.

      “Then my shop was assaulted by a flock of eager customers, all asking for the enchanted fabrics worn by a cultivator and his exquisite vessels.”

      With a smile, I told him the truth. “Yes, Mattias. That was me and mine.”

      He lifted his fist and shook it a moment. Then he extended his finger at my chest. “Why? Why do such a thing? I… I haven’t exactly been kind to you, Rinmarron.”

      This made me chuckle, and some of my nerves washed away. “No you haven’t. But… neither have I. Goran told me of your misfortune, and honestly, we needed the new clothes anyway.”

      The man nodded, seeming to take my answer at face value.

      Seeing this exchange wouldn’t end up with the man shouting at me, I asked the question that had bothered me ever since arriving in Acalia.

      “Mattias. Please, can you tell me why you hated Yory so much, and me for that matter?”

      A muscle twitched in Mattias’ jaw and his eyes fluctuated between anger and something else.

      Sadness maybe.

      He stared at me for long moments.

      Then something broke in his posture. He deflated just a little, and the rigidity in his limbs retreated.

      “I used to think nobody in Acalia could compare to Yory. As a boy, his adventures inspired me. He was almost twenty years my senior, yet during his ascension to greatness, he chose to bond with a vessel that was very near to my heart.”

      Mattias sighed. “Pim had trained as a vessel her whole life. I grew up watching her progress. She was my first love.”

      I thought about the ages of the three people involved.

      I couldn’t imagine Yory bonding and then marrying a woman twenty years younger than him even though the practice was common.

      When I asked Mattias about her age, he laughed. “Nothing gets by you, Rin. Yes, Pim was older than me and out of my league. She was twenty-five when I turned sixteen, and still she hadn’t been bonded. I saved up my money in hopes to someday afford her Acquisition Fee.

      “Then one day, Yory was walking down the street, Pim walking behind him in fine armor.”

      Shaking his head, the man laughed. “It broke my heart entirely. They adventured together, and Yory grew more and more powerful. I resented him all the while.

      “Still, I might not have held a grudge had he not been responsible for her death. When I heard the news of her fall, I… I swore an oath to do all I could to destroy the man.

      “I set up my shop across the street in hopes to steal his customers. I was conniving even when he tried to welcome me.

      “Then, worst of all,” Mattias said with a soft smile. “He beat me all over again. I am truly a skilled crafter, Rin. Equal to the great Yory even. But he was the better businessman.”

      I digested the man’s story, and I felt glad that I had chosen to help him.

      In my old life, I’d felt the sting of rejection or a lost love more than once. It could drive a man to do some ridiculous things.

      Mattias cleared his throat. “I will not take up any more of your time, Rinmarron. But for what it’s worth, thank you. Thank you for helping my failing business, and thank you for helping me heal this old wound.”

      “It’s my pleasure. A question before you go though? How could you be struggling to pay the bills? From what I can see, you have plenty of customers, at least to stay afloat.”

      The man groaned, rubbing his forehead and looking away.

      Feeling like I’d overstepped, I apologized. “None of my business. Sorry I asked.”

      “I don’t honestly mind,” Mattias said in a low tone. “Lamont Broker is a snake with a silver tongue. It was his idea to take the shop by auction. He owns my shop as well, and ever since our venture failed, he’s doubled my rent.

      “Despite all you’ve done, I might still lose it, Rin. I’m happy you won the auction though. I’ve a feeling Lamont would have used the money I owed him to acquire both storefronts.”

      I ground my teeth, remembering the cold eyes of the infamous Broker. “Definitely sounds like a snake. Maybe you could find somewhere else to set up, somewhere with a fair rent price.”

      Mattias smiled and dipped his head. “Perhaps, Rinmarron. Perhaps. I’ll bid you goodnight, and again, thank you.”

      I watched him go, and as he opened the door, I called out, “Mattias! Call me Rin, okay?”

      He nodded then closed the door behind him.
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        * * *

      

      “Here I come, Rin. Full speed this time. Are you ready?” Siobhan asked, her silver eyes glinting with mischief.

      Our breath filled the early morning air with plumes of mist. We’d been at it for an hour, drilling one final time before the duel.

      The woman proved to be even more skilled than Astra, and I knew if I won this bout, it would largely be because of her.

      Grinning, I shot her a wink. “Ready when you are, Siobhan. Don’t hold back or I’ll clip your wings.”

      The snide comment forced a growl from her lips, and she unfurled her wings behind her.

      Without pause, Siobhan launched herself in the air, her jump aided by a tremendous flap of her wings.

      Since Iskander’s Spiritarm came up and over his shoulder, providing an unusually high angle of attack, she’d made sure to use her wings to emulate.

      The woman’s staff lanced down at my chest in a streak of silver.

      I caught the blow with my shield and deflected it to the side.

      This minimized the staff’s impact and gave me a chance to counter.

      I stepped in and jabbed toward her gut with the end of my hammer.

      Until now, I’d only used both sides of my hammer, but the quickness of a hasty thrust was valuable even though the blow would be less powerful.

      That was assuming I landed the hit.

      Siobhan used her wings to assist a side-stepping maneuver.

      Switching the way she held her staff, she swung it in great arcs, almost as if it were a great sword.

      Her swings were likely quicker than Iskander’s would be, however, so I was forced to retreat several paces.

      Her staff clanged loudly against Minh as she struck time and again.

      I waited till she had committed to one final two-handed chop, then made my move.

      I darted in, taking a glancing blow over my shoulder. The sacrifice was made in order to allow me a chance to get under her guard.

      My Chasing Hammer blurred as I threw out a hasty side swing.

      The hammer clipped the edge of her greaves, and sparks filled the air.

      Siobhan grinned savagely. I knew things were about to get serious now that I’d made contact with her person.

      She was that kind of fighter I’d learned.

      The avian began a final combination she could perform masterfully. Lunging toward me and to the side, she swung her staff at my head.

      I blocked it of course, but knew more was to come.

      Shifting her grip, Siobhan rolled into a series of spear thrusts. Each time her staff leapt out, I would deflect or dodge it.

      Each time, she side-stepped.

      I blocked several, but one made it past my guard, thumping against my breastplate.

      The stone wall of the bridge pressed into my lower back.

      She’d done it again. The woman was a master of movement, and like so many times before, she had turned me into a corner.

      I could dive into a roll to either side, but with Siobhan’s speed, that would mean taking a hard hit on my ribs.

      Instead, I stood my ground, thinking to use one of her own tricks against her.

      With a shout, the woman flew at me.

      Two more quick thrusts of her staff darted out, one going high, the other low.

      I blocked the first, and lifted my leg to let the other pass by harmlessly.

      Then I stomped down, using my body weight to pin her staff below me.

      The staff slipped from her grip momentarily, but she quickly recovered.

      The moment it had cost her won me the match.

      Darting in, I swung my hammer past her head.

      She flew back, but the head of my hammer was tucked neatly behind her shoulder.

      I jerked it towards me, pulling the riordi woman closer. I used Minh’s shield to bash her in the chest, then swung my hammer hard.

      My attack halted just two inches from her pretty head.

      I’d bested her.

      Instead of showing anger, her smile shifted slightly. Biting her lip, she lowered her spear and walked closer.

      When her full lips were only a foot from mine, she whispered, “Now that was a good fight, Master Rin.”

      “Enough flirting!” Astra cried out.

      I turned to see her and Brea coming down the hill, a basket in each of their arms.

      “We weren’t flirting,” I said defensively. “At least I wasn’t.”

      Astra ignored me. “Muffins from the bakery. Bacon and potatoes from my pan. And Brea has made quiche. Hope that sounds good to everyone!”

      The four of us sat on the bridge and shared a meal as the sun rose.

      Time was running out, but I felt prepared for the duel.

      I ate sparingly, not wanting to fight on an empty stomach. I saved the muffin for last. It had been a tactical decision on my part.

      Brea was the one to first suggest taking advantage of enchanted food to increase my odds against Iskander.

      I didn’t think it was entirely fair to boost my strength, speed, or agility. But another idea occurred to me.

      As the status effect activated, I read it in my SI.
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      Status Effect Active: Tea Muffin Mindset
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      Tea Muffin Mindset: By consuming food baked by a Master Baker, vanilla muffin spiced with black tea, you have received a temporary boost to mental clarity and calmness.
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      Time Remaining: 1 hour and 59 minutes.
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        * * *

      

      I sighed, feeling my thoughts smooth out slightly.

      It wasn’t a heady experience, but a nice way to focus before such an important battle.

      When Iskander had issued the challenge, he’d made it clear that the bout wouldn’t end at first blood.

      I couldn’t tell if he planned to fight to the death or not.

      Even if that weren’t the case, I refused to sacrifice my reputation by losing to him.

      I felt Astra stiffen beside me.

      Looking up, I spotted Iskander and his vessels walking down toward us. They were all dressed for combat, their armor glinting in the early morning sun.

      Behind them came a small crowd of townsfolk who’d somehow heard news of the battle.

      Great. Just what I need. An audience.

      We stood and the girls cleaned up what was left of the meal. I took a mouthful of water and washed down my breakfast.

      Iskander strode forward and drew his great sword in a single, graceful motion.

      But it wasn’t the sword my muffin-focused mind centered on. It was two items I hadn’t seen before.

      One was a fine bracer, with runes clearly etched on their surface. The other was an armored belt wrapped around his waist.

      Instantly, I inspected both in Runic Vision.

      Sure enough, he’d done what he could to stack his odds.

      The bracer had a rune of Might and Speed glowing side by side.

      The belt’s runes were more complicated to interpret. Balance, Body, and Endurance shone side by side.

      Knowing the item’s exact effect wouldn’t be possible unless I spoke with the crafter, but if I had any guess, it would give Iskander a boost to his constitution as well as footwork or agility.

      I sighed and let the issue drop. I have an enchanted core. Might as well even the playing field a little.

      Astra practically hissed at him. “Show some restraint. Or did you plan on attacking us all?”

      He looked momentarily chagrined. “Of course not. I don’t want to waste time though. I’m ready when you are, Rin.”

      I nodded to the man and walked to stand in the middle of the bridge.

      “Chasing Hammer,” I said, feeling my Spiritarm shimmer into existence.
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      Then I asked, “Any rules I should know about? This is my first duel, Iskander. I wouldn’t want to offend you all over again.”

      The man scoffed. “Rules? Fight me till I crush you. Does that sound fair?”

      I arched an eyebrow. If he is stepping into this with bravado, he’s not going to last long.

      Before I could respond, one of his vessels rushed forward. She placed a hand on Iskander’s shoulder.

      Then in a clear voice, the woman shouted, “No use of skills! And if someone loses consciousness, the bout is over!”

      He growled but nodded his approval.

      I nodded in return.

      The crowd of forty or so villagers found places to sit and stand on the hill side, and a hush fell over the bridge.

      Only Iskander’s heavy steps could be heard above the babble of the creek below.

      Then as the man came within ten feet the match began in earnest.

      Holding his great sword with feet held wide, a posture Astra referred to as horse stance, Iskander summoned his quill Spiritarm.

      Then he growled, his handsome face twisting with rage as he fell into a series of slashing attacks.

      I retreated, wary that his Spiritarm might be the real threat.

      Blocking several blows in a row, I saw the flicker of his quill dart out at me.

      I barely had time to duck under the attack, and jumped back another few feet.

      Fuck! He’s almost as fast as the girls and with his Spiritarm, I’m essentially fighting two opponents at once! I thought.

      And his new items have certainly helped him out.

      He came at me again, a hint of a smile touching his lips.

      I learned something invaluable then.

      He was using an almost-identical chain of attacks and movements.

      Iskander slashed forward, then backhanded.

      Then he rushed forward, turning his back to me for a half second as he wound up for an overhead attack.

      He covered his moment of vulnerability by stabbing with his quill, keeping me at bay.

      Last time, he’d performed the rolling overhead slash twice in a row.

      When I saw him commit to the second, I rushed in. Ducking under his swing, I popped up beside him.

      My foot shot out, and I kicked him hard in the hip, throwing the man back against the wall of the bridge.

      He grunted in pain, and his eyes darted up to see the crowd, who was applauding my hit.

      One man even said, “First hit goes to Rin! I knew it!”

      Rage swept over Iskander’s features, and his gaze hardened.

      I backed up to stand in the center again, and fell into a defensive stance.

      Things were about to get real.

      The man attacked like a thunderstorm. This time, he altered his combinations and movements, making his attacks less predictable.

      His speed increased slightly as well, most likely an effect of his anger and desperation.

      The Spirit-forged quill snaking over his shoulder became more aggressive.

      If it hadn’t been for my experience facing Siobhan, with her incredible speed and determination, I might have taken a few hits.

      I thanked the woman in my mind and hunkered down, redoubling my effort.

      Sparks flew off of Minh’s shield as I blocked time and again.

      When I couldn’t block with my shield, I countered with my hammer, swatting attacks away.

      A particularly complex flurry came next.

      He managed to slash his blade against the side of my shoulder.

      I knocked the sword aside with Minh.

      Iskander took advantage of the window, and his Spiritarm thrust down at my gut.

      I managed to push it aside with a backhand parry, but it punched through the chain mail and robes above my hip.

      It wasn’t a serious injury, only causing me pain and inconvenience.

      I ignored the blood leaking down my side and thigh, focusing instead on the animal before me.

      Iskander was defeating himself.

      If he could keep up this barrage indefinitely, the man would best me.

      But he was only human, a human who had sacrificed his wits to the bonfire of his rage.

      Iskander’s eyes were stretched wide, his lungs panting heavily for air.

      His movements became slower and less precise.

      I waited for the right moment, knowing my own fighting style would allow me to preserve my energy longer.

      Then I saw it.

      Iskander had just performed a back-handed swipe with his great sword, and was winding up for a downward slash.

      I threw Minh out and punched the side of his forearm with the edge of the shield.

      Predictably, his quill lanced down at my throat.

      I blocked that with my hammer.

      As our bodies came close, I hunched forward and head butted him in the nose.

      I dismissed my hammer for a second and gripped behind his breastplate. I yanked him toward me and drove my knee into his gut.

      Then I spun away, blocking another attack with Minh even as I summoned my hammer and smashed it against his breastplate.

      The crowd cheered wildly, and I sent a silent thank you to Brea for helping me refine my unarmed combat.

      Stepping away, I took a deep breath. “Iskander. It might be time—”  I tried, but the man screamed out a blood-curdling war cry.

      I caught a heavy blow with Minh and spotted the telltale flare of Spirit filling the quill behind him.

      He was using a skill.

      His Spiritarm slashed down at an angle with blinding speed.

      The attack magically by-passed my armor, and I felt a deep gash open up all the way across my chest.

      A second skill was activated, and he spun.

      The quill extended and lanced toward the center of my chest.

      I deflected it with Minh, but the Spiritarm scored deep into my right shoulder.

      Astra screamed from nearby as I staggered back. “He’s cheating! You said no skills! Stop the bout, now!”

      Iskander backed off, a look of fear and surprise on his face.

      Seeing he wasn’t going to attack for the time being, I held out my hand. “Leave us be, Astra. The rules have changed.”

      I glared at the man, my fury turning into a cold resolve.

      Activating Runic Vision, I decided then and there to end this farce.

      “Try that again, fool. See how long you can stand against me now that we are using skills,” I whispered, knowing the taunt would get to him.

      Growling, Iskander threw a reckless slash.

      I jumped back, avoiding the attack easily, and when his Spiritarm glowed brighter, I dodged to the side and blocked the slashing skill with Minh.

      His following attack was telegraphed.

      I swung my hammer, aiming for the empty rune slot at the base of his great sword. “Peening Strike!” I called, feeling power ripple down my arm and into the hammer.

      The blow shattered the sword just above the hilt.

      Shock registered in Iskander’s eyes, and he triggered another stabbing attack with his quill, most likely in an attempt to buy himself some room.

      “Buckler’s Bite!” I shouted, and I darted forward, narrowly passing under the thrust of his quill.

      The spikes on the shield sunk into the steel of Iskander’s armor, more than a few piercing it a little.

      He smashed into the stone wall of the bridge, grunting in pain.

      I wasn’t done with him yet.

      “Revert!” I called out next, freeing up my left arm. I threw out my hand and gripped him by the throat, forcing him back over the wall of the bridge.

      My overpowering strength became obvious, and his feet lifted from the ground a few inches.

      Then I swept my hammer around in a clean arc. “Anvil Onslaught!” I screamed, venting my rage.

      The hammer shattered the wall beside his head, spraying his face with bits of stone.

      The six anvils that followed fell below the edge of the bridge, each slamming into the water below.

      I squeezed his throat one last time, showing him a brief taste of my rune of Might.

      Then I let him go and walked away.

      The townsfolk clapped and cheered, but Astra wouldn’t have it.

      After sending Brea down to heal me, she shooed them away with outrageous threats. Slowly, the crowd dispersed and went about their business.

      My breath was coming in gasps as the effects of the two injuries started to catch up with me. I rested an arm against the bridge wall, fighting a bout of dizziness.

      Then a cool flash of healing Spirit washed over me as Brea cast a Spell Shard on me.

      I groaned with relief as the wound on my chest closed up.

      The one in my hip had been worse than I thought. I’d need some herbs later to make the pain go away entirely.

      Siobhan and Brea congratulated me, but I expected a scolding from Astra later.

      When she approached, I ran a hand through her red hair. “I had to, or he wouldn’t have been satisfied.”

      Still scowling, Astra replied, “Yes, I know. You fought well. It’s a lot more terrifying when I can’t help out though. Try not to offend any cultivators again if you can help it.”

      I laughed, wincing a little at the pain in my hip. “I’ll try. I promise, I’ll try.”

      With only a backwards glance at the defeated man, I walked up the street toward home.

      I was done with the man’s bullshit. Breathing deeply, I forced the lingering rage from my system.

      Just because Iskander was a fool didn’t mean I had to ruin a perfectly good day with a foul mood.

      I’d made it fifty feet until Iskander cried out. “Rin! Rin, a moment of your time!”

      I spun on my heels, the flames in my chest stoking in an instant. “Seriously? What the fuck do you want, Iskander? Want to fight me again for sparing your life this time?”

      He jogged after me with his hands held up. “Not at all. A little angry you broke my sword, but just a second, I promise.”

      I waited for him to approach, and the girls walked on ahead.

      He gave me a crooked grin. It was amusing considering the wild angle of his broken nose and the blood splashed across his breastplate.

      Iskander stopped before me and shook his head.

      His smile fell, and an expression of regret crossed his face.

      At last, he sighed and shook his head. “You fight like a demon, Rin. I’m… I’m sorry for breaking the rules of the bout. You won twice over.”

      When I didn’t respond, he sighed and tried again. “My pride got the better of me. I’m sorry.”

      “More like your anger,” I shot back.

      Nodding, he admitted, “Yes. That too. Listen, I just wanted to say that you’re an honorable man as well as a powerful warrior. In the future, when our paths cross again, consider me an ally if not a friend.”

      I nodded, and he offered me his hand.

      I chuckled. “You said it right the first time, Iskander. Perhaps we can be allies, but I think you just ruined our chances at ever becoming friends.”

      “Fair enough,” he said grimly before releasing my grip.

      I turned and walked after the women who were waiting for me at the edge of town.

      In a voice just loud enough for him to hear, I ended our little chat by adding, “See you at the towers, Iskander. And good luck finding a new sword.”
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      After the duel, I’d focused entirely on the move ahead.

      Packing up our things and hiring help to make it all easier cost a lot of money.

      And the laundry list of things we needed at the new house increased that cost significantly.

      Thankfully, Collin Trapper got back to me with fantastic news. He’d found a buyer for the Roc’s over-sized gem heart.

      Handing me a pouch filled with 53 Platinum and change, he declared me the luckiest man in Bern.

      “Something was different about that gem heart, Rin. The Alchemist who purchased it said it had a greater Spirit density than it should have for its size.”

      Remembering how OP the ugly bird had been, I wasn’t surprised. “Well, thanks for helping out, Collin. This is going to help out a lot in the weeks to come.”

      He gave me a merchant’s grin and saluted me as I left. “Always here to help, my friend. I simply love doing business with you.”

      Having brokered the deal, he’d taken a 10% cut, giving him and his fellows plenty of coin to work with in their own dealings.

      I waved goodbye and met the girls in front of Yory and Rin’s Runesmithing.

      The last wagon had been loaded, filled mostly with foodstuffs, blankets, and all the tiny minutiae of life.

      Since Mrs. Baker’s old house was mostly furnished, we only had to make a few trips.

      Astra grinned at me, her blue eyes sparkling. “Sit by me, Rin! Oh, this is so exciting!”

      I took her hand and stepped up onto the bench of the wagon.

      The driver, one of Collin’s friends, cracked the reins and we started our short journey to the ranch house.

      Brea and Siobhan rode behind us. They’d already ridden Jax and Duncan up, and now they rode their own horses.

      The breeze tousled my hair, and I closed my eyes.

      It was a fine day for moving, a fine day for anything really.

      Some were talking about the heat of summer coming soon, but right now, spring was in its finest hour.

      Astra wove her fingers through mine and leaned against me. “Do you think we’ll be happy there, Rin?”

      I sighed. “For a time. I think it will be the perfect place to rest between tower runs… but that is still our primary goal, Astra.”

      “I know. I haven’t forgotten. The house just seems so perfect!”

      “It is,” I said, conceding the point. “It absolutely is.”

      As we approached, Mrs. Baker was about to climb into a carriage. She said something to the coachman and waited for us to pull up.

      “Fine day for a new beginning,” Mrs. Baker said.

      Her eyes were as bright as Astra’s, and I couldn’t have been happier that we’d helped her as much as she’d helped us.

      I hopped down from the wagon and helped Astra down as well. Then the two of us hugged the old woman.

      “It is, Mrs. Baker. Hope you are happy over in Merrin. In fact, we might visit there soon when we travel to the Lake Tower,” Astra said, still holding the woman’s hands.

      The widow smiled. “If you do, please make a call. I’ll be living with Mirriam and Josiah Smith. Ask anyone in town. They’ll point you in the right direction.”

      After saying goodbye to Siobhan and Brea, the old woman gave her lifelong home one last look, then stepped boldly into the coach.

      As she left, I grinned to see another wagon delivering one of the big surprises I’d ordered for the girls.

      Astra spotted my expression and caught on. With hands on hips, she demanded to be told what it was.

      I, of course, refused.

      I helped the girls unload, and as we were finishing up, the slow wagon finally pulled up to a stop.

      “Delivery for Mr. Rinmarron!” the man called out.

      Astra beat me to the front door and flew out onto the porch. “What is it? What did he order?”

      The portly man was sweating despite the cool breeze.

      He looked concerned, facing down the ever-aggressive Astra. “Sorry, I… is this the home of Rinmarron Runesmith, ma’am?”

      “It is, good sir. Now, please, tell me what he bought!” Astra demanded childishly.

      “Ma’am, I just drive the wagon. From the looks of it though, seems like a whole heap of mattresses.”

      Astra squealed, and dove into the back of the wagon.

      The girls and I worked together to move them in one at a time. The mattresses were thick for Acalia’s standards, and weighed a ton.

      I had ordered three medium-sized mattresses, one for each of the girls should they want their own space for the night.

      Astra had of course declared she’d be sleeping with me in the master, but I reminded her that on nights when Brea needed me, she might appreciate her own bed rather than sleeping in Brea’s.

      The largest mattress we shoved onto the four-poster bed that Mrs. Baker left us.

      Everyone spent the day organizing. I’d hired a cleaning crew to dig in deep and make the house feel move-in ready if not new.

      All that remained was for us to sort our things and get used to living in the much larger and more comfortable space.

      Brea brought in lemons from one of the trees out front, and she made us all some lemonade.

      All four of us sat on the back porch, relaxing as the sun started to set.

      Eventually, Brea stood up and sighed. “Might as well get some dinner going.”

      I held up a hand to stop her. “Don’t bother. You won’t need to. Not tonight at least.”

      She quirked her mouth, her eyes narrowing.

      I held up my hands, feigning innocence, but the knock on the front door that came a moment later gave me away.

      Siobhan chuckled. “You spoil us, Rin. Soon we’ll all be fat and lazy.”

      “Doubtful,” I said, standing up and brushing myself off. “There’s no way any of you could ever become lazy.”

      I endured a punch to the shoulder from the avian, and then I walked into the house, heading toward the dining room.

      Astra answered the door, and her shrill voice announced the nature of my final surprise. “Goran! Wren!” she chirped. “So nice to see you!”

      “You’re lucky we came,” Wren replied. “This old man fell asleep in his chair at home. Almost had to use one of my skills to wake him.”

      The couple had come with enough freshly cooked food to feed an army.

      I’d asked Wren if she wouldn’t mind bringing a pot of stew when she’d pressed about a welcoming gift.

      It wasn’t surprising she’d gone above and beyond.

      The woman handed Astra a large pot of her delicious stew.

      Kissing the younger woman on the cheek, Wren said dryly, “Hope Rin isn’t giving you too much grief. He inherited more than runesmithing from Yory.”

      Goran caught on and barked, “What’s that? Bah! You’re one to talk.”

      The old man pulled me into a hug and spoke about his wife as if she weren’t there. “Enjoy the women while they’re young, Rin. Eventually, they just turn to vinegar right before your eyes.”

      Brea giggled and blushed.

      Siobhan, not catching on to the sarcasm, gasped.

      And Wren smacked Goran in the shoulder. “Watch your tongue, or you’ll be walking home.”

      While everyone was still laughing from the abrupt start to the night’s shenanigans, we set the table and pulled out the food.

      Shepherd’s pie, steamed vegetables, and an assortment of cookies soon stood before us.

      I uncorked some wine I’d picked up for the occasion and made a toast. Feeling in a cheesy mood, I spoke from the heart.

      “To Goran, for being older than the towers themselves and stubbornly refusing to die!”

      Astra scoffed at me, but the old man laughed.

      “To Wren, for showing us all the precise union between beauty and prowess.”

      She nodded, taking the compliment happily.

      I continued, feeling encouraged. “To Brea, whose eyes are brighter than emeralds and whose bow has saved our asses time and again.

      “To Siobhan of the endless skies, the fiercest woman I know.”

      Everyone clapped and the two women blushed a little.

      I took Minh out of my pocket and tossed her in the air. Catching her in my hand, I added, “To Minh, the sexiest and most dangerous creature in all of Acalia!”

      The coin buzzed in my hand, and she sent me an image of her blue arms crushing me with a bear hug.

      Then a hush fell over the room as I turned to Astra.

      Taking a sip of the wine, my last words were spoken in a whisper. “To Astra, my best friend and true love.”

      Tears spilled down her cheeks and she popped up from her chair to kiss me a half dozen times.

      Then the mood shifted, and everyone at the table took turns toasting me.

      It became a bit of a roast, but I took the jibes, happy that all were in such high spirits.

      After Astra and Wren teamed up to rip Goran and I, Brea stood up, tapping a fork to the side of her glass.

      When everyone turned to acknowledge her, a furious blush swarmed up her neck and cheeks.

      She cleared her throat, bit her lip, then gave it a shot. “To Rin. You’re shit at riding a horse, and far too often, you chew your food with your mouth open.”

      Wren chuckled. “Off to a good start sweetie. Now lay into him!”

      Brea continued, seeming a bit bolder. “Also, you think of others often, and always make Astra, Siobhan, and I feel safe and comfortable. I owe you so much, and… I’m… I’m falling in love with you!”

      She sat down abruptly, covering her face with her hands. Astra rubbed her back to ease her embarrassment.

      I was at a loss for words, but Wren knew just the thing. “Not exactly what we were going for, sweet heart, but well spoken! Now, watch how I do it.”

      She turned to insult her beloved husband, but Siobhan stood up suddenly.

      The avian’s eyes were bulging wide as she looked from face to face.

      Then she turned to me.

      Siobhan downed the rest of her wine. “Toast!” She shouted a bit too loudly, her accent coming through due to the wine’s effects.

      With a look of triumph in her eyes, she finished her short speech.

      “Rin’s feet smell like old meat and cheese after he takes off his boots, and I have heard him pass gas at night. Sometimes often!”

      The woman sat back down, and a brilliant smile filled her face.

      I craned back my head and laughed. The others joined me, and we all cheered Siobhan’s amazing toast.

      As all epic parties go, this one soon ended, and Goran and Wren rode off into the night.

      Brea yawned dramatically and told us all she was exhausted. She cleaned up the table then disappeared into her room shortly after.

      As if they’d rehearsed it, Siobhan stretched her back, claiming she absolutely needed to take a bath.

      Then it was just Astra and I, standing in the family room.

      She looked at me with undisguised lust. “Best friend?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “Don’t let it go to your head.”

      “True love?”

      I kissed her on the mouth. Then I pulled away and said, “Absolutely. Don’t you agree?”

      Her eyes welled up once more, and she nodded, her red hair bouncing.

      Then she took my hand and led me to the bedroom.

      We kissed softly at first, until our passion began to boil over.

      I started to unfasten the sash around my waist, but then Astra slipped her hand into my robe’s front pocket.

      The woman held up a small copper coin and winked at me. Tossing it to the ground beside us, she stepped back as Minh expanded, taking on her human form.

      I stared in shock, glancing between the two women.

      They had most certainly planned this.

      Then Minh walked closer and touched my chest.

      She smiled wide, her blue eyes glowing in the dim light. “I am here, Rin. I have been saving all of my power for this.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat.

      Her hands traced down my chest and she leaned close and kissed me softly on the lips. “I have more than an hour, Rin. May I have you?”

      “Yes, Minh,” I answered automatically. “Of course.”

      The woman growled softly, her mouth pulling into an adorable snarl. “It is my turn for the sexing,” she said, then kissed me again.

      My laugh was muffled by her embrace, but soon I forgot all about her silly choice of words.

      Minh kissed my neck, and I ran my fingers down the silky skin of her back.

      Astra stood there, perhaps unsure of what to do.

      The blue woman must have sensed this. Without stopping, she held out a hand toward Astra.

      Then the fiery redhead joined us.

      I held them both, taking turns kissing their mouths while the other kissed my neck.

      My heart raced, and I couldn’t believe that this was actually happening. Minh had been with me since the beginning.

      Divine Artifact or no, she was drop dead gorgeous, and I loved her.

      Soon, Minh grew impatient, and the two stripped off my robes.

      When I was standing naked before them, Minh turned to Astra.

      Astra gasped when the blue-haired woman kissed her, but she soon relaxed into the embrace. Tenacious as ever, Minh had Astra’s dress off moments later.

      I blinked at them in amazement.

      Astra’s red hair shimmered faintly, her Fire Spirit stoked and leaking through.

      Her thin neck and delicate collarbones led down to the supple curve of her breasts.

      Minh’s body was similar, though she was a little shorter and had broader hips and a more generous bust.

      The creature looked back and forth between Astra and I, focusing on our exposed sexes.

      She looked like someone caught between two equally appealing choices.

      Her mind made up, Minh pushed me back toward the bed. “Lie down, Rin. I need you.”

      I happily complied and rested my head back on a pillow to watch the two women approach.

      Astra ducked in beside me and rested a hand on my chest. Her breathing had quickened and her mouth hung open a little.

      Minh prowled forward like a panther, straddling me a moment later.

      She dove down and brushed her smooth belly against me, licking my chest as she did so.

      Her growling shifted and became something of a purr. The sound grew louder as she brushed against me a second time.

      Moving lower, the blue woman gripped the base of my sex and took me in her mouth.

      I grunted from the sudden splash of her hot mouth.

      Astra’s hand pulled my head to the side, and she kissed me passionately. Her tongue flitted against mine while Minh drank me in.

      By the towers, I thought. What exquisite torture.

      I hope so, Minh said in my mind, her mouth still full. I have wanted this since we first bonded.

      The three of us continued until Minh’s growl returned in force. I glanced down to see her crawl atop me again.

      She brushed her wet sex against my shaft, grinding down hard.

      As she came to my tip, she skillfully rocked her hips to take me in.

      My groan only served to encourage her.

      She sat up, taking every inch of me and moaning loudly. Yes, Rin. I love this. I love you! she called to me as she began to rock back and forth.

      I pulled Astra closer and wove a hand around her body. Cupping her breast in my hand, I kissed her as Minh moved above me.

      Astra gasped softly, and I pulled away to see she was touching herself.

      The soft fur between her legs glowed with the same faint Spirit as her hair.

      I pinched her nipple in my hand and kissed her neck.

      Eventually, Minh sped up, and I focused my attention on her. I had to concentrate to keep it together.

      Finishing too early would make for a disappointing end for my partners.

      Minh dug her nails into the skin of my chest and alternated between growling and purring.

      Feeling the pressure building, I pressed a hand to Minh’s belly to stop her. “Slow down, love. Let’s get Astra some attention now.”

      Minh pulled off of me with a wide grin. “Very well. I have been curious what she tastes like.”

      Astra’s eyes went wide for a moment as suddenly she became the center of attention. But she soon relaxed, moving down on the bed as Minh beckoned to her.

      Minh kissed her knee caps and then her inner thighs.

      A faint tremor ran through Astra’s body as I pulled her head into my lap and ran my hands across her chest.

      Goosebumps rose over Astra’s slender arms, and she moaned as Minh at last kissed her.

      Minh’s kiss was soft at first. She barely touched her lips and then her tongue against Astra’s sex.

      Then her restraint broke, and Minh kissed her deeply. I watched in fascination as Astra’s legs spread open wider to accept the embrace.

      Soon, Astra was breathing harder, Minh’s fingers busy as well.

      I couldn’t keep my eyes off of the two of them. Astra becoming more and more aroused, and Minh’s round backside waving side to side in the air like a cat.

      I’d had enough of a break by then, so I lifted Astra’s head and got up.

      Walking behind Minh, I touched her hips.

      She flared her buttocks back, opening herself to me, and a deep growl issued from her throat.

      Before I indulged, I dipped my head down and tasted the woman. Her sex was hot and her arousal was beginning to run down the insides of her legs.

      I lapped at her delicate folds, relishing the sweet salt of her.

      Minh began moaning, which seemed to arouse Astra further.

      Finally, I stood up, and gripped Minh’s broad hips. I looked up and saw Astra watching me. Her piercing blue eyes reflected in the moonlight.

      She smiled a little, then a wave of pleasure caused her to close her eyes and open her mouth to moan again.

      I couldn’t resist any longer.

      I pressed forward, feeling Minh’s lips open for me when I entered her.

      Her sex pulsed hot against my manhood, beckoning me into action. Using her hips for leverage, I thrust deep inside her.

      Minh moaned again, which only encouraged me.

      I didn’t hold back.

      Starting at a steady rhythm, I increased my pace until the two of us were clashing together. Each thrust shot a jolt of pleasure up my spine.

      I placed a hand on Minh’s back and then filled my other hand with her pliant bottom.

      Astra’s breath was coming in gasps now, and her hands were clenching the blankets. “Oh, Minh!” she let out. “Minh, I’m…”

      The woman didn’t finish her sentence.

      Instead, an unstoppable wave of pleasure rocked her lithe body.

      She moaned twice as loud, then went silent as she reached the peak of her pleasure.

      Her mouth suddenly free, Minh growled louder and pushed back into me.

      Her fingers dipped between her legs, and I gave her what she needed.

      I wanted to be courteous to Brea and Siobhan, but they knew what we were about anyway. My own moans echoed off the walls of the room, and Minh joined me.

      I felt her break first.

      She growled, arching her back suddenly and lifting upright.

      I gripped her around the belly to pull her closer, then slid a hand up around her throat.

      Turning her face to mine, I kissed her mouth one last time before my pleasure shattered into a thousand pieces.

      A minute later and the three of us were catching our breath. Our limbs were tangled, and sweat covered our bodies.

      Nobody cared a whit.

      Astra yawned, and I looked over to see how she was doing.

      That was when I noticed Minh had fallen asleep.

      Her head rested against my shoulder, and her eyes were closed peacefully.

      I shared a smile with Astra and ran my fingers through Minh’s blue curls.

      I felt sleep overtaking my mind as well, and I told Astra goodnight.

      Then the weight on my shoulder vanished as a burst of light filled the room.

      Lying on the blankets between us was a small copper coin. I picked it up and sent her an image of me kissing her again.

      No response came though.

      Minh was fast asleep.

      I heard a quiet sob and looked up to see Astra wiping her eyes. “It isn’t fair, Rin. She’s… she just wants to be with us.”

      “She still is,” I reminded her. “And remember what she said. The more we ascend, the longer she’ll be able to stay.”

      The woman nodded, but the tears kept coming. I lifted my arm and she slid in beside me.

      I held her until the tears dried up.

      Holding Minh in my hand, I couldn’t prevent my thoughts from drifting. She did need me to get more powerful, and I planned on doing so.

      And I knew just the place for it.

      Kissing Astra atop her head, I asked, “I know we’ve just moved in, but how long until you think everyone is ready to attempt the Lake Tower?”

      She sighed, but her words were angry when she replied.

      “I’d say a month or two, but given what Anya told you, I think we should go soon. A week or so? Do you think we could stay at least that long?”

      I kissed her brow. “Of course, Astra. Of course we can. There’ll be plenty of time for that at least. Let’s get some sleep, yeah?”

      She nuzzled against me, muttering a sleepy reply.

      I let my eyes drift shut, and Astra pulled a blanket up over our legs.

      And as my mind imagined the adventures we would soon embark upon, I soon fell fast asleep.
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            The Sect of Kane

          

        

      

    

    
      If you want to ping me for instant updates on my next book, join the Sect of Kane Discord.
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      Also, advanced chapters and exclusive art can be found on my Patreon. Or sign up to my Newsletter and Facebook Page.

      I look forward to meeting you.
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      For more AK Light Novel and Harem Lit Books, check out:

      Who Let a Demon Lord into the Mage Tower

      Glass Cannon Mage: A System Reborn

      Wyvern Academy: Path of Ascension

      Savage Ascension: Arena Cultivation

      Chimera King: Rebels of Last World

      

      All AK Books have plenty of action and spice to keep you coming back for more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Don’t Forget to Review

          

        

      

    

    
      I hope you enjoyed the second volume of Towers of Acalia. Please, leave a review!
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      Check out and follow these awesome FB groups and pages!

      

      
        	Cultivation Novels

        	Gamelit Society

        	Harem Lit - (Page)

        	Harem Gamelit

        	Harem Lit - (Group)

        	LitRPG Books

        	Monster Girl Fiction

        	Western Cultivation Novels

      

      

      Also, a special thanks to game-icons.net for allowing me use of their fun icons!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LitRPG

          

        

      

    

    
      To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group!
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