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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Stern woke early, pinned between his loving wives. To his right lay Cyra, sleeping peacefully, her face unlined with one of her floppy bunny ears covering her eyes. Her ears were nearly the same color as her hair, a mixture of blonde and brown. He might’ve tried to stroke one of her soft ears if not for his arms being pinned down. 
 
      
 
    After a moment, he turned his head the other way to look at Cammie. The blonde-haired dwarf was using his left arm as her personal pillow. Her hair was tousled from their time together before they went to sleep. 
 
      
 
    Snuggled up behind her was Trish; her short red hair gave her the most shocking color out of all of them. She was also the most aggressive and forward of their family, not that he’d complain. It was her personality that had led them to this moment. 
 
      
 
    Healer, trap finder, and a bulwark, Stern thought of each in turn. Nearly a full crew all by themselves… It’s finally time to put our gear back on. Breakfast with the family first, then after that, they’ll head south and we’ll go north. 
 
      
 
    “Mmhm?” Cammie murmured as she opened her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Stern met her sky-blue eyes with a soft smile. “Good morning, Cammie.” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning…” she murmured back, then giggled when she felt Trish stir behind her. “It seems I’m going to be a handful this morning.” 
 
      
 
    “A delightful handful,” Trish snickered, kissing the back of Cammie’s neck. Green eyes peered past the dwarf to look at Stern. “Hello, lover.” 
 
      
 
    “Hello, trouble,” Stern chuckled softly. 
 
      
 
    “Is it time to wake up?” Cyra yawned. 
 
      
 
    Turning to look the other way, he gave the green-eyed rabbit lykian a smile. “We’re all awake, so probably.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra leaned in and kissed him sweetly before she got out of bed. “Okay. We’re having breakfast with your entire family, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. These last two weeks enjoying our honeymoon have been lovely, but it’s time to move on again.” 
 
      
 
    “While they go south to meet your family’s friends,” Trish sighed, giving Cammie a kiss before she also got out of bed. “Your father seems awfully sure that the Travelers will be here soon.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s always been like that,” Stern shrugged, following Cammie as she got up. “Not sure if he knows somehow, or if he’s just guessing.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think the two Travelers will be okay with your brother, sister, and Josie?” Cammie asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’m pretty sure. My parents are, and they’d know their friends. It’ll be interesting if the couple will be short-term or more like my parents. If the Travelers come and go often, it could make it a very spotty climb up the ranks for their crew.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Trish nodded. “I’ll wish them well. Ana, Josie, and Joseph were really meshing the last couple of days. I’m not surprised your parents funded a stint through the mock dungeon for them.” 
 
      
 
    “Neither was I, but Jon’s head almost exploded,” Stern grinned. “Will you need help with your armor?” 
 
      
 
    “Still getting used to it, so yeah, I could use the help. Your parents went a little crazy on their wedding gifts to us.” 
 
      
 
    “Showered us with them… new armor and weapons for us and our friends,” Cyra said. “We’ll be the best-geared Walkers at this tier.” 
 
      
 
    Cammie nodded in agreement as she started to pull her leather armor on. “We’ve taken the time to get used to the feel of the armor and weapons, but it still feels different.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad my younger siblings were happy to have our old gear. It’s good to see them wanting to get used to wearing it,” Stern smiled. 
 
      
 
    “And I’m glad we got some training in the last couple of days,” Trish said as she put her plate armor on. “It was nice having a couple of weeks mostly off, but I know I needed to keep up with the exercise.” 
 
      
 
    “You, most of all,” Stern said. “The front line is always the most physically demanding spot in a crew.” 
 
      
 
    “Wear the heavy armor, swing the weapon— it’s also very straightforward,” Trish grinned. 
 
      
 
    “I can help,” Cyra said, having gotten her armor on. “I’ll get the buckles and straps that you can’t, Trish.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. Never thought about the fact some pieces of this really require a second person to help get on… or at least make it far easier to get on.” 
 
      
 
    “You could do it by yourself,” Stern said, “but it would take longer, at the very least.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    They grabbed their bags before leaving the room. Jon and Nicole were waiting for them, sitting on the sofa snuggled up to each other. Zasha was lounging at their feet, and Pawly was splayed over their laps, getting belly rubs. 
 
      
 
    “Glad she’s behaving herself,” Stern said. “Having to heal claw wounds would slow the day down.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s been a sweetheart,” Nicole giggled. “I’m happy she lets me pet her belly.” 
 
      
 
    “I only did because Nicole said it’d be okay. I was leery of a trap,” Jon said. 
 
      
 
    “It normally is a trap, but she lets a select few get away with belly rubs,” Stern smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Sure you’re ready to move on?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. We can’t get Nicole her perk if we stay here,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you…” Nicole said softly. Her mask was securely in place, but her gratitude was still easy to see. “I’m hoping we find it soon.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll lead to a change, but we’ll cross that bridge when we get there,” Stern said. “Come on, Pawly. We’re going to have breakfast with my family.” 
 
      
 
    The large Maine Coon was off their laps and by the door in moments, looking back as if she’d been waiting the entire time. Zasha raised his head up, a big doggy grin in place as everyone laughed at Pawly. 
 
      
 
    Jon stood up, then stretched, clearly finding his limits in his new gear. All of their armor was in the mottled camouflage that Stern’s family preferred, as they were all hand-me-downs from the higher-tiered Walkers. “Never thought I’d be in plate armor… I look like a bulwark more than anything else now.” 
 
      
 
    “I feel the same way,” Trish said. “If we meet intelligent mobs, they’ll have to figure out which of us is the real bulwark.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m curious as to how much this prismatic drake hide will boost my spells,” Nicole wondered. 
 
      
 
    “About a quarter of what it does now, if I’m remembering what Marysue said when she got it years ago,” Stern said. “You put healing into the staves, so you both have two emergency heals, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, which will be held back unless absolutely needed,” Cyra nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I think we’re all excited to try out our new gear,” Cammie said, patting the small crossbow slung over her shoulder. “I know I am.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed loudly, complaining from next to the door. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, okay!” Stern laughed. “We’re going.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern was glad for the carriage as it rolled up to the manor his parents had been renting. Getting out of the vehicle, he helped his wives down before getting their bags from the footman. They carried the bags up to the porch, as they’d just take them off soon, anyway. 
 
      
 
    Six people stood on the porch, watching the new arrivals. Most Walkers would feel intimidated to find that particular group waiting for them, but Stern just smiled at his family. Darkhand— Rescue Squad group one— was the best crew in Walker society. It was led by Stern’s father, Seamus Masterson, and was filled out with his three mothers and Seamus’ two best friends. 
 
      
 
    “Looking good. Reminds me of us,” Seamus laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Different, but similar,” Gerald nodded. “You all look comfortable in the gear.” 
 
      
 
    “Still getting used to it,” Trish replied, “but another day or two will help us feel like we’ve had it for years.” 
 
      
 
    “I still don’t know how anyone wears that heavy stuff,” Karen said. “Give me my leathers, a knife, and some shadows any day of the week.” 
 
      
 
    “Has Josie been behaving herself?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    “She’s been a dear,” Julia smiled. “Joseph is clearly smitten.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s been talking a lot more,” Stacia smirked, “as if someone unlocked his tongue.” 
 
      
 
    “Eww, Mom!” Stern gagged. 
 
      
 
    “It’s just how she is,” Seamus laughed. “Once a succubus, always a succubus. Breakfast is waiting. Come on. Goodness knows your siblings are probably trying to eat the table by now.” 
 
      
 
    “Because we’ve never had a late breakfast in our lives,” Ana said, having opened the front door. 
 
      
 
    “I swear, sleep in once or twice and your children will never let you forget,” Seamus said, clearly overacting his part. 
 
      
 
    “Sleep would’ve been forgiven,” Stern grimaced. “Some of those homes weren’t nearly as soundproof as you thought they were.” 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast, right?” Marysue asked, clearly wanting to distance the current conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please,” Gerald said, quickly leading her into the manor. 
 
      
 
    “I am who I am,” Stacia snickered. 
 
      
 
    “And we’ll never ask you to change,” Karen said. She put her arm around Stacia’s waist, guiding the infernal into the manor. 
 
      
 
    The others all went with them, except Seamus and Stern, as the older man had stopped his son for a moment. When it was just the two of them, Seamus gave his eldest child a smile. “I’m glad you asked us to come. I never would’ve thought you’d find three women like I did.” He chuckled when Stern rolled his eyes. “Seriously, Son, I’m happy for you. Moreover, I’m proud of what you’ve done. I think things might begin to change finally, all because you made people stop and look you in the eye.” 
 
      
 
    “Wasn’t me—” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t downplay it,” Seamus cut him off gently. “You’ve been able to let the anger go. Your new lesser empathy perk probably helped with that, but I’d bet your wives helped more.” 
 
      
 
    “They did. Still do, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Being able to push past that and tell people who you are and what you’re doing made an impression, more than anything we did for years. ‘Seeing is believing…’ I guess the old truism still works. The perks you’ve told the guild about and what other irregulars are starting to report will do even more. You’ve almost gathered all of my summoner perks, and you’re just about to reach the copper tier. If you keep going the way you have, you’ll pull it off by the end of bronze.” 
 
      
 
    “It was hard at the start to take those perks and not the ones to improve me personally,” Stern admitted, “but I wanted Pawly to stay with me the whole way. Then, it kind of snowballed.” 
 
      
 
    “I know how that is,” Seamus chuckled. “You’re just missing the bulwark perks I took to balance my summoning ones. I think Joseph will pick those up quicker, as he never seemed interested in being a summoner.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s only ever wanted to be the protector, and now it looks like he has someone other than family to protect. I think they’ll be good together. Josie’s intelligent, and Joe needs someone like that in his life.” 
 
      
 
    “Mean, but funny,” Seamus laughed. “We better get going, but I wanted you to know how proud we are. If things really start to change, it’ll be because of you, at least in part.” He added on the last part to stop Stern from trying to deny the sentiment. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take partial credit, but it’s not just me.” 
 
      
 
    “Stubborn, but you come by it honestly.” 
 
      
 
    Stern chuckled. “I know. From both my birth parents, if not all my parents.” 
 
      
 
    “Too true… did you know I tried to fight the idea of having all three of them as wives?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it was decades back now. Shortly after your mother and I married, when Karen and Julia were just friends. I was being a stubborn ass, holding to old ideals and not letting their love sink in. Your mother is stubborn, thank the Goddess for that. She finally got me to see the hurt I was inflicting on Julia and Karen. When I stopped objecting, that was when love and happiness really started filling in every aspect of my life again.” 
 
      
 
    Stern listened as they walked inside the house. He’d never known his father had been worried about multiple partners the way he’d been. The fact they had that in common made Stern smile. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was a grand feast set out by the manor’s cooks. Everyone enjoyed the meal, including Stern’s younger sister, Odilia. She had her fill, though she stayed away from the meats, still holding to her vegetarian ways. With breakfast done, they started to say their goodbyes. 
 
      
 
    “How long will you be staying in the south?” Stern asked his father after they’d finished their hug. 
 
      
 
    “Less than a year. Sometime between now and then, the Travelers should be showing up. I figure the acolytes at the temples will be told a month beforehand so they can spread the word.” 
 
      
 
    “Your friends that are going with Joe and Ana, are they going to be here like you, or will they come and go like the others?” 
 
      
 
    “I think they’ll be longer term like us, staying for a year, then taking time away,” Seamus said. “I already went over the possibilities with your brother and sister. They said they’re fine waiting in between runs. If it gets too bad, they only have a couple of years before Kaylee and William catch them. She’s changed her mind, and as long as she has family with her, Kaylee says she’ll run.” 
 
      
 
    “Not Sheryl, though?” 
 
      
 
    “No. She’ll only do the bottom tier and maybe go through the second, but after that, she’ll stop.” 
 
      
 
    Stern looked over at his siblings, a smile touching his lips. “Never know. She might find someone she wants to stay with.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope she does, but she doesn’t need to be a Walker,” Seamus said. “I’m going to go hug your wives. Go say goodbye to your mothers, at the very least.” 
 
      
 
    Stern hugged Julia, thanking her for doing the drawing of Cyra’s parents and the family portrait of him and his wives. She kissed his cheek and told him to stay safe before handing him off to Karen. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t go getting a big head,” Karen said, putting him into an armlock after their hug. “I know you’ll treat them right, but I’ll remind you if you fuck up.” 
 
      
 
    Stern tapped his shoulder. “I yield, Mom. I’ll never treat them wrong. My parents taught me better than that.” 
 
      
 
    “Damned right we did,” Karen said, then sniffled, pressing her face into his back as she let go of his arm. “Stay safe, Squirt. We want grandkids, you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    “I hear you,” Stern said thickly, holding back his own tears. “Might be a few years, but you’ll have grandchildren aplenty.” 
 
      
 
    “Aww… she was always a softy when it came to goodbyes,” Stacia said, coming over to hug them. “Go see his wives, Karen. I have him.” 
 
      
 
    Stern hugged his birth mother back tightly. “Thanks, Mom. For everything.” 
 
      
 
    “Dear child,” Stacia said softly, “you were named for my father, but you’re your own man now. We’re so proud of you and happy for you all. We’ll always be ready to help if you need it, though you might need to help your siblings if the worst happens while they run.” 
 
      
 
    “Get word to me and I’ll move mountains,” Stern choked out, the very idea of one of his brothers or sisters being fractured tearing his heart. 
 
      
 
    “We know,” Stacia murmured, rocking him in place. “Now chin up. You need to be the stoic eldest again.” 
 
      
 
    Stern shifted his head, drying his tears on her dress as circumspectly as possible. “Okay. You all stay safe. I know you will be for the coming year, but beyond that, please? I still remember Dad being the only one who came home…” 
 
      
 
    Stacia squeezed him for a moment. “You’re the only one of our children who does. Goddess, that was a terrible year for our family… We’ve been extra cautious ever since, and will continue to be so.” 
 
      
 
    Stern kissed his mother’s cheek. “I thank you for that. Not sure I could’ve taken it a second time.” 
 
      
 
    “Brother?” Joseph called from behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Say your goodbyes,” Stacia smiled before sweeping away to hug Cyra. 
 
      
 
    “Joe, you ready?” Stern asked, turning with dry eyes to face his brother. 
 
      
 
    “As ready as we can be,” Joseph replied. “Why do you always use that name?” 
 
      
 
    “To remind you of your place, little brother,” Stern grinned before becoming serious. “I used to do it to needle you, but honestly, it stopped being that before I left. I’ll stop.” 
 
      
 
    Joseph stared at him, then shook his head. “No, it’s okay, since you don’t mean it out of malice. I’ll accept it from you, Brother. Thanks for the helm.” He tapped the bunnicorn helm that they’d passed on to the family. “Has the spike ever gotten use?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really. When you’re done with it, pass it on to William, or send it back to our parents. I’ll want it back eventually.” 
 
      
 
    “I heard the story. I’ll take care of it, then hand it off.” The brothers exchanged a brief hug. Joseph glanced around, then spoke softer, “When did you know you were in love?” 
 
      
 
    Stern grinned. “Oh? Has Josie already gotten through the rocky exterior?” 
 
      
 
    “Come on… be serious, please?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. When your heart beats faster, your mouth goes dry, and you can’t think of a day without her. It could be years, could be seconds. As our parents always said, love isn’t the same for everyone. If you want that road, do it right. Date her and show her who you are away from dungeons. All Walkers settle down, if only for little bits at a time. It’d be good to be compatible beyond those times, too.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to do what you did, like our parents taught us. Run, train, move on, then repeat. That’ll give us time between runs to get to know each other.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Oh, and make sure anyone interested in Ana knows what it’ll mean if they hurt her.” 
 
      
 
    Joseph’s lips twitched up. “I pity the fool who does. If I don’t get them first, well… we have a large family.” 
 
      
 
    “Damned right we do,” Stern laughed. “Oh. Hey, Ana.” 
 
      
 
    Joseph quickly left, leaving Stern to talk to Anastacia. 
 
      
 
    “Why did he run off?” Anastacia asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “Older brother stuff,” Stern grinned. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not a child,” she huffed. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll always be our little sister. He won’t get involved unless he has to, just like I wouldn’t.” 
 
      
 
    She briefly smiled. “I’m glad of that. You found love three times over. I’m not that ambitious, but I’d like to find someone, especially with Josie and Joseph casting goo-goo eyes at each other.” 
 
      
 
    Stern hugged Anastacia. “I hope you do, Sis. May they be a strong man who can back you up, but smart enough to stay out of your way.” 
 
      
 
    Anastacia laughed, but it hitched as she grabbed the back of his armor. “You always understood me. I never thought it was the empathy that let you do that.” 
 
      
 
    “You were the kindest. I’ve always been thankful for that. And if someone hurts you, I will come down to find them.” 
 
      
 
    Now, the laugh did break as she sniffled, pressing her face into his leather armor. “Thank you, Brother. I’ll only have a single chance to find someone, unlike you.” 
 
      
 
    “Because there’ll be five of you,” Stern said softly, rubbing her back as she tried to compose herself. “Don’t rush. Find the right person to fill the gap, and maybe, Goddess willing, they’ll be good enough for my little sister.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddess willing…” she said, stepping back to wipe her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Making your sister cry, Stern?” Gerald asked, approaching them with Marysue in tow. 
 
      
 
    “She was always a crybaby,” Stern shrugged, straight-faced. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll ‘crybaby’ you,” Anastacia said. She slugged his shoulder before she walked away, but she was smiling. 
 
      
 
    “I’m envious of your family at times,” Marysue said softly. “You all love each other.” 
 
      
 
    Gerald squeezed her hand. “We didn’t have the love of siblings the way they do, but we had each other.” 
 
      
 
    “Siblings are a pain,” Stern said, but he was smiling. “Why didn’t Franklin and Whitney come down with the others?” 
 
      
 
    “Scottie wanted to see them,” Marysue smiled. “We couldn’t deny one of our friends the chance to have some time with them.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re good kids.” 
 
      
 
    “We were glad we were allowed to have them,” Gerald said. 
 
      
 
    “Allowed to have them?” 
 
      
 
    “Travelers aren’t supposed to be able to,” Marysue explained. “The six of us are… special in that regard. It was our deepest wish when coming to this world to have children.” 
 
      
 
    Stern stepped forward, hugging Marysue, the woman he called “Aunt” for most of his life. “I’m glad for you.” 
 
      
 
    Marysue swallowed the lump in her throat, patting his back. “Thank you, Stern. You were always a good boy.” 
 
      
 
    Gerald thumped Stern on the back. “She’s right, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “Umm… can I say goodbye?” Josie asked a few feet from them. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Marysue said, patting Stern’s cheek fondly. “Stay safe on your runs. Keep doing as you have been. The world is starting to finally change.” 
 
      
 
    Gerald gave him a hug, then walked off with Marysue to speak with Stern’s wives. 
 
      
 
    “Josie?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    She motioned him to follow, leading him a bit farther from the others. Her nerves were clearly on edge, so Stern let her guide him away. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, but…” Josie looked back at the others. “I just want to make sure that Joseph… likes women.” 
 
      
 
    Stern held back most of his laughter, but a few snorts escaped. 
 
      
 
    “Why’s that funny?” Josie asked, her eyes suddenly fearful. 
 
      
 
    Holding up a hand to stall her, Stern squashed his humor. “He likes women. Actually, he likes a specific woman.” 
 
      
 
    Josie’s lips turned down. “Of course he already has someone… He was so reserved when I tried to flirt with him.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s interested in you,” Stern said gently. “My brother, as I tried to tell you, is… well, reserved. Give him time, show your interest, and be prepared for him to mess up.” 
 
      
 
    Josie stared at him, then exhaled slowly. “Okay. You’re sure?” 
 
      
 
    “He asked me how to know when one felt love,” Stern said bluntly. “Not a conversation I’d ever expected with him.” 
 
      
 
    Josie’s lips twitched up. “Oh. I… okay. Just be there, be understanding, show my interest, and wait?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s it. You might need to be a little forward with him to show your interest. A clue-by-four to the face might help.” 
 
      
 
    “‘Clue-by-four’?” 
 
      
 
    “For when someone needs a clue,” Stern grinned. “A dadism.” 
 
      
 
    Josie laughed, then looked across the room to where Joseph was chatting with Jon and Nicole. “I won’t hit him, but I’ll make sure it’s obvious.” 
 
      
 
    “Good enough,” Stern said, then opened his arms. “Can I hug you?” 
 
      
 
    Josie smiled, stepping into the embrace. “Thank you… for my brother, my sister-in-law, and now, for this chance to know what my brother found.” 
 
      
 
    “Sometimes, I think the Goddess has a cruel sense of humor. My life and Nicole’s both led us to this point. We knew pain, but now, we know love. I can say that I’d do it all over again as long as it brought me back here.” 
 
      
 
    “The chance you both met is what brought me here and now,” Josie said, her eyes still on Joseph. “Thank you, Goddess, but please be kind to my family… and maybe my one-day family.” 
 
      
 
    Stern chuckled, letting her go. “Stay safe. Remember to look up in a dungeon or in the wilds. Keep your gear in top shape and take your downtime when it comes. Also… be kind to him. He can be an idiot, but he always means well.” 
 
      
 
    “I will,” Josie said, then hurried to stop her brother from saying anything dumb to Joseph. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    An hour later, everyone was outside the manor. A couple of carriages stood by, waiting to take Stern’s family south. Gerald had his wyvern mount out, letting Trish and Cyra meet him. 
 
      
 
    “It’s time,” Seamus called. “Get in, everyone.” 
 
      
 
    Stern and his crew formed up as the family climbed into the carriages. Marysue and Gerald lifted into the air, Marysue flapping her wings and Gerald hovering on his wyvern. 
 
      
 
    Seamus looked over the six Walkers before him, then nodded. “You’ll do fine. Take your time, stay aware, and be cautious. We’ll see you again on the way north, no matter what city you are at.” 
 
      
 
    “Love you, too, Dad,” Stern said. “We’ll send letters. Enjoy the vacation.” 
 
      
 
    “We will, Son. Before we go, take this.” He handed over a small object. “Sometimes, making a camp can be difficult as you go north.” With a last wave, he got into the lead carriage and, a moment later, it started away. 
 
      
 
    The six of them watched them go before looking at each other. 
 
      
 
    “It’s time,” Stern said. “No quests for this leg. Just down the road to Grayrock.” 
 
      
 
    “And get used to wearing our armor,” Trish nodded. “For the best.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe on the edge of the woods, we should get in a fight or two to get better acquainted with all our gear?” Jon suggested, his hand resting on the hilt of his new sword. 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Stern grinned. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    “What did he hand you?” Cammie asked. 
 
      
 
    Stern showed her the small campfire token. “An eternal flame. It sets a campfire.” 
 
      
 
    “I take it that’s upper-tier loot?” Nicole asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, and incredibly useful,” Stern said. “I don’t doubt he has one for each set of kids who go into dungeons. He’d only have kept it back before because I didn’t want too much help. Now that I’ve accepted help, he wanted to make sure we always had a safe place.” 
 
      
 
    “Your parents are amazing,” Jon said. 
 
      
 
    “They really are,” Stern agreed, putting the token into his hip pouch. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    They spent the week walking just off the road. It was mostly quiet, though they did encounter a few dark-maned wolves that the area was known for. The quick combats let the crew get a better feel for their weapons and armor, and were easy enough that they weren’t stressed during the encounters. 
 
      
 
    As the wood gave way to gray stone outcroppings, they went back to the road. They stopped at the small inns along the way, enjoying the comforts of civilization during the trip. Arriving at Grayrock as the evening sun set, they took a room for the night. Since they’d taken it easy on the way to the city, they decided they would hit the dungeon the following morning. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stretching as he woke up, Stern smiled as he found his wives already awake around him. “Good morning.” 
 
      
 
    “It is, but it also feels odd,” Cyra said, stealing a quick kiss. 
 
      
 
    “We normally take a day or two before heading for the dungeon,” Trish picked up the explanation. “Instead, we’re going right in.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take our normal time off afterward,” Stern said. Trish tilted his head her way so she could claim a kiss of her own. 
 
      
 
    “That’ll be good. The few fights we had on the way in helped us all feel more confident in our new gear,” Cammie added. “Otherwise, I’d want to get more sparring.” 
 
      
 
    Stern gave Cammie a kiss when Trish released him before replying, “I’d agree to that, but everyone felt confident. I’m also feeling the urge to give it a full test, hence the dungeon this morning instead of waiting.” 
 
      
 
    “Jon and Nicole are probably already awake,” Cyra said, the first out of bed. “We should get everything in order.” 
 
      
 
    It took time to get their things ready. Part of that was getting Trish into her armor, but they also double-checked that everything in their bags was set the way it should be. Stern and Cyra would be carrying their full packs, Trish had just a small medkit strapped to the middle of her back, and Cammie had a medkit and her trap bag on. 
 
      
 
    When they finally did leave the bedroom, Nicole gave them a smile. Pinned on the sofa between Zasha and Pawly, she was petting both animals. “Good morning. Jon’s getting breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “Did we keep you waiting long?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all. We’ve only been up a few minutes. He went to get breakfast, as we thought you’d be out soon, and I figured petting them would make us all happy.” 
 
      
 
    Zasha gave a big puppy grin, wiggling slightly so Nicole could get his side. Pawly was purring contentedly while her chin was lightly scratched. 
 
      
 
    “Spoiled, but they deserve it,” Stern chuckled. “We might end up with Calius out if the dungeon has any status effects we need to deal with. If not, these two will be with us all day.” 
 
      
 
    “Pawly and Zasha understand,” Trish said. “They both know that we’ll bring the two best summons suited for the dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    Zasha gave a soft bark while Pawly kept purring. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Stern said, feeling the emotions from both animals. “They feel happy and content.” 
 
      
 
    The suite door opened a second later, admitting Jon and a barmaid with two trays, so Stern went to help get the food to the table. The trays were full of fresh food and two kettles of tea. With everything set out, the maid took the empty trays and thanked them before slipping out. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was mostly quiet as they focused on eating. The only real break to the silence was when Pawly batted a sausage off Stern’s plate. He fussed at her while Zasha swooped in to eat it, earning laughter from the group and a comment that the pair were even more formidable as a team. 
 
      
 
    “The cook is good,” Jon sighed, patting his stomach. “Full, but not stuffed, which is for the best.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Being stuffed before a run would be bad,” Stern agreed. “You’re both still okay with running today?” He knew it was silly to ask, as the couple was already in their armor, but he felt better asking. 
 
      
 
    “We’re looking forward to it,” Nicole said. “I just hope that the Goddess will bless me with my perk this time.” 
 
      
 
    “We hope so, too,” Cyra said. “Only one way to find out.” 
 
      
 
    “First, over to the hall to see about recovery quests,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Two shards?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to. We’ll have to see what they have.” 
 
      
 
    With one last check over their gear, the group left the room. Trooping downstairs, they could hear bustling in the taproom. Dozens of Walkers were finishing their breakfasts, obviously getting ready for their own runs. 
 
      
 
    “Irregular?” an infernal man asked, giving Stern a wary look. 
 
      
 
    “He’s wearing a badge,” the hippo lykian beside him said. “I’m more interested in the floating cat.” 
 
      
 
    “Right?” the elven woman with them laughed. “Pspspsps!” She wiggled her fingers at Pawly. 
 
      
 
    “Mind her belly; it’s a trap,” Stern warned the elf as Pawly floated that way. “Other than that, she’s an attention monger.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow. Plate armor?” a dwarf asked, giving Trish and Jon a surprised look over. 
 
      
 
    “Gifts from family,” Trish smirked. “They want us safe so we can give them grandkids.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like my mom,” another Walker snorted. “Always asking me if I’ve found a guy to settle down with.” 
 
      
 
    Laughter came from others, as they also had to deal with the same kind of sentiments from their own parents. 
 
      
 
    “Six. A full crew,” a lone panther lykian sighed. “I was going to ask if you had room for another.” 
 
      
 
    “Depending on your perks, we’d be interested in another,” the first infernal said, his two companions nodding. “Come on over.” 
 
      
 
    The lykian grinned, heading over to the trio. 
 
      
 
    “Heading straight in?” the dwarf who’d been shocked over their armor asked. 
 
      
 
    “Walkers’ hall first,” Stern said. “Going to get quests for at least two shards.” 
 
      
 
    “With that kind of gear, you can afford the loss.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve pulled shards from every dungeon from tin-tier up,” Cyra said softly. “That was before we had this gear. We just believe that pulling even a single shard per run gives a better chance for the long-waiting Walkers to be recovered.” 
 
      
 
    The inn quieted down at that, as the statement was clearly heartfelt. 
 
      
 
    “We could probably manage a single shard each run,” a crew leader said. “You think it’ll make a difference?” 
 
      
 
    “How many crews are in here?” Trish asked. “Crew leads, raise your hands.” 
 
      
 
    Seven people raised their hands when she asked, their groups ranging from full to only three-person crews. 
 
      
 
    “Some of you are obviously looking to fill out first, so we’ll just cut it down to crews of four or more,” Trish said, pointing to them. “Four meet those requirements. That means a rebirth, as all four shards could be pulled just by those crews. A fractured Walker could be reborn today if you did that.” 
 
      
 
    All conversation cut off as everyone focused on them. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to,” Stern said softly. “We understand the need to prioritize your gear, but if you can, it would help. You don’t even need to see Rescue Squad first. Just bringing them a shard after your run will see you compensated. We check in first, as I like to know who I’m pulling out, and we always take the Walkers who have been fractured the longest.” 
 
      
 
    “Those have the worst…” Someone started to say before trailing off, people looking their way. 
 
      
 
    “Worst payout, and it’s true,” Stern nodded sadly, “but they’ve always been waiting the longest. You can choose the most profitable, and that’s fine. In time, the number of fractured would fall, and the oldest would be reborn, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” the dwarf asked. “I’m sure you’ve been given a lot of crap for being an irregular, so why are you doing it?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve had to deal with a lot of shit, but that doesn’t matter to me. My family raised me to do the right thing. Bringing out the fractured is always the right thing.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll pull one,” the crew lead who’d spoken earlier said. “Every dungeon going forward, we’ll do it.” 
 
      
 
    “So will we,” a second spoke up. 
 
      
 
    Soon, the others chimed in. 
 
      
 
    Stern smiled at them. “Even if you only do it today, thank you. Pick up a quest first or not, it’s up to you. We’re going over now, so please, excuse us.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there a penalty if you don’t?” the infernal asked. 
 
      
 
    “If you needed to pull one of your own, no,” Stern replied. “Saying that you will, then just not doing it, will give your crew a black mark in the ledgers. If you’re unsure, just don’t ask ahead of time. That way, there’s no pressure.” 
 
      
 
    “You always ask?” the dwarf asked. 
 
      
 
    “Every dungeon from tin up, we have. We’ve helped over six people be reborn, as sometimes, we pulled the last shard for two people out.” 
 
      
 
    The room picked up in volume as crews began to debate amongst themselves about the pros and cons of asking first. 
 
      
 
    Stern led the way for his crew to leave. Pawly drifted away from the elven woman, who’d forgotten about her during the emotional discussion. She was miffed to have been forgotten, but she knew that Stern was happy, so she accepted it… for now. 
 
      
 
    The Walkers’ guildhall was mostly empty, so they were able to pick up a quest for a man ten years fractured. Daniel Schinhofen had been a caster who’d never had his payout increased while others kept going up, so his shards were left to wait. He needed three shards pulled, but Stern said they’d do it. That shocked the receptionists, who quickly thanked him for his generosity. 
 
      
 
    “Three shards? I hope we have the points for them all,” Jon said when they left the hall. 
 
      
 
    “As long as we do our best, it’ll be fine,” Stern said. “I hope to get them all… ten years is a long time.” 
 
      
 
    “Obviously, his old crew didn’t stay around to help, and either his family never knew or couldn’t help,” Trish added sadly. 
 
      
 
    “I love that this is our primary goal,” Cammie smiled. “If other crews had been like us, my mother might not have been fractured for so long.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s hope that it’s spreading,” Nicole said. “I think those crews really will pull shards.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope they do,” Stern said. “I really hope they do, today and in the future.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Pawly garnered some attention while they stood in line for the dungeon. Not as many people gave Stern odd looks, and they overheard a random comment about two wolf lykians, Marvella and Maverna Culnand, that had passed through Grayrock before them. There were also mutters and murmurs that Darkhand had personally taken a pointed stance on discrimination against irregulars. A couple even recognized Stern from other cities, greeting him with a pleasant wave or nod. 
 
      
 
    Now, the crew was just inside the dungeon, taking stock of what they would face. Crystals dotted the tunnels, emitting a pale light that was brighter than the usual glow moss. The tunnels were natural, but showed signs of having been worked with tools. 
 
      
 
    “Okay… so humanoids with basic tools,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Five-foot at most,” Trish said, touching one of the spots. “I’d guess around three-feet tall.” 
 
      
 
    “Goblins or cobolds would all fit in that,” Stern said. “We’ll have to go in to find which.” He gave both Pawly and Zasha their full perks. “Zasha, in front, and Pawly, go above him.” 
 
      
 
    “Tunnels look to be seven-feet high, but mind the outcroppings,” Jon said, looking down the one tunnel they could see. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that’ll be fun.” Stern rolled his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “If it’s cobolds again, we’ll end up with a long maze of tunnels,” Nicole said. “I’d also prefer avoiding ledges this time.” 
 
      
 
    Stern snorted. “It seemed like a good spot at the time.” 
 
      
 
    “Right until you fell when the boss collapsed it,” Cyra said unhappily. “No ledges, please.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll agree,” Stern said softly. “I didn’t enjoy breaking my leg, nor the worry I caused you all.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re better equipped,” Jon said. “Might not be as bad.” 
 
      
 
    “True,” Trish grinned. “Doubt they can do anything to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Only one way to find out,” Stern said as he checked his crossbow. “Ready?” 
 
      
 
    Zasha and Pawly led the way while Trish took rear guard. They didn’t bother to trap the small crawl tunnels this time, as Trish was sure she could handle the back just fine. Jon followed Zasha with Nicole and Cyra behind him. Stern and Cammie trailed them, just in front of Trish. 
 
      
 
    They found the first set of mobs in the first small room. Cobolds— three-foot tall, rough-scaled, bipedal lizards— were working at smoothing out one wall with crude stone tools. Between Pawly and Zasha, the three small mobs never stood a chance. 
 
      
 
    “Cobolds it is,” Jon said. 
 
      
 
    “Probably a boss dungeon, then,” Stern said. “Very rare for intelligent mobs not to have a boss. Just stick to the left-hand wall, and we’ll find him eventually.” 
 
      
 
    They left the room in the same order they’d entered. Zasha led the way, sticking left when the tunnel split. They found and dispatched multiple small groups with ease; none of the mobs survived long enough to run, letting them keep the element of surprise far longer than the last time they’d fought cobolds. Eventually, one cobold came out of a crawl space behind them, saw Trish, then quickly darted back into it. 
 
      
 
    “Spotted,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    A hurried tapping began to echo through the tunnels. 
 
      
 
    “And word’s been spread,” Stern shrugged. “We did our best.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve been in here for a while,” Nicole said. “How much larger are copper dungeons compared to nickel?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not a set increase, because it depends on the dungeon type,” Stern replied. “I’d say… probably ten to twenty percent as a rough estimate, from our last fight with cobolds? Boss might have a lieutenant at this tier, too.” 
 
      
 
    “We can handle it,” Trish said. “I haven’t killed a single thing yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Only Pawly, Zasha, and Nicole have,” Cammie nodded. “It feels odd, but I realize that we’ve only encountered groups of three or four.” 
 
      
 
    “Next room might change that,” Jon said, “especially now that they know we’re here.” 
 
      
 
    “Could,” Stern agreed. “Let’s find out.” 
 
      
 
    The next room was larger, and a group of cobolds stood in it, ready to meet them. The mobs were gripping stone knives. They hissed at the crew while one of them quickly tapped on the stone wall beside him. 
 
      
 
    What the cobolds thought would be a fight turned out to be lacking. Cammie threw a trap a split second before Nicole cast her area fire spell. The spell detonated the trap, covering the cobolds in flaming oil. Shrieks came from the mass before they fell over, dying quickly in the intense inferno. 
 
      
 
    Cyra had been facing the rear of the party, using Life Sense to tell if any mobs were coming from behind. They all felt pulses of life rushing their way, so the ambush didn’t catch them unprepared. 
 
      
 
    Trish laughed when she heard the combo go off— she’d been facing the rear, ready for the back attack. Four cobolds came rushing out of crawl spaces only to be met with Stern’s crossbow bolts and Trish’s new mace. That fight wasn’t as quick, but still provided no challenge to the far better-equipped group. 
 
      
 
    “Disappointing…” Trish sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Feels trivial compared to before,” Stern murmured. “Gear can make a big difference.” 
 
      
 
    “Onward?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s find the boss and get the shards,” Stern nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I almost feel bad for them,” Cyra said. They went around the smoldering remains, and she covered her mouth as they did. 
 
      
 
    “They’d kill and eat you,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “I know, but this time, it feels like we’re just picking on children. It felt more threatening before.” 
 
      
 
    “We were worried about getting injured back then,” Nicole said. “The new armor Jon and Trish have makes it feel safer, which lets us move faster. Add in the expanded area for my spells and Cammie not trapping every crawlspace, the fights come and end quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Cammie nodded. “I don’t mind leaving traps behind, but that turned our run into a slog last time. Now, I can focus on traps to synergize with Nicole’s spells.” 
 
      
 
    “Take the easy ones when you can. We’ll have worse in the future,” Stern advised her softly. 
 
      
 
    “I am,” Cyra said. “I just… felt a momentary pang of sympathy for them. I’m not sure I could accept it so easily if it wasn’t in a dungeon. In here, we know the Goddess made them as a challenge for us to overcome to prove we’re strong enough to advance… but if we encountered them between cities… I’d feel terrible.” 
 
      
 
    The group fell silent as they thought about what Cyra had said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    They did find the boss room, though it took them longer than they thought it would. Pawly came back from her advanced scouting to let them know it was nearby, and that it wasn’t just the boss in the room— they had a subordinate with them. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so a lieutenant mob will normally go after the weakest crewmembers. We have two full tanks between Trish and Zasha, so this won’t be a problem for us,” Stern said. “Trish, I’m sure you want to test your armor against the boss.” 
 
      
 
    “I do. If need be, Zasha and I can switch if I feel like I need help.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Focus on the lieutenant first, as both need to die for the orb to spawn. Let Zasha knock it down and spike it before we jump in. Jon, stand by with Nicole and Cyra, just in case.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” Jon said. 
 
      
 
    “Cammie, deploy the frost trap you’ve got ahead of Trish. It’ll give her an additional edge when she gets there. After that, use your crossbows.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Cammie said, pulling the correct trap out of her bag. 
 
      
 
    “Nicole, if you can catch both with your area effects, go for it. It’s really nice to know we’re safe from those.” 
 
      
 
    “If they’re both in the right spot,” Nicole nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra, scan the room with Life Sense and make sure there aren’t more hidden waiting for us.” 
 
      
 
    “On it,” Cyra agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, we’re good to go,” Stern said as he looked at Pawly. “Help Trish.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed softly from the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    Stern thumped Zasha’s stony side. “You’re up, boy.” 
 
      
 
    They crept as quietly as possible to the boss room. A sharp left turn at the end of the hall kept it just out of view. Trish glanced around the corner, pointed to herself and to the right, then at Zasha and to the left. Everyone nodded, their muscles tensing for the sudden rush in. 
 
      
 
    Trish whispered the countdown. When she got to zero, she ran into the room. The others followed her in; Trish and Pawly went right while everyone else focused on the left side of the cavern. Cammie paused just long enough to toss her trap at the boss before following the others left. The cobolds in here were bulkier than the ones they’d fought earlier. Moreover, the boss had on a helm of crystal-dotted stone, and the lieutenant was holding a crystal-studded stone staff. 
 
      
 
    “Caster!” Stern shouted when he saw it. 
 
      
 
    The cobold planted its staff, beginning to chatter in its own language. Its casting of a spell was obvious, but it never got the chance to finish— Zasha barked, and the floor under the cobold bucked, flinging the caster off its feet. A second later, a spike of stone shot from Zasha’s mouth, impaling the beast in the gut when it sat up. 
 
      
 
    The two creatures were too far apart for area spells, so Nicole went with her single target fire spell. Her spell and two crossbow bolts hit the cobold only a second after Zasha’s stone spike. 
 
      
 
    The group stopped moving so they could stay at a distance. Nicole switched over to her ice spell, while Cammie and Stern both fired a second volley as the caster got back to its feet. It didn’t stay up long before a large stone dog slammed into it. 
 
      
 
    Stern glanced back to check on Trish just as the boss’ crystal sword shattered on her armor. Then, the mob jerked in place when Pawly’s electrified tentacles slapped it. With it stunned, Trish was able to bring her mace up from underneath, bypassing the stone helm it was wearing. The burst of ice from the mace and the force of it slamming into the creature’s unprotected jaw all but killed it in a single hit. 
 
      
 
    The fight ended a couple of seconds later. No one had been hurt, and both cobolds were dead on the floor. A softly glowing orb appeared in the middle of the room, clearly indicating that the dungeon was done. 
 
      
 
    “Sad…” Jon muttered. 
 
      
 
    “Caster might’ve been a problem, but Zasha knocked it down twice,” Stern said. “We rolled this dungeon, but let’s not think we’re invulnerable for the next one.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s right,” Nicole said, touching Jon’s arm, “but so are you, Jon. The gear and good planning made this easier.” 
 
      
 
    Trish came over to the others. “Pawly’s stun made that a joke. The ice trap slowed it enough for her to easily land her hits, too. Good job, Cammie.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. My Long Trapper perk makes sure the trap lands where I wanted.” 
 
      
 
    “Not sure we have enough for all the shards, but we’ll find out in a moment,” Stern said, then frowned. “I feel a little bad that Calius wasn’t needed.” 
 
      
 
    “Zasha, would it be okay for Calius to come out for a little bit later?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    Zasha woofed happily, his stone tail slamming into the floor. 
 
      
 
    Stern quickly reverted all their perks except for Pawly’s flight. “A point to consider: a stone tail will hurt if we get hit by it.” 
 
      
 
    Zasha whined. 
 
      
 
    “We know you wouldn’t do it intentionally, but you wag when you get happy,” Stern said, kneeling to pet the smaller, softer dog. 
 
      
 
    Zasha woofed, then licked Stern’s chin. 
 
      
 
    Spluttering, Stern jerked and fell onto his back, letting Zasha dogpile him for more kisses. Everyone laughed as Stern tried to fend off the happy dog. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Ria gave them a smile when they appeared in the shop. “Welcome back. You have new equipment. Did it help?” 
 
      
 
    “A lot,” Cyra beamed. “It was so much easier.” 
 
      
 
    “The right tactics at the end helped with the boss,” Jon said. “We have no idea what that caster would’ve done if not for Zasha disrupting it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but my armor meant the boss couldn’t hurt me at all,” Trish added. 
 
      
 
    “Which means it was both,” Stern said. “Ria, do we have enough points for three shards?” 
 
      
 
    Ria nodded slowly. “Yes, but that’s most of your points.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine,” Stern said. “Daniel Schinhofen. He had three shards left waiting.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes. He’s the longest one left for this dungeon.” Three parts of the heart appeared on the counter. “With those, you only have one-hundred-fifty points left.” 
 
      
 
    “Least rune?” Nicole suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Could, but what can we get to make a really good trap for Cammie for that?” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Is it worth using them all for a single trap?” Jon asked. “No offense, Cammie, but that’s a pricey trap.” 
 
      
 
    “With my duplicate perk, I could make two of them,” Cammie countered. 
 
      
 
    “True,” Jon conceded, “but a least rune could still be sold to others, and that money used to buy trap parts.” 
 
      
 
    “All good points, but let’s see what Ria has before we make a final decision,” Stern said. “Limit it to what we can afford, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Ria smiled. 
 
      
 
    The display under the glass shifted to show different trap parts. Some of them were expensive from what Cammie knew of them. She watched them come and go for a minute before she tapped one of them. “Ria, what’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “Gravity core. It would take all of your points.” 
 
      
 
    “Those aren’t seen in traps until the precious metal dungeons,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “They pull anything in the area to it,” Cammie said. She knew about them, but had never gotten to see one. The black marble glittered as if a galaxy was trapped inside of it. “If I rigged this into a trap, it would pull mobs in, and then the rest of the trap would go off, ensuring maximum coverage.” 
 
      
 
    “Pulls anything in, or just monsters?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “Everything in the area,” Cammie sighed as she frowned. “It might not be as good as I hoped.” 
 
      
 
    “If the trap was one of Nicole’s area spells, could it still ignore a friendly in the middle of it?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “We haven’t tried that…” Nicole said slowly. “We could test it with an ice trap? That wouldn’t be as harmful as fire.” 
 
      
 
    “Dangerous test, but we never considered it before,” Jon said. “Then again, that was the last perk you picked up, so we haven’t had as much time to explore it.” 
 
      
 
    “Do we grab the gravity core and hope, or just get a least rune?” Trish asked. “I can test the trap later. In my armor, it’ll affect me less than the rest of you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d say we should. She can use it regardless, and if nothing else, gravity cores have to come from dungeons. They aren’t normal parts,” Stern said. “We can always sell it if we wanted to.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll agree to that,” Jon nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    The gravity core appeared on the countertop. “That’s all of your points,” Ria said. “Who would like to go first for perks?” 
 
      
 
    “I will,” Nicole said quickly. Her nervousness was clear even when she said it. 
 
      
 
    “Pick well, Nicole,” Ria said gently. Stern and Cammie picked up the shards and core so she could lay out the pages for Nicole. 
 
      
 
    Nicole looked over all three before she sighed in disappointment. “Not the one I was hoping for…” 
 
      
 
    Jon hugged her from behind. “Sorry, love.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole leaned into him. “It’s okay. Maybe the next dungeon will be the one.” 
 
      
 
    “What choices do you have?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “The first would let me look less sickly thin,” Nicole said. “Healthy Weight; not a stick, nor a sphere. You will always be the ideal weight.” 
 
      
 
    “It would fix part of being an irregular… just not the one you hoped for,” Cyra said softly. 
 
      
 
    “True, but it’s not useful.” 
 
      
 
    “Your body is fine just the way it is,” Jon murmured. 
 
      
 
    “The second is Mostly Harmless again,” Nicole said, “but the last one… Supreme Firebolt. It lets me cast Firebolt every ten seconds instead of a minute like Greater Firebolt did.” 
 
      
 
    Stern’s jaw dropped. “Supreme…? Nicole, that level of magic is… elemental tier at the earliest.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it?” Nicole asked, picking up the paper. “I was thinking it was the best of the three.” Her voice didn’t hold any real joy to it. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll make you the best spell caster ever at this tier,” Trish said. “We know it’s not what you wanted, but that perk is amazing.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole looked down. “Sorry. I didn’t think I’d be so disappointed to not see it again. The perk’s good, amazing even… it just…” She trailed off with a shrug. 
 
      
 
    Jon squeezed her tightly. “It’s okay to be disappointed, love.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me lie down,” Nicole said, the page still in her hand. “I’ll be taking this one.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” Ria said gently as she collected the other two pages. “I’ll hope the next dungeon gives you what you want.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole glanced up at Ria. “When the shopkeeper wishes with you, it has to improve your chances, right?” 
 
      
 
    “If I could, I would make it certain, but I’m just the interface for your crew.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, Ria. I have faith that the Goddess will bless me in time.” 
 
      
 
    As Nicole settled to accept her new perk, Trish stepped up to the counter. 
 
      
 
    “Trish, may you find something useful,” Ria said as three new papers appeared. 
 
      
 
    Trish looked them over before snorting. “I’ve had all these previously. Deforming Blow to weaken armor. Stand Your Ground to not be forcibly moved. The last, of course, is Improved Runic Crafter.” 
 
      
 
    “I think we can safely say we’ve had multiple options for the same perks,” Stern said. “Normally, it’s unlikely to see the same choices again, especially in the following dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    “Must be another part of being irregular,” Cammie said. “What will you take?” 
 
      
 
    Trish pushed one back to Ria. “Either crafting or standing.” 
 
      
 
    “Take the crafter perk,” Jon said from where he stroked Nicole’s hair, the unconscious mage’s head resting on his thighs. “Eventually, you’ll stop, even if it’s only for a few years, and when you do, it’ll be worth it.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree with him,” Stern said. “It’s a valuable perk for any crafter.” 
 
      
 
    “Not every perk needs to be about dungeon runs,” Cyra added. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Trish said as she picked up the page. “Stern, will you hold me?” 
 
      
 
    “Always,” Stern smiled, taking a seat on the floor. “Come here, my dear protector.” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead, Cammie,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    Cammie took a deep breath before she walked to the counter. “Okay, Ria, what do you have for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Hopefully something good,” Ria said, laying out her choices. 
 
      
 
    Cammie took her time going over the options. “Improved Magical Trapper 1 and Improved Long Trapper again. The last one is new: Inventory Bag. I’d be able to store any trap parts without issue.” 
 
      
 
    “All three of them sound good,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “They do, but I think the last one is the best pick. It’d really cut down on how much we carry. Half of what we bring is stuff for me,” Cammie said. “It’d be a hip pouch, like my trap bag.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d say go for it,” Jon said, but he was smiling down at Nicole as she woke up. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed, Cammie,” Cyra added. “Any of them work, but if that’s the one you want, do it.” 
 
      
 
    Cammie picked up the third page. “Thank you, Ria.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you found one you liked,” Ria said, collecting the others. 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead. I’ll stay here to wait for you,” Nicole told Jon. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll wait. You can go ahead,” Cyra replied. 
 
      
 
    Jon got to his feet. “Ria, what do you have for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Let us find out,” Ria said, laying out the options. 
 
      
 
    Jon almost took the first one, but he went through them all first. When he did, he stared at two of the pages, nudging the third back to Ria without looking at her. 
 
      
 
    “What did you find?” Stern asked. When Trish woke up, turning to hold an unconscious Cammie, Stern got to his feet. 
 
      
 
    “Supreme Fire Resistance is the one I gave back,” Jon said. “These two are what I’m debating. Improved Runic Crafter for obvious reasons. This one, though…” he touched the second page, “would let me use less metal to make the same item. It would be a major boon.” 
 
      
 
    “Folding Steel?” Stern asked, thinking he’d heard of the perk before. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. My father has both this and Improved Runic Crafter. If I pick them up, I’d be his equal. I can only take one here, though, so which to take is what I’m debating.” 
 
      
 
    “Improved Runic Crafter would give you a wider market,” Stern said. “The other cuts down costs for you, but you’d still be limited to single rune slots.” 
 
      
 
    Jon exhaled slowly through his nose before nodding. “Yeah… good point.” He picked up the first page. “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “No problem. Your wife is waiting for you,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Nicole held her arms out to Jon, still resting on the floor. 
 
      
 
    As Jon went to accept his perk, Stern gave Ria a nod. “Ria, my father says hello.” 
 
      
 
    “Seamus Masterson is well known,” Ria smiled. “Here are your choices, Stern.” 
 
      
 
    The perk options were mixed, with one that wasn’t as useful as the other two. Of the two that were, it was a tough choice, but one was still obviously better for him. “Marksman and Iron Mind are being offered again,” he told the others. He picked up the third page, then looked up at Pawly. “You didn’t even need to come down, did you?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly gave him a trill, rolling on her back as she floated around the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “‘Master Summoner; why limit how many friends you can have beside you? Able to have all summons out at the same time.’” 
 
      
 
    Everyone but Jon, who was unconscious, stared at him. Even Ria’s eyebrows had gone up when he mentioned it. 
 
      
 
    “Wow…” Trish murmured. “How many people even have that perk?” 
 
      
 
    “No idea, though I know my dad does,” Stern said. “I think I’m one short of his summoner perks now. I’d have to check with the guild.” 
 
      
 
    “They don’t share perk information,” Nicole said. 
 
      
 
    “He’s given all of his family the right to look over his. My mothers are the same. They said it was so we could compare their perks with ours if we wanted.” 
 
      
 
    “Does that extend to us?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “You’re family now,” Stern said. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to see Stacia’s perks,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “We can check while we’re staying here,” Stern nodded, then took a seat next to Cammie and Trish. “Your turn, Cyra.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra gave him a quick kiss before going to see what the Goddess would offer her. 
 
      
 
    “May your choices be good,” Ria murmured as she laid out the pages. 
 
      
 
    Cyra picked up each page, reading them over. “Greater Mirrored Ally and Bulwark’s Staunch Ally again. Improved Life Sense 4? …It would let me know what the creatures are, even if I can’t see them.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds like it leads up to even more,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” Cyra said slowly. “The others have known value, but this one…” 
 
      
 
    “I knew the ambush from the cobolds was coming because you scanned behind us,” Trish said. “It made it easier to deal with them.” 
 
      
 
    “There is that…” Cyra said slowly. She picked up the newest Life Sense perk page. “I’ll take it and hope I see another improvement to it.” 
 
      
 
    “We have had a lot of luck with upgraded perks,” Nicole said. “Maybe that’s another offshoot of Stern and I being with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps,” Ria said. “Since you’ve all chosen, I’ll collect these.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Ria,” Cammie said, the others echoing the sentiment. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t go until the last perk is accepted,” Ria smiled. 
 
      
 
    Cyra lay down next to Stern, laying her head on his chest. “I choose you,” she whispered before the page burst into light, flooding into her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The guards gave them nods as the crew walked out of the dungeon. Seeing there were six of them, the men on duty relaxed; having full crews come out always brought a bit of cheer to their day. 
 
      
 
    “Hall, then temple,” Stern said. He scratched under Calius’ chin, the bird perched on his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Going to take some getting used to,” Jon chuckled. “With a bird, cat, and dog, what would be next?” 
 
      
 
    “Fish?” Cyra suggested. 
 
      
 
    “That would definitely be specialized,” Trish laughed. “Don’t think it would be out all the time.” 
 
      
 
    “If Stern got one for each element, that would be even more odd,” Cammie said. “He still has fire, water, and dark elements, though a fish with water affinity would at least make sense.” 
 
      
 
    “They’d be right at home,” Nicole giggled. 
 
      
 
    “My father doesn’t even have more than three summons,” Stern said. “I can only think of one he has that I don’t. ‘Heroic summons; size doesn’t matter when it comes to heroics. Your summon will act as if under the effects of heroism rune for thirty seconds, once per day.’” 
 
      
 
    “Damn,” Trish whistled. “And you can slap that on all of them at once?” 
 
      
 
    “Dad has. He’s said they’ve taken down some of their toughest bosses with that perk.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s always the next dungeon,” Jon said with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    “Right?” Trish laughed. “The way Stern’s been going, it’ll likely be offered.” 
 
      
 
    Stern shook his head at the byplay, but he pondered the idea. His perks had all been very summoner-based. It was true that he’d always loved Pawly and had idolized the idea of making her as amazing as his father’s summons, but was that why, he wondered? 
 
      
 
    The Walkers’ hall was boisterous when they entered. They found out why everyone seemed to be in such a good mood a moment later. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” the person manning the Rescue Squad desk called out over the din, “a moment, please?” He paused while the crowd quieted down. “We’ve had two rebirths already slated because of selfless crews today. We can now make it a matching record for our hall: a third person has been pulled out. For The Gold is now being tasked to take shards to the temple so Jennifer York can finally be reborn. She has waited six years for her last two shards to be collected.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd cheered loudly. 
 
      
 
    Another voice called out, barely audible over the cheers, “Bartender, another round in celebration!” 
 
      
 
    The cheers got even louder. 
 
      
 
    Trish grinned, having to almost yell to be heard by her own crew, “Let’s crank this up another notch, shall we?” 
 
      
 
    The crew For the Gold was heading toward the door, taking the gratitude of the crowd with wide smiles, clearly loving the attention. When they saw Stern, they slowed, as they’d been one of the crews at the inn that morning. 
 
      
 
    It was too loud for conversations, but the respectful nod from the leader to Stern conveyed the thought. Stern gave one back, then held up three fingers before pointing to the crew lead. Then, he held up four and tapped his own chest. Laughing, the two crews exchanged handshakes in passing; one person in the other crew kept glancing back at Calius, not recalling having seen the hawk earlier. 
 
      
 
    The crowd was still loud, but was starting to mellow slowly when Stern reached the desk. “Sir, we have the shards for Daniel Schinhofen to turn in,” Stern said loudly, but it was barely enough for the infernal to hear him. 
 
      
 
    “All three?” he asked with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    Stern handed the three shards over to be verified. 
 
      
 
    After a quick check, the infernal laughed happily, handing them back. “Temple, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Rewards on our recovery funds,” Stern told him. 
 
      
 
    “For bringing them to us and the temple?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Done,” the infernal said, then jumped onto his desk. A crack of thunder deafened the room for a moment. “Sorry! I’ll pay for that later, but I need your attention.” 
 
      
 
    The entire room stared at the receptionist for Rescue Squad in shock. Using perks in the hall was frowned upon, and they knew the man would be chastised by the manager shortly. 
 
      
 
    “Today marks a bright day for Grayrock. Today, Pawsitively Irregular,” he motioned to Stern’s crew, “has become the fourth crew to bring out enough shards for a rebirth, setting a new record for shards collected in a day. With all four crews that started rebirths, plus a few others who brought out single shards, we have had a dozen shards collected. The next three rounds are on me personally. Celebrate, Walkers! Celebrate that we see the will of the Goddess realized so brightly today!” 
 
      
 
    The crowd stared at Stern’s crew for a moment before the cheer almost matched the thunderclap from earlier. People all over raised mugs to them, clapping and whistling, or even slapping them on the back if they were close enough. 
 
      
 
    It took a bit to get out of the hall, as some of the people celebrating stopped them to say thank you. Stern was off-kilter when they finally made it outside. People shaking his hand, slapping him on the back, and generally celebrating him was… too unusual. 
 
      
 
    “Stern, are you okay?” Cyra asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah…” Stern replied, shaking his head. “Not used to people wanting to thank me like that.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a great day for the city,” Jon said. “Take the good where we can. Goddess knows we’ll find bad again eventually.” 
 
      
 
    “Too true,” Stern snorted. “To the temple. It’s a good thing we normally stay around for a little while. It’s going to be four days before the one we brought out gets reborn.” 
 
      
 
    “Gear tomorrow, then training the days after,” Cammie said. “Maybe a day off, as well?” 
 
      
 
    “We should,” Nicole said. “I was going to ask for one. I wanted to have a date night with Jon.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take one, too,” Trish grinned, waggling her eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    “A four-person date?” Jon chuckled. “What’s that called?” 
 
      
 
    “An orgy,” Trish replied. 
 
      
 
    “Just like my mothers,” Stern snorted. “Come on; we have shards to drop off.” 
 
      
 
    The temple wasn’t too far away, and as they got closer, they saw For the Gold coming out of it. Stern waved to the leader, who angled his crew to meet up with Stern’s. 
 
      
 
    “That was more exuberance than I’ve ever seen,” the crew lead grinned. 
 
      
 
    “More in line with the northern cities,” Stern said. “Thank you for doing what you did.” 
 
      
 
    “We weren’t sure we should do two, but when we got there… well… we didn’t want to leave them with one shard remaining.” 
 
      
 
    “Stanley was very persuasive,” one of the others said. 
 
      
 
    “Just hate to think that, after six years, they’d still be waiting for their last shard,” Stanley shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “You did the right thing,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “You pulled three shards?” Stanley asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Daniel Schinhofen’s been fractured for a decade. His other shard was retrieved within the first month of his fracture,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Shit…” Stanley whispered. “His crew and family never bumped the reward?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Cyra said softly. “He’ll have a rough time of it when he comes back because of that.” 
 
      
 
    A somberness settled over the groups. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be there for him, won’t you?” Stanley asked. 
 
      
 
    “We normally stay a week in the city after a run,” Stern said. “We’ll be here for him.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you run it all three times?” the person who’d spoken up before asked. 
 
      
 
    “Anabel, not a polite question,” Stanley admonished his crewmate. 
 
      
 
    Anabel, a sheep lykian, looked down. “Sorry, Stan.” 
 
      
 
    “To answer the question, no,” Stern said. “We only run each dungeon once. I have a lot of siblings who are just starting to run, too. If I need to, I’ll go back down to pull them out.” 
 
      
 
    “Family,” Stanley nodded sagely. “We’ll be coming back for our rebirth. A crew should always be there for them. It helps give them an anchor point.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. My father always made it a point. He’d bring us along with them so we’d see the joy of a rebirth happening. That might also be what made a few of my sisters decide against being Walkers. They never wanted to be reborn.” 
 
      
 
    “Good and bad, but we all have to make that choice,” Anabel said. 
 
      
 
    “We’re heading back to celebrate the day,” Stanley said. “Are you going to join in?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have a drink at the inn, then clean up, have dinner, and crash,” Trish jumped in. “If you’re at the inn, we’ll gladly have a drink with you. Maybe trade stories of our runs?” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” Stanley grinned, his eyes going up and down Trish briefly. 
 
      
 
    “I’m married,” Trish laughed. She took Stern’s hand, then Cyra’s. Cyra took her hand and Cammie’s. “The four of us are.” 
 
      
 
    The entire For the Gold crew were clearly taken by surprise. 
 
      
 
    “We’re married, too,” Jon said, his arm around Nicole’s waist. 
 
      
 
    Stanley was the first to get over the shock. “Trying to match Darkhand?” 
 
      
 
    “Following in my father’s footsteps isn’t a bad thing,” Stern said. “We never did introduce ourselves: we’re Pawsitively Irregular. I’m Alistern Masterson, but I go by Stern. My wives; Cammie, Cyra, and Trish, and our friends, Nicole and Jon Benderson.” 
 
      
 
    The shock of before was pale compared to now. 
 
      
 
    “But… you’re an irregular,” Anabel said first. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, as is Nicole,” Stern nodded. 
 
      
 
    “It was rumored they had an irregular kid,” Stanley said slowly. “Never thought I’d meet him… wow… definitely buying you a drink at the inn.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll buy you one,” Trish said. “You spent your points selflessly today. Sure, you got some pay out of it, but you gave up more than normal. Let us thank you for listening this morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh… yeah… sure,” Stanley said. “See you there.” 
 
      
 
    “Yup,” Stern said, extending his hand. “See you there.” 
 
      
 
    Stanley shook Stern’s hand before leading his crew away. 
 
      
 
    Trish squeezed Stern’s hand. “Come on, lover. We have shards to drop off.” 
 
      
 
    “Going to be an odd day,” Stern said as he started walking. 
 
      
 
    “But a good one,” Cammie smiled. 
 
      
 
    “A very good one,” Cyra agreed. 
 
      
 
    An acolyte came hurrying over to them with wide eyes. “You have shards?” 
 
      
 
    “We do… Brother?” Stern said slowly. It wasn’t normal for the acolytes to be male. It was very rare, in fact, so Stern was unsure how to formally address him. 
 
      
 
    “Brother is fine,” the man chuckled. “I normally give many pause when they see me. I believe you would, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Normally,” Stern agreed. He held out the three shards. “Daniel Schinhofen is his name.” 
 
      
 
    “Three…? Goddess, you are a blessing.” He took the shards with reverent hands. “It’ll be a few days before we begin the rebirth. It’s been a busy day for shards.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. The guild is celebrating,” Stern smiled. “We’ll be back to see him reborn. Have a good day, Brother.” 
 
      
 
    “You, as well,” the man said. “Goddess, your will is being done by even the most unlikely,” he murmured as he watched them go. 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s ears twitched, a smile growing on her lips when she caught the whisper. She was proud of her husband and crew— they were making the world reconsider long-held beliefs. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    The night of the run, they stayed to chat with the other Walkers at the inn. Most of the talk was about rebirths and runs to reclaim shards. The day after, Pawsitively Irregular went over their gear. After a thorough check over, they didn’t find anything that needed to be repaired on their new equipment. 
 
      
 
    They spent the next few days following their old routine: training while they waited for the rebirth. There was one exception this time, when they used the mock dungeon for a day to test out theories about perk combinations. It turned out that Nicole’s perk to avoid allies activated when she cast her area spell into one of Cammie’s traps. Cyra was also able to link Bulwark’s Ally with her Mirrored Ally, so she could give two people damage immunity for an attack. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern toweled off after their sparring session. “I was thinking of leaving the city in a couple of days.” 
 
      
 
    “Date nights tomorrow, then?” Jon asked as he got dressed. 
 
      
 
    “That was my idea. Need to ask our wives, but I think they’ll be okay with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Nicole will be.” 
 
      
 
    Stern started to get into his clothes. “Glad this place had showers.” 
 
      
 
    “We did get a good sweat going. We were lucky that they had the spare gi for us to use.” 
 
      
 
    “Some dojos do, others don’t,” Stern shrugged. “It’s very hit or miss. It wouldn’t have mattered if we’d brought our armor to train in, but having a more relaxed day after three days of hard training felt good.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
    They were dressed in short order, then waited for their wives to come out of the women’s baths. All four of them came out as a group, not that Stern expected differently— he’d seen his mothers always move in a pack, as well. 
 
      
 
    “Been waiting long?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” Stern replied. “We were thinking of doing date night tomorrow, then leaving the day after. What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d be fine with that,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    “Me, too,” Cyra chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “Can we leave a little later than normal?” Nicole asked. “Just in case we stay up late?” 
 
      
 
    Jon hugged his wife to his chest. “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    Stern smiled when Nicole asked; he was sure she’d be blushing underneath her mask. “That’s fine. No rush to leave, but it might be best if we got out before midday.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Nicole said, leaning into Jon. 
 
      
 
    “I’m on board,” Trish grinned, her eyes sparkling mischievously. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you are,” Stern smirked at the redhead. “Let’s get moving. We have a rebirth to attend.” 
 
      
 
    Stern stopped to thank the dojo receptionist for the assistance, then let her know they wouldn’t be back, as they’d be leaving the city soon. She thanked them repeatedly for the business, sad that they were going, but she understood that Walkers always moved on. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The temple was not busy when they entered, with only two people being tended to by the acolytes. The same male acolyte who’d spoken to them before was waiting at the front of the temple. “Welcome back, Walkers.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. Glad we weren’t late,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll still be a few minutes. If you’ll come up to the altar, it’ll be easier for him to thank you.” 
 
      
 
    They followed the acolyte to the area where families normally waited. He excused himself, giving them a minute alone. 
 
      
 
    “Human,” Trish commented idly, looking at the golden figure on the altar. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Nothing about the outline that makes me think he’s other than human,” Stern agreed. “Might be a mix like me, though.” 
 
      
 
    “True,” Trish agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me?” a little girl asked. “Can I pet the doggy?” 
 
      
 
    Zasha grinned, flopping onto his side for her. 
 
      
 
    Stern chuckled when he saw the infernal girl waiting patiently. “He’s a softy, so go ahead, but you’ll end up needing to pet her, too.” He pointed above her at Pawly. 
 
      
 
    The girl looked where he pointed and gasped. “She flies?” 
 
      
 
    “Pawly,” Stern said, “has an air affinity, so yes, she can fly. Zasha is stone affinity, but his armor isn’t on right now. You can pet them.” 
 
      
 
    Calius let out a cry, jumping off Stern’s shoulder to float down next to Zasha. 
 
      
 
    “And Calius is light affinity, and seems like he wants attention, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Jezza, what are you doing?” a woman, obviously the girl’s mother, asked from beside the slab where an infernal man was sleeping. 
 
      
 
    “She asked to pet my friends,” Stern said. “It’s okay with me. They won’t hurt her, but the choice is yours.” 
 
      
 
    “Please, Mama? Papa’s sleeping, and I want to pet them.” Jezza gave her mother big, pleading eyes. 
 
      
 
    Sighing, the mother shook her head. “Fine, but don’t pester them.” 
 
      
 
    “Yay!” the little girl cheered, then knelt to start petting Zasha and Calius. 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed before floating down, also wanting to be adored. 
 
      
 
    “Your summons will be good for your kids,” Jon chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Calius wanting to be petted is a surprise,” Trish said. “Pawly and Zasha not so much.” 
 
      
 
    “I was surprised, too,” Stern said. “It means he’s well-tempered, which is good.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s time,” the male acolyte said. He walked up to the altar, the others joining him. 
 
      
 
    When the acolytes reached the altar, they sang a single note that filled the room. 
 
      
 
    The little girl watched with wide eyes as the rebirth began, her hands stilling on Zasha and Calius. The golden figure rose off the altar, floating in the air as the heart slowed its revolutions. The two came together and, as the note died off, the man was reborn. 
 
      
 
    The acolytes reached up to help the man down, making sure he was steady and welcoming him back to life. 
 
      
 
    “How long…?” Daniel asked. 
 
      
 
    “Ten years,” the male acolyte told him. “This is the crew that brought your remaining three shards out: Pawsitively Irregular.” 
 
      
 
    Daniel turned to thank the crew, but he pulled back slightly, his eyes wide when he saw Stern. After a second, he exhaled. “Fuck… sorry about that. Irregular… makes sense with the crew name.” He gave them an awkward smile. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome,” Stern said. “I’m used to the reaction, so don’t feel too bad about it. You overcame it quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “Still a shit thing to do for the crew that pulled my… wait, three shards? You spent all your points for me? Why?” 
 
      
 
    “You were the longest fractured that we could pull,” Trish said, stepping in. “We try to prioritize helping the Walkers who have been waiting the longest. We normally pull two shards, but we did three this time.” 
 
      
 
    Daniel fell to his knees, breathing quickly when he realized how close he’d come to still being fractured. “Oh, Goddess. So close…” 
 
      
 
    Cyra was beside him in a second. She knelt, rubbing his back lightly. “We had help from family before we came here, which is why we could look at someone who needed that many shards still. Thank the Goddess for that. What will you do now?” 
 
      
 
    Daniel wiped at his face as he tried to control his emotions. “Retire… beyond that…? I don’t know. I don’t have a family. My crew obviously left me there…” 
 
      
 
    “What was your role?” Cammie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Caster. I specialized in wind. I don’t have any crafter perks or anything else that would help me.” 
 
      
 
    “But you made it to this dungeon,” Stern said. “Go back to Bloodstone or one of the other low cities and offer to teach. You have firsthand knowledge of what it’s like. You can impress upon your students what it means to be fractured.” 
 
      
 
    Daniel looked up, meeting Stern’s nearly colorless eyes. “Thank you. I will. I’ll also make sure they know that it was an irregular’s crew that pulled me out. I know your affliction causes you a lot of pain.” 
 
      
 
    “It used to,” Stern said, then gave his wives a glance. “Not so much now.” 
 
      
 
    Trish stepped over to put her arm around Stern’s waist. “He’s found some good in life.” 
 
      
 
    “Mister… you can get a pet. They’ll always love you,” Jezza suggested softly, back to petting Stern’s summons. 
 
      
 
    Daniel looked at her, then at the animals that she was petting. “I guess that’s true.… Might be the only love I’ll know.” Coughing, he got to his feet and gave Cyra a shaky smile. “Thank you, miss.” Turning to face the entire crew, he bowed his head to them. “I’ll remember your crew. I hope you climb high.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Jon said. “We’re running to find the right perks before we stop to have kids. After that… maybe we’ll pick it back up.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Nicole nodded. 
 
      
 
    Daniel caught sight of Nicole’s eyes, and his widened fractionally. The crew that saved him had not only one irregular, but two. “May the Goddess bless your search.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Nicole said. “May she help you find a new path.” 
 
      
 
    With goodbyes said, the crew left Daniel, who’d turned to talk with the acolytes. 
 
      
 
    Stern looked thoughtful as they left the temple. I enjoy running with them, and if they stop, it would be… hard to find others. If they stop to have children… would it be bad to do the same? With that thought in mind, he walked with his wives and friends back to the inn. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Petting Pawly and Zasha while Calius rubbed against his head, Stern chuckled. His friends all wanted attention, which was difficult to give to them all at the same time. He was very glad that Pawly and Zasha didn’t shed like normal animals; if they did, he wouldn’t have been dressed in his suit already. 
 
      
 
    They’d spent most of the day in the bedroom. Stern’s smile turned crooked when he recalled how long the four of them had spent together. He truly was his father’s son. Now, it was time for dinner, so he was waiting for his wives to finish dressing. 
 
      
 
    “Going out, Stern?” Jon asked as he and Nicole came out of their room. 
 
      
 
    “To dinner, once they’re ready.” Stern glanced over his shoulder at the couple. “You two, as well?” 
 
      
 
    “No. We’re just going out to get the food, then we’ll be coming back here,” Nicole said. “Umm… could you give us a few hours? I was thinking of taking my mask off for that time.” 
 
      
 
    Stern bowed his head. “I’ll make sure you have the place. Okay, guys, head on home. I’ll summon you back tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly huffed, grabbing his hand and bunny-kicking his arm while she faded away. Zasha gave his hand one more lick before he faded into the sofa. Calius trilled, then pecked Stern’s neck gently. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Jon said. “It would’ve been bad if they were affected by her perk.” 
 
      
 
    “I figured,” Stern said as he stood, then saw Nicole’s downcast expression. “We’ll get you that perk no matter how long it takes. Then, you can have all of them for a week straight if you want.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole shook her head, though her lips ticked up at the corners. “Thank you. I look forward to the day when I can be seen by my friends.” 
 
      
 
    “We look forward to that day, too,” Trish said, the first of Stern’s wives to leave the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    Turning to face Trish, Stern whistled appreciatively; he knew she loved it when he was vocal about her looks. “You always look so good.” His eyes devoured her in the short, tight, sleeveless, deep blue dress she wore. 
 
      
 
    Canting her hip, she gave him a wink. “Glad you like it.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra came out behind her, a flowing sunflower yellow dress covering her. She gave him a bright smile and a small twirl, allowing the skirt to flare out slightly. Its sleeves went to her wrists, and the skirt trailed to her ankles. “Do you like it, Stern?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s bright, cheerful, and demure, just like you,” Stern smiled softly at her. “It’s a perfect fit for our fluffy bunny.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra blushed, then stepped aside for Cammie. The stocky woman was wearing full black. Her dress was a mix of the other two— the short sleeves stopped at her biceps and the skirt just above the knees. Unlike Trish’s tight, body-hugging dress that clung to her from top to bottom, Cammie’s accented her bust by being snug there, but at the waist, it transitioned into a loose skirt that swayed as she moved. 
 
      
 
    “Beautiful, Cammie,” Stern said, hoping to ease her nerves. “You make that dress something to behold. All three of you are exceptionally gorgeous.” 
 
      
 
    Bright smiles were their reply as they crossed the room. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Pawly, Zasha, and Calius?” Cyra asked, not seeing them. 
 
      
 
    “Jon and Nicole asked us to give them full run of the suite for a few hours,” Stern said, “so I had them go home. Luckily, I planned the entire night out for us, so they’ll have the time they asked for.” 
 
      
 
    “You all look beautiful.” Nicole smiled at her friends. “Thank you for giving us the night in.” 
 
      
 
    “Always willing to help. Besides, you didn’t complain about us this morning,” Trish smirked. “I know we got loud a few times.” 
 
      
 
    Jon snorted, but his tone was amused, “Yes. We went out for breakfast and lunch.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Cyra flushed. 
 
      
 
    “We were going out, anyway,” Nicole said. “Enjoy your evening.” 
 
      
 
    “You, too,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to tell us your plans?” Trish asked as they walked downstairs. 
 
      
 
    “Nope. It’s why I went alone after the rebirth to make sure I had things in place,” Stern replied. 
 
      
 
    The common room was starting to get busy, as most Walkers were done with their runs for the day. A few waved to them, raised a mug in their direction, or even gave them smiles as the group passed through the room. 
 
      
 
    The carriage outside the inn was waiting for them, and the driver tipped his hat when they reached him. “Sir, ladies, I’ll make sure the travel is as smooth as I can manage.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Stern replied as he helped his wives into the vehicle. “You have the destinations already.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir, and I want to thank you again, sir, for the offer of food at the restaurant.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome. It makes it easier for you to be ready when we go.” 
 
      
 
    “Right you are, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Ready when you are,” Stern said as he climbed in. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” The driver gave them another few seconds to get settled before he got the carriage rolling. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… you really did plan things out in advance besides dinner,” Trish murmured. “I’m curious as to what you have up those sleeves?” 
 
      
 
    Stern gave her a grin. “You’ll find out again when we eventually get home.” 
 
      
 
    “I will, indeed,” Trish laughed. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The restaurant was called Goddess’ Feast. The exterior was white marble shot through with golden streaks. Stern helped his wives out of the carriage before leading them inside. The golden oaks and fixtures brought a bright warmth to the décor. 
 
      
 
    “How may I help you?” the maître d’ asked with a professional smile before recognizing Stern. “Ah, Mister Masterson. Your table is ready.” He rang a small bell on his podium and an older man in uniform came out of the hall next to it. “Masterson, the night room.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” the server said, then gave the group a small bow. “If you will follow me, please.” 
 
      
 
    “We follow,” Stern said as he took Cyra’s hand. 
 
      
 
    Cyra blinked when he did, then smiled, glad to walk beside him. “I’ll never get used to eating in places like this…” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe, but every now and then, I want to bring you all to one. By the way, I really do love your dresses tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “And we love you in the suit,” Trish said from behind them. 
 
      
 
    Stern turned his head far enough to give her a smile. “I’m getting used to them, for you.” 
 
      
 
    The night room was dim, but illuminated more than well enough for a group who all had perks to help see in the dark. The atmosphere was of being outside under the open sky. The ceiling had a covering that allowed only small points of light to come through, giving the illusion of a night sky. 
 
      
 
    The table was small, obviously having been set for a romantic dinner for the four of them. Stern sat each of his wives before finally taking his seat. When he did, the server came to the table with an open bottle. 
 
      
 
    “The meal will be ready shortly, sir. May I pour?” 
 
      
 
    “Please,” Stern nodded. Once the server had, Stern sampled the wine, then nodded again. “That’ll work perfectly. We’ll need at least two bottles.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, sir. I’ll be back with the food in a few minutes.” 
 
      
 
    When the man left, Stern raised his glass. “A toast.” He paused while the others picked their glasses up. “To my wives. You have given me love and helped me see that I am more than I always thought. It’s the three of you who have helped me overcome my past. I’ll always treasure you. May we have a lifetime of the love we feel tonight.” 
 
      
 
    They all drank to his toast. 
 
      
 
    “Our turn,” Trish smirked. “To our husband, who helped heal past hurts.” 
 
      
 
    “Who pulled us out of darkness,” Cyra added with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “The one who gave us family to love,” Cammie grinned, making it clear they’d planned on doing this. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll always love you, too, dearest,” Trish said gently. “We’ll be beside you every day, whether that’s in a dungeon or out.” 
 
      
 
    “Forever beside each other,” Cyra added. 
 
      
 
    “As long as our hearts beat, and then beyond,” Cammie nodded. 
 
      
 
    Stern’s chest was warm as he looked from wife to wife as they spoke. When they finished, he drank deeply. Please, Goddess, a long life for all of us… and our kids… he prayed silently as he set his glass down. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Dinner had them full— not quite stuffed, but not far from it. It’d been a five-course affair that featured the tenderest steak that Cammie had ever had in her life. The dessert was a strawberry concoction that Stern had never seen before, but had Cyra and Trish happily moaning while they ate it. 
 
      
 
    “Where are we off to now?” Trish asked as the carriage took them toward their next destination. 
 
      
 
    “Entertainment,” Stern chuckled, “but not the kind you love the most.” 
 
      
 
    Cammie snickered at Trish’s pout. “He promised that when we get back to the inn.” 
 
      
 
    “True enough,” Trish agreed. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure if any of you have ever been before, but my mothers loved to take all of us to at least one show a year,” Stern said as the carriage slowed. “Luckily, this is one of my favorites, and it was open tonight.” 
 
      
 
    When he helped them out, they all stared at the theater. Other carriages were pulling up while lines were forming up outside of one set of doors. Taking Trish’s hand, he looped it through his elbow, giving her a wink as he led them toward the roped-off area in front of the second set of doors. 
 
      
 
    The two hippo lykian guards gave them a glance, but didn’t stop them from getting into the much shorter line where a man stood with a clipboard. Cammie and Cyra stood just behind Stern and Trish, feeling a little out of place. 
 
      
 
    “Name?” the man with the clipboard asked. 
 
      
 
    “Alistern Masterson,” Stern replied. “I made the reservation for the platinum box.” 
 
      
 
    The man’s eyes went wide as he looked at Stern, then looked down at his paperwork. “Ah, yes, sir.” He pulled a small platinum token from his breast pocket. “Hand this to the usher just inside.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Stern said as he took it. 
 
      
 
    The usher inside took the token, bowing low to them before leading them to their box. It was down a long hall, up four flights of stairs, then down two flights. Their box hung over the crowd in the middle of the theater ceiling. The massive chandeliers of the opera house hung to either side of the enclosed box, so it was bright, but not blinding. Padded velvet loveseats sat beside each, close enough to the railing that it would give the perfect view of the stage. 
 
      
 
    “This… this is…” Cyra whispered as she looked down on the stage. She went closer to the edge and blinked, as she could see the musicians in their pit, getting settled. 
 
      
 
    “Amazing…” Trish finished for her, the same amount of awe in her voice. “I’ve been to a play or two before, but nothing like this.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve seen one at an outdoor theater,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    “I hope you all enjoy tonight,” Stern said. “After this, there’s just one more stop: a stroll through a flower garden.” 
 
      
 
    Cammie’s smile was bright as she turned to him. “That’s sweet.” 
 
      
 
    “He really does try for us,” Trish smiled. 
 
      
 
    “I always will,” Stern said. “It’s a three-part play, so we can change seats during intermissions.” 
 
      
 
    “That way, we can all cuddle you,” Cyra giggled. 
 
      
 
    “And each other,” Stern smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Tonight, we’re going to spoil you,” Trish said softly. 
 
      
 
    “You already do.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll do even more later,” Cyra said, moving over to kiss him softly. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Trish and Cammie also collected kisses before they took their seats. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “Jon’s getting breakfast,” Nicole told them as the four of them came out of the bedroom, their gear on and their bags in hand. 
 
      
 
    “How was last night?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful. Being able to walk around without my mask for hours… I’ve missed it. I could do so if I went to the temple and stayed in the back, since the sisters were immune. It made me hopeful for the future.” 
 
      
 
    “Redrock’s dungeon will hopefully be the one for you,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “I hope so,” Nicole said. “Umm, can you summon them now? It’s been lonely without them to pet this morning.” 
 
      
 
    Stern’s hands flexed through the patterns needed to summon his three friends back into existence. “Nicole missed petting you all,” he told them. 
 
      
 
    Zasha went running over, jumping up next to Nicole and flopping on the sofa for pets. Calius flew over, landing on the back of the sofa to rub against Nicole’s head. Pawly meowed plaintively, bumping Stern’s leg with her head. 
 
      
 
    Laughing, Stern gave her flight. “You just gonna refuse to walk anymore?” 
 
      
 
    Purring, Pawly floated up, rubbed against his chest, then flew over to Nicole. That earned even more laughter from the others. 
 
      
 
    “Guess they missed their morning pets, too,” Trish laughed. 
 
      
 
    “How was your night?” Nicole asked as she petted the animals. 
 
      
 
    “Good. Dinner was fabulous, the play was amazing, but the walk in the garden afterward was the best part,” Cammie smiled. 
 
      
 
    “It really was,” Cyra agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Very romantic,” Trish murmured. “A moonlit walk through a private garden, kisses stolen amongst the blooms… Our husband has hidden depths.” 
 
      
 
    Stern smiled at them. “Not hidden. I’ll show you anything.” 
 
      
 
    Trish’s smirk was telling when she turned to face him. “Oh?” 
 
      
 
    “I should’ve phrased that better,” Stern sighed. 
 
      
 
    Nicole giggled at their banter. “You two are always like that. I was worried about you dating them, and then Cammie, too. I was concerned again with the marriage; it made me worry if things might go wrong. But ever since the wedding, you’ve all been… better. …That’s not the right way to say it, as you were good together before, but I’ve never seen a hint of trouble between the three of you since the wedding.” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t in the future, either,” Cammie said softly. “They let me have what I wanted most. If I started trouble, I’d be spitting in their faces for the joy they gave me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m roughly the same,” Trish said. “Stern and Cyra could’ve made it work without me. Maybe not as quickly or smoothly, but I think they would have. Moreover, they healed the hole in my heart. I’d rather cut my hands off than hurt our family.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure we would have, Trish,” Cyra said. “You helped me so much… you gave me courage, helped guide my stumbling feet. Causing problems now would feel like me being unthankful.” 
 
      
 
    “All three of them helped me know what love is,” Stern joined in. “They were there for me even when others turned away when they found out about my empathy. My life is worth living because of them.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole sniffled. “You understand how Jon and I feel. Maybe that’s why we make such a great crew.” 
 
      
 
    Jon came into the room with a barmaid behind him. “Breakfa…! Is everything okay?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Glad it was nothing,” Jon chuckled as they finished eating. 
 
      
 
    “Just talking about relationships and how our wives complete us,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Nicole’s my everything,” Jon said simply. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” Nicole giggled, “just like you’re mine.” 
 
      
 
    “Are we getting quests this time?” Cammie asked as they left the suite behind. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. We should get back into the habit,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not just the money, but making things safer for others,” Stern said. “We’ll check the boards.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad for it,” Jon said. “It’ll give me time to get more work in. I didn’t get to do a lot during the dungeon run.” 
 
      
 
    “True,” Trish said. “I barely did any, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Pawsitively Irregular, are you heading out?” one of the crews asked. They were taking a day off between runs, and were the only ones in the inn currently. 
 
      
 
    “Off to Redrock,” Stern called back. “See you there?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be leaving in a few days, so yeah, we’ll see you there.” 
 
      
 
    As they left the inn, Trish grinned. “People are getting better about you being around.” 
 
      
 
    “Walkers accept me faster than the rest of the city.” 
 
      
 
    “Because they’ve already seen how good of a man you are,” Cammie said. “Hard to look down on someone who helps others.” 
 
      
 
    “Unless you’re useless…” Nicole muttered. 
 
      
 
    “People who matter,” Cyra said, giving Nicole a grin. 
 
      
 
    “I’d accept that. They still bother me sometimes,” Nicole sighed. “The idea that they can hold so tightly to their hatred… I just don’t understand it.” 
 
      
 
    “Because you’re not close-minded,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Hatred is easier than acceptance for some people,” Stern said. “If we run into them again— which I hope we don’t— it’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Because we’re with you,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    “Our friends are beside us,” Jon agreed with Cammie, hooking his arm around Nicole’s waist. 
 
      
 
    Nicole leaned against him as they entered the Walkers’ hall. “I feel safe.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s see what we can find for quests,” Stern said, going straight up to the board. 
 
      
 
    The group studied the quests available for a few minutes. 
 
      
 
    “Red cougar kill quest,” Nicole pointed out. 
 
      
 
    “Sheep horn collecting,” Cyra added, “from the mountain sheep in the area.” 
 
      
 
    “No quest for willow shoots…” Jon murmured. 
 
      
 
    “It was either taken recently or they just don’t have many. Which makes sense, as it’s mostly rocky hills,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see anything else,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    “Pretty lean,” Trish agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Take the two there and head out, then,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Nicole and Cammie both touched the pages, willing them to accept. The pages flared and faded from the board, and everyone felt the quests become active for them. 
 
      
 
    “Walkers, a moment?” the male infernal behind the Rescue Squad desk called out to them. 
 
      
 
    Stern went his way. “Yes, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Will you deliver a letter to Redrock for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
      
 
    The man smiled, holding out his tablet. “Accept it, please?” 
 
      
 
    Stern touched the tablet, knowing this was an official request. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” the infernal said. He took his tablet back and handed over a clearly sealed thick envelope. “Hand that to my counterpart in Redrock.” 
 
      
 
    “We just took quests to go offroad, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand, and that’s fine. It doesn’t have to be quick. I just need it to arrive.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll handle it,” Stern said. “Cammie, can you put this into my pack, please?” 
 
      
 
    “I got it,” Cammie said, taking the letter from him. 
 
      
 
    “I also wanted to thank you again for pulling a soul out.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s who we are, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I noticed your family name. I spoke with the other crews; most of them attributed their sudden pulling of shards to your speech that morning.” 
 
      
 
    Stern shifted in place, unsure of what he should say to that. 
 
      
 
    “It’s just who he is,” Trish chuckled. “Have a good day, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “You, as well. May your trip be smooth, and safe runs.” 
 
      
 
    “Safe runs,” the entire crew replied before they left. 
 
      
 
    The moment they were outside the hall, Calius took to the air with a cry. Stern looked up in surprise, then chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    “Said he’d go look ahead for us,” Stern replied. 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed, floating above them. She was lying on her side, one paw dangling as if on the edge of something. 
 
      
 
    “I still have no idea how she makes flying seem so relaxed,” Trish snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Right?” Stern snorted. “She basically said let him, and she’d stay back here.” 
 
      
 
    Zasha barked, bouncing around them while they walked. 
 
      
 
    “No. You should stay with us, too, buddy,” Stern said. “As soon as we leave the road, I’ll be giving you your perks. Then you can play pathfinder for us.” 
 
      
 
    Another happy bark came from Zasha. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “This is as good a spot as any,” Stern said, looking around. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing all day,” Jon sighed as he shucked his bag off. “Maybe we went the wrong way?” 
 
      
 
    “Could be, but first days out are normally calm,” Trish said. “We’ll find out tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “No real wood to gather,” Cyra said softly. “I’m grateful your parents gave us the eternal flame.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Stern said, kneeling down to set the token. 
 
      
 
    A minute later, a campfire was in the place of the token, crackling merrily along. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing to hunt up here, is there?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “Might find one of the sheep,” Stern said. “Want to come with?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah. I make too much noise,” Trish said. “I’ll get our tent set up.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Zasha, your armor is coming off,” Stern said. “Calius, see if you can find me something, please? Pawly, let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    Stern left the camp after leaving his bag behind. He had his crossbow in hand and his other gear on, just in case something surprised him. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was an hour later when Stern came back to camp. They heard him coming, as Zasha’s heavy footfalls carried in the still air. Stern was dragging a mountain sheep behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Found one. Calius spotted it; not sure I would’ve. Their hair color is almost identical to the rocks in the area. Once Calius pointed it out, Pawly was all over it. She harassed it long enough for me to get a shot off, then a second, as the first missed my mark,” Stern told them. 
 
      
 
    “Why does Zasha have his armor on?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “Believe we’ll see a cougar tomorrow,” Stern said. “Calius saw something, and Pawly chuffed at it. Whatever it was backed off.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll handle it,” Jon said. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get it butchered,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be ready for the meat,” Cyra said as she put the cooking rack over the fire. 
 
      
 
    “We have two horns already,” Trish grinned. 
 
      
 
    “What does sheep taste like?” Nicole asked. 
 
      
 
    “Gamey and tough, like most things we find in the wilds,” Jon said. 
 
      
 
    “Mutton is strongly flavored, too,” Stern said. “We have rations if you don’t like it. Cyra will work her magic, but mutton’s a tricky one.” 
 
      
 
    “I have faith in her,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    Cyra smiled as she started to select spices to season their dinner. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Traveling through the crags between Grayrock and Redrock was slow, taking them a few weeks. They fought off the cougars, killed sheep for their horns and meat, and even put down a dark willow that’d grown past ten feet in height. 
 
      
 
    The dark willow never stood a chance. With Nicole able to use her Firebolt every few seconds, it just barely started to flee from them. Cammie’s trap landed under its feet, and the resulting fire took it out. They spent the day scraping the ash from the husk, fully filling the urn Stern brought with them. 
 
      
 
    The crew got back on the road the previous night, only a couple of hours from Redrock. It was early in the morning when the crew came up to the gates. The wall was built of its namesake— stone that went through several shades of red and towered over twenty feet, encircling the city. 
 
      
 
    “Someone built that?” Cyra asked with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Stern smiled. “Redrock’s a natural city. They put the gates in to secure its two entry points. There are a couple of cities that the Goddess shaped that only needed gates to secure. This is the first of them on the way north.” 
 
      
 
    “But the walls are so smooth,” Nicole said. 
 
      
 
    “They were good when the city was founded, but the first mayor made sure to hire people to work them into what you see now,” Stern explained. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been here before?” Jon asked him. 
 
      
 
    “We spent a summer between here and Bluerock. Julia drew the walls after finding out they were natural. The drawing was sold at auction to help Rescue Squad a long time ago.” 
 
      
 
    “Your mother is talented, so I’m sure it sold well,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “From what I remember, it did.” 
 
      
 
    “Walkers, welcome to Redrock,” the dwarven guard greeted them as she eyed them. “Make sure your pets behave themselves.” 
 
      
 
    “My summons will not cause trouble,” Stern said. “I need a bowyer to drop off some horns. The quest called it ‘Rigid Bows.’” 
 
      
 
    “Six squares straight, one north.” 
 
      
 
    “We also have some skins. Which tanner would you suggest?” 
 
      
 
    “Harry’s Furs. Take the first left and follow it south. You’ll find it.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Stern said. “I’ll catch up to you all at the inn.” 
 
      
 
    “Speaking of,” Trish asked, “which way to the Walkers’ hall and the closest inn to it?” 
 
      
 
    “Six squares straight ahead. Inn right next to the hall is Walkers’ Comfort,” the guard replied. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Trish said, then gave Stern a smile. “See you there, lover.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be along after I offload all the stuff.” He looked at Pawly and Zasha, then whistled. Calius came streaking down to him. “Do you want to go with them to the inn, or with me?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly floated over to Trish while Zasha trotted over to Cammie. Calius squeezed Stern’s shoulder, having taken his perch. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Calius is with me. See you all in a bit.” 
 
      
 
    The guard watched the odd crew separate after entering the city. Three animal summons, and their summoner was an irregular? It was a weird day, and she still had a full shift to go. 
 
      
 
    Stern reached up to scritch at Calius’ neck as he walked, making the bird stretch his head up to enjoy the attention. He caught sight of people stopping to stare at them, but no one said anything, and since he couldn’t feel their emotions, he just walked on with a smile. 
 
      
 
    Calius let out a sound, then flew off his shoulder when they got closer to the tanner. Stern didn’t blame the hawk— it was pungent. Pressing on, he found the right shop. He hoped to make it quick so he could sell the horns. 
 
      
 
    The jingle of the front door had the old woman behind the counter look up at Stern. “Irregular? Hmm, don’t normally see many of your kind. You’re the second one in as many months who’s come in. Unusual.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt you’re Harry,” Stern said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    “My grandfather,” the old woman chuckled. “We’ve kept the name the same, and at least one son each generation is called Harry. My grandson is Harry Tannis the fifth.” 
 
      
 
    “Family’s precious,” Stern said. He dropped his bag to the floor as slowly as he could. “Let me get these hides out for you.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope you did the best you could, or the price will be much less.” 
 
      
 
    “We scrape them down, then stack them so only the scraped parts or exteriors touch to minimize problems.” 
 
      
 
    “Not many Walkers consider that.” 
 
      
 
    “My parents taught me a lot,” Stern chuckled. He placed the hides on the counter in two piles: cougar in one and sheep in the other. “We came from Grayrock, so we have cougars and mountain sheep from there and near here.” 
 
      
 
    “They can both be used,” the old woman said. She took her time to go over each hide, further separating them apart into more piles. When she finished, she looked pleased. “I can give you good money for most of them.” She pointed to the largest piles. “But less for the others,” she finished, pointing at the smaller piles. 
 
      
 
    “I understand. We did mangle a few.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll give you twelve silver for the lot.” 
 
      
 
    Stern thought it over, then nodded. “Good enough.” 
 
      
 
    The old woman yelled for her grandson. A young man about old enough to start Walker school came up front to grab the furs. His eyes were wide when he saw Stern, but he did as his grandmother told him. 
 
      
 
    “Here you go,” the old woman said, holding out the silver coins. 
 
      
 
    Stern took them and put them into his coin pouch. “Thank you. Have a good day.” 
 
      
 
    “You, too, Irregular.” 
 
      
 
    Stern was out of the shop and down the street with quick strides, eager to put the stench of the tannery behind him. His eyes tracked to a shop with a mortar and pestle sign, and he went toward it, as he had a jug of ash to sell to an alchemist. 
 
      
 
    The shop was the same riot of scents that all alchemy shops were. It was still better than the tannery, so he took a deep breath. A cough got his attention, so with an apologetic smile to the man behind the counter, he advanced. “Sorry, sir. I have something to sell.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you have?” the angelic man’s voice was clipped, his eyes narrow. 
 
      
 
    Stern was glad he didn’t feel the animosity the man clearly felt. He pulled the stopped jug from his bag. “Dark willow scrapings. The tree was a ten-footer.” 
 
      
 
    The angelic blinked slowly, clearly caught off guard. With deft motions, he brought out the needed items to test the ash. It took a minute, but the man’s lips pursed before he sighed. “Sorry, Irregular. Yes, this is good stuff. Your fire didn’t include chemicals to taint it. I’ll give you three large silvers.” 
 
      
 
    “Done,” Stern said. “I get it a lot. I’m used to it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you are, but that doesn’t excuse me from being rude to a customer.” 
 
      
 
    Stern accepted the money held out to him. “Fair enough. Irregulars are just people who look like I do, and with unusual perks from birth. We get a lot of hatred because we look like the blighted.” 
 
      
 
    “Still don’t know why the Goddess hasn’t wiped the damned blighted from the world,” the alchemist grunted. “If she did, people would probably be more understanding about irregulars.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” Stern said as he put the coin away. “Have a good day.” 
 
      
 
    “You, too,” the angelic man replied. 
 
      
 
    Stern left the shop, exhaling his frustration after he’d closed the door. “People…” he grumbled as he started walking. 
 
      
 
    Calius cried out, coming down to land on his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine. Just a little misunderstanding to start the day,” Stern snorted, reaching up to pet the hawk. “Off to sell the horns, then to the inn.” 
 
      
 
    It was a brisk walk across the city. Some children started frantically getting their parents’ attention when Stern went by, claiming a blighted was coming to eat them. Stern knew many parents used that threat on their children when they were misbehaving, so he ignored it as much as he could. The parents, upon seeing Calius on Stern’s shoulder, relaxed, as animals didn’t go near the blighted. 
 
      
 
    Rigid Bows was clearly a shop that’d been in the city for generations. The renovations were noticeable, but they were solid work, which showed the care the owners had for it. The man behind the counter gave Stern a smile, greeting him warmly. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome, Walker. Come in for a bow?” 
 
      
 
    “No, actually. I have quest turn-ins for you. Horns.” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful!” the elven man laughed. “I’ll have to tell the guild to take the quest down tomorrow. Let me see them?” 
 
      
 
    Stern shucked his bag, then unstrapped the horns from it. “Here you go,” he said, setting the pile on the counter. 
 
      
 
    Whistling softly, the elf checked the horns with care. “Good work; you didn’t break any of them. Few manage that. I see forty-four in total, so let me get your reward for it.” 
 
      
 
    “Take your time.” 
 
      
 
    Taking the horns into the back, the proprietor was back a minute later with a small pouch. “Here you go.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. Do you have crossbow bolts in this length?” Stern put one of the magazines on the counter. 
 
      
 
    “Oh? You have one of those new pneumatic ones? I’ve only seen one other. Mind if I look over the crossbow?” 
 
      
 
    Stern chuckled as he set it on the counter. “Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Making it to the inn, Stern was smiling. They’d made good money on the trip, and it hadn’t cost them hardly anything to make the journey. The place wasn’t jumping with business, as it wasn’t past midday and most Walkers would still be in the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    The innkeeper gave Stern a nod. “You must be with the latest crew. Top floor, last suite. It’s the double extra-large one.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what we need,” Stern smiled. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Owen,” the bartender smiled. “If you need anything, one of my family will be able to help.” 
 
      
 
    Stern gave the wolf lykian a grin. “I appreciate it. They did arrange baths, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup. Two rooms are currently set aside.” 
 
      
 
    “That works. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Have a good day. No one here will give you trouble. We had a crew here just a few days back with another irregular in their ranks.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably the sisters we met not long ago. Wolf lykian irregular?” 
 
      
 
    “That was them.” 
 
      
 
    “Good people. Thanks again. I’m sure Trish arranged everything for the night.” 
 
      
 
    Stern wasn’t expecting his wives to be in the suite when he got upstairs. 
 
      
 
    “Grab your clothes and let’s go,” Trish said when Stern entered the room. 
 
      
 
    “Waiting for me to bathe?” Stern asked with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    “Better than having you go alone,” Cammie smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Not going to argue that,” Stern laughed. “I’ll be quick about it.” 
 
      
 
    “How did selling stuff go?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Good. I’ll split the cash up after bathing. We’ll do our standard gear check and relax the rest of the day tomorrow,” Stern said from the other room as he dropped his bag, digging into it for his clothing. 
 
      
 
    “Not that our gear will need it, but routine is good,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “You took a little longer than we expected,” Cammie said. “Was everything okay?” 
 
      
 
    “The bowyer asked me about the crossbow,” Stern explained. He pulled out his clothing so he could wash the dirty and wear the clean. “Got it. Sorry for the wait.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine. We had company,” Cyra giggled as she stood up, leaving Zasha and Pawly on the sofa. 
 
      
 
    Calius called out from a chair across the room. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Calius, I was very happy to have you along. He helped calm people down for me,” Stern told them. “No one caused trouble, but there was some concern until they saw him on my shoulder.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Calius,” Cyra beamed at the hawk. 
 
      
 
    Calius called out again, preening at the attention. 
 
      
 
    The group left the room. Pawly yawned and rolled over, her stretch kicking Zasha in the butt. Zasha sighed, but shifted a little bit to give her more room. Calius watched them both, his head cocked to the side in interest. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Going over their gear the next day, they didn’t have a lot to do; none of it needed patching or sharpening, but they oiled anything that needed it. 
 
      
 
    “Leaves most of the day open,” Jon said when they’d finished. 
 
      
 
    “Take it to relax,” Stern said. “Cammie and I will head off to the store to replace the bits and pieces she needs. Then, we’ll swing by the hall to pick up a quest for shard retrieval.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to spend the day pampering a fluffy bunny, then,” Trish smirked. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll come back to join you,” Cammie grinned. 
 
      
 
    “A day in does sound nice,” Jon said. He stood up, extending his hand to Nicole. “What do you think, dear?” 
 
      
 
    Nicole giggled as she let him draw her to her feet. “Hmm, yes… I’d enjoy that.” 
 
      
 
    Stern chuckled. “Well, sounds like it’ll be a good day. Come on, Cammie. The sooner we finish shopping, the quicker we’re back here.” 
 
      
 
    Cammie got to her feet. “That’s a very good point.” 
 
      
 
    “Any of you three want to come with?” Stern asked as he headed for the door. 
 
      
 
    Pawly floated off the couch, gliding through the air after him. 
 
      
 
    “We have royalty coming with us,” Stern snickered. “Her floating majesty.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly waved one paw lazily like she was accepting the approval of the masses— everyone laughed at her antics. Zasha grinned, stretching out to take up the entire sofa, and Calius fluttered over to the back of the sofa, then tucked his head under his wing. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, her majesty might have to find a new throne when we get back,” Stern said as he opened the door. 
 
      
 
    Pawly huffed a sigh and went through the opening, clearly ignoring the other animals. 
 
      
 
    “Still holding on to the gravity core?” Stern asked as they went downstairs. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. From what we found out during our test, it will pull everything in a thirty-foot range to it. Either Nicole’s fire or ice spells will go off without hurting us when we use it in the trap, too. We’ve been debating which would be best.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no rush. Was just curious if you’d made one with it yet.” 
 
      
 
    “No. I was considering getting another high-grade trap component from the dungeons to combine with it. A magnifier or expander, for instance, would greatly improve it.” 
 
      
 
    “True, and at higher-tier dungeons, it becomes more common to add a few of those parts each run.” 
 
      
 
    The taproom was nearly empty, with only a single Walker sitting at a table. That woman was heavily scarred across her face and neck. When she turned to look at them, her platinum badge was visible. 
 
      
 
    “An irregular? Huh,” the high-tiered Walker said. “Do you have a moment?” 
 
      
 
    “Ma’am,” Stern asked, going to her table, “what did you need?” 
 
      
 
    “A question or two answered, hopefully. Are irregulars damned?” Her piercing blue eyes stared into his colorless ones. 
 
      
 
    “Only by society,” Stern said softly. “We’re not cursed or hated by the Goddess, contrary to what most people think.” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes flickered to Cammie standing close to Stern, then back to him. “You found someone who can care for you, even as you are?” 
 
      
 
    “Cammie’s my wife, ma’am,” Stern said a little tightly. 
 
      
 
    “Apologies,” the Walker sighed. “Call me Steph, please. I… have a nephew who was born last year…” She began to explain slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Just give him love, have him tested for perks, and be ready to help him,” Stern told her. 
 
      
 
    “Tested already?” Steph asked. 
 
      
 
    “All irregulars I’ve known have at least one unusual perk,” Stern said, then pointed above them at where Pawly was floating; the older Walker had clearly failed to see her originally. “She’s been with me since birth. Others have had telepathy, a taunt perk, or other things like uncontrolled empathy.” 
 
      
 
    Steph blanched at the last one. “Goddess, that poor irregular.” 
 
      
 
    “Thankfully, I recently got a perk to make it selective,” Stern said, seeing her pity. “I had that and Pawly.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes widening fractionally, Steph bowed her head. “I see. I came looking for an irregular wolf lykian who was in the city, but she left a few days back. I was going to head out after her to ask her these questions, but then you appeared.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s a friend and would’ve helped you, too.” Stern took a seat. “What else did you want to know?” 
 
      
 
    “How hard has it been for you?” 
 
      
 
    “Difficult. With my empathy, it was near torture at times,” Stern said softly, “but I found people who cared about me. That helped me more than I can explain. Having someone who cares can make all the difference.” 
 
      
 
    Steph looked away from him, clearly troubled. “I’ll need to get down to Blackwood to tell my sister. Maybe she’d be okay with me staying while Jason grows up. I kept my last dungeon runs open…” 
 
      
 
    “Did you part on bad terms?” Stern asked. He almost triggered his empathy on her just to better understand, but he resisted the impulse. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Sisters can be… difficult.” 
 
      
 
    Stern snorted at that, which made Steph look up. “I have a few younger sisters myself, so I understand.” 
 
      
 
    “It might be time to bury the hatchet between us.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll wish you luck,” Stern said before standing up. “Family can be difficult, but mostly, it’s just fear for their loved one when a Walker keeps running that causes discord. If you’re stopping, I’m sure she’ll welcome you back with tears.” 
 
      
 
    Steph picked up her mug, draining it. “Might as well find out. Besides, Jason needs to get his perks checked. My nephew will be loved, at the very least.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish you the best.” 
 
      
 
    Steph met his eyes, glanced at Cammie once more, then smiled. “Thank you for your help.” She dropped a small pouch on the table. “Safe runs.” 
 
      
 
    “Safe runs,” Stern replied, unable to object to the pouch with Steph already striding away. 
 
      
 
    Cammie pulled the pouch over, then opened it. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Lesser runes,” Stern murmured. “A dozen of them.” 
 
      
 
    “What do we do with them? Our gear was runed by your parents.” 
 
      
 
    Stern closed the pouch with a thoughtful expression on his face. “I have an idea, but first, we should see about your parts.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Cammie said. “An unusual start to the day.” 
 
      
 
    “That it was,” Stern said as he offered her his hand. “Shall we?” 
 
      
 
    Smiling, Cammie took the offering. “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The general store for Walkers took nearly an hour for them to go through, as Cammie wanted to check trap parts they had in stock that she’d never used before. Stern was happy to tell her about some of the traps Karen had told him about growing up. She bought a few new parts to try new things, but mostly picked up her normal trap pieces. 
 
      
 
    “The fire-flinging trap makes sense if you’re in a dungeon and they have to bunch up to get to you,” Cammie said as they got closer to the Walkers’ guildhall, still chatting about the traps they’d discussed. 
 
      
 
    “It is until the mobs get smarter. Then, they aren’t as willing to bunch up in halls like that.” 
 
      
 
    The hall was mostly empty when they entered. A single crew of four sat at a table, obviously relaxing, as they weren’t in their gear. Unfortunately, it was people Stern would’ve loved to have never seen again. 
 
      
 
    “Fucking cursed blighted. Haven’t you died yet?” Billy sneered. 
 
      
 
    Stern stopped just inside the hall and Pawly hissed, crouching in the air and staring at the table. Cammie grimaced, looking at the receptionist with a hopeful look. The receptionist for the hall gave her a blank look back, clearly not going to get involved. 
 
      
 
    “Keep it civil!” the woman at the Rescue Squad desk snapped. “You’ve made your feelings about irregulars clear long before now.” She waved Stern over to her desk. “Walker, you will be left alone, or there will be consequences.” 
 
      
 
    Brandon got to his feet, glaring at the infernal woman. “Of course, you’d side with them. You fawned over the bitch sisters.” 
 
      
 
    “They pulled shards out,” the receptionist for Rescue Squad said. She got to her feet, her wings extending behind her. “While you have done nothing to help others.” 
 
      
 
    “Vivian,” the male receptionist of the Walkers’ hall sighed, “you know you can’t do anything to them in here.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Tony. I’d be reprimanded by the manager,” Vivian said, her eyes locked on the four bigots. “Might be worth it this time.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re leaving, anyway!” Billy spat as he rose to his feet. “Fucking blighted lovers deserve what they get, too.” 
 
      
 
    Dark energy crackled along Vivian’s wings. “Oh, boy… you will regret your mouth one day.” Her prismatic badge glittered with the full spectrum of colors. “One more word and I’ll take my punishment from the manager, but you’ll be seeing the sisters… at the best.” 
 
      
 
    All four men left with angry contemptuous sneers. Stern and Cammie moved away from the door so no “accidents” could happen. When they left, Vivian’s wings stopped cascading energy, and she sighed. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go after I deal with them, Tony. There’s no need to summon him.” 
 
      
 
    Tony sniffed, ignoring her. 
 
      
 
    Stern advanced to the desk, wondering about the dynamic between the two receptionists. Normally, the hall receptionists got along, so this was the first time he’d seen such a broad divide. “Miss, I came to deliver a letter, but also to see about picking up a quest to retrieve shards.” 
 
      
 
    “A letter?” Vivian asked. 
 
      
 
    Cammie pulled it from Stern’s bag. “Here you go,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    Vivian took it, then felt the quest complete. “Very well.” She set it aside. “You wanted a quest for shards, right?” 
 
      
 
    “We do. Who has been fractured longest for two shards?” 
 
      
 
    Vivian took her seat, picking up her pad. After a minute, she set it down. “We have a bulwark with two shards left, Terry Giordino. She’s been waiting seven years. If you’d pull two others out at one shard each, we have a Jeffery Bishop, fractured for twelve years. Along with him was the trap finder of his same crew, Maxima Tealer.” 
 
      
 
    “A dozen years,” Stern said sadly. “Damn. When were their last shards brought in?” 
 
      
 
    “Two years ago.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take Terry’s shards, but we can give you something to incentivize others to pick up the others.” Stern set the pouch of runes on her desk. “Twelve lesser runes for those who pull shards out.” 
 
      
 
    Vivian’s jaw dropped when she checked the bag. “But… how? You’d have had to spend a couple of dungeons’ worth of points on these.” 
 
      
 
    “We were given them,” Stern said. “I thought they’d be best used to help rebirths. Our gear is as good as it can be already, and we don’t exactly need the money.” 
 
      
 
    Vivian’s eyes finally landed on his badge and her eyes went wide. “‘Pawsitively Irregular’? You’re Alistern Masterson?” 
 
      
 
    He winced at his full first name. “I go by Stern.” 
 
      
 
    “You convinced other irregulars to report the perk choices they and their crews are offered,” Vivian said excitedly. “That’s starting to circulate up and down the tiers.” 
 
      
 
    “Masterson? As in…?” Tony asked, blinking in shock before he trailed off. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Stern said a little uncomfortably. “I try not to bring attention to it. We’re just another crew doing what my parents do.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make it happen tomorrow. It’ll help bring more shards out,” Vivian said as she held out her pad. “The quest you asked for.” 
 
      
 
    Stern accepted. “Thank you. Please… keep my name to yourselves? It’ll get out on its own, but I’d rather keep it as quiet as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course!” Vivian said quickly. 
 
      
 
    Tony was just staring in shock. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. We’ll be going in tomorrow,” Stern said. “I’m sure I’ll hear a lot about the runes in line to enter.” 
 
      
 
    Vivian laughed. “Oh yes, yes you will.” 
 
      
 
    “Have a good day,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Vivian, thank you,” Cammie said, having been quiet during the exchange, “for standing up to those assholes.” 
 
      
 
    “I had an uncle who was irregular. He had a hard life. When he left a few decades ago, I knew I’d never see him again. I was right…” Her smile was brittle. “Bigots drive good people to desperate lengths to find peace.” 
 
      
 
    Stern shook his head. “I’m sorry for your loss. Maybe what we’re doing, saving people and sharing perk information, will help that not happen to another in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddess willing…” Vivian said softly. “Have a good day, Walkers, and have a safe run tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Good day. May the Goddess mitigate the punishment the manager gives you,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    Vivian secured the runes, then stood. “Yes. I must pay for what I did. Rules are rules, even if sometimes, they spare idiots from the lessons they deserve.” 
 
      
 
    Stern and Cammie left the hall behind, and Cammie took his hand in hers. “Why didn’t we take the two singles?” 
 
      
 
    “Because it’ll be easier for her to entice people to get a single shard with those runes than two shards.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought so, but wanted to be sure. Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Those bigots don’t bother me anymore. I hope we don’t see them tomorrow. Nicole shouldn’t have to deal with them.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddess willing…” Cammie murmured. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was done, their gear was on, and the crew was ready to get through the dungeon. Trooping down into the taproom, they had to pause when the table closest to the stairs stood up, blocking the way for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Is that cat flying?” someone asked, drawing attention to Pawly above the group. 
 
      
 
    “A summons,” Stern said. “If you want to see more, we’ll be in line over at the dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    That got some interest, and a couple of crews that were just killing time before going got to their feet. In the end, six crews, including Pawsitively Irregular, all left the inn. 
 
      
 
    “You have a dog and a hawk, too?” a dwarf asked Stern, walking beside him. 
 
      
 
    “Summons like Pawly.” Stern hiked his thumb upward to indicate who Pawly was. 
 
      
 
    “You have three summons and can have them out at the same time?” The dwarf was clearly shocked. 
 
      
 
    “Irregulars affect the rarity of perks offered,” Trish said. “Stern did that by himself, but with two irregulars in our crew, things skewed further. We’ve seen Iron Mind and Improved Runic Crafter for multiple people.” 
 
      
 
    That got others nearby chatting about perks, asking about how often rare perks showed up. 
 
      
 
    Turning past the dojo’s rear wall, the courtyard of the dungeon entrance opened up to them. As was prevalent in other cities, a small bazaar of goods was set up to one side, merchants hawking their wares. 
 
      
 
    Stern and his crew slotted into the slow-moving line for the dungeon, with the dwarf and his crew right behind them. 
 
      
 
    “You mentioned seeing more?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s your name?” Stern asked. “I’m Stern, leader of Pawsitively Irregular.” 
 
      
 
    “Heinrick, leader of Tough Luck.” 
 
      
 
    “Tough Luck?” Stern asked with a grin. 
 
      
 
    “We tough out the bad luck,” Heinrick chuckled. “I don’t think you have room to laugh at our name, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough. Heinrick, if you glance up, Pawly’s been improved,” Stern said, his fingers flexing to give Pawly all her upgrades. 
 
      
 
    Surprised cries of startlement, wonder, and— in some cases— fear went up around the plaza. The fact that a large, electrified cat was floating above the area certainly got attention. 
 
      
 
    “Goddess, that’s terrifying and amazing,” Heinrick said. “And she has thumbs…?” He was puzzled over her polydactyl-ness. 
 
      
 
    Stern gave him a quick overview of Pawly and the crew’s name, which had the dwarf laughing. 
 
      
 
    “What about the dog and hawk?” Heinrick finally asked as the line slowly moved forward. 
 
      
 
    “Stone armor bulwark for him,” Stern said, patting Zasha, who still looked like a puppy. “He’ll be this tall at that point.” Stern held his hand at the right height. “While Calius,” he scratched the hawk’s neck, “is a helper, not a combatant.” 
 
      
 
    Calius gave a cry of displeasure at that. 
 
      
 
    “Well, yes, you can fight, but you’re mostly to help us stay up.” 
 
      
 
    Calius settled down. 
 
      
 
    “You understood that?” Heinrick asked, his eyes wide. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve always been able to understand my summons,” Stern said. “Did you pick up a retrieval quest today?” 
 
      
 
    “You mean for shards?” Heinrick asked, looking away. “We don’t take a quest ahead of time, but we’ve pulled a shard or two out before.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity. I heard the Rescue Squad desk here got a few lesser runes to entice people.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Heinrick asked, now laser-focused on Stern. 
 
      
 
    “The receptionist offered us one for our retrieval today,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone, out of line!” Heinrick told his crew. “We need to go back!” 
 
      
 
    The other member who’d been close enough to hear clearly was eager to do so, but Heinrick had to explain to the rest of his group. When he did, others heard about the runes and soon, a small clump of crews was moving away from the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    “Good work,” Trish grinned. 
 
      
 
    “People will be given another chance soon,” Jon nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Next crew,” the captain of the guards called. 
 
      
 
    Stern advanced toward the man standing in front of the stone archway that held the dungeon entrance. “We’re ready, sir.” 
 
      
 
    The captain’s eyes went up to Pawly floating slowly downward. “Umm, with you?” 
 
      
 
    “My summons.” 
 
      
 
    “Right. Men, give the cat room,” the captain said as his men eased away from the archway. 
 
      
 
    Stern gave Trish a nod, and she led the others in. That left just Stern, Pawly, Zasha, and Calius outside. “Thank you, sir. We’ll be back.” 
 
      
 
    “Three summons?” the captain asked right before Stern vanished, his animal companions along with him. “I… guess so…?” Shaking his head, the captain turned to the next crew, who’d also been staring at Stern and his summons. “Next crew,” he said, trying to get his mind back on task. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “People are always so shocked,” Nicole giggled when Stern appeared in the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    “Pawly really grabs their attention,” Trish smirked. She looked at hedges that clearly made this a path dungeon. 
 
      
 
    “Stay under the tops of the hedges,” Stern called to Pawly, then told Trish, “and she might always do that. The fact that I have three summons will do it even longer, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Because that’s even rarer,” Jon nodded. “Besides your father, how many have multiple summons they can have out?” 
 
      
 
    “I think he said it was him and one other before. I wouldn’t be surprised if some of the Travelers manage it, though. Dad did mention that ‘pet classes’ were always popular in his old world. It was different getting to hear more about where they’d come from.” 
 
      
 
    “The Travelers will be very different, even more so than your parents, from what I heard them say.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but let’s focus; there’s a dungeon run ahead of us. Outdoor path? Odd that it’s a hedge hemming us in.” 
 
      
 
    “Very unusual,” Trish agreed. “I can’t even begin to guess what we’ll find as mobs in here.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take it slow and find out,” Stern said. “Trish and Pawly in front. Zasha, take the rear. We’ll space out like normal between them.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think I’ll set the hedges on fire?” Nicole asked. 
 
      
 
    Stern stared at the greenery for a moment. “Unlikely. They look very healthy. Holding fire on them might be bad, though.” 
 
      
 
    “I have a couple of area fire traps ready,” Cammie said. “They hopefully won’t cause problems.” 
 
      
 
    “Hold them back unless we need them,” Stern said. “Those tend to have sticky oil, and that might cause a fire to start. Destroying a path in a path dungeon is a good way to draw every mob down on us.” 
 
      
 
    The crew got in order, then started following Pawly and Trish. It was soon clear that it wasn’t a straight dungeon, but a hedge maze with all the different ways to go. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, this’ll get confusing in a hurry,” Stern sighed. “We should go back to the start, then pull the string from my bag.” 
 
      
 
    “So we don’t get lost?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    As they stood at a T-junction talking, a rustle came from the hedge beside Nicole. Trish triggered her perk, Distant Protector, to swap places with Nicole just as a creature shot out of the bush. Trish’s shield intercepted the attack, knocking the large bug to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Zasha spat out a stone spike, clipping the bug’s exoskeleton, but not piercing it. Jon’s sword came down a second later, shearing a leg and piece of the shell off it. Trish’s mace joined in a moment later, the burst of ice along the bug’s back clearly slowing it as it tried to scuttle back to the hedge. 
 
      
 
    Stern and Cammie’s crossbow bolts slammed into it, penetrating it. The bug backed away from the hedge, bringing it back to Jon and Trish, who both hammered it again. Nicole’s Iceball hit it a moment later, too. 
 
      
 
    The fight was over almost immediately, and Stern was quick to check the bug. He frowned, not understanding for a few seconds before pieces began to fall into place. “Aphid. They eat plants, but that?” He tapped the jutting proboscis this aphid had. “Pretty sure this is there to jab into people for blood over plants for sap.” 
 
      
 
    “So we have aphids that are six inches across in the hedge, at the very least,” Cammie said. “A lot of ambushes with very little warning.” 
 
      
 
    “I never felt it with Life Sense until it was almost on top of us,” Cyra said. “It moved like the hedges don’t bother it at all.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt they can hurt Trish, Jon, or Zasha,” Stern said, watching as the bug melted into the floor the way dungeon mobs always did after dying. 
 
      
 
    “It has the chance to get the rest of us, though,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, so stagger more. Jon, we need you in the middle. This way, we have defenders staggered all the way down. If you think one of them is coming, step back so the closest bulwark can be in front. They die pretty quick, but them being able to close that fast is going to be a big problem.” 
 
      
 
    “We got this,” Trish said. “Now, back to the beginning to start the string?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. We’ll run it along the ground so the aphids don’t snap it when they attack,” Stern said. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The run went smoothly until they felt like they were getting close to the center. That was when the first double ambush came. Jon shifted to protect Nicole from the first aphid, and as he did, a second came from the other hedge at Cammie. Stern had staggered her out of the way, but that left him in her spot. The strike plates in his armor caught the proboscis, so he didn’t get punctured. From that point up to the center of the maze, double ambushes became the norm. They took minor jabs, but their armor kept them much safer than they would’ve been. 
 
      
 
    There was no boss in the center— the orb was sitting there glowing for them. Cammie stopped them from going forward, as the orb looked wrong to her. 
 
      
 
    “It’s right next to the tree in the middle,” Cammie said, “and higher than it normally floats.” 
 
      
 
    “The color’s wrong, too,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I see it now,” Nicole agreed. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a bug with a glowing bulb that looks like the portal,” Stern said slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Lightning bug?” Trish suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Something like that, but a mob. Expect a big bug, one that probably uses that light as an attack.” 
 
      
 
    “Blinding?” Jon suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Likely. A pulse of brighter light wouldn’t be unusual.” 
 
      
 
    “Should we have Pawly start it?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. We can have Cammie put a trap right under it. It’ll come out of the tree, and then we’ll have to adapt.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra stared at the tree, triggering her Life Sense to target it. A dozen bugs were hiding in it; blinding bugs, as everyone suddenly knew. 
 
      
 
    “Area trap,” Stern called as the glowing light they saw moved. 
 
      
 
    Cammie threw her big area fire trap that she’d worked on with Nicole. Just behind her trap flew a large ball of fire. The trap slapped the tree, spreading flaming oil around before the fire got much larger as the area Firebolt hit. 
 
      
 
    The life in the tree winked out in short order. As they did, bright flashes filled the open area, making everyone even back at the entrance wince. 
 
      
 
    The tree continued to burn when the real orb suddenly appeared halfway to the tree. 
 
      
 
    “Good call, Cyra,” Stern said. “I got complacent there for a moment thinking boss.” 
 
      
 
    “You did good, too,” Jon said, hugging Nicole. 
 
      
 
    “It was a good run overall, but it was definitely an odd one,” Trish said. “I wonder if we got enough points to pick up two shards, though? It felt very… light.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll find out,” Stern said as he took all perks except Pawly’s flight away from his summons. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back,” Ria smiled at them. “How was your run?” 
 
      
 
    “Odd,” Trish said. “It was a hedge maze with giant aphids.” 
 
      
 
    “And the end was a dozen glow bugs in a tree,” Nicole added. “Between Cyra and Cammie, they died without issue.” 
 
      
 
    “And you,” Cammie said. “I used an area fire spell trap and your spell. I’m not sure either alone would’ve been enough.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s right,” Jon said, hugging Nicole with one arm. 
 
      
 
    “It was a very unusual dungeon in a few ways,” Stern admitted. “We need two shards, please, for a Terry Giordino.” 
 
      
 
    Ria frowned for a moment, then set the two halves of a heart on the counter. “That leaves you with a total of three points.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought it would be a lean run,” Stern said. “Glad we had enough to get the shards, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “If they’d completed this dungeon even once, you wouldn’t have had enough.” 
 
      
 
    “The Goddess was kind to us,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “Who wants to go first?” Ria asked, transitioning the conversation to the next part of her job. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Choose well, Trish,” Ria smiled, three papers suddenly on the counter. 
 
      
 
    The redhead went through each of her options. “Hmm… interesting collection. Iron Mind’s here again and I’m leaning toward it. The second is Loving Empathy, and that would let me feel the surface emotions of those I love.” She gave Stern and her wives a smirk. “I don’t need that one, but it’s an oddity.” 
 
      
 
    “Very rare,” Ria said softly. 
 
      
 
    “The last is Rebounding Shield. It automatically stuns any attacker that I block once a day.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn. A stun when you want it can be huge,” Jon whistled. 
 
      
 
    “Why Iron Mind over that one?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Later dungeons will make Iron Mind stand out more, and it’s an always-on perk. The other one is only once a day. I’m sure it has an improvement perk, but it’s not guaranteed.” 
 
      
 
    “It does,” Stern said. “Gerald has both that and an upgrade to it. It’s a simple three-times-a-day upgrade, but there might be more after that. Iron Mind is still a solid choice, though.” 
 
      
 
    Cammie glanced between Trish and Nicole, then back. “Stern’s right. And you’re right about not needing the second option.” 
 
      
 
    Picking up the one she wanted, Trish went to the side of the room and lay down. Her lovers went over to comfort her as she accepted the perk. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go next, Ria,” Nicole said softly, the hope and worry clear in her tone. 
 
      
 
    “I hope the best for you, Nicole,” Ria said softly as she set down the next three perk options. 
 
      
 
    Nicole read through all of them, her shoulders slumping when she finished. Jon hugged her from behind, his heart clenching that she was again denied the thing she yearned for. 
 
      
 
    “Not this dungeon, either…” Nicole sighed, a touch of bitterness in her voice. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll keep going until it’s offered,” Jon murmured. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Nicole,” Ria said gently. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not your fault…” Nicole murmured. “You just offer what the Goddess gives us.” 
 
      
 
    “What did you get?” Cyra asked, coming over to stand with Nicole and Jon at the counter. 
 
      
 
    “Mostly Harmless again. Iron Mind, which I don’t need, or at least not yet. The last one is what I should probably take: Supreme Iceball. It does for my cold spell what Supreme Firebolt did for fire. I could cast it every ten seconds.” 
 
      
 
    Stern whistled. “You’d be the most powerful dual caster at this tier ever with that perk.” 
 
      
 
    “It makes the most sense for me,” Nicole said as she picked up the page. “Maybe next time…” 
 
      
 
    Jon led her away so she could recline to accept it. Cyra felt bad for her friend, who only wanted to be free of her fear perk. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra?” Ria asked, her hand poised over the empty counter. 
 
      
 
    “Oh. Yes, please.” 
 
      
 
    Ria’s hand glided over the space, and three pages appeared. “Choose well, Cyra.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra read through the perks, frowning slightly when she finished. “Maybe we got to the last upgrade for Life Sense? There’s no upgrade this time.” 
 
      
 
    “It was going to happen,” Stern said. “The perks you’ve taken have helped a lot. What choices do you have this time?” 
 
      
 
    “Agile Friend again; haven’t seen that in a while. Moderate Life, too. The last one is Iron Mind.” She picked up a page and went over to where Trish was still passed out. “I’ve taken mine. Cammie, you should go next.” When she got to her lovers, she showed Stern and Cammie what she’d chosen. 
 
      
 
    Cammie nodded, kissing Cyra’s forehead. “I thought so. I hope it comes up for me, too.” 
 
      
 
    Stern frowned. It wasn’t the perk that he’d expected her to take, but he understood why she had. He wondered if Cammie or he would get the same option, or even both of them. If he took it, would that extend to his summons? He tried to remember if his father had mentioned it before. 
 
      
 
    Cammie was back to them in short order, not having said what her choices were when she plucked one from the counter. Stern got her settled in so she could accept the perk as comfortably as possible. 
 
      
 
    “Stern, what’s going on?” Jon asked, looking at the large family. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll tell you in a minute if it works the way we hope,” Stern offered. 
 
      
 
    “Okay? So I’m going last?” 
 
      
 
    “Figured you’d like to have Nicole be awake first,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Not going to wait for Trish?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m awake…” Trish muttered. “That sucked worse than all the others combined. Go ahead, Stern.” 
 
      
 
    Ria stood, waiting for Stern and giving him a smile. “May the Goddess bless your choice.” 
 
      
 
    Stern looked them over before grinning as he took the one that he wanted. “No summons perk this time. I’ll just take Iron Mind out of these.” 
 
      
 
    “Supposed to be a good perk…” Nicole murmured as she came back to consciousness. “Jon, have you gone yet?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Jon said. He looked at his friends, his chest warm as he thought about what they’d just done. “I haven’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Why are you crying?” Nicole asked, reaching up to brush the single tear that had escaped his eye. 
 
      
 
    “Our friends are good people… very good people…” Jon said, bending to kiss Nicole softly. “Let me get my perk. I’ll be right back.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole turned her head to look at the others. Stern was shaking as the last of the light seeped into him, his perk bonding to him. She met Trish’s eyes questioningly. “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    Trish smiled back at her. “I was out for most of it. We should wait until they wake up.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay…?” Nicole said slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Jon, your choices,” Ria smiled brightly. “Maybe it wasn’t what you all hoped for, but it might work in some cases.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re good people, and I owe them more,” Jon murmured as he picked up the first page. “Supreme Fire Resistance? Pass on that again. Folding Steel… that would match my perks for crafting to my father, and with five fewer dungeons.” A smile touched his lips that he could potentially make his father eat his pride. When he picked up the third page, his breath caught in his throat, his eyes widening. “Seriously?” He looked up at Ria, who just smiled back. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Nicole asked. 
 
      
 
    “Greater Runic Crafter… it would let me add three rune slots instead of two.” 
 
      
 
    “Shit… you’d be top tier even into the elemental tiers,” Trish whistled. “I think that’s the soonest I’ve ever heard of anyone getting that perk.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the better choice, isn’t it?” Nicole asked. 
 
      
 
    “By far,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “It would let me eclipse my father,” Jon admitted. “I’d be the best Benderson to get weapons from.” 
 
      
 
    “Then take it,” Nicole smiled brightly. “I’ll hold you while you accept it.” She patted the spot on the floor next to her. 
 
      
 
    When Jon selected his perk, Ria cleared the counter, watching them as she did. 
 
      
 
    “Some very unlikely odds for us all to be able to pick the perks we did,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Probability was obviously skewed,” Ria agreed. “I wish you all the best and hope to see you again at the end of the next dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Ria,” Nicole said, holding Jon until he stopped spasming. “He’s always hoped for that perk, but we never thought we’d see it before we stopped.” 
 
      
 
    “The Goddess moves in mysterious ways,” Ria smiled at her. “I will pray that the next dungeon is the one for you. Safe runs.” With those last two words, she vanished. 
 
      
 
    “I missed everyone’s perks except for yours and Jon’s,” Nicole said. “What did you all take?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to wait for them to wake up,” Trish chuckled, wearing a knowing smile. 
 
      
 
    “I know you were out, too, but you look like you know,” Nicole said, stroking Jon’s hair. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t even know, and I was third to choose,” Cyra murmured as she woke up. 
 
      
 
    “Stern took Iron Mind,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, good!” Cyra beamed. “We just need to know what Cammie picked.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole went quiet as she thought about what was just said. Trish had taken Iron Mind, and Stern had, too. Cyra seemed happy about Stern having done so, as if a plan had worked. 
 
      
 
    Cammie shuddered when she came awake. “Ugh… that gets worse and worse…” 
 
      
 
    “Cammie, what perk did you take?” Cyra asked eagerly. 
 
      
 
    “Same as you,” Cammie replied. “Did Stern?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Cyra giggled. 
 
      
 
    “Wait…” Nicole gasped, her eyes going wide. “You all took Iron Mind?” 
 
      
 
    “When Trish got hers and I was offered it, too,” Cyra explained, “I thought maybe we’d all be able to get it between this dungeon or the next, and then you could at least take your mask off in the suite.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole swallowed the lump that suddenly filled her throat. Her eyes misted as her chest warmed. “Goddess… for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Mostly for you, but also because it can help later,” Trish said. “It’s why I took it.” 
 
      
 
    “And me.” Cyra sat up. 
 
      
 
    “When Cyra did, I knew it’d be amazing if we all could,” Cammie added. 
 
      
 
    Nicole started sobbing, burying her face in Jon’s chest. 
 
      
 
    Zasha and Pawly went to her. Zasha flopped next to her, wiggling against her, and Pawly floated to where Nicole could reach her easily, purring to let her know she was there. 
 
      
 
    The others all smiled sadly, hoping Nicole was happy, but just overwhelmed. 
 
      
 
    Stern groaned when he came awake. “Goddess, why do you make it hurt so much?” 
 
      
 
    “Stern, do you know if Pawly, Zasha, and Calius will be immune to fear, too?” Trish asked, touching his hand. 
 
      
 
    The question took a moment to sink in. Sitting up, he found Nicole sniffling as she petted Zasha and Pawly. “I… think so? I can’t remember if Dad ever mentioned it. They’re supposedly part of me, so I hope so.” 
 
      
 
    “We can find out,” Cyra said. “Nicole?” 
 
      
 
    “Can we wait for Jon?” Nicole asked. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Stern said. “I can even limit it to just Pawly to start with.” 
 
      
 
    “No. All three, please? I’d be worried each time, otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. What did Jon take?” 
 
      
 
    “He picked up Greater Runic Crafter,” Trish said before Nicole could. “He can give his crafts three rune slots.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn,” Stern murmured. “Not many have that perk, and none down this far in the tiers.” 
 
      
 
    “He has a perk even his father doesn’t,” Nicole added. “I’m so happy for him.” 
 
      
 
    “Ugh, that was terrible,” Jon murmured as he came back to consciousness. “Are you okay?” he asked as soon as he saw Nicole’s tear-streaked mask. 
 
      
 
    “Yes… they all took Iron Mind.” 
 
      
 
    “Now that you’re up, we were thinking of seeing if Stern’s immunity would extend to Pawly and the others,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    Jon shifted so he could sit up. Once he was, he eased Nicole around to sit in his lap as they faced the others. “Okay. Are you ready, dear?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but also no,” Nicole swallowed. “Please, Goddess…” She whispered as she reached up to take her mask off. 
 
      
 
    The others all held their breath, and Stern got ready to dismiss his friends if needed. 
 
      
 
    When the mask came away, no one felt any fear. Nicole’s worry was obvious, as her forehead was creased and she was chewing her bottom lip. 
 
      
 
    “You’re beautiful,” Cyra said first. “Your perk is a flat lie.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Cammie nodded. “You look like a doll. So smooth and flawless.” 
 
      
 
    “Except for the lines on her forehead right now,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed, floating closer and bumping into Nicole’s chest, demanding pets like she always had. Zasha wiggled closer, exposing his belly with a big puppy grin. Even Calius hopped toward her, bobbing his head as if happy. 
 
      
 
    Nicole burst into tears again; her chest swelled with happiness and warmth. Her friends had spent their perks for her, then praised her looks, and even the animals still wanted her affection. Jon held her to his chest even as Nicole petted Pawly and Zasha. 
 
      
 
    Everyone exhaled when the animals got closer, still demanding love from her. Smiles formed as they watched their friend cry tears of joy, and a few sniffles came from Cammie and Cyra as they held back their own happy tears. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Stepping out of the shop had them appear back in the dungeon square. The hubbub of the morning was gone. The stalls were closed up, and the only people around were the guards watching the entrance. 
 
      
 
    The captain who’d been there that morning gave them a nod. “You all came back out. Good.” 
 
      
 
    “Did we have fractured today?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet, but several crews are still inside. Goddess willing, it’s a good day and they all come back out.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddess willing,” Stern agreed. “We have shards to turn in, Captain, so please excuse us.” 
 
      
 
    “A good day already if you brought shards out, Walker. Maybe someone will collect the rest for a rebirth.” 
 
      
 
    “These are the last for that reason,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Then it’s a great day,” the captain smiled. “Rebirths are always wonderful days.” 
 
      
 
    Stern returned the smile. “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
    As they walked away, the captain turned back to his men. “That is what Walkers should always do. Almost makes me want to put my badge back on.” 
 
      
 
    “Six dungeons were enough for me,” one of the men said, his voice fading as the crew got farther away. 
 
      
 
    “Wonder how far the captain got before he stopped?” Trish mused. 
 
      
 
    “Captains generally have more perks than those under them,” Jon said, “but I once knew a captain who only had the lowest three dungeons done. He was charismatic enough that people would listen to him.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably had a perk for it,” Stern said. “Gerald has one that makes people more willing to hear him out. I believe it’s called Thoughtful Discourse? It was one of the perks he had when he arrived.” 
 
      
 
    “I was shocked to hear that they all got to choose perks when they got here,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “But they don’t just get to pick anything,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. They were made to choose like we do after a run,” Nicole said, “and that’s based on what they did before coming here. They’ll be able to specialize in a way we can’t at the start, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “Your dad wasn’t positive why they were coming here, either,” Jon said. 
 
      
 
    “I think it’s the blighted,” Stern said. “It’s the only thing I can think of. That, or helping push north to find the dungeons.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… good points.” 
 
      
 
    Making it back to the main street, they lapsed into silence, as what they’d been talking about was far from common knowledge. With the Walkers’ hall right next door, they didn’t have to walk far. 
 
      
 
    The place was moderately busy, but didn’t seem to be celebrating anything. Stern felt the eyes on him, but he also saw the shocked gazes at Pawly floating above them. 
 
      
 
    “Pawsitively Irregular,” Vivian greeted them as they approached. “Did you bring the shards out?” 
 
      
 
    “The last two,” Stern replied, placing them on the desk to be verified. “Terry Giordino can be reborn now.” 
 
      
 
    The hall went quiet as word began to spread from the tables nearest the crew. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve declined the runes I promised others, so your payment will be in coin, instead,” Vivian said a little louder than normal, clearly wanting to be overheard. “I now task you with taking these shards to the sisters so the rebirth can start.” 
 
      
 
    “The two payments can be added to our recovery accounts,” Stern replied. 
 
      
 
    “A wise move,” Vivian smiled, handing the shards back. “Having a rich account makes it easier to get yourselves recovered quicker.” 
 
      
 
    “What runes?” someone called from the crowd. 
 
      
 
    Vivian stood up to better see the room. “We had a donation of lesser runes to encourage shards to be pulled. I had twelve groups promise to get at least one shard for a single rune. Pawsitively Irregular is the first crew back, but they declined any runes.” 
 
      
 
    “With that armor, it’s no wonder,” someone else said. “If I had plate, I’d look down on lesser runes, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Our armor was a gift from family,” Trish said, turning to the crowd. “Yes, that gives us a bigger advantage, but all it really does is let us do what we did today. All of our points were spent on these two shards.” 
 
      
 
    “All?” The shock was clear. 
 
      
 
    “All but three, and we all know three points won’t get you anything.” 
 
      
 
    “A rusty bent nail, maybe,” an elf snorted. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. We won’t apologize for being handed the gifts we were; they were our wedding gifts. We put them to use for ourselves and others by pulling shards out.” 
 
      
 
    “Pawsitively Irregular has gathered shards ever since they formed down at lead tier,” Vivian announced. 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Incredulousness was clear in that single word. 
 
      
 
    Stern sighed as he turned to face the crowd. “Yes. I come from a family dedicated to helping fractured be reborn. I won’t apologize for that, but I will keep doing what I’ve always felt a calling to do.” 
 
      
 
    No one spoke up for a moment until another Walker stood up. “Well said, Walker. I’m down here to wait for my younger brother to catch up to me.” His iron-tier badge was on proud display. “Should be here in the next month, I hope, but you remind me of how I’d feel if I got word he fractured. That’s why I’ve come back to join him and run with him. This rebirth that you will start will be celebrated as it should.” His attention went to the infernal behind the bar. “A round on me, bartender, to celebrate a soul reborn.” 
 
      
 
    A cheer went up from the crowd. Free drinks always had that effect, but this was a bit more; people thought of their own chance to fracture and hoped to be celebrated in turn if it happened. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make sure the money is added,” Vivian said to Stern. “Thank you a hundred times over.” 
 
      
 
    “The runes were a surprise to me, so I’m glad they did well. I’ll be writing my father a letter, suggesting that they offer lesser runes at this tier and a couple under it as an incentive.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Goddess, that would be amazing!” Vivian said with bright eyes. 
 
      
 
    “No promises, but the higher end can easily pull it off. We’ll be heading out now.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Walkers, and may all your runs be safe.” 
 
      
 
    “From your lips to the Goddess’ ears,” Jon said. 
 
      
 
    The temple was only a single square over from the inn. The massive room had one person on the slabs for healing, and that person was sitting on the edge of it, speaking to an acolyte. 
 
      
 
    Two acolytes near the door turned to face them. “Welcome, Walkers. How can we help you?” one of them asked. 
 
      
 
    “Sister,” Stern said, “we have the final two shards for a rebirth.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddess be praised,” the acolyte smiled, then took the two shards Stern presented. “Who were they?” 
 
      
 
    “Terry Giordino, a bulwark fractured for seven years.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddess, we’ve been waiting for these two shards for years,” the acolyte said. “I’ll go collect her other shards and start the rebirth.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be back tomorrow when they’re reborn,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be waiting to see you,” the sister said before she hurried away. 
 
      
 
    “Are any of you injured from the run?” the second sister, who’d been nearby, asked. “We can treat you if you are.” 
 
      
 
    “We made it without injury, Sister,” Cyra smiled softly. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddess be praised,” she smiled. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see you tomorrow,” Cammie grinned. “A joyous day.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The crew was halfway back to the inn when a familiar group came their way from the Walkers’ guildhall. Stern raised his hand in greeting to the leader of the crew. “Heinrick, have a good run?” 
 
      
 
    “We did,” Heinrick grinned. “We’re on our way to deliver a shard for a rebirth. Heard your crew had already started one.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, we pulled ours. Take a rune in payment?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Heinrick replied. “I think the crew who was entering the hall behind us was doing the same. Sounds like a lot of rebirths. Might beat Grayrock, even. The receptionist here was saying four people got enough shards to be reborn in a single day there.” 
 
      
 
    “That was a good day,” Nicole smiled. 
 
      
 
    “You were there?” Heinrick asked. He was curious about her wearing a mask, but didn’t ask. 
 
      
 
    “We were one of the crews that helped,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, no surprise there, then. Anyway, we have a quest to drop these off. Will you be at the inn?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going back to clean up,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Share a drink afterward?” Heinrick asked. “I’d like to hear about Grayrock and your run here.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. We’d like to hear about yours, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly,” Heinrick grinned. “See you soon.” 
 
      
 
    The two crews parted, both eager to finish up so they could get a bath and a drink. 
 
      
 
    “They seem friendly,” Cammie said as they got closer to the inn. 
 
      
 
    “It’s been nice to meet more friendly crews,” Nicole agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Might meet a few more while we’re in the bar,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    As they were entering the inn, a cheer came from the assembled crowd. Stern thought they were cheering his crew for a moment, but then he saw a Walker at the bar handing over money to the bartender. 
 
      
 
    “This is the third rebirth we’ve heard of today!” the bartender said loudly, his gravely wolf lykian voice causing the inn to quiet down. “A great day indeed for all Walkers! I’ve got the tally going, so when you finish your current drinks, come on up.” 
 
      
 
    “Are the baths open?” Stern asked, getting closer to the bar. 
 
      
 
    The innkeeper glanced his way. “Yeah, should be by now. Just put up a sign when you go in.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Stern replied before turning back to his crew. “Drop off, then down to the baths. We’ll meet here after we get our clothes back to the room.” 
 
      
 
    The others agreed, making their way to the stairs. Stern was about to walk up when another Walker came into the inn, shouting for quiet. 
 
      
 
    “I’m here to buy a round to celebrate the Walker whose last shard was just handed over to Rescue Squad. This makes four today!” 
 
      
 
    The crowd was dead silent as that sunk in, then exploded with cheers as the man went to pay for another round of drinks. Stern looked at the crowd with a proud smile, then said a silent thank you to Steph for the runes that started all of this. He felt light as he went up the stairs two at a time, eager for his bath. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Meeting in the taproom, Stern found Heinrick at a table with his crew. The group was in normal clothing, but hadn’t bathed as none of them had wet hair. 
 
      
 
    “There he is!” Heinrick laughed, then raised his voice to shout over the crowd. “Hey, hey! Quiet down!” When the noise subsided, he spoke on, “We’ve had six rebirths ready to go today, and all because of this man!” 
 
      
 
    That got the entire room to focus on Stern. 
 
      
 
    “He told us about the runes, which in turn was told to the rest who went to get quests to retrieve shards,” Heinrick said. “So while I thank you for celebrating us doing it, we need to celebrate him and his crew. They also pulled shards today, starting the very first rebirth of the week.” 
 
      
 
    Before the cheering could start, someone came rushing into the inn. “A seventh! Another crew just handed off the last shard for another fractured Walker!” 
 
      
 
    “Bartender, it’s on me,” Stern said loudly. “Heinrick, I appreciate the sentiment, but all of you chose to pick up the shards. I only mentioned them, but the runes weren’t mine. They belonged to a platinum Walker named Steph who was taking time off. I just happened to know about them, so celebrate a platinum Walker who gave up the runes and celebrate the souls being given a second chance. They’re the ones who deserve it.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd cheered louder; a few were getting very drunk on all the free drinks. 
 
      
 
    Heinrick shook his head, then waved Stern and his crew to the largest table he and his crew had taken. “I saved it so we could all talk.” 
 
      
 
    “Works for me,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “I also ordered food, enough for all of us,” Heinrick said. “This way, we can take our time to share our tales.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine,” Stern said. He silently thought he’d need to order extra to take back up for Zasha, Pawly, and Calius afterward. “Did you want to start?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Heinrick grinned. “Our dungeon was an outdoor pathway…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Coming out of the bedroom, Stern gave Nicole a broad smile. “Good morning.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole’s smile was bright as she returned his greeting. “It really is. I… thank you.” Her eyes misted as she fought her emotions, trying to not cry again. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Nicole,” Cyra said, coming out behind Stern and hurrying over to her. 
 
      
 
    “We’re glad to give you a little more happiness,” Trish said, leaving the bedroom just ahead of Cammie. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a perk that’ll help us in later dungeons, too,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Nicole sniffled, hugging Cyra. “It just… it feels like you did it just for me. I…” 
 
      
 
    “I did it with you in mind after Trish took it,” Cyra said honestly, “but I did know it would be helpful later, too. You’re a dear friend. Why wouldn’t we do things to bring you joy?” 
 
      
 
    Nicole wiped the tears from her unmasked face. “Thank you. I’ll have to put it on when the server comes up.” 
 
      
 
    “No you won’t,” Stern said, already heading for the door to the suite. “I’ll go help Jon.” 
 
      
 
    “See you when you get back, lover.” Trish smiled at him. She was glad that he was a step ahead of her, as she’d planned to go. 
 
      
 
    Nicole sniffled again, happy that her friends wanted her to have as much time unmasked as she could. Pawly meowed, head bonking Nicole’s thigh because she’d stopped petting her. Zasha rolled over to snuggle closer to Nicole for the same reason. They got the sniffles to stop, turning into soft giggles. She let go of Cyra and petted them both again. 
 
      
 
    Goddess, thank you for my friends, Nicole thought. You blessed me with Jon, and I was fine with just that, but you’ve given me so much more now. Will you bless me again, just once more, with the perk I yearn for? 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern was heading downstairs when he heard raised voices. One of them was Jon, so he raced down to help. Billy, Brandon, and the other two in their crew had Jon pinned against the bar, having formed a half-circle around him. 
 
      
 
    “No fighting allowed in my inn!” the wolf lykian growled. “I’ve had enough of your lip, boys! Get out!” 
 
      
 
    Billy sneered at the bartender. “Shut it, pup! We’re dealing with a blighted lover here. Unless you’re also into blighted?” 
 
      
 
    Stern felt a bit underdressed— Billy’s crew was in full gear, and he and Jon only had a single dagger each with no armor. 
 
      
 
    “Pup?” The bartender’s eye twitched. 
 
      
 
    A couple of other crews in the inn that’d been having breakfast got to their feet. The chairs sliding across the floor got Brandon and the others to look around, finally seeing all the unfriendly faces. That also let them see Stern, who’d been coming toward them. 
 
      
 
    “See?! A blighted, and yet you all let the freak walk around!” Brandon snapped. “Good, decent, Goddess-loving people wouldn’t allow that!” 
 
      
 
    A few of them glanced at Stern before shaking their heads. They’d been in the inn last night when rumors of an irregular being the one behind the runes and rebirths had circulated— they doubted any blighted would’ve done the same. 
 
      
 
    “Get out of my inn,” the owner growled as he took a step back. “Last warning before I use perks that I haven’t had to for over a decade.” Electricity began to gather around the wolf lykian’s hands. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Billy,” Brandon said. “These fuckers’d rather have freaks than decent people around them. Goddess can’t save them now.” 
 
      
 
    Billy glared at the bartender before he spat on the counter. “One day, you’ll get yours… pup.” 
 
      
 
    One of the nameless two with Brandon shoved Jon as he went past, all four of them glaring at the crews who’d stood up. 
 
      
 
    “Letting a freak stay just because he has money? You’re all a lost cause,” Brandon said as he stepped out the door. 
 
      
 
    “Those of you who stood up, your meals are on me,” the owner said, the magic around his hands fading. “A thank you for saving me from having to explain the casualties to the guard.” 
 
      
 
    Some of the tables who’d stayed seated gave Stern unfriendly looks before turning back to their meals. Stern didn’t understand why, but he put the thought out of his mind as he finally reached the bar. 
 
      
 
    “Electrical attack?” Stern asked the bartender. 
 
      
 
    “Used to conduct it down my sword. Helped a lot in most dungeons. You okay, son?” 
 
      
 
    Jon nodded as he turned back to the owner. “Thank you for stepping in, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Lucas. Lucas Nibbler,” the owner said with a twisted smile. “Got hell for my name when I was younger.” 
 
      
 
    “Kids can be unkind,” Stern nodded. 
 
      
 
    “You’d know more than even I would,” Lucas said. “I don’t let people fight, much less mob a guest.” 
 
      
 
    “I appreciate it,” Jon said. “I didn’t see them until they were around me.” He gave Stern a nod. “The two of us would’ve had trouble, considering our lack of gear.” 
 
      
 
    “If it’d turned violent, I’d have summoned Pawly and Zasha,” Stern said. “Almost did as it was, but then our wives would’ve been worried.” 
 
      
 
    “Then they would have raced down to help,” Jon sighed. “Yeah… bad.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad it didn’t spiral,” Lucas said. “Let me check on your food.” 
 
      
 
    “That just happened, then?” Stern asked Jon. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Less than a minute of me being surrounded. Made me wish for a knockback perk.” 
 
      
 
    “Understandable, and that perk would be useful for you in dungeons, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Since I’m near Nicole and Cyra to help keep them safe, yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Stern!” a jovial voice called out from the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “Heinrick,” Stern greeted the dwarf crew leader of Tough Luck back. “Good morning.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the first one of a week-long event,” Heinrick chuckled. “You’ll be there to greet your rebirth?” 
 
      
 
    “Always,” Stern nodded, “especially for someone so long fractured.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve attended the few we’ve done. Had family with them. I know that doesn’t always happen.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been mixed for us,” Stern said, “some with, some without. Since we go for older fractured, it can be tough for the family to make it, if they even know.” 
 
      
 
    Heinrick nodded. “Yeah. We took the last shard for Jeffrey Bishop. Twelve years fractured, waiting five for the last shard.” Shaking his head sadly, he continued, “I doubt he’ll have anyone there.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a long stretch,” Stern said. “We almost took his and another single shard, but with the runes to entice people, we opted for the double we picked up. A bulwark who’d been fractured for seven years.” 
 
      
 
    “The bulwark?” Heinrick was shocked. “That must’ve been a terrible crew.” 
 
      
 
    “She might explain it to us,” Stern said. “Some reborn do.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are the others?” Heinrick asked, looking for the women. 
 
      
 
    “Waiting for us to bring food up,” Jon said. “We’ll do gear maintenance after that before heading over to the temple.” 
 
      
 
    “Industrious. The day after is always a lounge day for us to decompress,” Heinrick chuckled. “Bet that’s yours…” He nodded, looking behind them. 
 
      
 
    Lucas and a server came out of the kitchen carrying two trays. “Breakfast for you.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got them,” Stern said. “I’ll bring them down when we finish.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Lucas said. “Breakfast for your group?” he asked Heinrick. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please. Tea for four, and dark ale for me.” 
 
      
 
    Stern and Jon said their goodbyes before heading back up to the room with fully-laden trays. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    They spent their time during breakfast talking about the idiots who accosted Jon. They moved past them by the time they were done, then checked over their gear, which still didn’t need any major repairs. With time to spare, Stern wrote a letter to his father, letting Seamus know how well the lesser runes worked to entice other Walkers to pull shards. When it was getting closer to time, Stern went to drop off the letter before meeting everyone at the temple. 
 
      
 
    Two slabs had people on them, being tended to by the acolytes, when the crew walked in. One was obviously being seen for a leg wound, the red-tinged bandages the sister was changing attesting to that. The second was sipping soup from a bowl while another acolyte spoke softly to them. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back, Walkers.” The acolyte who’d taken the shards from them the day before was there to greet them. “It should be soon. Please, come to the front.” 
 
      
 
    The crew trailed her, and the person sipping soup almost dropped the bowl when they saw Stern. The acolyte spoke softly to them, informing them that it was okay. Cyra’s ears twitched as she overheard the conversation, grateful to the acolyte for helping them understand without causing a scene. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be leading the rebirth, so please excuse me,” the acolyte told Stern’s crew. 
 
      
 
    “Human… possibly dwarf?” Jon guessed, looking at the short, golden outline. “Little thin to be a full dwarf, but shorter than most humans.” 
 
      
 
    “Half-dwarf is entirely possible,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll find out soon,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    A couple of minutes later, the acolytes converged on the altar, the single note of rebirth ringing out from their collective throats. All of them were stunned when Terry was helped down from the altar— none of them had expected how old she was. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, miss.” Terry gave the acolyte a smile. When she turned to see Stern and his crew standing there, her smile faltered, understanding blooming on her aged face. “Ah. Not my crew, then. How long has it been?” 
 
      
 
    “Seven years,” the acolyte explained, leading her to Stern’s crew. “Pawsitively Irregular brought your remaining shards out.” 
 
      
 
    “Led by an irregular,” Terry said as she took in the group. “With a second irregular, as well?” 
 
      
 
    “We do have two irregulars,” Stern said. “Welcome back, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    “Ma’am…? Yeah, guess that’s true. No doubt you’re curious about my age, hmm?” 
 
      
 
    “A bit,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    Terry sighed as she looked into the distance. “When your family is gone, friends pass, and there’s nothing left, why not go back to the dungeons? That’s what I did. My crew made it through two with me, but I obviously didn’t make it through this one.” 
 
      
 
    “Your family’s gone?” Cyra asked, sadness tinging her words. 
 
      
 
    “Kids grew up, but never visited. When I went to where they were last, they were gone,” Terry sighed. “My old crew passed away one by one. That left me with nothing but the perks from my youth.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you considered sharing your wisdom with younger Walkers?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t teach, dearie,” Terry smiled crookedly, “but thank you. No… I’ll just retire again, pray to the Goddess, and wait for her to take me.” 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t your crew pull you out?” Cammie asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “They weren’t happy with me trying to keep them in line,” Terry snorted. “I had a few snap that I wasn’t their mother. Should’ve seen it then that things wouldn’t work out, but they were also thrilled with how easily I could hold the monsters for them.” She waved off the memories. “Water downstream now. I’ll go back to Whitewater and spend time getting my things in order. I can at least give my old gear to Rescue Squad. Maybe they can use it to entice others to pull shards out.” 
 
      
 
    “They can,” Stern said. “Can we walk with you to the hall?” 
 
      
 
    Terry gave him a smile. “How gallant of you, young man. I’ll take your offer.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra moved to her side. “You remind me of my grandmother. She… passed not long ago. The only family I knew.” 
 
      
 
    Terry’s eyes misted for a moment as she took Cyra’s arm. “Let’s talk, then, dearie. My Bernadette had hair like yours. She didn’t have the ears, though.” 
 
      
 
    The acolyte watched them all go, a sad smile on her lips. Everyone returned to the Goddess in time, and it was always sad when an elder finally passed, but this crew was giving Terry something happy before the end. May the Goddess bless them for their kindness, she thought, then went to help start the next rebirth. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Stern stretched before gathering the dishes onto a single tray. Jon had excused himself to use the privy, and the rest of them had moved to the sofa to pet the animals. Today was going to be relaxed: they were going to hit the dojo in an hour, then have the rest of the day to catch up on anything else they wanted to do. 
 
      
 
    Stern stepped out of the room to take the dishes down just as one of the maids hurried up. “Oh, good! Sir, the Rescue Squad sent you a summons.” 
 
      
 
    Stern felt his heart clench for a second, as he knew what that meant. “Take this for me, please. I’ll get my crew together.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” the maid said, taking the tray from him. 
 
      
 
    Stern went right back into the room, startling the women who hadn’t expected anyone back so soon. “Get your gear on. We’re being summoned.” 
 
      
 
    “Shit… that means a crew didn’t come out yesterday,” Trish said as she got up. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “A crew who signed on with Rescue Squad to pull shards fractured yesterday,” Stern said. “One or more of them didn’t make it out, so because they have runs slated, they get priority to be pulled. Since our crew has it down that we’ll run any dungeon once for Rescue Squad, they’re calling us in for this one.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Cammie said. “I haven’t put any of my traps together yet.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take time once we go in,” Stern said, already at the bedroom door. “Jon will need to suit up, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell him as soon as he gets back,” Nicole replied, already entering her bedroom. 
 
      
 
    “This is the first time we’ve been tasked,” Cammie said as she snagged her armor. “How does this normally go, Stern?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be asked to pull as many shards as possible. The payment comes from the fractured’s recovery fund. One of the reasons to have it as high as possible is that it incentivizes other crews to join in. What determines how many crews are tasked to help is how many were fractured and the number of other dedicated squads in the city. Normally, it’s at least one per fractured, but that does go up as the tiers do, since it costs more points to rescue higher-tiered Walkers.” 
 
      
 
    “This is what we signed up for,” Cyra said. “We’ll be the same, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. If we fracture, this same thing will be done for us.” 
 
      
 
    They lapsed into silence as they focused on getting their gear together. A sense of urgency was on them— not that time mattered to the fractured, but it would to any who had come out. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern was living up to his nickname when he led his crew into the Walkers’ hall. The building was mostly empty, with just two other crews near the Rescue Squad desk. Vivian, the infernal receptionist, was talking with the other crews, but looked their way when Stern’s came in. Both crews headed out, slowing when they saw Pawsitively Irregular going the other way. One group looked at them with envy before leaving. 
 
      
 
    “Vivian, what do we need to do?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Pawsitively Irregular, we lost three from Humpty Dumpty yesterday. The other two were badly injured and are being tended to by the temple. You are tasked with retrieving the crew leader, Paul Tonsley. As the bulwark, it was his death that led to the other two dying before the boss succumbed to the injuries it sustained. You will be paid at double standard rates to retrieve his shards. Grab as many as you can, then we will reassess.” 
 
      
 
    “Put our reward onto our own recovery funds,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “I will. If any shards from the trio remain tomorrow, I will be using the gear left by Terry’s retiring to entice other crews to do it.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get as many as we can, but our last run only let us grab two, as the dungeon wasn’t as mob filled as normal.” 
 
      
 
    “Do your best. That’s all we ask.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be back as soon as we can,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Safe run, Walkers.” 
 
      
 
    The crew walked out of the building with Zasha trotting beside them, Calius riding Stern’s shoulder, and Pawly flying above them. It was a quick walk to the dungeon square behind the buildings. The shopkeepers had been closing up for the day, but when the last two crews had gone by, they’d paused to try getting in a last-minute sale. With Stern’s group, the merchants watched them go by, doubting the well-equipped crew needed extra help. 
 
      
 
    The captain on the dungeon gave them a nod. “Going in after the lost?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve been called in for assistance,” Stern replied. 
 
      
 
    “Good crew. Safe runs.” 
 
      
 
    Stern shook the captain’s hand before leading his crew back into the dungeon. One by one, they all appeared in the dungeon, taking stock of their surroundings. 
 
      
 
    “Canopy’s thick, but not enclosed,” Stern murmured. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see a path, either,” Jon said. 
 
      
 
    “Open dungeon, then, but not a normal one,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    Nicole started to take her mask off. “I can run this without my mask, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but you might want to keep it on,” Cammie told her, stepping up to the closest tree to examine it. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Nicole paused. 
 
      
 
    Cammie pulled her hand away from the branches. “This isn’t mist obscuring our vision.” She held her hand up so they could easily see the piece of webbing stuck to it. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck…” Stern sighed. “Spiders. A forest covered in webs means spiders.” 
 
      
 
    “We could try to burn them all out,” Trish suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Web doesn’t burn so much as melt. We’ll be using plenty of fire to get through this, but we won’t be able to start a fire.” 
 
      
 
    “Should we send Pawly through the canopy to let her get an idea of the size of the dungeon?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    “We’d need to clear some of the webbing above us. Nicole, can you?” 
 
      
 
    Nicole had just finished getting her mask back on, doubtful that her innate perk would affect spiders, but happy to have extra protection against the arachnids. “Sure. Lots of small, or one big one?” 
 
      
 
    “Everyone, get ready, just in case,” Stern said. “One big one. Pawly, you’re up as soon as the webs stop falling.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed once she’d been given the rest of her perks. 
 
      
 
    “Calius, stay with me. We might need you to pull poisoned status off us.” 
 
      
 
    Calius let out a soft sound, bumping his head against Stern’s. 
 
      
 
    “Go for it, Nicole.” 
 
      
 
    The roar of the fire expanding and burning the webs away filled the still air. Pawly flew up through the air in moments. The crew braced, waiting for spiders to rush them; they weren’t sure if the fire would count as them trying to circumvent the dungeon or not. 
 
      
 
    Cammie had two traps in front of her while she knelt on the ground, working on more of them. “Nicole, when your area spell comes back up, we should make a big fire trap.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Nicole said, her eyes darting from tree to tree. 
 
      
 
    Minutes passed without any spiders showing up, allowing them to relax. Much later, Pawly came back, and as she floated down to them, she dropped a fist-sized dead spider, making Cyra back away. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that tells us how big they are,” Jon said, gently prodding it with his sword. “At least they’re not smaller than that.” 
 
      
 
    “Pawly, is this average?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    Pawly chuffed as she came to float above them. 
 
      
 
    “So she saw more of them, but brought us one to examine. Nothing smaller than this, but a few that were larger.” 
 
      
 
    “How big is the area?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    Pawly considered it, then shook her head with a confused meow. 
 
      
 
    “She has no reference to work off,” Stern said. “She did find walls, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Slow and steady, with fire as much as possible?” Nicole asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Cyra said. “Stern, let’s get the two torches off your bag. You’ve carried them as long as I’ve known you.” 
 
      
 
    “Need to give them a quick douse of oil to make sure they’re still good,” Stern replied, turning his back to her so she could unstrap them. 
 
      
 
    “Bring them here and give me another few minutes to finish my traps,” Cammie said with a flask of oil in her hand. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got it.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern was the last one into the shop, having paused to take the perks away from his summons. “Worst dungeon yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed…” Jon sighed. “I’m glad those webs stayed behind when we left.” 
 
      
 
    “I hate spiders even more than I did before,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m no longer going to question poison resistance…” Nicole shuddered. “I’m so glad we had Calius.” 
 
      
 
    The hawk preened at the praise. 
 
      
 
    “You did good for us, buddy,” Stern said, scratching Calius’ neck. “Yours are the only perks I never have to remove… well, that and Pawly’s flying.” 
 
      
 
    “We’d never have had enough anti-venom for that,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Your run sounds bad,” Ria said. “I’m surprised you did this dungeon again, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Rescue Squad tasked us,” Stern said. “We need the shards for Paul Tonsley.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes. He recently fractured, along with some of his crew. Shards for them were already collected.” She placed three parts of a heart on the counter. “You don’t have enough for the last shard, but could pick up a least rune.” 
 
      
 
    “Not even enough for a lesser?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “Sadly, no.” 
 
      
 
    “All that work and we’re short,” Nicole sighed. 
 
      
 
    “We do what we can. He’ll be picked up by another crew. Did either of his fellow crewmates get fully pulled?” 
 
      
 
    Ria looked into the distance, then shook her head. “No. Two and one left for them.” 
 
      
 
    “All of them will have to get pulled by others tomorrow,” Cammie said. “We’re still leaving the final runs open for friends and family, yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. We can pick up the least rune to add to the pot to entice others, though,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead,” Jon said. “We’re still far ahead of where we should be for equipment, and we have decent coin.” 
 
      
 
    “Ria, a rune of your choice, please.” 
 
      
 
    Giving Stern a grin, she placed a light rune on the counter. “As you light the way for others.” 
 
      
 
    Trish giggled, nudging him. “Even she knows.” 
 
      
 
    Stern shook his head, but collected the rune. “Thank you, Ria. We’ll see you after Bluerock’s dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. You still have enough for a single chocolate.” 
 
      
 
    “Please,” Stern smiled. The moment it appeared, he held it out to her. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Taking it, she unwrapped it quickly, popping it into her mouth before she vanished. 
 
      
 
    “I’m really curious where she goes, along with Pawly, Zasha, and Calius,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    “Pawly just says ‘sleeping’ whenever I’ve asked before,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Huh…” Nicole looked thoughtful. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go drop the shards off. I’m getting us a big meal tonight to celebrate what we did today. Tomorrow, we’ll do gear checks again, then we get back on schedule for downtime.” 
 
      
 
    The others agreed with that plan as they left the shop behind. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern went to the hall alone, letting Trish handle ordering the food and getting the baths set aside for them. It would also give her and Jon the time to get out of their heavier armor. 
 
      
 
    The Walkers’ hall was busy as people chatted about their runs that day. Stern and Calius didn’t draw any real attention, but Vivian sat up straighter upon seeing him. 
 
      
 
    “Three,” Stern said sadly as he set them on her desk. “We fell short.” 
 
      
 
    “You match one of the other crews. I’ve already got people agreeing to pick up shards tomorrow,” Vivian said. 
 
      
 
    Stern set the least rune down. “Maybe this will help entice some others? We had enough left over to pick it up, at least.” 
 
      
 
    Vivian gave him a nod. “I’ll include it with the equipment that’ll be available for the last few shards. Will you take these shards to the temple for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly.” 
 
      
 
    “I saw the note that your last runs of dungeons are being left open. I won’t ask you to collect the other shards, so thank you and your crew for these three.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s what we want to do. Helping someone dedicated to rescuing others is a blessing and sadness.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes… I remember those days well…” Vivian sighed. “I hope your evening is pleasant. Please stop by before you leave town.” 
 
      
 
    “I will, Vivian. Have a good night.” 
 
      
 
    “You, too, Stern.” 
 
      
 
    Stern left the hall, not seeing the envious gazes on his back when he went out the door. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    The crew fell back into their usual routine over the next week. Their sparring showed Nicole’s improvement, and Cammie was able to refill her traps again, getting them ready for the next leg of their journey. They even took the time to have a few date nights. 
 
      
 
    Over the course of the week, Stern could see some tension from other Walkers. Cyra overheard the muttered comments; she let them know it was envy over their gear, and that they were being called showoffs for making it clear they didn’t need reward money. 
 
      
 
    Stern had started to get used to people being friendlier the longer they stayed somewhere, but that never happened in Redrock. Because of that, he was ready to leave at the end of their week off. 
 
      
 
    “We did some good here,” Jon said while they got their bags on to go. 
 
      
 
    “One person reborn, and another almost done,” Nicole smiled. 
 
      
 
    “At least they got all three fractured out the following day. That means rebirths are still ongoing,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “And stacking up,” Cammie grinned. “They’ve had at least one complete set of shards pulled every day since we showed up.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s good,” Stern agreed, his anxiousness to leave dimming. 
 
      
 
    “But now, we move on to Bluerock, and hopefully start the trend again,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “I like this plan,” Nicole smiled. 
 
      
 
    “The sooner out the door, the sooner arrived,” Stern said, opening the door. 
 
      
 
    His wives collected quick kisses as they followed Jon and Nicole out of the suite. Trooping downstairs, they found the taproom mostly empty, as most of the Walkers had already gone off to get their run in. 
 
      
 
    “All done?” Lucas called out to them from behind the bar. 
 
      
 
    “Room’s open again,” Stern said. “Thank you for the great stay.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for being good guests. Safe runs.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddess bless your inn.” 
 
      
 
    The one crew finishing their breakfast watched Stern’s leave. “Show-offs…” the crew lead muttered. 
 
      
 
    The Walkers’ hall was just as empty when they went inside it a minute later. Going right up to the quest board, they started looking for things to do while they were traveling. The first one they found was to collect horns from the mountain sheep between the cities. Cougar skins closer to Bluerock were in demand, too, so they snagged that one, as well. 
 
      
 
    “What are mountain blooms?” Cammie asked. 
 
      
 
    “An ingredient used in healing potions. They upgrade standard healing potions to the next grade up,” Stern explained. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a quest to gather them. Do we want it?” 
 
      
 
    “Might as well. Depending on how long it’s been since someone else took it, it can impact how many we gather, but it’s a solid collection quest.” 
 
      
 
    Cammie touched the quest, willing it to them. “Got it.” 
 
      
 
    “That should do it,” Jon said. “I don’t see anything else.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re good to go, then,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “I need to speak with Vivian real quick. No doubt she has another delivery quest for me,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Vivian smiled as the entire crew came her way. “Pawsitively Irregular, I have a delivery quest to Bluerock for you. Deliver it to the receptionist of Rescue Squad there.” 
 
      
 
    “We accept,” Stern said, holding his hand out. 
 
      
 
    Vivian touched her pad to his hand, then handed over the rolled case. “Thank you. For helping boost the spurt of rebirths; for showing that everyone can help, even if only a little; and for your generosity.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s who we are,” Stern said as Trish stuffed the scroll case into his bag. “There will come a time that we spend more points on ourselves again, but even then, we’ll always pull at least a single shard out.” 
 
      
 
    “Just that being done by more people makes a difference, as has been shown over the last week,” Vivian smiled. “My dream of a day when there are no shards waiting is unlikely to ever happen in my lifetime, but it might happen in my daughter’s. Goddess bless all of you, and safe runs.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddess bless,” they replied before heading out. 
 
      
 
    The moment they stepped out the door, Calius took off, flying away. With a cry, he headed the way they’d be going. 
 
      
 
    “Calius has decided that he’ll be the scout for us,” Stern chuckled, watching Pawly stare after the hawk. “Guess you’ll just have to be our protector, Pawly.” 
 
      
 
    Zasha barked. 
 
      
 
    “And you, too, buddy,” Stern snorted. “You’ll get your perks when we leave the main road.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    They set camp that evening. They tried as much as they could, but the day hadn’t gotten them any sheep or cougars, though the first day out was normally slow for encounters. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll start getting rough tomorrow,” Jon sighed as they gathered around the fire. “Thank you,” he told Cyra, who was handing out rations. 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome,” Cyra smiled and continued to pass out the food. 
 
      
 
    “Last trip showed us that food might be hit and miss, so the rations were a good idea,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “If we do get some good meat on the way, they’ll bring more to the meal, and if not, then at least we have something solid,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Cougar and sheep meat…” Cammie sighed. “Cyra does wonders, but the cougar especially is just… tough.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra nodded. “I’ll be trying a couple of different things this time, but I doubt I’ll be able to do enough.” 
 
      
 
    “Nicole,” Jon said softly, “you can take the mask off.” 
 
      
 
    “We might run into other crews,” Nicole replied. “It’s better to keep it on.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s highly unlikely,” Stern said. “I think we’ve only run into one in all our wilderness travel.” 
 
      
 
    “The crew that found the swarm,” Trish nodded. 
 
      
 
    “If we do, you can pull your hood down and duck behind us,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “Should be plenty of time to slip your mask on if needed,” Cammie added. 
 
      
 
    “I’m kind of in agreement with them,” Stern said, “but the choice is yours. Do whatever makes you most comfortable.” 
 
      
 
    “You’d love to be able to have it off for most of the trip. We can consider it a good test run for later,” Jon told her. 
 
      
 
    Nicole glanced at him, then smiled softly. “You just want to see my face more.” 
 
      
 
    “I do. You’re beautiful, and I love seeing you, but if the idea makes you anxious—” 
 
      
 
    Nicole put a finger on his lips to silence him. Handing him her plate, she began to take her mask off. “I hope we don’t see anyone, and I do want to be able to walk unmasked. Being able to have it off in the room was so freeing. I want more of that, so much more…” Her words faded as she considered how wonderful it would be to walk down a street in a city without her mask on. 
 
      
 
    “We just want you to be as happy as possible,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “I know…” Nicole sniffled. “I never thought I’d have friends like you. Not only did you accept us, but you’ve also taken perks with me in mind, and encouraged me to do more.” 
 
      
 
    “Friends should do that,” Cammie said. “We might do more than others, but that’s just because we care.” 
 
      
 
    Jon set Nicole’s plate down to hold her. “We found family, not just friends. Stern’s father was correct: a crew should be like family.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole sniffled, leaning into her husband. “We were so lucky they showed up when they did…” 
 
      
 
    “And I was smart enough to listen when you suggested we approach them,” Jon chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “A smart man listens to his wife,” Stern grinned. “I do a lot of listening.” 
 
      
 
    “Because your mothers taught you well,” Trish snickered. 
 
      
 
    Stern didn’t contradict her, just taking another bite of his food. 
 
      
 
    “And smart enough to not talk back,” Trish smirked. 
 
      
 
    “My father taught me that,” Stern replied. 
 
      
 
    “Knew he was a smart guy,” Jon laughed. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The next morning, the group was laughing as they broke camp, ate breakfast, then set out. The brisk autumn air had them all wearing their cloaks, but with their hoods down. Nicole was beaming the entire time, happy that she could be like everyone else near her. 
 
      
 
    The morning turned into afternoon before they found their first cougar. The big cat was stalking a mountain sheep that was resting in the shade of an outcropping. The cougar and sheep both froze when the noise of the crew got closer. 
 
      
 
    The fight was lackluster, as Zasha and Trish were able to easily hold it without taking any damage. The rest cut it down in short order. The sheep was almost able to slip away, but Pawly left them to chase it down. She brought it back, proud of herself. 
 
      
 
    A little later, there were another two cougars to deal with, and even one that tried to ambush them. Calius had seen it and let them know, and Pawly went around to stun it when it tried to leap. That left the stunned cat crumpled at their feet, making it an easier kill than the first. 
 
      
 
    By the time they stopped for the day, they’d taken down five cougars and six sheep. They had plenty of sheep meat for Cyra to work with for dinner that night. Friendly banter filled the camp, as life felt perfect for the group of friends. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    The trip worked them hard with all the ups and downs of the rocky hills. Add in the animals to kill, and it took them just short of a month of travel. They’d made it close to the road the night before, letting them get to the gates of the town a few hours after sunup. 
 
      
 
    “Walkers, welcome to… Bluerock.” There was a noticeable pause as the guard took in Stern’s appearance, but he didn’t lose his amiable expression. “Walkers’ square is five straight ahead.” His hand touched one of his cat ears briefly. “We’ve had some trouble between Walkers in the last week, so please be aware that the city is not tolerant of conflicts between crews.” 
 
      
 
    “Bet I know who one of those crews was,” Stern said. “We’ll do our best, sir. Rest assured we won’t start any conflicts.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Walker.” 
 
      
 
    “I do need to know where Cleaned Hides is, as well as Beautiful Shot.” 
 
      
 
    “Cleaned Hides is one square to the south,” the guard told them, pointing. “Follow it around to the tanners. Beautiful Shot is six squares east and seven north of there.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Stern smiled. “If you all want to get settled again, I’ll go handle the drop-off.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Cyra said. “Might be better if we stay in pairs, at least, if Billy and his crew are here.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s got a good point,” Trish said as they entered the city. “We’ll see you at the inn. Cammie and I will stop off after getting rooms to get trap parts for her. This way, we’ll be ready for the bath when you two return.” 
 
      
 
    “We can make sure dinner is set for later tonight,” Jon added. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see you there, then,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    At the first street, Stern and Cyra split away from the others. She took his hand as they walked, just happy to be beside him. 
 
      
 
    “Wanted a little alone time?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Along with what I said earlier,” Cyra admitted. “You normally do this alone, and I was thinking you might like company before we reached the gates. Once I heard that there’s some trouble here, it just made it more prudent to make sure we have someone else with us.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, they have Pawly and Zasha right now, too, and we have Calius.” Stern pointed up to where the hawk was lazily circling above them. “So we all have extra help.” 
 
      
 
    “And if need be, you can bring one of them to us,” Cyra smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Always, even if that would alarm the others.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra squeezed his hand. She’d never thought she’d find someone to love her the way Stern and their wives did when she was younger. Ever since he rescued her, though, her life had been mostly joy. Very few things could make it better. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take them long to drop the skins off, for which Stern and Cyra were both grateful. Leaving the tannery behind, they started north. Stern detoured them toward the Walkers’ hall first, as he had the letter to deliver. 
 
      
 
    “Are we going to pick up a quest for shards?” Cyra asked when Stern explained his change of direction. 
 
      
 
    “Might as well. Makes it easier when we go into the dungeon if we already have the quest.” 
 
      
 
    “Two shards?” 
 
      
 
    “Total, yeah. Might do one and one, depending.” 
 
      
 
    “Either of those is fine. I just wasn’t sure if we were going to try for more.” 
 
      
 
    “Never know what the dungeon will throw at us,” Stern said. “If we ended up with another maze, we’d fail to get three.” 
 
      
 
    “True…” 
 
      
 
    “Two is fairly safe. It might take all of our points, but even a bad dungeon should net us that.” 
 
      
 
    “That makes sense.” 
 
      
 
    They entered the hall a few minutes later, hand in hand. The place wasn’t busy, as it wasn’t even midday. There were a few Walkers alone, a few with one other as they talked quietly, and a few drinking in silence. Most of them glanced up when Stern and Cyra walked in; one jerked upright before relaxing when they saw Calius perched on Stern’s shoulder. 
 
      
 
    The receptionist at the Rescue Squad table gave them a pleasant smile as they approached. “Walkers, how can I assist you?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra pulled the scroll tube from Stern’s bag as he explained, “We have a delivery for you from Redrock, miss. Once we hand it over, though, I’d like to pick up a quest for recovery of shards.” 
 
      
 
    “Like the last irregular we had in,” the woman grinned, “though you are clearly no lykian.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra smiled brightly. “Maverna?” 
 
      
 
    “That was her name, yes. Do you know her?” 
 
      
 
    “We helped pull her shards,” Stern said. “Glad to hear they’re still doing well.” 
 
      
 
    “Here it is,” Cyra said, handing over the tube. 
 
      
 
    The receptionist took it, her white wings rustling behind her. “Thank you.” She felt the quest complete, then reached for the coin purse to pay them. 
 
      
 
    “Just put the rewards on our recovery funds, split across the entire crew, please,” Stern said, seeing her reach for a drawer. 
 
      
 
    “Very well. Did you want to pull shards for someone specific?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll pull two shards in total,” Stern told her, “either for a single person or one apiece for two. We’d prefer whoever has waited the longest.” 
 
      
 
    “Your friends said that same thing,” the receptionist smiled. “They left a single shard behind for Mary Yorky. The poor soul has been waiting nearly twenty years.” 
 
      
 
    Stern winced. “We’ll pick hers up.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me see… for the second…” Picking up her pad, the angelic woman started scanning for another name. 
 
      
 
    “What’s your name, miss?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “My name?” the receptionist asked, not looking up. “Misa Lao.” After another moment, she sighed. “I have a person with a single shard who’s been waiting for five years, but another who is still waiting on two shards for eight years.” 
 
      
 
    Stern went quiet as he thought things over. “We’ll take Mary’s, and one for the other double shard. If possible, we’ll see about picking up both, but I can’t promise that we’ll be able to do it.” 
 
      
 
    Misa looked up from her pad, surprised that he was even considering collecting three shards. “Oh… that’s very generous.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll try, but it all depends on the dungeon,” Stern said. “We almost failed to pick up two before.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand. Even that is generous. Thank you,” Misa said with a warm smile. “Please, touch the pad to accept the quests.” 
 
      
 
    Stern did as requested; the knowledge of the quests slotted into his mind the moment his hand touched the pad. “Thank you, Misa.” 
 
      
 
    She looked down at the pad, blinking for a moment before her head snapped up. “You’ve pulled that many out?” 
 
      
 
    “We feel strongly about helping the fallen,” Cyra jumped in. “Every city, we pull at least one person out.” 
 
      
 
    “Tryhards…” The mutter was just loud enough to be heard. 
 
      
 
    “‘Tryhards’?” Misa asked, standing up and rustling her wings in agitation. “How many shards have you pulled out?” 
 
      
 
    The guy who’d been drinking alone sneered at her as he stood up. “Fallen Walkers happen. Trying to make it sound like they have a special mission to save them is insulting to every Walker.” 
 
      
 
    Stern turned to face the man. “We never said that. You just assumed that. However, you’d not be far wrong. We all want to pull shards to help another be reborn, but to insult someone like that makes me think that you feel guilty more than anything else.” 
 
      
 
    The man spat at Stern’s feet and stormed off, the others in the hall watching him go. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Misa said as she sat again. “Your record is something extraordinary. May the Goddess bless you. When do you plan to make your run?” 
 
      
 
    “The day after tomorrow. We’ll be doing gear checks tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Smart,” Misa smiled. “Making sure your gear is in top condition is important. Safe runs.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddess bless you,” Cyra replied. “Oh, do you know if Maverna and her crew are still in the city?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t, but I haven’t seen them pick up any quests to leave, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… if you see them, will you tell them that Pawsitively Irregular is at the inn?” Stern asked. “We’d like to say hi to them before they go.” 
 
      
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Stern said as he took Cyra’s hand. “Good day.” 
 
      
 
    “To you, as well.” 
 
      
 
    Misa watched them go, then looked back at her pad with all the rebirths Pawsitively Irregular was responsible for. She didn’t know of a single other crew that had done the same, besides Darkhand. Shaking her head, she shelved the thoughts and picked up the letter Stern had delivered. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    They made one other small diversion to sell the mountain blooms to an alchemist, which went even faster than handing off the skins. With that done, they then went to the bowyer, who paid them for the horns. 
 
      
 
    It was nearing noon when Stern and Cyra finally made it to the inn. The sign above the door declared the place to be Counting Sheep. Stern frowned at the name when they entered— he’d heard the expression for sleep, but it seemed random until he saw the bartender. The man behind the bar had thick, black, curly hair along with a pair of curled horns on his head. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, sir, my crew should have arranged rooms,” Stern said as he reached the bar. 
 
      
 
    “Pawsitively Irregular? Yeah. Top floor, last room,” the bartender grinned. “The bulwark explained the joke to me. I’m Jim Thorn, the owner. If you have any questions or requests, just let me know.” 
 
      
 
    “I will. Thank you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Two bathing rooms have been set aside for your crew. I believe the one couple is already using one. The other is still set aside. Just remember to remove the sign after you use it.” 
 
      
 
    “We will,” Cyra smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, good, you made it,” Trish said from behind them. “We just got done picking up parts. Drop off gear, then bathe?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please,” Cammie grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Stern added. 
 
      
 
    “Stern? Are you all here?” The questions got them to look to the stairs where Marvella Culnand stood, her one eye bright. 
 
      
 
    “Just got in,” Stern replied. “Going to drop off gear and clean up.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you like to join my crew for dinner?” Marvella asked. 
 
      
 
    “We’d love to catch up. Did you meet the idiots again?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    Marvella’s lip pulled back briefly. “Yes. I got banned from the hall again, and the city warned me not to start another fight.” 
 
      
 
    “Those idiots are so much trouble…” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why they aren’t allowed in here,” Jim said from behind the bar. “I heard what they said, and I won’t let people who feel that way into my inn.” 
 
      
 
    “Definitely a story there,” Cammie said. “We’ll need to let Jon and Nicole know.” 
 
      
 
    “All of you are still together?” Marvella asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Still trying to get her her perk. What about your sister?” 
 
      
 
    “Same; still trying,” Marvella sighed. “We’ll talk later. Go clean up. I’ll tell Sis that you’re here.” 
 
      
 
    “See you later,” Cyra beamed. 
 
      
 
    The crew made their way up to their room. Nicole was sitting on the sofa, her hair still damp from her bath as she petted Pawly and Zasha. “Oh, welcome back. The baths are nice.” 
 
      
 
    “We have a change of plans for dinner,” Trish grinned. “It seems the Culnand sisters are in the city. They asked us to dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? Did she find her perk?” Nicole asked with hope in her voice. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” Stern said. “We’ll be swapping stories over dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll let Jon know,” Nicole said, standing up. “He was getting his gear in order for cleaning tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be heading down to bathe, so we’ll be back up soon… or soonish, at least,” Trish winked. 
 
      
 
    Nicole shook her head, heading for her bedroom. “See you in a few hours, then.” 
 
      
 
    The others laughed, as Nicole had been quick with the comeback. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Marvella and Maverna led most of the conversation for their crew, while Trish did the same for hers. Stern noticed the little tells that perhaps Marvella and James, another member of their crew, were either a couple or working on becoming one; there were little glances and smiles of affection. What Stern found surprising and hopeful were those same signals between Maverna and Lindon, their caster specialist. 
 
      
 
    By the end of dinner, the two crews felt like old friends. Marvella and James even sat next to each other, the scarred wolf lykian happily holding hands with the younger angelic. Maverna and Lindon didn’t sit next to each other, but the glances and smiles came more often between the pair. 
 
      
 
    Marvella explained that their crew would be heading out in a couple of days, as they were taking downtime, and Stern asked about what happened with Billy and his group of bigots. The story went that Billy’s crew showed up just as Marvella was turning in shards, resulting in a verbal altercation. When she went to leave, Brandon tried to attack her. She defended herself, seriously injuring Brandon. 
 
      
 
    They were staying in Bluerock long enough for their ban to fall off so they could pick up quests and head out, meaning they would be there when Stern’s crew finished their own run. They made plans to have dinner to celebrate that evening, as Marvella was sure that Stern and company would have no problems. 
 
      
 
    They spent the day after their dinner to check over their gear and relax. It mostly turned into gear cleaning, as none of it was showing damage from the fights that they’d been in. Nicole stayed inside with her mask off all day, laughing happily as she chatted with her friends. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    With breakfast done and a quest to retrieve shards already, Stern led his crew downstairs to head to the dungeon square. No one called out to them as they went, though there was some surprise at seeing an irregular and the upper-tier gear the crew sported. A few jealous glances were glued to their backs before the door shut behind the crew. 
 
      
 
    When they got to the dungeon square, Stern saw the leg-high wall the guards were standing around, making it clear that it was a climb down to the dungeon. He’d dismiss Zasha when it was time, opting to let the happy hound stay out while they waited for their turn. 
 
      
 
    “Stern, how are you?” Heinrick’s dwarven voice called out to them. 
 
      
 
    “Tough Luck, good to see you again.” Stern grinned as the dwarf and his crew got into line behind them. “First run?” 
 
      
 
    “We had to do a bit of shopping when we got in,” Heinrick shrugged. “Found a wild boss on the way in. Damn thing busted my good shield.” 
 
      
 
    “I know how that goes. I’ve lost a shield the same way,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “We’re picking up a shard for Tammy DuLong. Receptionist said you had the quest to pick up her other. Figured you’d be along, so we waited.” 
 
      
 
    “We do have the quest for one of her shards, and the last shard for a twenty-year fractured.” 
 
      
 
    Heinrick grimaced. “Twenty years? Goddess.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why she’s the priority, but I was sure we could do at least two. I was going to grab the second for Tammy if we had the points, but I’ll skip that now.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, we’ve got it,” Heinrick nodded. “You free for dinner later? We can compare runs.” 
 
      
 
    “Tonight, we have dinner with another crew, but we can ask them about adding yours in after the run. More camaraderie among Rescue Squad crews is a good thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good. Who’s the crew?” 
 
      
 
    “Irregular Pack,” Trish grinned. 
 
      
 
    “An odd… wait,” Heinrick started, then chuckled. “They have an irregular with them?” 
 
      
 
    “One of them is, yes,” Cyra smiled. 
 
      
 
    “We pulled her shards. After her sister joined her, they built a crew, and have been doing well for themselves. They’ll be leaving tomorrow morning,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t want to—” Heinrick began. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll ask, like I said. Crews getting along is good,” Stern cut him off gently. “Worst that happens is they’re leery about it and we have dinner with them tonight and you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, okay,” Heinrick laughed. “I’ll agree.” 
 
      
 
    “Next crew!” the captain called out. 
 
      
 
    “See you later,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Tonight or tomorrow,” Heinrick grinned. 
 
      
 
    Stern turned back to dismiss Zasha, but Jon had picked the dog up and was floating down the shaft. Chuckling as Pawly floated down beside the angelic man, Stern got ready to follow his wives down. Three ladders were attached to the walls, so it took full crews a few minutes to all get to the bottom. The space underground was wide enough for a few groups to gather, so there was plenty of space for Stern to give the perks to his summons once Zasha was on the ground again. 
 
      
 
    Before they could enter the dungeon, though, a crew appeared in front of the entrance. Four people— all of them injured— slumped to the ground. “Come on… we need to see about getting Linus’ shards collected,” one of them said, pushing himself to his feet. 
 
      
 
    “Idiot… nearly got us all killed,” another of the crew grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe, but he’s our idiot,” a third said. 
 
      
 
    “What’s his last name?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    The injured crew jerked in surprise, staring at Stern’s. 
 
      
 
    “It’s the next day? Fuck!” the first speaker hissed. “We knew we were going slow, but that’s bad. Linus Steelwall is what he calls himself. He was our bulwark and crew leader.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll get his shards for us?” the third person asked hopefully. 
 
      
 
    “As many as we can, but we’ve already been tasked for other shards,” Stern said. “Put the request in and tell Misa that Pawsitively Irregular will pull as many as we can, plus the ones we already spoke of.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you!” the second crew member choked out. “He’s a blockheaded idiot, but he’s our friend.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll need another crew or two to get the rest of his shards, but we’ll do our best. Are you registered with Rescue Squad?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” the first man said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine. Set up a recovery fund for him to entice others to pull the shards. We’ll see you later tonight.” 
 
      
 
    The crew nodded as they shuffled to the stairs. “We’ll set up the request, then be over at the temple,” the last one said. 
 
      
 
    “There were only five of you?” Nicole asked to make sure. 
 
      
 
    “Six, but we collected all the shards for Jim.” 
 
      
 
    With nothing left to say, Stern led his crew into the dungeon; they had even more shards to pull today. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Worked stone walls surrounded them as they entered. Stern frowned at the dungeon for a long moment. “Seven feet up… smoothed with good tools.” 
 
      
 
    “Humanoid, for sure,” Trish added. 
 
      
 
    “Intelligent,” Jon chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “This is going to be tricky,” Stern picked the conversation back up. “There could be a few things, but until we see what we’re fighting, it’s all speculation. At this tier, we shouldn’t see anything this advanced, but… irregular dungeons have popped up more than once for us. Good news is that the harder the dungeon, the more points we’ll accrue. This might be our hardest dungeon yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Pawly and Zasha in front to start,” Trish said. “Jon, mid, and I’ll take the rear. Calius, you might be best to rest on Cyra’s shoulder for now so Stern has his full range.” 
 
      
 
    Calius hopped from Stern’s shoulder to Cyra’s with a flutter of his wings. 
 
      
 
    “I have my standard traps, but we still have my spell trap slot open. I figure we’ll keep it there until we know what we’re facing,” Cammie said. “We have an area ice trap and an area fire trap from Nicole’s perk on standby.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Stern said. “Intelligent monsters means that they might use traps, too. Pawly, Zasha, keep your eyes open for them. If you think it’s suspicious, pause and let Cammie check.” 
 
      
 
    A chuff came from Pawly, and Zasha wiggled, wanting to stay quiet. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s form up and see what we’re facing.” 
 
      
 
    The halls were smooth except for the ceilings; those were unworked, leaving odd dips and outcroppings. Pawly walked on the ceiling— or close to it— checking for danger there, while Zasha kept his head down, sniffing the ground as they led the crew. 
 
      
 
    The hallway came to a T-junction, and everyone paused as Pawly went left first, scouting ahead for them. She was back after a few minutes; with her paws, she drew a circle, then patted it three times. 
 
      
 
    “Room with three mobs,” Stern said. “Any other way out?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly swiped her paw back and forth. 
 
      
 
    “So if it’s a dead end, that would be best for us, and it would show us what we’re facing. Trish, do you want to hold here?” 
 
      
 
    “Zasha can normally handle three,” Trish said. “This will also stop us from being flanked, so yeah, I’ll hold the tunnel.” 
 
      
 
    “I can put the ice trap here and you can come with,” Cammie suggested. “It’ll take me a moment to rig a bell to it, and we’ll hear it if it goes off.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s better,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Stern nodded. 
 
      
 
    Cammie took a knee and pulled her finished area ice trap out, then dug into her other bag to get a bell for it. After a few minutes, she set the now-finished trap in the hallway. It wasn’t hidden that well, but if anyone wasn’t paying attention, they’d likely miss it. 
 
      
 
    “I need the Stealth Trap perk soon,” Cammie sighed as she stood up. “Worked stone halls make it hard to disguise a trap without a lot of time.” 
 
      
 
    “True,” Stern said. “We’ll make do for now.” 
 
      
 
    The crew did their best to slink down the hall toward the dead end and the mobs that were there. Rough voices spoke in a language Stern didn’t understand, the words broken up by the sound of stone being chipped away. It was obvious the trio of mobs was actively working on the room. 
 
      
 
    Pawly and Zasha paused just outside the bend that would lead into the room. Everyone else made sure they were ready, and when they were, Stern gave Pawly a nod. The cat slunk into the room, and Zasha waited another few seconds before he rushed in. 
 
      
 
    Zasha running into the room got the gray-skinned mobs to look back. Their black eyes went wide when they saw the stone hound barreling toward them. Turning with their tools in hand, the trio of d’varn braced to fight. The little bit of hope the mobs had vanished when the others came in behind Zasha. Pawly’s first attack caught them by surprise— her electricity coursed through one, stunning the mob in place. 
 
      
 
    The other two swung at Zasha, one with a steel pick and the second with a hammer, as it dropped the chisel it’d been holding in its other hand. Zasha growled when he took a glancing blow from the pick, then growled louder when the hammer cracked into his shoulder. Zasha sank his teeth into the leg of the pick wielder. 
 
      
 
    The mobs’ gray skin didn’t stop the crossbow bolts Stern and Cammie fired, but Nicole’s fire didn’t appear to do anything to them. 
 
      
 
    Trish’s mace slammed into the hammer wielder with enough force to cause the d’varn’s thin rock exterior to break open. Jon was there a second later, his sword carving through the neck of the stunned mob, spraying purple blood onto him, Trish, and Zasha. 
 
      
 
    The fight was over almost immediately; the better-geared and prepared crew cut down the mobs with ease. As they checked that everyone was okay, Stern stepped forward to verify what these creatures were. 
 
      
 
    “D’varn. They have a rocky exterior just hard enough to stop weapons not in the best condition. They’re earth-based, so we should expect that here. Zasha will be at a slight disadvantage against them, but Pawly will both excel and be in the most danger, since she’s air-based.” 
 
      
 
    “Special attacks?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not for normal d’varn,” Stern said. “They’re resistant to earth because they’re tied to that. Jon’s sword is a hard enough metal to cut through the rocky shell they have. He’ll do more damage than he would with his old sword, but not as much as he would normally because of the earth runes and the earth titanium it’s made of.” 
 
      
 
    “It cut clean through one’s neck,” Jon said, glad when the purple blood coating him began to vanish. 
 
      
 
    “Like I said, it’ll still do the job. Nicole, fire’s going to be near useless, but ice will work well, slowing them further. If you didn’t notice, they’re slower than us because of the exoskeletal rock they wear.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” Nicole nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Half my traps are fire…” Cammie said slowly. “Luckily, my crossbow still punched in.” 
 
      
 
    “Your crossbow’s dark and ice runes will work along with the sheer power it puts out,” Stern said. “If we go slow and careful, we should be fine. Traps will be very hard to detect, as they can meld it straight into the stone. Pawly and Zasha will take the brunt of them, but I can resummon them if needed. Once the d’varn know we’re here, they’ll be prepared for fights. It won’t go nearly as cleanly as this one did.” 
 
      
 
    “But we can manage it,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Easily. With the weapons they have, I’m not even sure they can hurt you in that armor, Trish.” 
 
      
 
    “Should we have her in the front, then?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, because of the probability of traps. But if we don’t have unexplored tunnels behind us, then she can be right behind Zasha. Jon can take the rear guard.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” Jon nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see how far we get before they sound an alarm,” Stern said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    They slaughtered a few groups of d’varns before one managed to warn the rest of the cave system. From that point on, they had to go slower because the mobs were prepared and traps began to show up. 
 
      
 
    Zasha triggered a dozen spike traps as they progressed, his heavy stone armor breaking the thinner spikes of the traps. If anyone else had triggered them, the spikes could’ve done serious damage. Pawly tripped two deadfalls, both just missing catching her and Zasha— she was a few feet ahead of the hound, so the blocks that fell landed in front of him. 
 
      
 
    The d’varn didn’t have any extra armor, but they did have larger hammers and thinner-pointed picks for weapons. The thin picks found the gaps in Zasha’s stony plates, causing some injuries, and the hammers cracked into his stone. That meant, after the end of almost every fight, they ended up sending Zasha home and bringing him back. 
 
      
 
    Trish didn’t get hit once; the d’varn were all slow, heavy attackers, and even in her plate armor, she was able to dodge or deflect them. Her mace broke her opponent’s stone hides, then their soft flesh underneath. The ice runes she triggered on them slowed the d’varn more, making them a breeze for her to deal with. 
 
      
 
    Stern and Cammie continued to use their crossbows, which punched into the thin stone shells, ruining about half of their ammunition in the process. Cyra didn’t need to heal anyone, but she kept her Life Sense up and focused on different points, allowing them to foil a few ambushes. Jon joined in every fight, his sword carving through the monsters. Whenever his heroism rune triggered, he became quicker and stronger, slicing and dicing through anything and everything near him. 
 
      
 
    Now, they were just down the hall from the boss room. Pawly brought back the little information she had from scouting that she could. She was bleeding when she made it back to them, a stone spike stuck through one of her front legs. Stern dismissed her instantly, bringing her back fully healed. 
 
      
 
    “Trap?” Stern asked while he gave Pawly her perks back. 
 
      
 
    She sneezed at him. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, now, a simple ‘no’ would’ve worked,” Stern complained. “It wasn’t an insult; just a question.” 
 
      
 
    “Shit… a caster?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed softly. 
 
      
 
    “Alone?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    Pawly patted the air five times, then used her other paw once. 
 
      
 
    “Five helpers and one caster…” Trish murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Big room?” Stern asked, finished wiping his face off. 
 
      
 
    Pawly gave a soft meow. 
 
      
 
    “Any pillars or other things to break lines of sight?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly swiped her paw sideways once. 
 
      
 
    “So fairly large, open room with five mobs to keep us away from the boss… who is a caster,” Stern said. “Even if we rush, he’ll get some spells off. We know he can summon an earth spike.” 
 
      
 
    “Might have a small quake like Zasha,” Trish added, “to give him more time to work with, too.” 
 
      
 
    “A fair point. He’ll be earth-based, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “Zasha’s quake didn’t make many of the d’varn drop earlier,” Cyra said. “He should be fine for this.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true. We’ll need him to rush in and spit at the caster to keep it focused on him. Pawly should go in and around to stay unobserved as much as possible. Cammie, it might be time to pull that gravity core out. Add it into an area ice trap; that should grab the minions, pulling them in and slowing them down. Nicole, use area ice on the group. If you catch the boss, too, that’s fine. Jon, you’re the shield for them,” Stern spit out his plan. 
 
      
 
    Cammie went to one knee, pulling trap parts out to start crafting. “I’ll use my perk for a spell trap, then double it, too. We’ll get two traps that can pull and freeze.” 
 
      
 
    “Zasha, the boss is your target, as Cammie’s traps should clear the path for you. Trish, the minions will be your problem after they go off. With those two traps and Nicole’s spell, they’ll be slower than before. Nicole, after the burst, single target them. We want Zasha to hold the boss for us. Once the minions die, we focus the boss. Just be ready for his spells until Zasha’s in his face.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone agreed to the basic plan. Once the traps were crafted, the crew got ready to rush around the corner, down the short hall, and into the boss room. Trish was the person in the lead, so she gave a small countdown. 
 
      
 
    The moment they rounded the corner of the hall, chaos began. Twin spikes of earth jutted up, scraping across Zasha’s hide, then shattering on Trish’s shield. Fist-sized rocks came flying; Trish blocked most of them, but one still made it past her to crack Stern in the head. 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head at the pain, Stern pushed in with the others. Zasha spat a stone spike at the boss, taking a chunk of its stony armor away, but not making it bleed. With Zasha clear of the hall and thundering across the room, the minions angled in on him. 
 
      
 
    Cammie followed Trish in, keeping as close to the front as possible to get her traps deployed. Her perk limited her range based on complexity, and the traps she was going to use were far more complex than normal. The first was off target by ten feet, so it only pulled four of the five mobs into the area of effect as it went off. When she threw the second one, having closed another few feet herself, it landed between the single and four, pulling all five into a huddle. 
 
      
 
    The boss gestured and stone spikes filled half the room. The spikes were only two inches long, but more than enough to seriously injure someone. They dug into Zasha, as his paw pads weren’t armored. With a high-pitched whine, he went tumbling, all of his feet badly cut. 
 
      
 
    Trish’s boots shattered the stone spikes, so she changed targets from the icy minions to the boss. “I got him. Get Zasha on the smaller guys.” 
 
      
 
    Stern dismissed Zasha as everyone came to a halt short of the stone spikes on the floor, Cammie only two inches away by the time she stopped. She brought her small crossbow up, beginning to shoot the iced-over minions. Nicole’s area ice spell took the only damaged minions and almost crippled them with damage and cold. 
 
      
 
    Jon took up a position next to Cammie, ready to defend if needed, but with the minions in extreme distress and the boss having to focus on Trish charging at it, he didn’t have to worry. The shafts of stone that tried to catch Trish were broken apart by her mace and shield or just sidestepped past entirely. The boss was clearly beginning to panic, as its hands moved in a more complex pattern. 
 
      
 
    Pawly came leaping down from the ceiling at that point, her claws raking the boss’ face. She took chunks of its stony armor away, but more importantly, stunned the caster. With the boss stunned, Pawly and Trish brutally attacked it. 
 
      
 
    Zasha came back into being near the frozen mobs, Stern giving the hound back his perks. The furious dog tore into the barely-moving mobs with savage aggression. 
 
      
 
    The d’varn were all dead a minute later with minimal fuss. The boss never got another spell off after the stun, and between crossbow bolts, Zasha’s teeth, and Nicole’s single target cold spells, the minions fell quickly. 
 
      
 
    A softly glowing orb appeared in the middle of the room, and the stone spikes vanished from the floor when the boss died, removing the danger. 
 
      
 
    “That went… differently,” Stern sighed as he gently touched his head and found a small trickle of blood. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got you,” Cyra said, using her healing magic to repair the small gash to his eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “First contact with the enemy,” Trish grunted as she came back to them. “It was going fine until the caltrop spell.” 
 
      
 
    “Nasty damned thing it was…” Jon grimaced. “I’m really glad your pets heal when you send them away, Stern.” 
 
      
 
    “Not as much as I am,” Stern said, having taken the extra perks from Zasha. Kneeling, he petted his hound. “You’re a good boy. Sorry you got hurt, buddy.” 
 
      
 
    Zasha licked Stern’s hands, wiggling around for more pets. 
 
      
 
    “It always makes my heart clench,” Nicole said. “They’re friends, not just summons. I’d feel just as bad if any of us got hurt. The fact they can heal when sent away is never in my mind until it happens.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why, while I hate it, we let Zasha take the lead more often than not,” Trish said, bending down to pet the happy dog. “This time, it was better for me to be in the lead.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to thank my parents for the armor again. Without it, that fight would have been even trickier,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “The caster just stands back and keeps peppering us with spells while we try to cross the field of spikes,” Jon nodded grimly. “Glad Pawly wasn’t seen on the way in.” 
 
      
 
    “She stopped the boss from whatever it was trying to cast,” Trish agreed. “Doubt it would’ve been good for us.” 
 
      
 
    Stern took most of the perks from Pawly. “Good work, Pawly. I’ll make sure you all get extra tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Calius let out a huff, bumping Cyra. 
 
      
 
    “I know. I feel the same way sometimes,” Cyra said, stroking the hawk’s chin. 
 
      
 
    “You understood him?” Nicole asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, but it seemed obvious,” Cyra smiled. 
 
      
 
    “You were right,” Stern nodded. “In the future, your perks will be key for us, Calius. This was just heavy earth-focused, not debuff-oriented.” 
 
      
 
    “Time to grab shards and check perks,” Jon said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Stern agreed. 
 
      
 
    Cammie looked over the room, moving toward what looked like a stone throne. She let her Treasure Finder perk pulse. “Oh, wait!” she said excitedly. “Treasure found.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone turned to watch her advance on the throne, but she froze a few feet from it. “Traps… of course. Okay, this will take a moment.” 
 
      
 
    “We have time,” Stern said, continuing to pet Zasha. 
 
      
 
    It took Cammie a little while to disarm the pit trap and deadfall protecting the throne. There was no trap on the secret compartment underneath it, so she was able to get it open easily. She picked up the three items to show them to the others. 
 
      
 
    “A dagger, an earth rune, and… I have no idea what the potion is,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    “We can see about getting Ria to look at them,” Stern said. “Shopkeepers can identify things found in the dungeons for a flat fee of points.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s not wait longer, then,” Trish grinned. “That rune is a basic earth rune, middle grade, so that by itself is a good find.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Stern said as he stood up. When Cammie got closer, he put his arm over her shoulders. “Good idea with the throne. I sometimes forget you have that perk.” 
 
      
 
    “I never want to waste it, but the boss room makes sense that, if there was extra, it would be here.” 
 
      
 
    “Good call,” Stern smiled. He and Cammie were the last two to touch the orb. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-one 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back,” Ria smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Ria. We need shards for two people, Mary Yorky and Tammy DuLong. But we also know that a Linus Steelwall fractured recently.” 
 
      
 
    “Another crew picked up one of Tammy’s shards,” Ria said, “so there’s only one left for her and Mary Yorky. Linus has all four remaining, since he fractured less than a day ago.” 
 
      
 
    “How many can we afford?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “After the two singles, you can pick up two for Linus, but that’ll leave you with only two hundred and twenty points.” 
 
      
 
    “Which we’ll use to identify this dagger and potion,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a lot of points,” Jon said. “If not for the gear your parents left us, we’d want to spend a good portion of them on our own gear.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed, but since they did, we can do this,” Stern said, “unless someone wants points to buy something specific?” 
 
      
 
    “Umm…” Cammie said softly, “I’d like to see about specialty trap parts. The gravity core really made that boss fight easier.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s right. It did,” Trish agreed. 
 
      
 
    “We can do better if we have the right gear,” Nicole said. “Making sure we make it out means we can keep doing more, too.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not wrong,” Stern said. “We can’t pull everyone out ourselves. Take one of Linus’ shards out of that and show us advanced trap parts for Cammie, Ria.” 
 
      
 
    Three shards appeared on the counter. Under the glass, different parts began to appear. “Of course. In order, the shards are Mary, Tammy, and Linus. Cammie, if you’d like to look at the parts, I can help explain them to you.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that I’d like another gravity core,” Cammie said. The case displayed three different cores when she spoke. “Why three types?” 
 
      
 
    Ria put her hand over one. “Repulsing core; still a gravity core, but it throws things away from it. If found in a dungeon, it’ll be set to throw you into danger, off a ledge, into spikes, or something similar.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… not useful for me right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Weight trap,” Ria said, moving to the next. “Triples the weight of everything caught in it and will pull most fliers that go over it out of the air. It has twice the radius of the normal gravity trap, but will affect allies.” 
 
      
 
    “Pass,” Cammie said. “This one I know. Can I afford it?” 
 
      
 
    “You can afford six of them, or we can show you even more advanced parts. If you’re focusing on area traps, then I can narrow the search parameters down.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Area traps, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Ria smiled. 
 
      
 
    In the end, Cammie got three more gravity cores, an explosive core, and a blade core. The explosive core added extra damage and, if tuned with a spell, extra oomph to the spell it paired with. The blade core added cutting edges to the area trap, so anything in the radius would be hit with razor-edged wire. The explosive trap was the most expensive of the set, being double that of a gravity trap. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Ria,” Cammie beamed, putting her new parts away. “All of them can be combined, right?” 
 
      
 
    Ria nodded. “Oh, yes. A trap with those three cores in it would be… quite deadly. With your points spent, we should move on to perks.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone looked at Nicole. Swallowing down her worry, she stepped up to the counter. “I’m ready, Ria.” 
 
      
 
    “May the Goddess bless you, Nicole,” Ria said softly as she laid out the pages. 
 
      
 
    Nicole picked the first one up with trembling hands. In quick order, she’d looked at them all before she hiccupped. “Why…? I just want it gone… Goddess… why?” 
 
      
 
    Jon hugged her tightly from behind. “We’ll find it, my love. We will.” 
 
      
 
    The other four felt sorrow for their friend. They couldn’t do anything to help her, and that inability cut at them. 
 
      
 
    Pawly landed on the counter in front of Nicole, purring loudly. Nicole petted her out of reflex. “I just want to be free of my masks… Do I ask for too much?” Nicole whispered and sniffled. 
 
      
 
    “You may take it off in here,” Ria said gently. “I’m sorry my… the Goddess hasn’t given you the option yet.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll keep trying,” Nicole sniffled. “I won’t stop until I can let my child see me without a mask.” 
 
      
 
    “We won’t stop until you get the perk, either,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Nicole glanced at him and his wives, then looked back at Pawly. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Jon kissed the back of her neck. “We have good friends, my love.” 
 
      
 
    “I still need to pick,” Nicole said, but Pawly was sprawled on the pages. “Pawly?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly shifted so one of the pages came out from under her, then meowed. 
 
      
 
    “She said that one,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Nicole picked it up and smiled. “This is the one I would take. I can cast my area spells every minute instead of every ten.” 
 
      
 
    Stern stared at the page. “That’s one of the rarest perks for a caster to get. For a dual caster like you, it’s almost overpowered.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought it might be, and I should be thrilled to have it,” Nicole said. 
 
      
 
    “But it’s not the one you truly want,” Ria said softly. “There’s nothing wrong with disappointment, even if that’s the option you take. I’ll pray more for you so the next set might be what you yearn for.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Ria.” 
 
      
 
    “Come with me, dear. I’ll hold you while the perk infuses you,” Jon said, leading her away from the counter. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go next,” Cyra said, stepping forward. 
 
      
 
    Pawly shifted, allowing Ria to collect the perks under her. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Pawly,” Ria said before scratching the cat under her chin. 
 
      
 
    Cyra joined her in petting Pawly, earning a happy smile and flexing paws from the cat. “Such a good girl.” 
 
      
 
    Ria passed her free hand over the counter, and three pages appeared behind Pawly. “Choose well, Cyra.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra stopped petting Pawly to go over her choices. When she finished, she was clearly debating with herself. 
 
      
 
    “What do you have?” Cammie asked. 
 
      
 
    “The earth protection is not good enough,” Cyra said, pushing a page back to Ria. “The other two are where I have a decision to make. Moderate Life or Bulwark’s Staunch Ally, both of which I’ve had the option of choosing before.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve bypassed moderate healing repeatedly,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “The other one would let her give anyone the ability to negate an attack three times a day, though,” Stern said. “I can see why she’s trying to choose. Most likely, Moderate Life will get an upgrade like Minor Life did.” 
 
      
 
    “And more healing isn’t bad,” Jon said. 
 
      
 
    “Ignoring a blow can do the same thing,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    “That’s true…” Trish agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Your choice, Cyra,” Stern said. “Both are good picks.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m the healer,” Cyra said, collecting one of them. “I’ll take Moderate Life for now.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got you,” Cammie said, kneeling down. “Come use my thighs for a pillow.” 
 
      
 
    Ria collected the last page, then looked at the others. “Who will go next?” 
 
      
 
    “I will,” Trish said, giving Cyra a hug on the way by. 
 
      
 
    “Very well, Trish,” Ria smiled, still petting Pawly. “For you.” Three papers appeared on the counter. “Choose well.” 
 
      
 
    Trish started to go through them, but paused with the last one in hand. “This one.” 
 
      
 
    “That was quick,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Counter Spell.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddess, that’s another ultra-rare perk.” 
 
      
 
    “What does it do?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    “Stops a spell. I just have to negate it within a second of it being cast,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “You can cast it after the fact?” Jon’s eyes grew wide. 
 
      
 
    “By a single second, but yes,” Trish said as she went to lay down next to Cyra. 
 
      
 
    “There’s an upgrade that makes it three seconds,” Stern said softly. “Julia has it. Said it’s saved them numerous times.” 
 
      
 
    Trish got comfortable on the shop floor. “I’ll hope to see it, then.” 
 
      
 
    “Is everyone done?” Nicole asked as she woke up. 
 
      
 
    “No. Cyra and Trish are, though,” Jon said. “I’ll do mine, then come back to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay…” Nicole murmured touching his face softly. “I’ll wait here.” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead,” Stern said to Jon, kneeling again. 
 
      
 
    Jon gave him a nod. “Ria, please give me good news.” 
 
      
 
    “May the Goddess bless you,” Ria said as she presented his choices to him. 
 
      
 
    Jon read over each perk slowly before picking the first one up again. “A lot of repeats. The best is Unclotting Wounds. It ups the chance for me to leave a bleeding wound behind.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the upgrade my brother had,” Cammie said as Cyra began to stir on her lap. “He said it felt like he doubled his chances to cause bleeding.” 
 
      
 
    “If it’s the best you have, then take it,” Stern said. “We don’t have you get in the scrum as often, but it would be a good, solid addition.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed, which is why I took it,” Jon said, moving over to lie down with Nicole. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go next,” Cammie said; Cyra had woken up, rolling over to hold Trish. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Stern said, staying next to Trish and Cyra. 
 
      
 
    “Cammie, I hope you find something good,” Ria said, still petting Pawly as she set the options out. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Ria,” Cammie replied before she started checking the perks. When she finished looking them over, she shook her head. “All of them are repeats: Extra Treasure Finder, Improved Long Trapper, and Improved Magic Trapper 1.” 
 
      
 
    “The last two would be better than the first,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, and I failed on placing the first trap with the minions because it was more complex,” Cammie said. “If the traps didn’t expire after a day, I’d be more inclined to take Improved Magic Trapper 1, but since they do…” She picked up the second page. “Improved Long Trapper it is.” 
 
      
 
    “Come here,” Cyra murmured, holding out her arm. “My turn to hold you.” 
 
      
 
    Cammie smiled as she went to join her lovers on the floor. “Gladly. Stern’s the last one left.” 
 
      
 
    “We like it that way,” Trish murmured as she woke up. 
 
      
 
    “She’ll never change,” Stern chuckled, kissing Trish before getting up. “Be right back.” 
 
      
 
    Ria had the lightest dusting of pink on her cheeks. “Pick well, Stern.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Ria.” 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, Stern rubbed Pawly’s head, then picked up the papers to look over his choices. The first was Self-Healing again, which didn’t make him excited, even if it was useful. The second choice was Counter Spell, and Stern whistled softly upon seeing it. Even with that being what he thought was the best choice, he still checked the third perk. The last choice was Improved Elemental Summons, and Stern exhaled slowly; now, he had a real decision to make. 
 
      
 
    “Well?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Counter Spell, which was the second option, but the third is Improved Elemental Summons. It removes elemental weaknesses from my summons. They’d no longer be weak to their opposed element. I don’t even think my father has this perk.” 
 
      
 
    “Both are solid choices,” Trish said. “Counter Spell might have more versatility, but we know how you care for your friends.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why I’m torn here…” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed, then pushed one of the pages at him. 
 
      
 
    Stern expected it to be the summons perk, but he was surprised to find Counter Spell being pushed his way. “Really?” 
 
      
 
    Zasha chuffed, bumping his leg. Calius flew to land on the counter, sitting on the other two pages, clearly blocking him from them. Pawly then let out another meow before head-bonking his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, since you all agree, Counter Spell, it is. If the other comes back up, though, I’m taking it.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll back that,” Nicole said, stroking Jon’s hair. 
 
      
 
    Stern went to lie down with his wives. His perk was waiting, and when they finished with that, they still had things to do before dinner. 
 
      
 
    “Have a good day,” Ria said softly, looking over the crew once more before vanishing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-two 
 
      
 
    Stepping out of the dungeon, Stern gave the captain of the guard a nod. Seeing a crew of six people, the captain gave Stern a nod back, though he was puzzled over the pets. He remembered them going in and almost stopped them to ask, but since the cat was flying, he left it be, as there were obviously perks at work. 
 
      
 
    “Off to the Walkers’ hall to verify quests completed, then to the temple to get them started on rebirth. After that, a bath and dinner with friends,” Trish said, stretching. “I’m really looking forward to the last two.” 
 
      
 
    “They leave for Riverfalls tomorrow,” Cyra said. “I’m excited to see the city since Marvella described it to us.” 
 
      
 
    “We can go after Mary is reborn,” Stern said. “We’ll shorten our normal time here and spend more time there.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d agree to that,” Nicole smiled. “Marvella was very eloquent about the scenic views.” 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow, we’ll do gear checks, stock back up on everything, and see Mary reborn. Depending on if Tough Luck beat us out of the dungeon with Tammy’s shard, we might stay another day for her rebirth, too. But three days more at the most, and we’ll head out. We’ll take an extra day or two when we arrive in Riverfalls to just enjoy the city before we do the dungeon,” Stern said. He looked over his crew, who all nodded at him. “That’s the plan, then.” 
 
      
 
    They were almost to the Walkers’ guildhall when a rowdy crew came bustling out of it. The group of four people paused to stare at Stern’s crew. “Hey… how… how did you already get plate armor?” one of them asked with a slur. 
 
      
 
    “Family gift,” Stern said. “Excuse us. We have shards to turn in.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh! You’re that crew,” the drunkard snorted, then burped loudly. “Rich kids so high and mighty… that you can afford to waste points on… on shards.” 
 
      
 
    “Pulling people out is never a waste,” Cammie said tightly. 
 
      
 
    “If we had armor like that, then maybe… more of us would think so, shorty,” he snickered before belching again. “Come on, guys. Let’s go find some good food.” 
 
      
 
    The others grumbled about pampered rich kids as they stumbled drunkenly off with their leader. 
 
      
 
    “Pampered rich kids?” Nicole asked in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    “Idiots. Don’t let them get to you,” Trish snorted. 
 
      
 
    “They’re right that our gear does allow us to pull more shards,” Jon said, “but that’s the only thing he said that was true.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve seen others giving us looks, too,” Cyra said softly. “There’s a lot of jealousy over our gear.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t stop that…” Cammie sighed. “I’m not going to let them ruin my happiness over helping another be reborn.” 
 
      
 
    “We shouldn’t,” Stern said as he headed for the door. 
 
      
 
    The taproom was moderately busy, but it was clear that Stern and his crew had come out before many other crews this time. The few crews that were there watched the well-geared group go up to the Rescue Squad desk. 
 
      
 
    “We have the shards we went in for, and we also have a single shard for Linus Steelwall,” Stern told Misa, the angelic receptionist. 
 
      
 
    “Let me verify. Steelwall’s crew went to the temple, but they did put in a request to have his shards retrieved along with a generous purse to entice people.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope that helps him get pulled quicker,” Stern said, aware of the crews listening in. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, these are the correct shards,” Misa smiled. “Let me pay you, and then I need you to take them to the temple.” 
 
      
 
    “Put the reward for this and that onto our retrieval funds, please,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Misa smiled. “Just let me get the quest for you.” 
 
      
 
    “You pulled three shards?” the leader of the closest crew asked. 
 
      
 
    “We did,” Trish said. “Might as well give back to former Walkers since our family gave us our gear.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true,” the woman said with a smile. “Nice to see you’re grounded enough to know that helping others is the right thing to do.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s what my family believes in,” Stern said, accepting the quest to drop the shards off. 
 
      
 
    “They’re Rescue Squad, too?” 
 
      
 
    Stern chuckled. “You could say that. Excuse us, miss, we have a quest to complete.” 
 
      
 
    “Let a soul be reborn, Walker,” the woman smiled, then turned to yell at the bartender, “Hey! Next round is on me for a rebirth.” 
 
      
 
    The bartender smiled at her, showing off his shark teeth as he started filling an order for a man at the bar. 
 
      
 
    Leading his crew out of the hall, Stern slowed when he saw Heinrick leading his crew toward them. “How’d it go?” 
 
      
 
    Heinrick gave Stern a nod. “We pulled the shard. Decent run, and it was on the easier side this time, which I’m thankful for. Are we good for dinner?” 
 
      
 
    “I… don’t know yet. Cyra, do you want to go ask the sisters for us?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “Paul, go with her so we can plan accordingly,” Heinrick told one of his crew members. 
 
      
 
    “If we don’t see you tonight, we’ll see you tomorrow for dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “Works for us,” Heinrick said. 
 
      
 
    Saying goodbye, the crew split apart, with Cyra and Paul going to the inn to talk with Marvella and Maverna. 
 
      
 
    The temple was busy, but one of the sisters hurried over to them when they came in. “Welcome, Walkers. How can we assist you?” There was worry in her gaze as she looked them over. 
 
      
 
    “We have shards to turn in,” Stern said. “One of them is the last shard needed for a rebirth.” 
 
      
 
    Happiness bloomed on the acolyte’s face. “I’ll take them.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you get any of his shards?” someone called out from a slab. 
 
      
 
    “Only one, but yes,” Trish replied. “We’re handing it to the sister now.” 
 
      
 
    The four remaining members of Linus’ crew exhaled with relief to know that their friend’s shards were already being pulled. 
 
      
 
    “Oh? You spoke to them?” the sister asked as she took the shards from Stern. 
 
      
 
    “Ran into them earlier,” Stern said. “The last shard is his first.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make sure it’s all documented,” she said. “We’ll begin the rebirth tomorrow once their other crew member is reborn.” 
 
      
 
    “Another crew will be coming in with the last shard for the second person I gave you. A Tammy DuLong.” 
 
      
 
    “Three rebirths in as many days? The Goddess will be pleased!” the sister beamed. “Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    “Have a good day, Sister,” Stern smiled. 
 
      
 
    “You, as well.” She hurried off with the shards. 
 
      
 
    Giving the survivors of Linus’ crew a wave, Stern led his friends out. Cyra and Paul were walking their way, chatting, and Stern’s lips turned up into a smile— Cyra had come a long way from being terrified of strange men. She’d been by herself with Paul and was fine as she caught up to them. 
 
      
 
    “They agreed to expand dinner,” Cyra told them. 
 
      
 
    “We should go bathe so the tubs are open for them to use after us,” Trish grinned, seeing Heinrick’s crew coming down the street toward them. “See you in a bit, Paul.” 
 
      
 
    The elven man agreed, then stepped back to wait for his crew to reach the temple. 
 
      
 
    “See you at dinner,” Stern told Heinrick as they passed each other. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent! See you there!” Heinrick grinned back. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern led his friends into the private dining room of the inn. “Didn’t expect to use the room, but I guess none of the suites can really handle three crews easily.” 
 
      
 
    “We thought it’d be better this way,” Maverna smiled as she stood up. “We’re eager to hear about how your run went.” 
 
      
 
    “The dungeon itself wasn’t terrible until the boss,” Trish said, giving Marvella a hug. 
 
      
 
    “Figure we’ll wait for Heinrick’s crew,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “We want to compare with them,” Jon added. “They mentioned it was an easy run.” 
 
      
 
    “I love the easy ones,” Marvella chuckled. “We’ll be leaving in the morning, but will probably still be in Riverfalls when you get there.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be leaving in three days instead of our usual week,” Cyra said. “We want to see the falls and spend a few extra days in the city before doing the dungeon there.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re in for a treat,” Marvella grinned. “The city is amazing, one of the truly unique ones in the world. There’s a restaurant there, Falling Wonders. It’s set behind one of the falls in a cavern of luminescent moss. It’s the perfect spot for lovers.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be making reservations,” Trish grinned. 
 
      
 
    “So will I,” Jon murmured, smiling at Nicole. 
 
      
 
    “Who did you go there with, Sis?” Maverna asked, staring at her sister. 
 
      
 
    “I went by myself,” Marvella sniffed as if the question was beneath her. 
 
      
 
    The knock on the door saved her, as Heinrick opened it right after the knock. “This the right place?” 
 
      
 
    “Heinrick and Tough Luck, let me introduce you to Marvella and Maverna, the sisters who started Irregular Pack,” Stern said, becoming the bridge between the two crews. 
 
      
 
    They went through full introductions, finishing just before their food arrived. Over the meal, they chatted about Riverfalls, with Marvella leading the conversation since she’d been there before. 
 
      
 
    After they’d all finished eating, both Stern and Heinrick’s crews talked about their dungeon runs. Stern told them about some of the perk options they’d been given, shocking the others that both Stern and Trish picked up Counter Spell. 
 
      
 
    After dinner drinks led to small talk about different people’s hopes and dreams as a Walker. In time, the night drew to an end and the crews separated. When they left, Stern grinned, glad that the impromptu feast ended up with more friendships being made. 
 
      
 
    Once they made it back to their suite, Trish chuckled. “Did you see Marvella and James? She’s definitely taking him to Falling Wonders when they get to Riverfalls.” 
 
      
 
    “They were discreet about it,” Cammie grinned, “though not as much as Maverna and Lindon.” 
 
      
 
    “It was sweet to see,” Cyra giggled. “We’re going to the restaurant, right?” 
 
      
 
    “As a family, and maybe on separate dates,” Trish grinned. 
 
      
 
    “As a family at the very least,” Stern agreed, “but yes, we can arrange for date nights again. I’m sure Nicole and Jon will enjoy having the time, too.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s all for later,” Trish said as she began shimmying out of her dress. “Right now, I want to spend time with my lovers.” 
 
      
 
    “And we want to spend time with you, too,” Cyra smiled. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-three 
 
      
 
    They said goodbye to Irregular Pack before the crew hit the road the next morning, promising to catch up in Riverfalls. Their gear check afterward didn’t turn up anything off with their equipment, but they still performed their preventative maintenance. With time before the rebirth, they restocked their travel supplies and trap parts. 
 
      
 
    Making it to the temple, they knew they were cutting it close to the rebirth time. The acolyte who’d taken the shards greeted them and led them to the front. As they followed her, one of the people on the slabs sat up. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me? Can I have a minute, please?” 
 
      
 
    Stern turned to the man, who was part of Linus Steelwall’s crew. “Sure. Never did get your name.” 
 
      
 
    “Francine,” he said a little stiffly. “Dad wanted a girl.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. Is Frank okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Preferable, actually. Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “What can I do for you?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Just wanted to thank you again for pulling the shard you could. We didn’t get the chance to thank you yesterday. Everyone else was healed up last night, but I needed more care. They took Jim off to celebrate him being back with us.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad the rest of you made it out, and that your other friend is already reborn.” 
 
      
 
    “As are we,” Frank sighed. “It was touch-and-go there at the end. Do you think we put enough up to get him out soon? I heard that lady,” he nodded toward Mary’s glowing outline on the altar, “was fractured for twenty years.” 
 
      
 
    “A day or two, probably. You did put up a sizable reward, so if people ask, he’ll likely get pulled quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank the Goddess…” Frank exhaled in relief. “Thank you for taking the moment to ask us when we came out of the dungeon. It helped ground us. I think we were about to fall apart, honestly.” 
 
      
 
    “My father says losing a crew member is like losing family,” Stern said softly. When he saw the acolytes moving up to the altar, he had to excuse himself. “It’s painful, but the best will do all they can to bring them back out. You brought out one of your two; that’s admirable. Excuse me. I need to be up there.” 
 
      
 
    Frank looked at the altar, then nodded. “You’re good people. Thanks again.” 
 
      
 
    Stern joined his crew just as Mary was helped down off the altar by the sisters. She had some elven features. Her ears were tapered points, but not nearly as sharp as a full elf’s. The most shocking feature were her hands— instead of fingertips, she had claws. The last knuckle down were metallic claws that glinted in the light of the temple. That feature, along with her ultra-pale skin and eyes, meant that she was an irregular. 
 
      
 
    “This is the crew that brought your last shard out,” the acolyte was telling Mary while she led the reborn Walker over. “Pawsitively Irregular.” 
 
      
 
    Mary stared at Stern in surprise, then looked at Zasha sitting by his side, Pawly floating above him, and Calius on his shoulder. “A summoner perk from birth… with house pets?” 
 
      
 
    “I also had uncontrolled empathy until a few dungeons ago,” Stern answered her. “Pawly,” he hooked his thumb up, “was with me from birth. The others, Calius and Zasha,” he petted each in turn, “came later.” 
 
      
 
    “Another irregular, too?” Mary asked, having caught sight of Nicole’s eyes. “Oh no… the mask?” 
 
      
 
    “My perk is fear in all who see my face…” Nicole said softly. “I’m still looking for my answer.” 
 
      
 
    “Like I was,” Mary said, her fingers clacking as they twitched. “Not surprised they left me fractured, even if I did save that bitch’s life.” 
 
      
 
    “Bad crew?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “Never had a real crew,” Mary sighed. “I had to pick up crews at each dungeon. The last crew, Blonde and Beautiful, was led by Kelly Macrona, fucking cunt that she was. She belittled me every chance she got, but they wanted the extra points. I agreed to give all of mine over if they took me in. We made it to the boss; a swarm boss of razor-sharp praying mantises. That was when it all started going to hell.” 
 
      
 
    Stern could only imagine razor-sharp mantises as a swarm. It would be like a tornado of blades if the crew didn’t have good armor. 
 
      
 
    “Only Jaxton, the bulwark, had metal armor. Kelly was so shocked that she just stood there when the swarm descended on her. I shoved her out of the way and did my best to kill as many as possible before they shredded me. I barely had a leather chestguard, and it didn’t stand up to them long.” She was wearing what was left of said armor, and it was only strips and pieces. 
 
      
 
    “Goddess…” Cyra gasped at the very idea. 
 
      
 
    “Kelly threw her area fire trap right on top of me. I think it did the job, since most of the bugs were on me. It also killed me,” Mary said tightly. “I was ripped apart, then burned to death.” 
 
      
 
    “Bad crew…” Jon said softly. 
 
      
 
    “The worst,” Stern agreed. “If they were going to sacrifice you, they should’ve pulled you out.” 
 
      
 
    “And spend their precious points on a freak?” Mary asked tightly. “Kelly would never do that. Did she even put up a reward for me, or was it my meager fund that paid for me?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Stern said. “We wanted the person who’d waited the longest that we could get all the shards for.” 
 
      
 
    Mary exhaled slowly. “It would take an irregular to save me.” 
 
      
 
    “Things have started to change, if slowly,” Trish said. “Some people are learning that irregulars are good to have with them.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Mary asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “We alter the kind of perks being offered,” Stern said. “If there are more than one of us, it skews them to a greater degree. We’ve been sharing our perks and what we were offered with the guild, hopefully to promote people being more willing to invite and befriend irregulars. At least one other crew is doing the same thing.” 
 
      
 
    “How long have I been fractured…?” Mary asked slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Twenty years,” Nicole whispered. 
 
      
 
    Mary stared at Nicole, her mouth working without sound. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay,” the acolyte said, touching her back gently. “We will help.” 
 
      
 
    Swallowing the shock and anger, Mary shuddered. “Twenty… years…? I’ll kill that fucking cunt!” 
 
      
 
    “No,” the acolyte said firmly. “The Goddess would be upset if you spent your rebirth that way.” 
 
      
 
    Tears spilled from tightly clenched eyes. “But…! She…!” 
 
      
 
    “Shhh… Come with me.” 
 
      
 
    They watched Mary be led away, clearly going to be tended to for the mental trauma she’d endured. 
 
      
 
    “Some people shouldn’t be Walkers,” Stern said tightly. “They killed her and left her there, even after she did what all Walkers should do… protecting each other. Kelly Macrona… I’ll be reporting this story, and if she’s still a Walker, she can answer for this.” 
 
      
 
    Trish touched his shoulder. “We’ll add in.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Cyra said. “What they did was reprehensible.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll help, too,” Nicole whispered. “I know if not for Jon and you, I might’ve been like her.” 
 
      
 
    Jon hugged Nicole to him. “My life would be empty without you. I thank the Goddess every night for you walking into the shop that day.” 
 
      
 
    “As do I…” Nicole whispered. “When you found me and asked to pair up for training… my heart almost stopped. I was so worried it was a trick, but then I saw your eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “To the Walkers’ hall first to report, then back to the inn?” Cammie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I’m thinking we head out tomorrow,” Stern said. “Heinrick will be here for Tammy. There’s no need for us to stay.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    Stern wished Francine a speedy recovery before they left. He thought again of Mary and how bad it must’ve been for irregulars before he was born. That thought stayed with him all the way back to the Walkers’ guildhall. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The manager of the hall looked disturbed by the story they’d just finished relaying to him. “I cannot do much about this without her lodging the complaint herself,” Thomas Wright said slowly, “but she absolutely should.” 
 
      
 
    “If you ask to speak with her, she no doubt will,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “I cannot compel her, but I’ll make sure the receptionists know I would like to speak with her.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s more than we can rightfully ask for. You should know that I will be informing Rescue Squad. The fact that they willfully left her fractured after participating in her death, then didn’t pull a shard or even set up a reward for her shards to be pulled? That slaps Rescue Squad in the face.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas sat back to think. The irregular before him was different— most irregulars would shrink in on themselves, but this young man sat there as if he were the one in charge in the office. “I’m sure it’ll be routed to their oversight council.” 
 
      
 
    “At the very least,” Stern said, standing up. “I don’t mean to bring trouble to your door, sir, but don’t be surprised if powerful people come to hear more.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Thomas said. He stood, extending his hand. “I hope the rest of your day is better than this. I’ll file your reports with hers when she files one.” 
 
      
 
    Stern heard the dismissive tone, and he smiled as he met the man’s eyes. “Thank you. I’m sure my uncle will be glad to work with you in the future.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas didn’t reply, just showing them out. 
 
      
 
    When the door closed behind the crew, Trish snorted. “Would Gerald come here for this?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely. Dad will want to come up, too. He’ll be very upset, and if Kelly is still a Walker, he’ll go even farther north to speak with her,” Stern replied. 
 
      
 
    “Hopefully he doesn’t brush it off,” Jon said. “If he does, he’ll regret it.” 
 
      
 
    “Regret might be underselling it,” Cyra said softly, remembering Bloodstone. 
 
      
 
    “True enough,” Stern said and took her hand. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-four 
 
      
 
    The crew had a leisurely breakfast, not in a rush to get out the door. When they finally finished, they got their bags on, giving waves and thank yous to the owner before leaving the inn. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think the road will be like?” Cyra asked as they approached the hall. 
 
      
 
    “Lots of hills,” Trish said. “It’s always halfway between the cities that things really start to change.” 
 
      
 
    “About halfway there, the hills will drop off. No idea if we’ll see the river until we get close to the city, though,” Jon said. 
 
      
 
    “If I’m remembering right,” Stern said slowly, “we’ll actually be slowly climbing in elevation. The city is higher up, and the river starts up near the peak of the tallest mountain in the area.” 
 
      
 
    “Not the tallest, though?” Nicole asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. Winterspring is higher in elevation.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s still far away from us,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    “It is.” 
 
      
 
    They walked into the hall, the room empty except for the bartender and two receptionists. 
 
      
 
    “Walker Stern, if you have a moment?” Misa Lao, the Rescue Squad receptionist, called out to him. 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead and pick the quests,” Stern told the others, then went to speak with Misa. “Yes, ma’am?” 
 
      
 
    “I just wanted to add a delivery quest. You are heading to Riverfalls, correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. It’s not likely anyone here is going to Riverway or Riverspring first; it would mean backtracking.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve had Walkers do it before,” Misa shrugged. “Mostly those who had family in either of those cities, or those retiring.” 
 
      
 
    “Both valid reasons. I can take the quest.” 
 
      
 
    “Just deliver it to the Riverfalls Rescue Squad receptionist, please,” Misa said, holding out her tablet to him. 
 
      
 
    Stern placed his left hand on it to accept the quest. It was exactly what she said it would be: a simple delivery quest. With that done, Misa handed him a thick envelope that had the seal on it three times. Stern was surprised at how well-sealed it was, but took it. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll hand it off as soon as we get there.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. Safe travels, and safe run.” 
 
      
 
    “May the Goddess bless you with a peaceful day.” 
 
      
 
    Making his way back to his crew, he held the envelope out to Cyra. “Please stuff that into my bag.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Cyra smiled. “We get a lot of deliveries.” 
 
      
 
    “Letting the next branch know how things are going. They all send them out. She’ll likely pick someone heading the other way in a day or two to get word to Redrock.” 
 
      
 
    “They send messages more often than the Walkers’ guild does,” Jon mused. 
 
      
 
    “Gerald said communication between branches is imperative. He implemented the rule that they update at least once— but preferably twice— a month.” 
 
      
 
    “We found a quest for bear pelts,” Nicole said. 
 
      
 
    “Along with snagweed,” Cammie added. 
 
      
 
    “Snagweed is found along the riverbanks. It’s an alchemy ingredient,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Those are the best quests,” Trish shrugged. “I think we’re good to go.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s head out, then.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The first half of the journey to Riverfalls was routine for the group. They had to kill a couple of cougars that attacked them, then took the time to skin them. Even without a quest, a tanner would still buy the skins. They also found and gathered some mountain blooms. 
 
      
 
    The ups and downs of the wilderness started to mellow as they kept walking. In time, they found a stream, opting to stay near it as they continued. It met up with other streams, then diverged again. 
 
      
 
    “Hold up,” Stern said. “This is snagweed.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone paused to see where he was pointing. 
 
      
 
    Taking a knee by the stream, Stern grabbed the long vine floating in the water. The plant curled back, wrapping tightly about his arm as he yanked his hand out of the water. Everyone stared in surprise, not having known that the plant would attack him. Stern just pulled out one of his knives, cutting the weed a foot from the root. 
 
      
 
    Standing up, he sheathed his weapon, then untangled the vine from his arm. “They grab fish, then hold them out of the water. When the fish dies, they wrap it as much as possible. After a while, the fish decays and the snagweed pulls nutrients from it.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re dangerous?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. Any adult can easily pull free. It’s best to leave them at least enough length to grow back so they can be harvested again.” 
 
      
 
    “So… a plant eats the fish?” Cyra asked slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Pulls nutrients from decaying fish. It doesn’t eat in the normal sense.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m curious what an alchemist can make from them,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    “Water breathing potions are the biggest one, though it takes more than just the snagweed to make that. The most common is a water and ice resistance potion.” 
 
      
 
    “Are there underwater dungeons?” Nicole asked in worry. 
 
      
 
    “No, but the higher tiers do have spots where you have to swim, or shortcuts through underwater tunnels. It’s not something we should have to worry about for a long while yet.” 
 
      
 
    “So we shouldn’t carry some?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no need right now, but eventually, we will. At least one per person.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought you said they could be found in rivers?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    “Any decent-sized flowing water. This stream is wide enough and strong enough to count.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it.” 
 
      
 
    “How often do they normally grow?” Cammie asked, moving a little closer to the bank. 
 
      
 
    “From what my parents have said in the past, normally one or two an hour for a rich part of a river, so we might see one or two a day,” Stern replied. 
 
      
 
    “We should be able to spot them easily,” Cyra said. “Long vines floating in the water.” 
 
      
 
    “Or bundled up with a fish. They do go back into the water once the fish dies.” 
 
      
 
    “Still easy enough to spot,” Trish smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. This is the first I’ve seen that was long enough to warrant a stop. We passed a couple of cut ones that weren’t more than a foot in length the last couple of days. Those were nowhere near long enough to harvest.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    From that point forward, all of them would glance at the water to check if a snagweed was visible. Over the next few days, they harvested four more. Without the cougars and sheep around, it felt almost like a simple camping trip. Stern caught them some rabbits and other small game as they went, and even a fish or two that Pawly snagged from the stream. 
 
      
 
    The stream combined with more the farther they went, so they had a small river beside them now. It would take swimming or a boat to cross, no longer narrow enough to even attempt to jump across. 
 
      
 
    The third day after the river grew larger, Calius cried out from farther upstream. 
 
      
 
    “Bear ahead,” Stern said when he heard his hawk. “It’s fishing around a decent-sized boulder.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have a plan?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “You and Zasha hold it, and we’ll kill it. If we injure it or take its fish, it’ll come after us.” 
 
      
 
    “Normal, then,” Trish nodded. 
 
      
 
    As they got closer, they could hear the bear grunting and splashing in the river. Calius sat on the boulder, watching it, while Pawly flew just above the ground, trying to get to the rock ahead of them. 
 
      
 
    Stern gave Zasha his perks back when they were still farther away, not wanting to alert the bear too soon. When his heavy footfalls began, the bear stopped making noise. Zasha went to the edge of the river, barking once. 
 
      
 
    There was a roar of anger before the bear came bounding into view just around the edge of the boulder. That was when Pawly struck out with a large paw, slapping the bear’s muzzle as it went past her. The audible crackle-pop of her electricity discharging was loud; it was louder than they were expecting, as the bear went quiet, sprawling onto its back and thrashing while its muscles spasmed. 
 
      
 
    Trish didn’t bother rushing forward, as Zasha already was. Stern and Cammie shot the downed bear while Nicole hit it with ice, knowing it wouldn’t take as much damage from fire and not wanting to further damage its fur. 
 
      
 
    Stern’s bolt was just off the mark, cutting clean through a cheek, but Cammie’s vanished into the bear’s skull, one eye obliterated. It thrashed around as the stun wore off, already dying from the steel bolt lodged in its brain. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that was quick,” Jon said as he sheathed his sword. 
 
      
 
    “Nice shot, Cammie,” Trish said. “Damn nice shot.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Cammie said, just as shocked that her bolt hit where it did. “Lucky, but I’ll take it.” 
 
      
 
    “Better lucky than good,” Stern said. “Dad used to laugh after saying that. I kind of get it, but it was always a dadism that confused me.” 
 
      
 
    “This will take a while to skin,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    Stern glanced at the sun, then shrugged. “Call it an early day? We have the river and the bear here. Can make bear stew for the night.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Cyra smiled. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get the tents set,” Jon said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-five 
 
      
 
    They killed six bears and collected nearly two dozen snagweeds during their trek. It’d been a fairly relaxed trip for them, leaving them in high spirits by the time they approached Riverfalls. 
 
      
 
    They’d stayed next to the river the entire time. They knew it came out of the city, and when they were only a couple of hours out, they shifted from the bank to the road. At that point, the water was flowing too fast for snagweeds to grow. 
 
      
 
    When they rounded the bend that’d blocked the view of the city, they slowed. Its namesake was evident from the water crashing down the side of a mountain. Multiple waterfalls branched off the first fall, creating a rainbow hue over the far side of the city. The city itself was built out from the cliff of the falls facing them. 
 
      
 
    “Wow…” Cyra whispered, amazed at the sight. 
 
      
 
    “That’s beautiful,” Nicole said. 
 
      
 
    “All the rainbows,” Cammie added. 
 
      
 
    “It has to be loud near the falls,” Jon mused. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure it is,” Stern agreed. “From back here, it’s a striking image.” 
 
      
 
    “One of those falls houses a restaurant,” Trish reminded Stern. “We’ll need to get reservations.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see about it tomorrow. Today, I’ll need to run the errands to get us paid first.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going with you,” Trish grinned at him. 
 
      
 
    Stern considered that, then smiled. “You’ve been taking turns going with me.” 
 
      
 
    “We have,” Cyra agreed. “A little bit of time alone with you is always nice.” 
 
      
 
    Stern gave his wives a loving smile as they walked closer to the city. 
 
      
 
    The guards gave the standard speech about his pets needing to not cause trouble. They didn’t react to him being an irregular, though, which Stern chalked up to Maverna having arrived a few days before them. He asked them for directions to the stops he planned to make, then made sure Cyra had enough money to pay for the inn before they split apart. 
 
      
 
    The tannery was as far from the river as possible, which let them hit the alchemist first. Collecting the money for the plants they’d gathered, Stern made sure to restock their salves and anti-venoms. 
 
      
 
    “Nice shop,” Trish said, taking Stern’s hand as they left. 
 
      
 
    “He was very pleasant.” 
 
      
 
    “We have a bit of a stroll until we get to the tanner.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh no, more time with my beautiful wife. Whatever will I do?” Stern deadpanned. 
 
      
 
    Trish snickered. “Learned that one from your father?” 
 
      
 
    “I heard it a lot.” 
 
      
 
    They walked in silence, just enjoying the scenery with Calius flying from roof to roof nearby. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask,” Trish spoke up, “what are our plans for when Nicole does finally find her perk?” 
 
      
 
    “There are a few different ways it can go. It’ll all depend on when it happens and if Jon and Nicole do stop.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s play what-if, then. If she gets it here and they want to settle down?” 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled as he considered her question. “Well… the first thing would be to ask if we keep pushing or not. That’s a group decision, so I can’t answer it.” 
 
      
 
    “You want to reach the Goddess, so—” 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” Stern cut in gently. “It was my goal for most of my life. But… things have changed from when I was younger.” 
 
      
 
    Trish got a little closer, bumping him with her hip. “Go on.” 
 
      
 
    Stern snorted. “I don’t have the same anger over being irregular the way I used to. I wanted to speak with the Goddess to demand why she allowed people like me to exist… why couldn’t we all be normal?” 
 
      
 
    “But you don’t feel that now?” 
 
      
 
    “No. We’ve been seeing that there might be a reason for irregulars. Maybe we’re here to help show people that being different can be good for those who call us friends.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… Okay.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s more,” Stern murmured, his hand tightening on hers. “I have you now— all three of you— in my life.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahh…” Trish giggled. “You softy, you.” 
 
      
 
    “Only after you give me a hard time,” Stern laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Nah. You give me the hard time,” she laughed with him. 
 
      
 
    When they finally wound down, Stern went on, “I’ve been thinking about how my parents tried to balance pushing forward and having kids. That was hard on them, but it was also hard on us, like it was for Cammie.” 
 
      
 
    “If we don’t come out,” Trish nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t want our children to deal with what she did, or what I did when only Dad came out after a run.” 
 
      
 
    “Our children?” Trish murmured happily. 
 
      
 
    “I’m hoping,” Stern said. “I want kids with all of you. Maybe not as many as my parents had, but at least one each… maybe two?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d be fine with that.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll need to address it with our wives, but I was considering settling down,” Stern said. “I was thinking of maybe going back to Darkstone for that. You have a home there already.” 
 
      
 
    “I could easily do armor again. Not that many would be able to afford my runed slots.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true, but maybe I could be a teacher for the academy. It might help the younger Walkers learn to be okay with irregulars if I can help them.” 
 
      
 
    “That… makes sense. It would separate us from Jon and Nicole further. With his perks, he’d likely want to settle down here, or even north from here.” 
 
      
 
    “It would be better for you, too,” Stern said. “More money for our family that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Because we’ll be scraping by,” Trish snorted. 
 
      
 
    “You know what I mean,” Stern laughed. “I can always teach at the academy in any city. I just thought being in a starting city would be easier.” 
 
      
 
    “True… that’s the future, though. We were all unsure if you were giving any thought to stopping with them or not.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve thought about it, but until it happens, it’s all what-if.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. We just wanted to broach it with you. I told them I would ask when we got to the city.” 
 
      
 
    “Why not just ask me when we’re all together?” 
 
      
 
    “We weren’t sure how you’d take it, honestly.” 
 
      
 
    Snorting, he stopped, then pulled her into a hug. Meeting her eyes, he kissed her gently. Trish made a happy sound before kissing him back. 
 
      
 
    “Ugh… kissing a freak?” someone walking by mumbled. 
 
      
 
    Stern felt Trish’s spike of anger— he held her tighter, causing her to giggle against his lips. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I get angry at the idiots. You found a way to stop me,” Trish said when their kiss ended. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing any random person says to me will hurt me anymore,” Stern murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Good. Let’s get rid of these skins, then head off to the Walkers’ hall.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When they got to the Walkers’ guild, they were still holding hands. It was only the early afternoon, so while there were some people there, it was far from full. The one person that they did know, Marvella, was speaking with the Rescue Squad receptionist. 
 
      
 
    Marvella glanced back when she heard people enter the building, then grinned. “Stern, how are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Just got in. You?” 
 
      
 
    “Yesterday for us. What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “The city’s beautiful,” Stern chuckled. “Very wet, but beautiful.” 
 
      
 
    “Never known a man to complain about it being too wet,” the angelic woman behind the desk smirked. 
 
      
 
    “Right?” Trish laughed. “Besides, he never complains when doors are closed.” 
 
      
 
    “Too much information,” Marvella barked a laugh. “I was just picking up a collection quest for tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “How many shards?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “We were thinking of going for two this time,” Marvella said. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll do two, as well. If we work together, we can pick up the person who has been waiting the longest.” 
 
      
 
    The angelic behind the desk blinked, then grabbed her pad, earnestly scrolling through it. “Umm, let’s see… The oldest we have a record on is thirty years fractured, and that’s only because someone asked about them after Rescue Squad got a branch here.” 
 
      
 
    “All four shards?” Stern asked with a wince. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll snag two,” Marvella said. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take the rest,” Stern nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Let me set that up,” the angelic woman nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Magdalene,” Marvella said. 
 
      
 
    “Going in tomorrow?” Stern asked the wolf lykian. 
 
      
 
    “No. The day after. Tomorrow’s a day off; we did gear checks today.” 
 
      
 
    “Got a date with James?” Trish grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I’m taking him to Falling Wonders,” Marvella smiled fondly. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be making reservations there,” Stern said. “We’ve all been curious since you mentioned it.” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t be disappointed.” 
 
      
 
    “I just need you to accept the quests,” Magdalene told them, holding out her pad. “You’re both agreeing to pick up shards for Adrianna Marston. I’ll make sure her daughter is told that we have Walkers going in for the shards. The reward for them isn’t bad. It’s been added to over the last three decades, but it hasn’t kept up with newer requests.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll ask that our part of the reward money be given back to the family,” Stern said. “I have no doubt they’ll need the help.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take half,” Marvella said. “The rest can go back to them.” 
 
      
 
    Magdalene stared at them, then sniffled, having to wipe at her eyes. “You embody what Rescue Squad was meant to stand for.” 
 
      
 
    “We feel strongly about people being fractured,” Marvella said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s who I am,” Stern said softly. He touched the pad to accept the quest after Marvella did. “Oh, and I have a dispatch from Bluerock for you.” 
 
      
 
    Trish dug it out of his bag for him and handed it to Magdalene. “There you go.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” the receptionist said, accepting the tube. “Let me grab your money.” 
 
      
 
    Taking the pay, Stern thanked the angelic woman again before turning to Marvella. “Are you staying at the inn next door?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup. Dinner to compare road trips?” Marvella asked as they started across the room. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good. Ours was pretty tame, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably because of us,” Marvella laughed. “We had about twenty bears.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds right,” Trish nodded. “It was pretty slim for us.” 
 
      
 
    “First, a bath,” Stern said. “We need to let the others know about dinner tonight, too.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-six 
 
      
 
    Irregular Pack told them about their trip to the city— it sounded exactly like they’d culled the majority of the bears on the way. While they ate, Marvella and James were clearly being affectionate. Even Lindon and Maverna showed a little more involvement with each other. That left the last two people at the table, Sean and Shelly, as the only ones without someone. The pair looked a little awkward, but never said a word about the small displays of affection the others showed. 
 
      
 
    The day afterward was spent checking over their gear, restocking trap parts, and Stern and Jon slipping off to make reservations for Falling Wonders. Falling Wonders was a fancy place, and the maître d’ made sure they not only knew what the food would cost, but about the required attire, as well. Stern paid the bills ahead of time, as the dinner was a preset, five-course affair made by the chef. 
 
      
 
    “A little more expensive than I thought it would be,” Jon said as they walked away. 
 
      
 
    “On the high side of what I thought it would be too. Part of that has to be the cost of keeping the place dry. I’m sure whatever enchantments or runes they’re using aren’t cheap.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good point,” Jon admitted. “It was much drier inside than out here.” 
 
      
 
    “It would play havoc with the food if it wasn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh… never thought about that.” 
 
      
 
    A gong sounded across the city, unlike any Stern had ever heard before. The single note lingered in the air, staying unnaturally long. Something about it made him feel safe. 
 
      
 
    “What was that?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure, but it felt familiar…” Stern said slowly. 
 
      
 
    Jon frowned, then nodded slowly. “It was deeper, but it reminded me of the acolytes singing.” 
 
      
 
    “The temple,” Stern nodded. “We should head that way.” 
 
      
 
    As they went, the streets grew busy, others having had the same thought. By the time they got to the square, the part of it near the temple was packed. The reason was obvious, too: the middle of the square had something Stern had never seen before. 
 
      
 
    Rising from the middle of the square was a golden plaque. Etched deeply into the surface was the map of the continent; the roads, rivers, cities, and every major landmark were visibly detailed. The upper end of it was blank of roads and cities, but still had natural landmarks. 
 
      
 
    The acolytes came out of the temple with awe on their faces, and the crowd parted to let them reach the map. Everyone grew quiet as the acolytes encircled the golden marker. When the crowd was quiet enough, the eldest sister spoke. Her voice was quieter than Stern expected, but she sounded like she was directly beside him. 
 
      
 
    “Rejoice, for today, the Goddess has gifted all of us a wondrous miracle,” the old woman said. “Along with this miracle, she gave us news to spread. In twenty-eight days, the Travelers will arrive. They will all appear in the first cities, then begin their exploration of the dungeons quickly, and will likely rush north as fast as they can. All of them will be striving to do what all Walkers have done: to reach the Goddess’ Promise.” 
 
      
 
    She paused, needing to marshal her words to continue. 
 
      
 
    “But everyone, all of us and the Travelers, will be able to use this new miracle.” She touched the golden map reverently. “Those who have passed a dungeon can use these once a day. It will allow you to instantly return to any city whose dungeon you have defeated.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd started to talk excitedly, but she held up a hand and the gathering fell silent. 
 
      
 
    “There are caveats to this miracle. It will transport you and your gear, but only if you own that gear. She has forbidden it being used to transport cargo for others, with one exception: dispatches from the Walkers and Rescue Squad. She wishes for them to communicate faster to better serve the world.” 
 
      
 
    The repressed desire to talk about the news was palpable in the square. 
 
      
 
    “It has been two decades since she last gave us word to spread. Let us all bow our heads in thanks to her. She still watches over us, hoping that we show the kindness and love of her soul to those around us.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone in the square bowed their heads in silent prayer to the Goddess. When the moment passed, the acolytes went back into the temple, allowing the crowd to again examine the map. 
 
      
 
    “We should tell our wives,” Stern said. “Come on.” 
 
      
 
    “We can come back and see the map when it’s not as crowded,” Jon agreed, slowly pushing toward the edge of the packed square. 
 
      
 
    When they finally broke free of the crowd, they walked quickly toward the inn. 
 
      
 
    “Is something wrong?” Jon asked after a couple of minutes. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll explain it when we get there,” Stern said. “Easier to do it just once.” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t far to the inn, so they were back to the room in short order. Everyone else was already in the living room, petting the animals and chatting. 
 
      
 
    “They’re back,” Trish said. “Any idea about that gong?” 
 
      
 
    “We just returned from the temple,” Stern said. “That’s where the sound came from.” 
 
      
 
    That had everyone’s attention. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a big golden map in the middle of the square now,” Stern said, taking the only open seat next to Cammie. “I’ll explain what the eldest acolyte said first.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole pulled Pawly into her lap so Jon could sit beside her. “First?” 
 
      
 
    Stern held up his hand, then launched into what they’d been told. Once he’d finished, Trish whistled. 
 
      
 
    “Damn… that’ll make it easy to take time off,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Easier to see family,” Jon said. “My sister and mothers.” 
 
      
 
    “Did the Goddess do this because of the Travelers?” Cammie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Good question,” Stern said. “My father always thought that a ‘fast travel’ system would be in place before the Travelers showed up. The system of doing so is common for them. He mentioned it a few times when I was younger, then just stopped bringing it up. I’d forgotten all about it until today.” 
 
      
 
    “Fast travel? The name makes sense,” Cyra murmured. “But it only works for those who’ve defeated dungeons?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Trish nodded. “This might get more people to head back in, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Because it would make seeing friends and family in different cities easier,” Jon agreed. 
 
      
 
    “This is a major miracle…” Nicole said softly. “It’ll change the world.” 
 
      
 
    “It already has,” Stern said. “Just take our conversation as an example. The idea that we just talked about, people running more dungeons to see family easier? That’ll be brought up by a lot of people. There is a downside to it, though.” 
 
      
 
    “More fractures…” Cyra said softly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. More people going in means more fractured souls.” 
 
      
 
    “More people going in might mean more souls reborn, too,” Nicole said hopefully. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” Stern said softly. “I’m not sure if it’ll balance out on the positive side.” 
 
      
 
    That brought a thoughtful silence over the room for a minute. 
 
      
 
    “Did you make the reservations?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Tomorrow night, we have a table for four, and Jon has a table for two.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole giggled as she hugged her husband. “It’ll be nice.” 
 
      
 
    “The place is much drier inside than out,” Jon smiled as he held her back. “An enchantment or rune to keep the moisture down.” 
 
      
 
    “Make senses to me,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “All the water in the air would make it difficult for the cooks to work,” Cyra nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Will our dresses be okay?” Cammie asked Stern. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. We’ll need to wear dresses and suits. They made sure to point out the minimum required to us,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we were just in our travel clothing,” Jon shrugged. “Can’t blame them for wanting to make sure.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t. The tone of the room is romantic, and they want to make sure it stays that way.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole’s smile dimmed suddenly. “Oh… will they let me in, then?” 
 
      
 
    “I asked,” Jon said softly. “They understand. It’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “When we get my perk… can we go back?” Nicole whispered. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll do everything you want to do,” Jon murmured, kissing her cheek. 
 
      
 
    The other four watched them, feeling bad for their friend. They all sent out a silent prayer, asking the Goddess to grant Nicole the one thing she wanted. 
 
      
 
    Nicole sniffled, then turned to kiss Jon on the lips. “Thank you. I’m so happy to be here without my mask. When we go out, it digs at me to have to put it back on again. I love being free with our friends, but the weight of having to wear it when in public feels much heavier now.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get you that perk, Nicole. We will,” Trish said firmly. “We’ll be beside you every step of the way.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole began to cry as she clutched at Jon. “I know… It makes me so happy… You’ve all given me such happiness and hope…” 
 
      
 
    Jon held her to him, rocking slightly in place. Pawly meowed as she wiggled in Nicole’s lap, trying to comfort her friend, too. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-seven 
 
      
 
    Stern tugged on the cuffs of his suit. He still didn’t feel comfortable in it, but his wives loved it when he wore it. Jon sat opposite him, petting Zasha. “I hope this place is as good as Marvella made it out to be,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be a disappointment if it isn’t, especially with how excited they are.” 
 
      
 
    Stern nodded in agreement before broaching another topic, “How’s she holding up?” 
 
      
 
    “Good. It’s a crushing blow with each dungeon that she doesn’t get the choice, but she’s still hopeful. Honestly, without the four of you… I’d be worried for her.” Pawly huffed and gave a small meow. “With all of you,” Jon snorted. “How could I forget?” 
 
      
 
    “She’s a brat, but she does help,” Stern chuckled, petting Pawly’s belly. 
 
      
 
    “I just hope we don’t have to climb into the elemental tiers to get it for her…” 
 
      
 
    Stern winced. “Thirty more dungeons might be too much for her hope to hold out. Even the precious metal tiers in about ten more dungeons worry me for her.” 
 
      
 
    “And at the same time, I’ve picked up so many of the perks I’d hoped to get for when we do stop,” Jon sighed. “It always makes me feel a little guilty when another dungeon passes without her finding hers.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand. As happy as I was to find mine, each dungeon makes me feel bad that Nicole’s still waiting for hers.” Stern shook his head. “Speaking of you two stopping…” 
 
      
 
    “We want to settle down and have at least one child,” Jon said when Stern trailed off. “We’ll understand if you keep going. Though…” Jon hesitated before continuing, “we were thinking if you all stop at the same time, then maybe after the kids grow up, we could push on.” 
 
      
 
    “I was going to address the topic with them over dinner,” Stern admitted. “After seeing my parents and siblings again, the idea of being able to stop and have a family is very appealing. I don’t want to have children and still run… I won’t put my kids through what I dealt with, or what Cammie did.” 
 
      
 
    “Something happened to your parents?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re not infallible, even if people think they are sometimes. I was small… I’m not even sure what age I was anymore, but I remember Dad coming home alone…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Jon listened to the story before he exhaled. “Wow… I can see why you don’t want to do the same to your kids. I’d hate having my children deal with that.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” Stern nodded. 
 
      
 
    Before they could say anything else, the bedroom door opened. The two men stood to greet their wives with smiles. 
 
      
 
    All four had their best dresses on, had styled their hair, and had even painted their nails. They each beamed at their husbands. 
 
      
 
    “I’m a lucky man,” Stern said softly. “I only shine because of the beauty around me.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re both lucky men,” Jon murmured. His eyes were locked on Nicole. She had her mask on already; her hair was pulled out through the top slit, hiding that she was wearing it from all but the front. “My love,” Jon held out his arm to her, “may I escort you to a romantic dinner?” 
 
      
 
    Nicole giggled, crossing the room with light steps. “Of course, my dear protector.” 
 
      
 
    “Ladies,” Stern said, motioning to the door, “I have a carriage waiting for us. I do find myself with a desire for a third arm tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Trish smirked. “Oh, we know you can—” 
 
      
 
    “Behave!” Cyra snickered, cutting Trish off. 
 
      
 
    “We already discussed it, and I’ll be taking Cyra’s other arm,” Cammie said bemusedly. 
 
      
 
    “Well, then, let me escort you.” Stern held his arms out to them. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The carriage ride was small talk, where Stern complimented each of them, mentioning small details over Cammie’s hair, Trish’s dress, and Cyra’s nails. The fact that he’d caught the extra things they’d done made all of them smile and feel warm. 
 
      
 
    The maître d’ was happy to show them to their table. It was in the back corner of the room so they could have as much privacy as possible. It did put them farther from the falls, but gave them a better overall view. The water and noise that should’ve accompanied the scenery were nearly eliminated, so they were able to have a quiet conversation without difficulty. 
 
      
 
    “They’re so cute together…” Cyra murmured, her eyes on Jon and Nicole at their small table near the cascading water. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Cammie smiled. “They love each other as much as we love each other.” 
 
      
 
    Before anyone else could chime in, the waitress came to their table with the first course and a bottle of wine. She explained what each course was going to be as she set the appetizers down on the table. As she poured the wine, she told them of the vintage and how it’d been hand selected to complement the meal. 
 
      
 
    Stern waited to bring up what he wanted to address— he was content to let his wives enjoy their date before bringing up a potentially argumentative subject. The conversation during the first few courses was about the food and how romantic the setting was. The lanterns hung from the ceiling gave a soft glow over the table, giving the four of them more than enough light to eat by, but also keeping it dim enough to retain the romantic atmosphere. 
 
      
 
    As they were finishing the main course, Stern took a deep breath. He was fairly certain everything would be fine, but a part of him was deeply concerned that things would go badly. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” Stern said slowly, “about what happens when Nicole gets her perk.” 
 
      
 
    All three of them looked at him, waiting for him to continue. 
 
      
 
    “Jon and I talked, and when that happens, they’ll be stopping.” 
 
      
 
    “Nicole wants a child,” Cyra nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Deeply wants a child,” Cammie corrected her. “She wants to give her child all the love she felt she never got.” 
 
      
 
    “Jon’s eager, as well,” Trish added. “He wants to be the man his father failed to be when it mattered most.” 
 
      
 
    “When they stop, it’ll leave us down two,” Stern pressed on when they paused. “We’ll have a choice of stopping ourselves, or trying to find others to run with.” 
 
      
 
    “You have a goal, and we’ll help you reach it,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “We will,” Cammie nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I’d like children,” Trish said unabashedly, giving voice to what the other two wanted, but didn’t want to say. 
 
      
 
    The emotions under their words told Stern everything, even without Trish’s statement. “Okay… I’ve changed my goal. You should know that. Before, I wanted to reach the Goddess to ask about irregulars… That doesn’t matter to me anymore. The change to get people to see us differently is already happening.” 
 
      
 
    The hope inside Cyra and Cammie grew, and Stern smiled softly. Trish already knew, since they’d touched on the subject when they reached the city. 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine with stopping… settling in for a couple of decades and having kids. I don’t want to do what my parents did. The uncertainty can be terrible, as it was for me and my siblings. Even when they’re older, it can cause problems.” He looked at Cammie, who nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yes… we were teens, but she fractured before we were old enough to be Walkers ourselves,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    “So at least twenty years, maybe longer depending on how many children you’d like to have,” Stern said. “We’ll find a city where Trish’s perks can let her sell her armor for their worth, and I’ll see about trying to get into an academy to teach.” 
 
      
 
    “I can make traps to sell. I’ve noticed a lack of that,” Cammie suggested. 
 
      
 
    “It’s more common from the precious metal tiers up,” Stern said. “Before then, money’s tight for a lot of Walkers, but even being able to purchase simple traps can help things.” 
 
      
 
    “Can we settle down in the same city as Jon and Nicole?” Cyra asked. “This way, we have our friends nearby all the time.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like that,” Trish said. “We can trade off days watching kids that way.” Her sly smirk told them why she wanted to do that. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll talk with them, but yeah, we can.” Stern felt the weight lift off his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Worried?” Cammie asked, seeing the shift. 
 
      
 
    “I was a little. What if one of you didn’t want that? Then, it might’ve caused an argument.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s a good man,” Trish smiled. 
 
      
 
    “I have your desserts,” the server said, coming back to their table. “Please enjoy.” 
 
      
 
    The dessert was a cake for four, designed to look like the waterfalls of the city. Stern had no idea how they’d managed to make it look so life-like. All of them just stared at it for a few moments before Trish picked up the knife. 
 
      
 
    “I call dibs on the first falls,” Trish grinned. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll always remember tonight,” Cyra said as Trish carved into the dessert. 
 
      
 
    “Feels like a pivotal moment, doesn’t it?” Cammie agreed. 
 
      
 
    “The night we all stated what we wanted,” Trish grinned. “Children with the man we love.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not here yet, but maybe this dungeon will give us that new beginning,” Stern smiled brightly. 
 
      
 
    The hope from his wives was thick in their hearts. Stern prayed for them, but even more for Nicole, that the Goddess would finally bless her with her perk. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-eight 
 
      
 
    They spent another day after their dinner date just walking through the city, taking in the different falls. Stern felt like he’d never be able to convey the beauty and majesty of the scenery, so he had a better appreciation of why Marvella had struggled to describe them. 
 
      
 
    They’d decided to hold off on telling Jon and Nicole their plans until she got her perk— none of them wanted her saddled with more negativity if it took even more dungeons before it showed up. 
 
      
 
    That night, they shared dinner with Irregular Pack again, as they’d done their dungeon run. They were able to pull the two shards that they’d agreed on, and now, it was up to Stern and his crew to pull the remaining two. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern slid his pack on, settling it in place on his shoulders and hips; it was time to go into the dungeon. “We have to retrieve two shards for Adrianna Marston. She’s waited a long time for her rebirth.” 
 
      
 
    “And we’ll help her get that,” Cammie smiled. “It was an interesting idea, teaming up with Marvella’s crew to pull the longest known fractured.” 
 
      
 
    “Thirty years…” Trish whispered. “Everyone she knew will basically be a stranger to her now.” 
 
      
 
    “Her daughter might be her age or even older,” Nicole said. “At least she’ll be there for her mother.” 
 
      
 
    “Stern,” Jon said, “you continuously adding to our recovery funds makes a lot of sense. I wasn’t sure why before, but now… now I understand.” 
 
      
 
    “Most Walkers finally start doing so in a couple of tiers from now,” Stern said. “That’s when the price to pull shards jumps up faster. Not having a rich account can mean a much longer wait.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt your parents would let you languish,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “No, they wouldn’t, but I don’t want to make them get involved if I can help it.” 
 
      
 
    With everyone geared up and ready to go, they trooped out of the room, downstairs, and into the taproom. It was only half full, as a majority of the crews in Riverfalls were either on their way to the dungeon or already inside it. 
 
      
 
    “Freaks.” The single word was filled with all the hatred in Billy’s soul. 
 
      
 
    Stern glanced at the table of four men before he shook his head. “Safe runs, Walker.” 
 
      
 
    Billy spat at Stern’s feet. 
 
      
 
    The bartender didn’t get involved; no violence was being threatened yet, but he made a mental note to increase the prices for Billy’s crew. 
 
      
 
    “He didn’t make a bigger scene,” Jon said pensively once they were out of the inn. 
 
      
 
    “He’s been kicked out and banned enough that he knows what’ll happen if he tries it again,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Still, I wasn’t expecting him to be that calm about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Neither was I,” Stern agreed. “Maybe they’re learning? Obviously not learning any tolerance, but still learning.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe they’ll leave us alone?” Cyra asked hopefully. 
 
      
 
    “We can hope,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    The dungeon entrance was in the square behind the inn and Walkers’ hall, and was a sloping tunnel. The guards stood by, looking very bored, while the captain called the crews forward one by one. Stern was surprised to see the man making notes about each crew. 
 
      
 
    “Never seen that before,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not a terrible idea,” Stern said. “It would give an accurate count of crews and Walkers going in and I assume coming out. It would easily let them know if a crew fell or if a Walker was left behind.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t more cities do it, then?” Cammie asked. 
 
      
 
    “No idea, but I’ll send Gerald a note about it. Maybe he can nudge people in each city to get it started.” 
 
      
 
    “Not your father?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    “Dad isn’t the right person for that. Gerald’s known to be the one who organizes the major shifts. He’s called the ‘Hand of Law’ for a reason.” 
 
      
 
    “How did he get the nickname?” Nicole asked. 
 
      
 
    “They got entangled in a mayor being stupid, like I did in Bloodstone. Gerald argued their way clear of it, then proceeded to take the city to task. Marysue had been using the nickname for years, but after that, it stuck.” 
 
      
 
    “You know the Hand of Law?” A member of the crew in line ahead of them turned to address them. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve spoken to all of Darkhand,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “He’s obviously lying,” another of the crew snorted. “As if Darkhand would talk to an irregular.” 
 
      
 
    Stern just shook his head, not wanting to engage. 
 
      
 
    “See? Told you. It’s why he doesn’t speak up,” the bigoted man snorted. 
 
      
 
    “No. He just doesn’t want to deal with an idiot,” Trish smiled. “We’ve all met them and talked to them. Stern’s just done it more often than we have.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, sure. You just happened to be able to speak to the best crew in the world?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Jon said with amusement. “Of course, we were at their son’s wedding at the time.” 
 
      
 
    “Just mumbling a ‘hi’ doesn’t count as talking!” the man sneered, brushing blond hair behind his pointed elven ear. 
 
      
 
    “Jack, leave them alone,” the first man said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, shut up, Frampton,” Jack told his fellow crewmate. 
 
      
 
    “Frampton,” Stern said with a grin, “we’ve talked to Darkhand. It isn’t hard when they’re your parents.” 
 
      
 
    Frampton’s eyes grew large as the dwarf stared at Stern in shock. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come off it!” Jack snapped. “Just wearing good gear, and… and…” The elf slowly trailed off, finally taking in what they had on. 
 
      
 
    “Gifts from his parents,” Cyra said softly. 
 
      
 
    “You have gear from Darkhand… because you’re their son?” Frampton whispered. “I heard a rumor they had an irregular child, but never thought it was true.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s me. Alistern Masterson, but my friends call me Stern.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?” a serious-looking woman asked. She stopped her conversation with the crew ahead of them, and came to the back to stand with Frampton and Jack. 
 
      
 
    “Jessica, this guy says he’s Alistern Masterson, son of Darkhand,” Frampton quickly explained. 
 
      
 
    The crew leader eyed Stern and his crew, then nodded. “They paint their gear just like that, and that’s high-end gear for this tier, so it might be true.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah… might be true,” Jack said, gaining back some of his doubt. 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t have said anything, but Frampton there asked if we knew Gerald,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Why did he ask?” Jessica asked Stern. 
 
      
 
    “Because we were talking about how he got his nickname,” Trish said. “What crew are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Cunning Tricks. And you?” 
 
      
 
    “Pawsitively Irregular,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Jessica’s lips pursed, her eyes darting to Zasha near Stern. “Is the hound with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Zasha’s one of my summons.” 
 
      
 
    “One of?” Jessica asked slowly. 
 
      
 
    Stern pointed up. Jessica’s eyes followed his finger to Pawly, who was floating just under the beams holding up the canopy over the area. Calius was perched up there near her, looking down at the groups. 
 
      
 
    “Three… all with your eyes…?” Jessica murmured. “I didn’t think anyone could have three summons at this tier.” 
 
      
 
    “Irregulars twist the probability of what perks are offered at the end of dungeons,” Cammie piped in. “It was that way with just Stern, and with Nicole in the crew, it skewed it further.” 
 
      
 
    Jessica jerked her gaze down to the rest of their crew. “I apologize if my crew has caused you any discomfort. Can you explain more about what you just said?” 
 
      
 
    “Next crew!” the captain said loudly. 
 
      
 
    “That’s you,” Stern said softly. “If we see each other later, we can explain.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Thank you,” Jessica said. Her brow furrowed as she spun to speak to the guard captain, her other three crew members going with her. 
 
      
 
    “Things are changing,” Nicole whispered. “Maybe even for the better.” 
 
      
 
    Jon gave her hand a squeeze. 
 
      
 
    Once Jessica and Cunning Tricks were headed in, Stern led his crew forward. Calius and Pawly floated down to them, making the captain’s eyebrows go up. 
 
      
 
    “Full crew, and three animals. Name of the crew?” the captain asked. 
 
      
 
    “Pawsitively Irregular, and they’re summons, sir,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    The captain paused in his writing to look at each of the three. Calius was perched on Stern’s shoulder with Pawly floating behind them and Zasha at Stern’s side. Nodding slowly, he began to make another note on his clipboard. “They do have your eyes, as all summons do.” 
 
      
 
    “Not many people realize that,” Stern chuckled, “though with my friends, it’s fairly obvious.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s one way of saying it,” the captain snorted. “Alright, you’re signed off. Safe runs.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddess bless you, sir,” Stern replied, then started walking down the tunnel. 
 
      
 
    “The guards have always been pleasant,” Nicole said as they followed Stern. 
 
      
 
    “Gerald,” Stern said. “They’re still leery and cautious of us, but overall, they handle it better than others. He made it a clear point of contention before I was old enough to be a Walker that city employees should be civil to people like us.” 
 
      
 
    “Does he have perks for what he does?” Cammie asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, he’s just dealt with the law for years… I guess from his old world? I never asked about it, but that’s what I’m thinking now.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… I wonder what those other worlds are like?” Cyra murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, here’s the portal,” Stern said. “Let me give perks out, and then we’ll go see what we have to deal with.” 
 
      
 
    The crew went in as Stern finished adding perks to Pawly and Zasha; he always left Calius with his. With them all buffed up and ready, he walked through the portal. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-nine 
 
      
 
    The crew was in a small clearing. Around them, a ring of densely-packed trees cut off most lines of sight. Everyone was looking for clues as to what the dungeon was. 
 
      
 
    “Outdoors, obviously,” Stern murmured. “A clear path out of the clearing, so it could be a path dungeon?” 
 
      
 
    “We have sky above us,” Jon added. “Maybe an open dungeon, too.” 
 
      
 
    “The trees are all different heights, which makes it being a path dungeon unlikely,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Pawly, Calius, go check, please?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Open dungeon feels the most probable,” Cammie said as the pair left. “It loves the forest for those.” 
 
      
 
    “It causes line of sight problems,” Stern said, “giving mobs the chance to come at us unseen.” 
 
      
 
    Calius and Pawly were coming back down after barely a minute. 
 
      
 
    “That was quick,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    Calius gave a cry, then flew the perimeter of the clearing. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a bowl,” Stern explained. 
 
      
 
    Pawly landed on the ground by the edge. She patted the ground, then chuffed at Stern. 
 
      
 
    “We’re there,” Stern translated. 
 
      
 
    Pawly trotted to the middle of the clearing, then scratched at the ground for a moment. When she finished, she stepped back to reveal a crude house etched into the dirt. 
 
      
 
    “A single house?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    Pawly sneezed, then began hitting the house repeatedly. 
 
      
 
    “A village,” Stern exhaled. “This is at least a tier earlier than I thought we’d see them.” 
 
      
 
    “A community dungeon?” Trish asked in surprise. “I thought those were iron tier on.” 
 
      
 
    “This might be the earliest one has ever shown up. Bronze is normally too early for them. Even cobalt would’ve been before the norm.” 
 
      
 
    “What does it mean?” Nicole asked. 
 
      
 
    “Villages or settlement dungeons always have a boss, and sometimes sub-bosses,” Stern explained. “The trick is that they’re in the village and don’t come out normally.” 
 
      
 
    “So, it’s a boss dungeon. If we kill it, we get the orb, right?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    “Technically, yes. Do you remember what they said about community dungeons in the academy?” 
 
      
 
    “‘They’re dungeon monsters, not people,’” Cammie repeated the small speech. “‘If you get to the tier to see one, you must remember they’re not people.’” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t remember that,” Cyra said. “Why’s that important?” 
 
      
 
    Stern knew Cyra might have the hardest time with the dungeon… actually, both her and Nicole, he corrected himself. “Because it’s not just aggressive mobs like the dungeons we faced before. This is a village of mobs, which means elderly, women, and children will be in there, too.” 
 
      
 
    Both Nicole and Cyra looked horrified. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t need to kill them,” Trish said, “but they might attack us. If they do, we need to react like normal. They might not attack us, but they can get caught in spells or traps. We need to act normally and press on if they do.” 
 
      
 
    “But…” Cyra started, trailing off right away. 
 
      
 
    “It’s part of advancing. This is the first part of what I mentioned back when we were just starting out. Later, we’ll find dungeons with two factions and might be able to take sides.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra swallowed. “I remember.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why they told us in the academy,” Cammie said slowly. “Because if we go far enough, we’ll run into this.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it because we’re irregulars?” Nicole asked Stern. 
 
      
 
    “That we have this dungeon type so much earlier? Maybe. There’s no way of knowing for certain, but it’s possible.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re mobs, not people,” Jon said. “We might not like it, but we need to kill the boss to leave.” 
 
      
 
    “The type of mob will dictate what options we can take,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Options?” Cyra asked hopefully. 
 
      
 
    “If they’re intelligent humanoids, there can be different ways to beat the dungeon,” Stern said. “Some mobs respect strength, magical or physical. It’s possible that we can show ourselves, prove our strength, then challenge the boss. Dad told me of a dungeon where the village was starving. They gave away all their rations and the boss owed them. The orb appeared without them even fighting, as they’d found a peaceful solution.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh…” Nicole’s hope was clear. “We need to go see what they are, and see if we can find a way around it.” 
 
      
 
    “But we need to be prepared that it’ll only be fighting, too,” Trish reminded her. “I know you don’t like it, you or Cyra. I’d personally like to never have to kill a child mob, either, but we might have to in order to clear the dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    Silence fell for a moment before Stern cleared his throat. “Okay, this is obviously our starting room. I’m going to suggest that Cammie and I sneak forward to spy on them. I’ll leave my bag behind. Zasha and the others will stay back with you. If things go poorly, I’ll summon them to me, which will tell you what happened.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly sneezed. 
 
      
 
    “A flying cat is a little obvious,” Stern told her. 
 
      
 
    Pawly trotted over to him with a meow, not flying even though she could. 
 
      
 
    “Really? Okay,” Stern said. His fingers flexed, taking away all her perks. “Pawly will come with us. If we get attacked or have to flee, I’ll summon Zasha and Calius to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Be safe,” Trish said first, kissing them both. 
 
      
 
    “Be very careful,” Cyra said, doing the same. 
 
      
 
    “We will,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern, Cammie, and Pawly slipped out of the clearing, following the small trail that led them to the edge of the wood. A clearing had been made around the village, and tree stumps showed where the forest had been cut back. Some of the stumps were four feet tall, giving Stern the thought the mobs would be taller. The trio settled behind some trees, peering around them to watch. 
 
      
 
    The village had a wooden palisade around it, but no gates— the entrance was just a gap in the wooden defensive structure. Rough huts could be seen past the opening, but no mobs were visible. 
 
      
 
    “Rough work, but good enough to show clear intent,” Stern murmured. “Everything is sized for normal mobs, not short ones. That rules out the smaller mobs that would’ve been probable.” 
 
      
 
    They waited for what felt like hours to catch a glimpse of any life. Suddenly, a trio of mobs came into view, leaving the village. Brown, pebbly skin and large, upturned noses were their biggest defining traits. Each wore a furred loin cloth and carried stone weapons as they headed toward the woods. 
 
      
 
    “Rutters,” Stern exhaled happily. “Thank the Goddess. This’ll be easier than I thought.” 
 
      
 
    “What are rutters?” Cammie whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Primitive mobs that value the hunt and physical strength. Look at them: they’re lean, but their muscles are hard-packed, like Trish. They’re mostly hunters and gatherers led by a chieftain, but they might have a shaman as well as a sub-boss. We should be able to challenge the chieftain for the right to lead the village.” 
 
      
 
    “A fight that Trish can easily win if they only have stone weapons,” Cammie nodded slowly. 
 
      
 
    “She’ll have to fight it without her armor. They have to see her as an equal, but yes, with her perks, their weapons have no chance to cut her skin at all.” 
 
      
 
    “What do we do about these three?” Cammie asked. 
 
      
 
    “We need to prove we have the strength to challenge them,” Stern said. “We go back to get the others, track these three, kill them, then bring their heads to the clearing and challenge the chief.” 
 
      
 
    They slipped away, returning to the others to relay what they’d seen. Cyra and Nicole exhaled the worry they’d been feeling, and Trish nodded when she understood her role. 
 
      
 
    “So I just strip down to my clothing, then bring the heads with me and challenge the chief?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “Down to your underwear,” Stern said. “They have to see your muscles and scars.” 
 
      
 
    Trish glanced at Nicole and Jon, then shrugged. “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Why not me?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    “Because my perks will ignore their stone weapons,” Trish replied. “It’ll be a massacre if I fight, and it’d be potentially deadly if you did.” 
 
      
 
    “You can fight,” Nicole said, quickly grabbing Jon’s hand, but addressing Trish. 
 
      
 
    “It’s for the best,” Jon nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go get those three for their heads,” Stern said, leading them out of the clearing. 
 
      
 
    Pawly floated ahead of them. She was fully buffed again, and glad to be flying once more. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    They slaughtered the trio of hunting rutters with ease. The mobs couldn’t even touch Trish or Zasha before they were cut down. With their heads taken, the crew went back to the edge of the forest, pausing there for Trish to strip off her armor. 
 
      
 
    Down to just her underwear, Trish tied the rutters’ hair together, making carrying all three severed heads easier. With their heads dangling in one hand and her mace in the other, she left the forest, walking toward the village. 
 
      
 
    Pausing halfway across the open area, Trish yelled out and held up the severed heads. It took a minute, but soon, rutters came out to see what was happening, then bolted away. 
 
      
 
    “Should be soon,” Stern said as they continued to wait. 
 
      
 
    A massive rutter, clearly taller and better built than the rest, came striding out of the walls with a massive stone axe on his shoulder. Behind him was a much smaller mob, carrying a staff with small skulls tied to it. 
 
      
 
    “Shaman and chief,” Stern murmured. “Maybe they want a duo fight? If they do, Nicole should go.” 
 
      
 
     “Me? Why not Cyra?” Nicole asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “I can only heal. You can do damage,” Cyra said, having understood Stern’s idea. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Your perk might come into play here, too,” Stern said, looking at Nicole’s unmasked face. “If they fear you, they might flee. It would instantly disprove their ability to lead.” 
 
      
 
    “I… see,” Nicole said slowly; she’d never thought that her perk could do something positive. 
 
      
 
    “I come to challenge your chief!” Trish shouted as the other pair came closer. “Fight me!” 
 
      
 
    “Alone? Your friends there won’t help you?” the chieftain pointed to the rest of the crew. 
 
      
 
    “Alone: just you and me.” 
 
      
 
    “I sense much power in her,” the shaman said. 
 
      
 
    “I am powerful,” Trish said haughtily, tossing the heads toward them. 
 
      
 
    “My shaman will bless me, and then we will fight,” the chieftain said. 
 
      
 
    Trish hesitated for a moment before she nodded. “Fine.” 
 
      
 
    The shaman chanted twice, and both times, the chieftain glowed briefly. 
 
      
 
    “I hope those are just small buffs…” Stern muttered. “I wish we knew what they were ahead of time.” 
 
      
 
    With the buffs in place, the chieftain raised his axe and shouted, “Challenge!” 
 
      
 
    Trish shrugged, then did the same. “Challenge!” 
 
      
 
    With that, the rutter chieftain rushed at her. He was fast— faster than he should’ve been— one of the buffs obviously increasing his speed. Trish shook her head as she waited for him. The axe didn’t have a glow to it, so she doubted it could hurt her, but she wasn’t just going to let him hit her. 
 
      
 
    As the chieftain came closer, Trish sprang at him, ruining his plan to swing first. Unused to people feeling confident enough to attack him, the massive rutter was caught flat-footed by Trish’s attack. He brought the axe around to block her mace just in time. 
 
      
 
    Trish’s mace slammed into his stone axe, chipping pieces of it away and smashing it back into the chieftain. Not letting up, she attacked again and again with short, hard swings like she was smithing a weapon with her mace. The axe stayed between them, but on the fourth blow, it fractured, completely falling apart. 
 
      
 
    The boss monster kicked out, but his foot felt like he’d hit a wall and Trish barely moved. Eyes wide in disbelief, the chieftain squealed and started to raise his hands. Trish’s mace came down like a thunderbolt right into his snout. It not only ruptured his pig nose, it also broke both of his orbital bones, dropping him to the ground. 
 
      
 
    The shaman raised his arms. “Challenger wins!” 
 
      
 
    A blue orb appeared beside Trish. 
 
      
 
    “What is your command, Chief?” the shaman asked, bowing low to Trish. 
 
      
 
    “Heal him, then listen to him in my stead. I must go to my village to bring my people here,” Trish spoke the words Stern had given her earlier. 
 
      
 
    “As you command,” the shaman said. He cast spells on the former chieftain, then grabbed a single leg and began dragging the defeated rutter away. 
 
      
 
    When the shaman was gone, the crew went running up to Trish, who was grinning at them. “That was different. I wonder if we’ll get enough points to get both shards, though?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “Creative solutions always get rewarded well,” Stern said. “Let’s go see.” 
 
      
 
    One by one, they touched the orb, vanishing from the dungeon. Stern was the last to do so, reverting Zasha’s and Pawly’s perks down so they could enter the shop without taking up all the space. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Trish was pulling her clothing back on when Stern showed up in the shop. “I wasn’t sure the shaman hadn’t buffed him to overcome my perks, so it was just better to not get hit,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “You shattered his stone axe,” Nicole said. 
 
      
 
    “The mace from Stern’s parents is amazing. I doubt it’ll even show any wear from what I did.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like an eventful run,” Ria said from behind the counter. “I doubt many shopkeepers see their customers down to their underwear often, though from the points you collected for inventiveness in defeating the boss, I’m sure there’s a story there.” 
 
      
 
    “Rutters,” Stern explained. “She challenged their chief.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes, and that would require her to be stripped. There was a bonus for taking no injuries in their duel, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad I didn’t let him hit me, then,” Trish said as she shimmied her pants on. 
 
      
 
    “We were wondering if we made enough to pick up the remaining two shards for Adrianna Marston?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “If all of you pool together, then yes. Barely, but yes. Your bonuses for how you defeated the dungeon and the mercy shown to the noncombatants gave you enough. After the two shards, you’ll have twenty-five points left.” 
 
      
 
    “Five chocolate squares to zero it out, then, please,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    The shards and candy appeared on the counter. 
 
      
 
    Stern pushed a chocolate square toward Ria, then handed the others off to his wives and Nicole. “There we go. Just perks to pick next. Did you want to go first, Nicole?” 
 
      
 
    “I want to go last…” Nicole said softly. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go, then,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    Ria gave Cyra a smile. “Choose well.” Her hand passed over the counter, leaving behind the three choices. 
 
      
 
    Cyra took her time checking each option before she held one of the pages up. “Improved Life Sense 5. It’ll tell me the weaknesses of anything it touches.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll be very helpful in later dungeons,” Stern said. “If we can know their weaknesses before we even fight them, we can make sure we bring the right damage to bear.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably has another upgrade to tell you their strengths, then, too,” Jon suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that’d be really useful.” 
 
      
 
    “What are the other two?” Nicole asked. 
 
      
 
    “A strength buff, and then the buff for agility again,” Cyra said. “I think this one is a clear favorite, though.” 
 
      
 
    “We could always use the buffs, but that perk isn’t limited like the other perks are,” Trish said. “Both buffs last an hour, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Once a day, and they last an hour,” Cyra agreed. 
 
      
 
    “They have upgrades, I bet,” Cammie mused. 
 
      
 
    “They do,” Stern said, “but I agree; this upgrade is the best of the three.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra took the page, then stepped off to the side to lie down. Trish hadn’t put her armor back on yet, so she took a seat next to Cyra, stroking the rabbit lykian’s ears. 
 
      
 
    “Can I go next?” Cammie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead,” Jon nodded. 
 
      
 
    Ria had collected Cyra’s two unchosen perks, then laid out three new ones when Cammie came up to the counter. “Choose well, Cammie.” 
 
      
 
    Cammie took a deep breath before she went over her options. When she got to the third one, she immediately snatched it up. “Improved Magical Trapper. It’ll let me make three magic traps a day instead of one.” 
 
      
 
    “That’d be helpful,” Jon said. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. If the other two aren’t as good, then take it,” Stern said. “Being able to make more magic traps on the fly will be a big benefit.” 
 
      
 
    “This one is the clear winner,” Cammie said, going over to lie down next to Cyra. “From the wording, it makes me think there’s an upgrade to remove the limitation on how long they last, too.” 
 
      
 
    “We should see if she can make a healing trap,” Jon said. “If she and Cyra can combine their perks that way, it would give us more healing options later.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… if they last for a full day, they could be made the night before,” Stern nodded slowly. “The same is true for damage traps, though, too.” 
 
      
 
    “When there was only one trap, we were hesitant to experiment with it,” Nicole said as she watched Cammie absorb the perk. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go now so I can hold you,” Jon said, hugging Nicole. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be waiting for you,” Nicole nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Jon, I hope you find a good perk,” Ria said as she set out his choices. 
 
      
 
    Jon looked unimpressed with the first perk, but when he got to the second, he froze. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Enchanted Weapon. It would let me imbue a weapon I craft with a spell cast by a helper. Beneficial spells are used once a day, and damaging spells leave behind debuffs.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow…” Stern whispered. “I’ve heard of the perk, but I think less than a dozen people have it.” 
 
      
 
    Jon checked the third perk, then shook his head. Taking the second page, he went to lie down next to Nicole. “I’ll take it. It’ll be a huge benefit later.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t blame you,” Stern said. “I’ll go next if that’s okay, Trish?” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead,” Trish said as she stroked Cyra’s and Cammie’s hair. 
 
      
 
    Ria gave Stern a bright smile. “Stern, may the Goddess bless your choices.” 
 
      
 
    “I would rather she bless Nicole’s,” Stern said, “but thank you, Ria.” 
 
      
 
    Stern grimaced over most of his choices before he took the first. “Removing their weaknesses is the best of them.” 
 
      
 
    “What were the other two?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “Dark Beam, which I haven’t seen for a while. There’s no need to try making myself a caster now. The other was Marksman. Again, it isn’t bad, but it’s not as good as making them safer.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” Nicole said, smoothing Jon’s hair. 
 
      
 
    “You should go now,” Cyra said to Trish, having woken up while Stern chose his perk. 
 
      
 
    “On it,” Trish said. She collected a kiss from Stern as he sat down next to Cyra, then got to her feet. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
      
 
    Trish took a few minutes going over her choices, letting them know what she had. A new one called Disarm had shown up. It would let her disarm a weapon from her opponent once a day. The second choice was Deforming Blow, a perk she’d had offered a couple of times already. In the end, she took Rebounding Shield. With it, she could stun an opponent once a day if she blocked an attack. 
 
      
 
    Nicole didn’t go to choose hers right away; she wanted Jon to be awake first. 
 
      
 
    Jon stirred slowly. “Hmm… still waiting?” he asked Nicole with a soft smile. 
 
      
 
    “For you to wake up… so you can hold me,” Nicole murmured, bending forward to kiss him gently. When the kiss ended, she met his eyes with hope and worry. “Will she bless me this time…?” 
 
      
 
    “I pray she does, my love.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole kissed him again before she got to her feet. With a slow, deep breath, she advanced to the counter. “Ria… I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
    Stern woke at those words, blinking slowly. He said a silent prayer to the Goddess, hoping Nicole finally found her perk. 
 
      
 
    “May the Goddess have heard your prayers,” Ria said softly. She set out the three pages; even she was praying for Nicole. 
 
      
 
    Nicole went through them all quickly, clenching her fists. “No…! Still not here…!” 
 
      
 
    Jon was on his feet in an instant, going to her side to hold her. Cammie and Cyra went over to her, too, just standing nearby to help console their friend. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Nicole…” Ria said softly. “I wish I could do more to help.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole sniffled. “I know. I just always hope so much…” 
 
      
 
    “We all hope for you, too,” Cyra said. “We’ll be with you every step of the way until the Goddess gives it to you.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole sniffled as she tried to quell her disappointment. 
 
      
 
    Trish began to stir by the time Nicole managed to go over her perks to pick one. She didn’t ask, having taken in the scene. If the perk had been there, everyone would be happy, not somber. 
 
      
 
    “Two of them are repeats,” Nicole said. “Healthy Weight and Iron Mind. I would take Iron Mind, but the third one is good, too.” She paused as she picked the page up to read it to them, “‘Magic Weapon; your magic is a gift. Once a day, you can imbue a weapon with one of your spells. Effects are based on the spell imbued. Magic lasts for a single day.’” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like the temporary version of Jon’s,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “In the right dungeons, it would make a big difference,” Cammie said. “Giving one of our weapons fire or ice could exponentially increase the damage we do.” 
 
      
 
    “That and Iron Mind are the best options,” Stern added. “I think the enchanting one would be a bigger benefit for now.” 
 
      
 
    “Your choice,” Jon murmured, kissing Nicole’s cheek. 
 
      
 
    She hesitated for a moment longer before she took the Magic Weapon perk. “I’ll take the buff.” 
 
      
 
    Ria collected the other two choices in silence. She felt bad for Nicole; if she had any sway in the perks presented, she would’ve used it for the clearly hopeful woman. With everyone focused on Nicole, none saw her jaw set before she disappeared. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When Nicole woke again, everyone was chatting softly. Trish had gotten her armor back on and their bags were just waiting to be picked up. Jon smiled down at her, stroking her hair. A wet tongue licked her hand once, and Nicole glanced over to see Zasha curled up beside her. Pawly purred from her lap, letting Nicole know she was there, too. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry…” Nicole whispered. “I know it’s unlikely to see the one I want, but I can’t help my deep hope. It leaves me feeling crushed when it isn’t there.” 
 
      
 
    “We understand,” Trish said before anyone else could speak up. “None of us blame you for how you feel.” 
 
      
 
    “I know the hope and disappointment,” Stern said. He was petting Calius’ chin across the room. “I’d be in the same place if I was still waiting.” 
 
      
 
    “Our friends understand,” Jon murmured, leaning over to kiss her gently. “We all love and care for you, but me most of all.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole stared into his eyes, her heart swelling all over again for the love of her life. “Thank you, dear. I’m glad we have the friends we do.” 
 
      
 
    “So do we,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    “When you’re ready, Nicole, we are. We have shards to turn in and a rebirth to start,” Stern said gently. “Dinner with more friends, too.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole thought of the lykian sisters who understood the pain of trying to find a perk to offset the trouble of being an irregular. “They’re good people, too.” With a sigh, she patted Pawly. “Let me up, please? I’ll pet you more later.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-one 
 
      
 
    The captain on duty at the dungeon entrance looked them over, then marked them off his clipboard. “Welcome back. Glad to see your full crew is here. You’re one of the first crews out today, too. Must’ve been a simple one.” 
 
      
 
    “Rutters. We issued a challenge,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    The captain whistled. “Rutters down here? Normally, they’re a tier or two up, but you did the easy tactic to finish quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “We have shards to drop off, Captain. Have a good day.” 
 
      
 
    “Rescue Squad? I will not detain you.” The captain saluted them as they went past him. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, what’s a rutter?” one of the guards asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well, Johnson…” 
 
      
 
    “The captain was telling them about rutters when we left,” Cyra giggled. 
 
      
 
    “I mean, I’d never heard of them before,” Cammie shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “If the mobs stayed alive after we left, that shaman would likely be taking over,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “But the dungeons are formed and dissolved when a crew enters and leaves,” Jon said. “Or, in the rare case the entire crew dies, they also dissolve.” 
 
      
 
    “Correct,” Stern nodded. “The raw magic the Goddess used to form the dungeons is what powers it all.” 
 
      
 
    “But do the mobs know they’re not real?” Nicole asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, and in the later dungeons, they’ll talk about the bigger world than their dungeon. Dad said it isn’t a match to ours. It’s like they live in a separate world, and the Goddess uses a copy of that for our dungeons.” 
 
      
 
    “She doesn’t use real people, then? She doesn’t transport them and, when we leave, the dead go back… right?” Cyra asked uncertainly. 
 
      
 
    “Dad was certain they were just created and destroyed with each dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra exhaled, feeling a little better. “Okay…” 
 
      
 
    “The only thing we kill for real are the creatures we hunt between cities,” Trish said, pulling Cyra to her side as they walked. 
 
      
 
    Stern was thoughtful, thinking back to Skippy and his cronies in Bloodstone; he’d killed people, not just monsters. His mind was quiet about it, though, as he’d asked his mother for help with the trauma after the wedding. 
 
      
 
    The Walkers’ hall was mostly quiet, with only three tables having anyone at them. Unfortunately, one of those tables held Billy, Brandon, and the other two members of their crew. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, the freaks are here,” Brandon snorted. 
 
      
 
    Stern shook his head, not bothering to reply as he led his crew to the Rescue Squad desk. “Magdalene, we have the two shards for Adrianna Marston.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent!” The angelic beamed, then set her pad out. “Place them here, please.” 
 
      
 
    “If we had your gear, we could do that, too,” Billy said sotto voce. “Our families can’t just buy our way through dungeons.” 
 
      
 
    Trish looked back with a raised eyebrow. “Your families couldn’t teach you civility either, obviously.” 
 
      
 
    “Walkers, we will not condone conflicts inside the hall,” Magdalene said without looking up from her pad. “Yes, these are hers. I quest you to take them to the temple.” 
 
      
 
    “Put the reward for gathering them and dropping them off on our recovery accounts,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Magdalene smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Must be nice to have so much money that you can just ignore the rewards the rest of us struggle to get,” Brandon sneered. 
 
      
 
    The other two crews were quiet, but it was clear they were listening. 
 
      
 
    Magdalene glared at Brandon before she raised her voice to speak to the bartender, “Corey, the next round will be on my tab.” 
 
      
 
    The rhino lykian behind the bar gave her a thumbs up. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get going,” Stern said, collecting the shards and taking the quest from Magdalene. 
 
      
 
    “Got to go let everyone know that being rich lets you do more,” Billy said derisively. “If someone else had that gear, they could do even more with it.” 
 
      
 
    “If you had it, it’d end up as trashy as you,” Jon said as they headed for the exit. 
 
      
 
    Brandon spat at his feet. “Blighted lovers should keep their mouths shut!” 
 
      
 
    Jon didn’t respond; he just kept walking. 
 
      
 
    Stern kept his eyes on Pawly and Zasha, making sure they didn’t cause an incident because of the loudmouths. That was why he missed Calius fly low, clipping Brandon’s almost empty mug and knocking it into the man’s lap. 
 
      
 
    “The fuck?!” Brandon yelled, jumping to his feet. “Control your fucking pets!” 
 
      
 
    Stern paused at the door, motioning the others past him. He didn’t look at Brandon, instead focusing on Corey. “Sir, his drink is on me.” He snapped a coin to the bartender. “Whatever that will cover.” 
 
      
 
    The rhino lykian caught the coin, checked it, then nodded. 
 
      
 
    “You think that’ll just smooth over your fucking pet intentionally knocking over my mug?!” Brandon yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Walker, you will calm down. Accidents happen. None of us saw anything to indicate his summons did that on his order or even deliberately. He’s paying for your drink, as well!” Magdalene snapped. 
 
      
 
    Brandon seethed, but he sat down slowly. “Figures… Rescue Squad will always take the freak’s side, considering his parents.” 
 
      
 
    Stern left at that moment. If he didn’t, he’d respond in ways he shouldn’t. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a different approach for them,” Trish said. “They mostly stayed off the irregular topic, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Guess Dad and Karen scared them off that tactic,” Stern shrugged. “I’m not going to let their tantrum stop me from feeling good about rescuing people.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good point,” Jon said. “I almost lashed out when he spat at me, but then I’d get the ban, which is no doubt what they wanted.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably their entire plan,” Cammie snorted. 
 
      
 
    The temple wasn’t far from where they were, so they arrived quickly. The new monument for fast travel was still a marvel that had people stopping by to just gawk. A matronly woman with at least twenty children sitting in front of her stood before it. 
 
      
 
    “Now, we’ll discuss each city and what they’re known for. We can use this gift from the Goddess to help you further understand where they are in the world,” the older woman said. 
 
      
 
    Stern slowed; he’d never thought that the new map marker could be used in such a way. It was smart and would help the children make better connections to remember the cities. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll start with the most southern cities: Darkstone, Brightstone, and Bloodstone. Now is the first time we see the naming conventions that help tie the cities of any given tier together.” 
 
      
 
    “Why are they named that?” one of the kids asked. 
 
      
 
    “A good question,” the teacher smiled. “Each dungeon entrance has the name of the city etched above it. Only the Goddess could’ve done such, so when the cities were built around them, they took the name already there.” 
 
      
 
    “I never looked for the writing before,” Cyra murmured. “I’d forgotten why the cities were named what they are.” 
 
      
 
    “Not something that really affects us any given day,” Trish shrugged. “We all know the Goddess named the cities, but why look for the name above the portals once they’re known?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, children, pay attention,” the matron said, seeing their group heading for the temple. “Walkers, are you going in to hand off shards?” 
 
      
 
    Stern stopped, then saw the children’s eyes go wide when they saw him. He crouched down to cut his height, and the moment he did, Zasha, Calius, and Pawly came over to him. “We are. We just came out of the dungeon. I’m an irregular, not a blighted.” 
 
      
 
    “Animals hate blighted,” one child with wide eyes said as they looked at the animals. “Are they your pets?” 
 
      
 
    “My summons,” Stern replied. “Pawly,” he petted her head, “was a perk from birth. Being irregular means being born with odd perks, some of which hurt us.” 
 
      
 
    The teacher stayed silent, letting Stern take the moment to explain. 
 
      
 
    “I had uncontrolled empathy as a perk. That means all the fear you felt when you saw me? I’d have felt that. Luckily, the Goddess recently gave me a perk, so it stopped.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole knelt next to Stern. “I’m forced to wear a mask, as my face causes fear. I’m still hoping for the Goddess to bless me.” 
 
      
 
    The kids stared at them, intently interested. 
 
      
 
    “As I said before, Pawly here was another unusual perk for me when I was born. Since then, I’ve collected other perks,” Stern said, patting Zasha, then scratching Calius’ chin, “including one that let me have them all out.” 
 
      
 
    “My other unusual perk is Illusion Breaker,” Nicole said. “I can see through magical illusions. I haven’t needed it, yet, but from what I’ve been told, it’s very rare.” 
 
      
 
    “And highly useful in later dungeons,” Stern agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Children, did you have any questions for them?” the teacher asked. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t eat kids, do you?” one of them asked. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Stern chuckled. “Irregulars aren’t blighted, no matter what some people might think. We’re just normal people who have unusual perks and unfortunately look like the blighted.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I pet the kitty?” a little girl asked. 
 
      
 
    “Ma’am?” Stern looked at the teacher. 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly floated just off the ground, causing the children to gasp— they hadn’t seen her flying earlier. Soon, Pawly was being loved on by multiple children, so Zasha scooted closer and got attention, too. 
 
      
 
    “You have shards to deliver?” the teacher asked, hoping to expand the moment a bit longer. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We completed our dungeon and used our points to collect two shards. Children, how many shards make up a fractured soul?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Four!” came the chorus. 
 
      
 
    “Correct. Another crew pulled the other two, meaning these two will let the fractured be reborn.” 
 
      
 
    Even the children petting the animals looked wide-eyed this time. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll go in and watch the start of the rebirth, and tomorrow, we’ll come back to see its completion,” the teacher said softly. “This is a fact of our life, children. The Goddess grants all Walkers the chance to live again if they fail in a dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    Stern stood up. “If you’d like to follow us?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the teacher smiled. “Thank you for helping.” 
 
      
 
    “Always glad to help people see us as something other than monsters,” Stern said softly. 
 
      
 
    “I think your summons help with that,” the older woman laughed lightly. 
 
      
 
    “Pawly, Zasha, come on,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Children, on your feet.” 
 
      
 
    The dwarven acolyte by the door greeted them warmly. “Walkers, do you have shards?” 
 
      
 
    “We do, Sister,” Stern said. He came a little farther inside so the teacher and kids could come in, too. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, a teachable moment!” the acolyte smiled. “Children, please stay as quiet as possible, but listen well.” 
 
      
 
    “We have the remaining shards for Adrianna Marston,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    The teacher gasped. “Mother?!” 
 
      
 
    Stern looked at the woman who looked to be in her forties. “You’re her daughter?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes! I’m April Marston. I’ve… I’ve waited so long…!” She trailed off as she started to cry. 
 
      
 
    The children moved over to try to comfort their teacher. 
 
      
 
    “A good day,” the acolyte said softly. “We’ll take care of it from here, Walkers. Will you be back tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    Stern handed over the shards. “We will, Sister.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well.” With the shards in hand, the dwarven woman spoke to the children, “Your teacher is crying because this fractured is a loved one. Her mother, from what she said.” Reaching out, the acolyte took April’s hand. “Come with me, miss. Children, follow us.” 
 
      
 
    The crew watched the other group head farther into the temple before they stepped outside again. 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t expect that…” Trish said softly. 
 
      
 
    “She was told people were collecting shards,” Jon murmured. “She wanted to teach the kids, but also wanted to be here, just in case.” 
 
      
 
    “The weight of it finally being over hit her hard,” Nicole sniffled. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be back tomorrow to see the rebirth,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder if all the children will be there, too?” Cyra mused. 
 
      
 
    “Probably. She obviously cares about them,” Stern said. “Seeing the joy of a rebirth can help inspire children to do the same.” 
 
      
 
    “Like you?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “Like me,” Stern agreed. “Come on. We need to clean up for dinner with our friends.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-two 
 
      
 
    Marvella was shocked to hear that the crew had rutters to deal with, though she agreed that the tactic they’d used was the best thing they could’ve done. They also talked about the perks they’d all been offered; Maverna gave Nicole a sad, knowing look, as she’d failed to find her perk in this dungeon, too. 
 
      
 
    The last part of their dinner turned into a discussion about saving their runs or running more than once for better gear. Stern took the side of saving runs while Marvella championed multiple runs. In the end, it all came down to personal choice, but for crews that didn’t have a helping hand, two runs would be the most beneficial, especially if they were collecting shards during one of those. 
 
      
 
    Irregular Pack would go through each dungeon twice, but Marvella only had a single run on each left, since she’d gone all the way to the gold tier already. Instead, she’d geared up her crew with previously earned equipment and money so they’d be better able to push. 
 
      
 
    When it was time to go, the two crews promised to meet up for dinner again the night before Irregular Pack was going to leave, then exchanged goodbyes and hugs. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern put all the empty dishes onto the tray. “Off to see the rebirth.” 
 
      
 
    “Then spending the rest of the day off,” Jon said. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t even need to get more parts,” Cammie snorted. “The dungeon was simple because Stern knew the easy way to do it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m just glad we didn’t have to kill any children,” Cyra said. “It might happen in the future dungeons, but I’m glad we were able to miss it this time.” 
 
      
 
    “Most Walkers wouldn’t even think of it,” Trish said. “You heard Marvella last night. We were able to complete the objective quicker and easier than most would.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t look forward to the day we can’t skip doing it…” Nicole said softly. 
 
      
 
    “None of us do,” Cammie nodded somberly. 
 
      
 
    Stern picked the tray up. “Everyone ready?” 
 
      
 
    The crew trooped downstairs to go to the temple, with Stern making a detour to the bar to drop off the dirty dishes. 
 
      
 
    “Fucking rich kids. They even stay in their room to eat,” Billy’s snide voice cut over the noise. “Though maybe it’s just because the freaks didn’t want to be seen.” 
 
      
 
    The room quieted down, waiting to see what would happen. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for the lovely meal,” Stern told the bartender, ignoring Billy. “We’re off to see the rebirth we helped with.” 
 
      
 
    “Not without us,” Marvella said, leading her crew into the taproom. “We pulled two of the four. We want to see it, too.” 
 
      
 
    “You two crews pulled all the shards for someone?” a random Walker asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Marvella said. “This fractured has been waiting for at least thirty years.” 
 
      
 
    That got the whole room to go silent, as the thought of having to wait that long themselves hit home. 
 
      
 
    “It’s easy for them,” Brandon scoffed. “They were given plate armor and other top-end gear by their parents.” 
 
      
 
    “My crew wasn’t,” Marvella growled. “I earned all that gear myself. I gave it to my crew to keep them safer.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re gold? What’re you doing down here?” the other Walker asked. 
 
      
 
    “My sister was left fractured,” Marvella said. “I came back to get her and run with her. Pawsitively Irregular pulled her out for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Freaks stick together,” Billy snorted. 
 
      
 
    “You’d know,” Trish snickered, “but we don’t fight other Walkers. Now, excuse us. We have to welcome a reborn soul back.” 
 
      
 
    “We have a dungeon to get to,” Brandon said. “Come on, guys.” 
 
      
 
    Stern and crew paused, letting Brandon and his friends go ahead of them, not wanting to give them an excuse to start a fight. 
 
      
 
    “Two crews with irregulars?” another person muttered as the two crews went past them. 
 
      
 
    Luckily, Billy’s crew didn’t wait around; they were actually going to the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    “I really hate them,” Marvella growled softly as they went in the other direction. 
 
      
 
    “They’ve mostly stopped with the bigotry toward irregulars,” Jon said. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Maverna said, shaking her head. “They still hate us. They just know that attacking us will get them tossed out again.” 
 
      
 
    Lindon took her hand to help her push past the thoughts she’d looked at. Maverna gave him a warm smile, squeezing his hand back. 
 
      
 
    “They still hate us and are working to cause problems,” Stern agreed with Maverna. “New tactics, same hatred.” 
 
      
 
    “They could be so much better if they’d just let it go,” Cyra sighed. “I don’t think they ever will, though.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re stuck in their rut,” Cammie said, putting her arm around Cyra’s waist. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When they arrived at the temple, the crews weren’t surprised to see April and her group of students already there. They were surprised to see a dozen other adults waiting, too. They were standing next to the kids, so they were probably the parents to one or more of them. 
 
      
 
    “Walkers, welcome,” the female dwarf acolyte greeted them at the door. “Today’s rebirth has a lot of attendees. April Marston’s class brought some parents along who wanted to see a rebirth.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s something everyone should see,” Stern said softly. 
 
      
 
    “Please, follow me,” the acolyte said. 
 
      
 
    As they got closer to the parents, a couple of the adults flinched back when they saw Stern. 
 
      
 
    “Irregular,” Stern said simply. 
 
      
 
    “Kitty!” one of the kids smiled happily, bouncing and pointing up at Pawly floating above the group. 
 
      
 
    “Zasha, Pawly, and Calius, if their parents approve, you can get petted,” Stern told them. 
 
      
 
    Pawly started floating down while Calius hopped off Cyra’s shoulder, and Zasha sat down near one of the adults. Seeing the animals, the couple of wary parents relaxed— animals never got along with blighted. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry…” one of them muttered. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve grown used to it,” Stern shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Two crews?” another parent asked the acolyte. 
 
      
 
    “They both brought out two shards,” the sister said. 
 
      
 
    “We worked together to bring out the oldest known fractured Walker,” Marvella said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m very grateful…” April sniffled, coming toward them. “So grateful… I’d almost given up hope.” 
 
      
 
    “We were glad to help.” 
 
      
 
    “Both of our crews feel strongly about bringing the fractured back out,” Stern added. 
 
      
 
    April paused before the assembled families. “These Walkers have done something I’ve long hoped for… My mother is being reborn today. At this point, I’ll be almost as old as she is, because the fractured don’t age. They return the way they were when they fractured in the dungeons.” 
 
      
 
    “Very true,” Stern nodded. “We’ve brought out people waiting for decades before, but your mother is the longest person waiting we’ve ever rescued.” 
 
      
 
    The kids were only half-listening, having been okayed to pet the animals. 
 
      
 
    “It’s time,” the sister said, leaving the group and joining the other acolytes at the altar. 
 
      
 
    Everyone watched her go. The moment the single sung note began, the golden outline of Adrianna rose off the table to float in the air. The heart slowed its revolutions, and everyone was transfixed as they watched the rebirth. 
 
      
 
    April hurried to the front, wanting to be as close as possible. When the heart and outline merged, the feeling of the Goddess hung over the temple briefly before Adrianna appeared. 
 
      
 
    “We have you,” the sister said, reaching up to help Adrianna down. 
 
      
 
    “Mother!” April cried out. 
 
      
 
    Adriana was getting her bearings, but hearing someone call out, she looked at the woman her own age. “Moth…? April?” She began to question before realization hit her. 
 
      
 
    April rushed forward, nearly tackling her mother, crying the entire time. 
 
      
 
    “Dear child… h-have I been fractured for so long?” Adrianna choked out, tears of her own flowing down her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    “Thirty-one years,” the acolyte said. “That is what we heard from the Walkers’ hall.” 
 
      
 
    Clutching her daughter tightly, Adrianna tried to come to terms with missing her daughter’s entire life. “She was barely ten when I went in…” 
 
      
 
    “We have the two crews who pulled your shards out here,” the sister said, motioning them to come over. “Irregular Pack and Pawsitively Irregular.” 
 
      
 
    Adrianna turned to them, still holding April. “Thank you!” When she registered the people who made up the two crews, her jaw dropped. “Three irregulars? How much did I miss?” 
 
      
 
    Maverna snorted a laugh. “No, it’s pretty much the same. We’re still the oddities.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Uh… I apologize. I owe you so much.” 
 
      
 
    “Did the rest of your crew make it out?” Trish asked. “We only heard about you because your daughter told Rescue Squad about you.” 
 
      
 
    “Rescue Squad?” Adrianna asked. 
 
      
 
    “An organization focused on pulling the fractured out of dungeons. They started after you fell,” Stern said. “We’ve joined in helping them. Every run, we pull at least a single shard out. We aim for the oldest fractured that we can pull enough shards for to start a rebirth. Between them and us, we managed to collect all four of yours.” 
 
      
 
    “Her crew told me she fell, then left,” April sniffled, joining the conversation. “I lived with Uncle Steward until I became an adult. He… he passed last year.” 
 
      
 
    Adrianna shook her head sadly. “I’m so sorry, my precious little girl.” 
 
      
 
    “Not so little anymore,” April laughed brokenly. 
 
      
 
    “You look like sisters,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” April said, disengaging herself from her mother to hug each Walker. “Thank you so much.” 
 
      
 
    Adrianna bowed her head. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Mother, let me introduce you to the students I teach, and some of their parents,” April said. 
 
      
 
    “You became a teacher… just like you always wanted…” Adrianna smiled, following her daughter. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    The two crews watched the exchange for a few moments before slipping away. 
 
      
 
    “They’ll have a lot of catching up to do,” Maverna said softly. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Cyra murmured, “but they’re happy.” 
 
      
 
    “Very much,” Maverna said. “Adrianna wasn’t hateful in her thoughts about us, either. She was just shocked.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t really blame her,” Stern said. “Thirty years ago, irregulars were in an even worse place than they are today.” 
 
      
 
    “What are your plans?” Marvella asked as the group headed back toward the inn. 
 
      
 
    “Take today off, then back to training tomorrow. We’ll be taking days off intermittently over the next week to just enjoy the city, too. It’s a pretty place.” 
 
      
 
    “A little wet for me, but it is pretty,” Marvella laughed. “We’re staying another handful of days, then heading on to Riverway.” 
 
      
 
    “That one has the city divided by the river, doesn’t it?” Stern asked, trying to remember. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, with massive bridges that span it. ‘Engineering marvels’ are what the city calls them.” 
 
      
 
    “More sights to see when we move on,” Jon chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Not as pretty as the falls,” Marvella shrugged, “but still worth seeing.” 
 
      
 
    As they got closer to the inn, a dwarven voice called out to them, “Two good crews there!” Heinrick was leading his crew their way. They’d just gotten into town from the look of their clothing. 
 
      
 
    “Heinrick and Tough Luck,” Stern grinned. “You made it.” 
 
      
 
    “Took a while, but yes. Dinner later?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Marvella chuckled. “You can regale us with road stories, and we’ll tell you about our runs.” 
 
      
 
    “Done!” Heinrick grinned. “First, we want to clean up. The inn here good?” 
 
      
 
    “It is,” Jon said, opening the door. “Come on in.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-three 
 
      
 
    The next couple of days were spent relaxing. They slipped back into their training routine, even inviting Irregular Pack to join them. That upped the level of competitiveness, but certainly made it more enjoyable for both crews. 
 
      
 
    They cut training short for the day, as their friends in Tough Luck had gone into the dungeon. They’d made plans to have dinner with their friends and celebrate another dungeon completed. 
 
      
 
    “I hope their run went smoothly,” Cyra said, drying off. 
 
      
 
    “They have a lot of perks to make their runs easier. Nothing like ours, but better than most other crews,” Trish said, bending over to get her legs. 
 
      
 
    “I doubt many crews have our synergy,” Cammie added, toweling her hair. 
 
      
 
    “Few do, and the ones who do are much higher tier than us,” Stern said. He took a seat on the bench to get his socks on. 
 
      
 
    “They don’t have a higher tier like Marvella to lean on, either,” Trish added. “They do have a good bond between them all. That’ll help during the rough parts.” 
 
      
 
    All of them had to agree with her— a solid bond between all members of a crew meant they could lean on each other when needed. They finished dressing in silence, going to the private dining room after dropping their clothes off in their room. 
 
      
 
    Marvella and the rest of Irregular Pack were already there. The two crews mingled, drinking sparingly while they waited for their friends to arrive. As the night stretched out, a hint of worry crept over some of them. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think they’re okay?” Cyra asked Stern. “Most runs are done by now.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope so, but they could just be going cautiously if they had a tough run,” Stern replied. 
 
      
 
    “We could head over to the dungeon square to wait for them?” Maverna suggested. “We’d just need to let the bartender know what’s going on so the room is still ready for us.” 
 
      
 
    A few others agreed that they’d rather wait at the dungeon than at the inn. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I’ll let the bartender know,” Jon said. “See you all there.” 
 
      
 
    As the two crews left the inn, a few muttered comments about them sprang up. Jon did his best not to react to the idiots, but he had to clench his fists as he walked out. 
 
      
 
    “Walkers, can I help you?” the captain of the dungeon guard asked. 
 
      
 
    “Has Tough Luck come out?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    The captain checked his list, grimacing. “No, and they were one of the first crews in. There are only two crews left in there, and Tough Luck is one of them.” 
 
      
 
    The sound of voices from the tunnel made everyone hopeful, but it wasn’t Heinrick’s group; it was the other crew that’d still not come out. 
 
      
 
    “Iron Jaw, I see all of you. Looks like you need the temple, too,” the captain said. 
 
      
 
    “We do,” one of the crew said. “Excuse us, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone stepped aside, but Cyra held up her hand. “I can heal a couple of you. I have a perk for it that hasn’t been used today.” 
 
      
 
    “Won’t turn down free healing,” the man grunted. “Jack’s the worst off. Help him first, please?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re allies, right?” Cyra asked. “I need us to be so I can heal.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, allies. That’s fine,” the guy said. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, Cyra used all but one of her Minor Life spells to heal the three worst injured to perfect health, leaving the two other members with only minor injuries. 
 
      
 
    “Wow. Thanks,” the crew leader of Iron Jaw said. “We really appreciate that. That just saved us some money.” 
 
      
 
    “My pleasure,” Cyra smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Nice to see crews helping each other out,” the captain said. “That just leaves the one crew unaccounted for.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll just wait here for a bit, if that’s okay?” Marvella asked. “They’re friends of ours.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine,” the captain nodded. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get out of the way,” Iron Jaw’s leader said. “Thanks again.” 
 
      
 
    The crews said goodbye, leaving just the guards with Stern and his friends. 
 
      
 
    “Friends with multiple crews?” the captain asked after a few minutes. 
 
      
 
    “It’d be better for everyone if we had as much goodwill between each other as possible,” Stern said. “It’s not a competition, no matter how some crews feel about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I know how that goes…” the captain sighed. “My old crew was always trying to get through dungeons faster than Lonesome Wing. In the end, it was that rushing that cost us…” He trailed off and looked into the distance, lost in memory. 
 
      
 
    “How many fractured?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “Two. We spent a lot to bring them out. That was when it all stopped. Tilly decided she’d rather settle down, and Lionel went with her. That started the dominos. Instead of trying to catch on with another crew, I came back here and took up the position.” 
 
      
 
    “What did you make it up to?” Marvella asked. 
 
      
 
    He gave her a nod, “Same as you: gold one. We broke on the second dungeon of that tier.” 
 
      
 
    “Everyone chooses their time,” Stern said somberly. “When fractures happen is the most common time.” 
 
      
 
    “It does remind you of what you might miss,” the captain agreed. Shaking his head, he pulled out of his memories. “I did find my wife when I came to the city, though, so in the end, it was for the best.” 
 
      
 
    Before anyone else could speak up, more voices came from the tunnel. Heinrick was the first person visible as he limped up the slope. 
 
      
 
    “Going to have to cancel dinner,” Heinrick told them. “Need to have someone go in for Elleita. We couldn’t pull all her shards.” 
 
      
 
    The rest of his crew— minus their caster, Elleita— came into view. As they followed Heinrick out of the tunnel, it became clear they were all injured in various ways. 
 
      
 
    Cyra quickly cast her last Minor Life spell on Heinrick, who was the worst off, but it didn’t heal him completely. 
 
      
 
    The captain made a note on his clipboard. “She’d be the only Walker to not make it out today. Do you need help getting to the temple?” 
 
      
 
    Stern summoned Zasha to him, enlarging the hound. “We can help them. Heinrick, you still look rough, so climb up.” 
 
      
 
    “Need to—” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be an ass,” Trish said. “We’ll go put in for her to be picked up. You need to go to the temple first.” 
 
      
 
    Heinrick grunted as he mounted Zasha, more sprawling across the large dog’s back than riding. “Have a shard to turn in. Only had enough for three, and we had a quest for this one. Figured we could pay to get Elleita’s two. This way, we at least finished the quest, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Has to be one of them to do that,” Marvella said. “Zasha can carry him in. We’ll get the others to the temple.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I’ll stick with him,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    The captain stayed quiet as he watched the crews split up, helping their friends as best they could. That camaraderie is what his old crew never had; they’d never built friendships with other crews. He had to wonder how much better things could be if Walkers worked together more often. 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Stern asked as he walked beside Zasha, helping make sure Heinrick stayed on the dog. 
 
      
 
    “It was a dungeon of cobolds,” Heinrick hissed in pain. “Damned little menaces that they are. We went slow, making sure to clear out as many as we could. You know how they like to sneak through their tunnels?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s their most dangerous attribute. They ambushed you?” 
 
      
 
    “Four times. We kept getting injured and used up all our salve before the boss. By the time we got to him, we were nicked up again. It was him that killed Elleita, damned thing. He was a debuff caster. With his five minions to hold us off, he was able to inflict all of us. Elleita had stayed back from the melee, so we thought she was safe. She was the only one who could hurt the boss while we fought his minions.” He swallowed the lump that caught in his throat. “She was under a stalactite that we didn’t pay attention to… the caster didn’t target her in retaliation… he hit the stalactite, instead. She looked up, tried to dive away, but she didn’t make it.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck…” Stern sighed. 
 
      
 
    “That was just before we killed the last minion. I lost it…” He choked up again. “She was dead when we got to her. Nothing we could do about it, even with salve, if we’d had any left. I was the one who told her to focus on the boss… if she hadn’t…” 
 
      
 
    “Then he would’ve targeted one of you, instead. Considering the state you’re all in, someone else still would have died.” 
 
      
 
    Zasha entering the Walkers’ guildhall got a lot of attention. The stone-armored dog was massive, and his footsteps were loud enough that the room fell quiet to see what was happening. 
 
      
 
    “A summons?” someone asked. 
 
      
 
    “Is that Walker injured?” another asked. 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you take him to the temple?!” another snapped at Stern. 
 
      
 
    “I have a quest to turn in first,” Heinrick said as he pushed himself upright. “A shard for a fractured.” 
 
      
 
    “Magdalene, can you help?” Stern asked the receptionist of Rescue Squad. 
 
      
 
    “Of course!” she said, taking the shard to quickly process the quest for Heinrick. “Just take it to the temple. It’s where you need to go, as it is.” 
 
      
 
    “I also need to request that Elleita Jones, the caster of my crew, is pulled out. We were only able to get three shards in total, one of which we decided should clear the quest.” 
 
      
 
    “Two large silvers for each shard,” Stern added firmly, placing the coins onto Magdalene’s desk. 
 
      
 
    “That’s well above normal, so there should be takers,” Magdalene said, a little shocked at the reward Stern just offered. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take it. We’ll pull her out tomorrow,” an infernal said, standing up. “Flames of Desire, at your service.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Heinrick said softly. “We should still be at the temple tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” the infernal said to Heinrick, then turned to face his crew. “Come on. We’re turning in early.” 
 
      
 
    No one else stopped them, so Heinrick and Stern were quickly making their way to the temple. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll pay you back,” Heinrick said after a bit. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t accept. I paid to bring a friend out, not to have another friend pay me back,” Stern replied gently. “You two were seeing each other?” 
 
      
 
    Heinrick sighed. “Yeah. It just… kind of happened. We’d been dancing around the idea of being more than just extra close friends, too…” 
 
      
 
    “Might be time to take the leap on that when she’s reborn.” 
 
      
 
    “I really should. Life is short.” 
 
      
 
    Stern patted Heinrick’s shoulder gently. “Life is short, but you’ll have the chance to move forward.” 
 
      
 
    Nothing else was said until they entered the temple. The same sister they’d dealt with before rushed over to them. “Oh, goodness! He is in bad shape, just like his friends said.” 
 
      
 
    “Shard, Sister,” Heinrick said faintly. It fell from his hand as he passed out. 
 
      
 
    Stern caught him, not the shard; it was impervious to being damaged, but the dwarf was not. Picking Heinrick up, he grunted as he carried him to a slab and laid him down so the dwarfess acolyte could tend to him. 
 
      
 
    The others were there, so they waited a few minutes to make sure Heinrick was okay. When the acolytes told them it would be fine, they finally took their leave. All of Tough Luck was asleep, the day having drained them both emotionally and physically. 
 
      
 
    Walking back to the inn, Marvella spoke up, “It’s always hard to see people you care for in that position.” 
 
      
 
    “It is,” Stern agreed. “Now, they’ll all have to decide if they push on or stop.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t feel like celebrating, but we still need to eat,” Cyra said softly. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have the meal, but we’ll dedicate it to the hope that Elleita’s shards are pulled swiftly,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “They will be. A crew already took the quest to pull her tomorrow,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “That was fast,” Maverna said, staring at Stern. “Oh…” 
 
      
 
    “You put up a bigger bounty?” Jon asked Stern. 
 
      
 
    “I put up silver for her to be claimed,” Stern nodded. 
 
      
 
    “That’s our husband,” Cammie murmured. “Always wanting to help his friends.” 
 
      
 
    “He put up four large silver to pull her two shards…” Maverna whispered. 
 
      
 
    “He values his friends,” Nicole added. “I’m proud to be called one.” 
 
      
 
    Stern shrugged. “We can see Flames of Desire off tomorrow. They’re the ones that took the quest.” 
 
      
 
    The rest of them nodded, their thoughts racing on what would happen to them if one of their own crews fractured on a run. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-four 
 
      
 
    The crew didn’t have breakfast in their room like normal; instead, they were eating in the taproom of the inn, sitting at the largest table that could seat two crews. They’d come down earlier than needed and were just finishing their breakfast when Flames of Desire came down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “Flames, we have room over here,” Stern said, motioning to the closest table next to his and Marvella’s crews. 
 
      
 
    The infernal leader nodded. “Go ahead. I’ll order,” he told his group. After he ordered from the bar, he didn’t join his crew, instead approaching Stern. “You put up the reward for the shards, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I did. Tough Luck are friends, just like Irregular Pack here is.” 
 
      
 
    The infernal looked over the table, surprised to see so many irregulars among the two crews. “I see… must be really good friends to throw that much money at her shards.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve run into them for a few dungeons now,” Stern said. “I’ve always thought crews should be friendlier with each other. It’s not like we’re taking from each other.” 
 
      
 
    “Except for the wilds,” the infernal chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “That’s true, but it can be worked around. Let me introduce everyone. I’m Stern, and with me are…” 
 
      
 
    When Stern finished, the infernal introduced himself as Zent, then the rest of his crew. Only one of the five wasn’t infernal. She was an angelic, and the only woman at the table. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve cleared the dungeon before, so hopefully your run is safe,” Marvella said. 
 
      
 
    “I did have a question,” Zent said. “Why pay us, or have you already done all your runs?” 
 
      
 
    “My crew can’t,” Marvella said. “I have no runs left.” 
 
      
 
    “It was a knee-jerk reaction. We could have,” Stern admitted. “Honestly, I wanted to be there for Heinrick and the others today. They’ll be blaming themselves for what happened, and having friends there might help them.” 
 
      
 
    Zent nodded slowly. “Trying to do your best for them, and getting their friend out at the same time? That’s incredibly kind of you. Never thought an irregular would be so understanding with others.” 
 
      
 
    “Most of us have a rough life and get shit from others,” Stern said. “All we want is to get rid of our terrible perks and have something akin to a normal life.” 
 
      
 
    Zent saw the food being brought out for his table. “Just one last thing before we eat and go. Rumor says having an irregular in your crew means you see rare perk choices more often. Any truth to that?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s true,” Stern nodded. “Five of my crew members have Iron Mind already.” 
 
      
 
    Zent’s mouth opened and closed a few times before he found the words, “Goddess bless… wow. Okay, thanks. See you later with the shards.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be at the temple.” 
 
      
 
    Saying goodbye, they left Flames of Desire to their breakfast. 
 
      
 
    “Decent group. Odd composition, though,” Marvella said as the two crews headed for the temple. 
 
      
 
    “Not really,” Maverna said, her cheeks red. “She… uh… she’s with all of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Infernals and angelics,” Trish snorted. “They just always seem to get together.” 
 
      
 
    “They really do,” Stern agreed. “I’m kind of surprised that she’s seeing them all, but also not. Not like anyone in my family can say anything about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Right?” Jon laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Good point,” Marvella snickered. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad that someone volunteered right away,” Cyra said. “It was very nice of them, even if it was only the money that motivated them.” 
 
      
 
    “Money motivates almost everyone,” Maverna said. “It was still good that someone jumped to accept it while Heinrick was there so he could relax.” 
 
      
 
    “Most of them will be torn up,” Stern said. “One or two might be feeling like it should’ve been them, instead. We can’t change their feelings, but we can listen. That by itself is always a big help.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The dwarven acolyte greeted them when they got to the temple. “Welcome back. Here to see your friends?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Stern said. “Is it okay for all of us to be here, Sister?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. Having family and friends nearby when one is being healed is always a boon.” 
 
      
 
    Stern and Marvella went to Heinrick while the rest of them spread out between the others. “How are you feeling?” Stern asked when they got to the slab. 
 
      
 
    “Physically? Better.” 
 
      
 
    They pulled over two chairs near the slab to sit with him. 
 
      
 
    “It’s always hard when a crewmate falls,” Marvella said softly. “I’ve had it happen twice.” 
 
      
 
    Heinrick focused on her. “How did they do when they were reborn?” 
 
      
 
    “The first few days are the worst,” Marvella said. “They’re elated to be alive again, but the memory of dying stays with them. My old crew wasn’t as close as yours is. I think she’ll be even better because of it.” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t lost a crewmate yet,” Stern said slowly. “I know what it was like to wait for my parents to come back, though, and only have my father show up. I remember how hard it was for him to push past the memories and gather the right people to bring them back.” 
 
      
 
    “All of them but your father?” Marvella asked in shock. “I never heard of Darkhand having that bad of a run.” 
 
      
 
    “They don’t talk about it, but they did. They’ve lost one or two a couple of times since then, too. They’re focused on the Goddess’ promise, so they don’t stop.” 
 
      
 
    “Still hard to believe you’re their son… but then again, it’s also not,” Heinrick said. “Explains that drive to pull shards.” 
 
      
 
    “That comes from my father being the only one to come back from a run, more than them being the head of Rescue Squad,” Stern shrugged. “I never want another child to have to experience that same heartbreak.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to stop running, then?” Heinrick asked, his eyes darting to Stern’s wives. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet. We’ll keep pushing for Nicole to get her perk. But… we did talk about stopping to raise a family after that.” 
 
      
 
    “Bet Jon and Nicole do the same,” Marvella chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “They will. It’s what started our conversation,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “The whole crew…? Sounds nice,” Heinrick murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Then, after the kids are grown… we’ll see if we want to try to run again,” Stern added after a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… long break in there,” Marvella said slowly. “Then again, we all have to make those choices in time.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to ask her for more,” Heinrick said softly. “I’m going to give her a day or two first, but I’m going to ask her to marry me.” 
 
      
 
    “If she says yes, we’ll still be in the city a little longer,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “We can hang around for a few more days, too,” Marvella added. 
 
      
 
    Heinrick swallowed, closing his eyes. “Thank you… I might need a friend to talk to if she says no.” 
 
      
 
    “Might need a friend if she says yes,” Marvella chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “If she says yes, then you get to have another conversation,” Stern added. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Heinrick murmured. “I’d like to have some kids. I can wait a few years if she wants, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Either way, we’ll be here,” Stern said. “Let me tell you about my siblings so you have a good idea of what you might be in for.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I have a few of me and Maverna, too,” Marvella laughed. 
 
      
 
    The ache in Heinrick’s chest eased. He was still anxious about Elleita’s shards arriving and her being reborn, but he let his friends distract him. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The sun was setting, and the tension that the members of Tough Luck felt was ratcheting up. All of them worried that the other crew had fallen in their attempt to bring Elleita back out. The few times someone had shown up at the temple over the last couple of hours had them all eager, then downcast. 
 
      
 
    “Goddess, please…” Heinrick muttered. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome, Walkers. Can we help you?” 
 
      
 
    “We have shards to hand over, Sister,” Zent said. “The last two shards for Elleita Jones.” 
 
      
 
    Heinrick sat up, grunting as he did. “Thank you!” Tears welled up in his eyes. “Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    “We went slow to make sure we didn’t have an accident,” the infernal explained, handing the shards over. “Sorry for the delay, but would’ve hated not being able to pull them out.” 
 
      
 
    “Better safe than sorry,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll come back tomorrow?” Heinrick asked, wiping at his face. 
 
      
 
    “No need. She’ll have you all waiting for her. Let the man who paid for her to be retrieved be here, instead.” 
 
      
 
    “I will be,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Safe runs in the future,” Zent said, waving and leaving. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll begin her rebirth as soon as we can,” the acolyte said before she went to store the shards. 
 
      
 
    Heinrick grabbed Stern’s hand. “Thank you again.” 
 
      
 
    “Friends do what they can for each other,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “As much as we can,” Marvella added. 
 
      
 
    Looking over to the others, Stern saw the happy tears from the rest of Tough Luck’s crew. The fact that he’d helped bring them so much relief burned in his chest. He prayed that other Walkers would one day see that pulling shards was the best thing they could do. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-five 
 
      
 
    Both crews were there for Elleita’s rebirth. The elven Walker hugged her friends tightly, though she held Heinrick longer than the rest. Since they were all in good health, the three crews went back to the inn together for dinner. 
 
      
 
    The highlight was when Heinrick admitted the depth of his feelings for Elleita; she kissed him soundly, accepting his love and admitting her own for him. Despite their joy for the couple, it was clear from their faces that the rest of Tough Luck was concerned about what that meant for their crew. Their worry passed, however, when Elleita admitted that she wanted to keep running, and Heinrick agreed instantly to her request. 
 
      
 
    Irregular Pack hung around for a couple more days before they left for Riverway. Stern and his crew got a couple days of training in, and then took another date night to relax. They weren’t in a rush to leave, as they wanted to stay around to help just in case Tough Luck’s second run went badly. 
 
      
 
    Tough Luck needed to go through the dungeon again, as Elleita still needed to finish it to get credit. Thankfully, they didn’t have any problems during their second run, so to celebrate, they had a small feast with Pawsitively Irregular that evening. With all of them having cleared the city’s dungeon, Heinrick decided that his entire crew should take two weeks off to relax and enjoy the city. There were a few comments made about who would be enjoying what, making Elleita blush. 
 
      
 
    With their friends settled in, Stern and his crew got ready to leave the next day. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Let’s pick up quests, and then get back on the road,” Stern said as he pulled his bag on. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad their second run went smoothly,” Trish said. “The nightmare is the same person fracturing on all three runs.” 
 
      
 
    “Because then, they can’t complete the dungeon,” Jon said somberly. “It would be a terrible way to end your life as a Walker. I can’t think it happens often.” 
 
      
 
    “No, but a crew running the dungeon with a pickup to pull shards, then running it a third time for their fractured member does happen. It’s why I paid for Elleita, so Tough Luck wouldn’t have to do that,” Stern said. “The same person fracturing on the crew’s third run does happen. Not often, but frequently enough that it’s a known risk.” 
 
      
 
    “That could be really bad, especially if they overcompensate to protect that member and others fracture because of it,” Trish winced. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve been blessed that we’ve only had the one really close call: when Stern fell off the cliff in Blackwood’s dungeon,” Nicole said. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the closest we’ve come to losing someone,” Cyra nodded. “We have an advantage most crews don’t, though.” She gave Pawly and Zasha a smile. 
 
      
 
    “That’s true,” Cammie said. “Zasha has held a boss multiple times for us now, and Pawly’s damage and stuns make things far easier.” 
 
      
 
    “It let me pick up more crafting perks,” Jon admitted. “I’d have had to take dungeon perks more often if not for them.” He patted Zasha’s head, since the hound was next to him. “That’ll make life later much easier.” 
 
      
 
    “With all the perks you’ve picked up, you’ll be in demand for gear,” Trish agreed. “Two runes and an extra enchantment on top of that…? You’ll be sought after.” 
 
      
 
    “That extra skews me toward the top end,” Jon agreed. “Who knows? You might get the same option.” 
 
      
 
    “True. We do have pretty irregular perk choices,” Trish snickered, earning groans from the others. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s go,” Stern snorted. 
 
      
 
    The taproom was mostly empty when they came downstairs. They’d taken their time with breakfast, knowing they’d be on the road for most of the day. They dropped their room keys with the bartender, thanking the proprietor for the excellent service. One of the two crews eating breakfast watched them go, envy in their eyes as they looked at the gear they had. 
 
      
 
    The Walkers’ hall was empty of everyone but the staff, so the crew poured over the quests being offered on the board. They took a request for snagweeds again, as well as one for bear furs that had a drop-off point in Riverway. 
 
      
 
    Magdalene, the Rescue Squad receptionist, wished them safe travels. There hadn’t been the same boom of rebirths that the last few cities had seen, but there had been a couple more than average. There had been a few crews coming up from Bluerock over the last week, all asking for shard quests. They’d talked about how they’d found that picking up a shard or two felt like they were giving back to previous Walkers. She knew it was this crew who’d helped inspire them, and she hoped they would keep inspiring others. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think we’ll find a lot of snagweed?” Cyra asked as they approached the city gate leading west. 
 
      
 
    “Depends on how many other crews have left in the last day or two, if they took the quest and know what to look for,” Stern said. “We might find none or a river full of them. Marvella said they’d be taking the south bank before they left. That was almost a week ago, so we could go on either side.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll need to use the bridge if we want to cross over to the south,” Nicole said. “It’ll be a full day of road travel to the village of Riverton to do that.” 
 
      
 
    “True,” Stern agreed. “We’ll have to see what we think when we get there. It does mean today’s an easy walk, at least.” 
 
      
 
    Calius and Pawly flew ahead of them. 
 
      
 
    “Calius is always happy when we travel. He gets to fly more,” Cyra smiled, watching the two pets. 
 
      
 
    “He is. I asked him, and he’s content to stretch his wings every few days in the city,” Stern said. “He’d rather stay out than be unsummoned, but that’s true for all of them.” 
 
      
 
    Zasha barked as he bounced along beside the group, still in his puppy form. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Stern laughed. “He agreed with me,” he told the others. 
 
      
 
    “It’s sweet how much he loves his pets,” Nicole giggled. “I’m just glad Zasha and Pawly don’t get overly jealous about who’s getting the attention.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be really bad if they did,” Jon shuddered. 
 
      
 
    “They get along so much better than I thought they would,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, look. The freaks are leaving,” a snide voice cut in. 
 
      
 
    The whole crew paused to see Brandon leaning against a building near the gate. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe things in the city will improve,” Brandon snickered, “with the trash leaving on its own.” 
 
      
 
    Stern shook his head. “Come on, guys. No reason to listen to him. At least we’ll have a few weeks without idiots.” 
 
      
 
    The gate guards had watched the exchange, glad that no one had done anything. One of them gave Stern a nod as his group got closer. “Safe travels, Walkers. Thank you for not starting a fight.” 
 
      
 
    “They can’t goad us into one,” Trish smiled. “May the Goddess grant you a peaceful shift.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Brandon watched them go, then went back to the inn. 
 
      
 
    They were a few minutes down the road before Nicole let out a frustrated sound. “Why can’t they just leave us alone?” 
 
      
 
    “Some people are only happy when someone else is unhappy,” Cyra said. “Billy and Brandon both remind me of Skippy. Skippy and his friends were only happy when they were pushing other people around.” 
 
      
 
    “Sad, but true,” Jon sighed. “Reminds me of a few people from the academy, too.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole nodded sadly. “But they didn’t follow us around just to keep harassing us.” 
 
      
 
    “True…” Jon said, taking her hand. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder if it’s just how they were raised, or if something happened to them to make them so hateful?” Cammie asked. “I hate to think they were just born with that much vitriol.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll never know,” Trish said. “It’s not like they’ll talk civilly to us.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt they’ll ever change,” Stern sighed. “Even if we pulled their shards from a dungeon, they’d probably yell at us for doing it.” 
 
      
 
    “Not sure I’d even want to collect their shards,” Trish snorted. “There’s not enough money for that.” 
 
      
 
    “Every Walker should be reborn,” Stern said, then gave Trish a smile. “But we should prioritize those who’ve waited longer, first.” 
 
      
 
    The others laughed, agreeing with his sentiment. 
 
      
 
    “What’s Riverway like? Do you know?” Cammie asked Stern after a while. 
 
      
 
    “I only know that it’s the connector between Riverfalls and Riverspring. If I ever passed through it, I was too young to recall.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m looking forward to seeing the bridges,” Cyra said. “It won’t be as pretty as the waterfalls, but it’ll be something new.” 
 
      
 
    “I wonder who made them?” Cammie asked. 
 
      
 
    “We might be able to find out when we get there,” Jon said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-six 
 
      
 
    A few days out of Riverfalls saw the group back to their normal camping routine. They’d found a couple of snagweeds, letting them know they’d chosen the correct side of the river to walk along. They hadn’t encountered any bears, though, which Stern found odd. Then again, he realized that another crew could’ve taken the bear quest, too. It did mean he got some hunting in to supplement their rations. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The group chatted with one another as they broke camp. Stern was just giving Pawly and Zasha their full buffs when Trish pulled the campfire token. Calius perched on Cyra’s shoulder, waiting for Pawly to go scouting with him. 
 
      
 
    “It’s been nice, but strange without any bears,” Jon said. “A little lacking in the action side of things.” 
 
      
 
    “A calm trip is always nice,” Nicole said, rubbing her unmasked face. “We just won’t get as much reward money when we make it to the city. Besides, out here I can be free of the mask for a bit.” 
 
      
 
    “Still a couple of weeks out from Riverway,” Cammie said. “Plenty of time for bears to show up.” 
 
      
 
    Calius and Pawly flew up, ready to scout. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe when we ge—” Cyra started, then felt searing pain in her gut. 
 
      
 
    At that same moment, a burst of fire erupted in the air and a frozen chill covered the crew on the ground. Arrows and crossbow bolts came raining down a second later, slamming into Cyra and Nicole. 
 
      
 
    “Kill them!” a strident voice yelled. “Caster and healer first!” 
 
      
 
    Stern grit his teeth as he pulled his crossbow up, aiming for where he’d heard the voice come from. Billy’s sneering face was half-hidden behind a tree, staring right at him. 
 
      
 
    Things would’ve been terrible if not for their gear from his family. All the resistance runes and high-grade armor kept the ambush from outright killing them, allowing them to— while injured— react to the surprise attack. 
 
      
 
    Sudden knowledge about their ambushers came to Stern as Cyra’s Life Sense covered the area near Billy. Twelve people were hiding behind trees, firing ranged weapons or casting spells. Another six were rushing at the group, their weapons poised to strike. 
 
      
 
    Knowing he’d probably miss Billy, Stern adjusted to aim at the largest assailant rushing them. His bolt slammed home, sinking deep into the man’s leather armor. All six men charging in stumbled, the ground under their feet rippling from Zasha’s earthquake. 
 
      
 
    More spells exploded above the group, as at least one caster was focused on Pawly and Calius. The rest of the mob was fully focused on Cyra and Nicole. Trish got in-between Cyra and their attackers; with her shield on her arm, she started forward, deflecting arrows and spells. Jon leapt in front of Nicole to do the same, but since he wasn’t as skilled with his shield, he took a few of the hits. 
 
      
 
    Cammie’s arm pumped as she threw traps into the farthest set of ambushers. Her perk, Improved Long Trapper, made it easy to lob them the full distance with pinpoint accuracy. The bursts of ice from the magical area traps coated the men and women, slowing their speed and inflicting frostbite. 
 
      
 
    “No!” Billy shouted. “There’s only six of them! Come on!” 
 
      
 
    Brandon and Billy darted from tree to tree, getting closer while trying to stay safe. Fortunately for them, two men weren’t as important as a large cluster, so Nicole used her area magic to inflict more damage on the casters and archers who’d stayed back. 
 
      
 
    The enemies casting magic suddenly found their spells canceled out; the group used their Counter Spell perks to buy them time. It caused some confusion, as no one had known that Stern’s crew had those perks. 
 
      
 
    “Calius,” Cyra cried out, “poison! Help!” The arrows and bolts that she and Nicole had been hit with had been poisoned. 
 
      
 
    Calius’ angry cry reverberated as the white hawk dove. Barely touching Cyra, he pulled the debuff from her, then swooped down to Nicole and did the same for her. 
 
      
 
    “Me, too,” Jon grunted, deflecting another arrow with his shield. 
 
      
 
    Calius banked to him, then flew off. 
 
      
 
    Pawly, her fur mostly gone, yowled angrily as she slammed into a man holding a staff, her electricity discharging. With the mage underneath her stunned, she tore his throat out before springing at the next caster in line. 
 
      
 
    Zasha charged the six men he’d made stumble, who were staring fearfully at Nicole’s unmasked face, frozen in place. When Zasha attacked them, they broke out of their fear. Zasha’s stone armor protected him from most of the damage, but pieces of stone flaked away under the onslaught. 
 
      
 
    With the massive stone dog on them, the melee attackers failed to keep track of Trish. She was quick to join Zasha when the archers and casters all turned to deal with Pawly. Her mace slammed into a thin man with daggers like the wrath of the Goddess, breaking his ribs in the first swing before her backhand broke his skull. 
 
      
 
    Cyra had been focused on healing herself and Nicole, as they’d taken the brunt of the first volley. With only one healing spell held in reserve, she pulled one of the healing potions they’d been carrying around for months, downing it to heal herself fully. She rushed over to Nicole and handed off a second before running to Jon to give him the last. 
 
      
 
    There was a curse, followed by a cry from Calius off to the side. Calius came flapping back toward Stern, clearly injured, so Stern dismissed his friend as he calmly shot a fleeing archer. He felt Pawly dismiss when she was killed; he yelled in anger, his crossbow falling on its sling as he resummoned his two summons. 
 
      
 
    Chaos swirled nearby as Trish and Zasha fought the melee attackers. Jon had taken the potion, then joined Trish since the ranged attacks had ceased. With the three of them being better-geared, pissed, and focused, the ambushers engaged with them had no chance. 
 
      
 
    Pawly resummoned at range. Her buffs were immediately thrown on her, so she flew off after the two who’d turned to flee. Cammie’s arm hummed as she threw her last trap, a sticky glue that stopped the man and woman from getting away. She pulled her crossbow up and went running with Stern. 
 
      
 
    Stern had felt Billy and Brandon’s life signs as they left the area of effect for Cyra’s Life Sense. He knew the direction they’d been headed in and he wasn’t about to let them go. He cut his crossbow loose as he chased after them. Calius was ahead of him, flying above the trees so he could keep the pair in sight. 
 
      
 
    Billy was on the ground not too far away, foam spilling from his mouth. A deep set of talon slashes marred his face, meaning Calius had passed along the poisons he’d cleansed earlier. 
 
      
 
    Stern didn’t pause; he let his long legs stretch as he ran, intent on catching Brandon. Cammie slowed when she got to Billy. Her heart was burning with anger as she stared down at the slowly dying man. 
 
      
 
    “You deserve this!” she growled. She kicked him onto his back, firing a bolt into his neck. Shaking, she looked up to see Stern still running. With a grunt, she chased after him. 
 
      
 
    Brandon glanced back with wide, fearful eyes. He saw Stern and knew that he was going to die. It’d seemed so easy when they’d followed the crew out of town. Eighteen of them against six? The deal was to kill them and split the gear up. The extra people outside of his crew had wanted the gear— that’s what had let them draw the others in: a promise to split the gear equally across the ambushers. No one had thought it’d be difficult. That first attack should’ve killed both casters, but they’d survived the magic and poison. 
 
      
 
    Stern had a dagger in each hand as he closed the distance on Brandon. The other man spun, knowing he couldn’t escape. He had a sword in hand that he raised to strike at Stern. A flash of white blinded him, pain searing his eyes. He clutched at his face, his eyes gouged out by sharp talons. 
 
      
 
    Stern’s lip pulled back when Calius dove, blinding Brandon. A second later, he had both daggers plunged into the shrieking man’s neck before they were ripped free. Blood showered over Stern as he panted, staring down at Brandon’s twitching body. 
 
      
 
    “Stern!” Cammie shouted as she came running up. 
 
      
 
    Looking back, his anger gone, Stern met her eyes. Pain and worry marred Cammie’s face as she slowed, breathing hard from the run. Her face contorted into worry and fear when she approached. 
 
      
 
    “Are you hurt?” She started fumbling for the salve they all carried. 
 
      
 
    “Not mine…” Stern said shakily as the adrenaline faded. “His.” 
 
      
 
    Her relief was clear as she slammed into him, arms tightening around him. “Thank the Goddess…!” 
 
      
 
    Hands shaking, Stern clutched her back. His gut felt icy as he held her. Calius’ trill got him to look at the hawk sitting on a branch above them. “The others…!” he whispered in fear. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” Cammie said, letting go of him as her own fear spiked. 
 
       
 
    “Which way did they go?” Cyra was asking Nicole as Stern and Cammie came jogging back to the area. 
 
      
 
    “Here!” Stern gasped, slowing to a walk. “Not…. mine…” He panted the words out to make sure Cyra knew he wasn’t injured. 
 
      
 
    Cyra ran to the pair, her eyes darting over them to verify their wounds for herself. Not seeing anything to give lie to his words, she grabbed him. She pressed her head to his chest, not caring if he had drying blood on him. “Why…?!” The word was choked out as she began to cry. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll likely never know…” Stern murmured as he held her back. 
 
      
 
    Cammie joined the hug, and Trish was there a moment later. 
 
      
 
    Nicole and Jon held each other, also breaking down as the emotional strain finally hit them, too. 
 
      
 
    In time, they calmed enough to pull back. 
 
      
 
    “What do we do now…?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    “Back to Riverfalls,” Stern said. “I’ll ask Mom to come see us.” 
 
      
 
    “What about…?” Cammie trailed off, glancing at the corpses, then away. 
 
      
 
    “Leave them,” Trish said tightly. “Someone will be sent to check the scene. Eighteen people died… it’ll have to be investigated.” 
 
      
 
    “But right now, we start back. We’ll pause a mile or two downriver to rinse off and change our clothes,” Stern said softly. 
 
      
 
    Everyone agreed to that— they all wanted to get the blood off their hands. Pawly and Calius flew ahead of them, separated more than normal to cover a wider area, and Zasha flanked them to the side. All three of them wanted to make sure no other ambushes were waiting for them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-seven 
 
      
 
    It took them two days to get back to Riverton, the village a day out from Riverfalls. Those two days passed by in a haze— they hadn’t slept well when they stopped to camp, as nightmares of the ambush plagued all of them. It wasn’t uncommon for one of them to wake up screaming, thereby waking everyone else. 
 
      
 
    The night in the inn hadn’t been any better for them, either. They’d actually woken a few other patrons with their nightmares. The innkeeper was grumpy with them the next morning, but Stern didn’t bother explaining. That had them arriving back at Riverfalls just as the sun was getting low in the sky. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to skip the inn,” Stern said as they got closer to the gate. 
 
      
 
    “Where will we stay, then?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, sir?” Stern asked, addressing the guards on gate duty. “Who handles properties for rent?” 
 
      
 
    “Torman has a few he rents out to Walkers who are staying for a while,” the guard said. “One street south from the temple, then two west. Torman’s Rest.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “The animals with you?” 
 
      
 
    “My summons,” Stern replied. “They’ll behave.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. Some Walkers get angry when we remind them.” 
 
      
 
    “We understand.” 
 
      
 
    As they entered the city, the other guard turned to the first guard. “Did they seem half-dead to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Thousand-yard stare, which is odd because they had six people,” the original guard replied. “Maybe a friend who didn’t make the trip safely?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra’s ears twitched, but she barely heard them. 
 
      
 
    “Trish, can you arrange a place to stay, please?” Stern asked, handing over his coin purse. “I’m going to get the letter sent to Mom.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll handle it,” Trish said, then took his hand. “When you’re ready to find us, summon Zasha to you. When he vanishes, we’ll know you’re heading our way.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it. I’ll be a bit. I’ll be stopping to inform the guard commander, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Shouldn’t we do that as a crew?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. I’m just going to inform them. They’ll have questions after they investigate. They need to be told so they can send someone out.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra took his other hand. “Promise you’ll be with us tonight?” 
 
      
 
    Stern met her worried eyes before he nodded. “I’ll do everything I can to be there.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Cammie said, resting her hand on his back. “We’ll be waiting.” 
 
      
 
    Stern hugged each of them before he broke away from the group. Calius stayed above Stern, keeping track of him and the others. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for him to reach the post office, write out the letter, and send it off. He told his parents everything, as well as how to find them. He sent the same letter to all four of his parents, but also Marysue and Gerald, hoping that one of them would see it by tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    With that done, he plodded his way to the city guard command center. The large structure held the offices for the guard, but also a barracks for those members who didn’t have a home in the city. 
 
      
 
    Inside, an ancient man sat behind a desk. Seeing Stern coming his way, he smiled. “Evening, sir, how can we help you?” There was an edge of concern in the man’s voice when he took in Stern’s appearance. 
 
      
 
    “I need to report an attack on Walkers who were in the middle of quests,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh… that’s terrible news,” the receptionist said, relieved the young man in front of him was a Walker and not a blighted. “Where did it happen? Who witnessed it? What transpired, exactly?” 
 
      
 
    “My crew was attacked on the way to Riverway. We’ll be taking rooms in the city to recover. I’d need a map of the river heading west to show you exactly where. As for what happened… that’s a long story.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes going wide, the old man got to his feet. “Just a minute, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Stern nodded, waiting for the captain or higher-ranked guard to come get him. It took a couple of minutes, but the receptionist was back with a middle-aged woman wearing a major’s insignia. 
 
      
 
    “Walker, follow me, please.” 
 
      
 
    Stern gave her a nod, walking with her through the building to an office. He took the offered seat, staring past her as he waited for her to take her own seat. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, son, I was told you were attacked by others on the way to Riverway. Can you fill that in a bit more?” 
 
      
 
    Stern exhaled slowly as memories of the attack came back to him unbidden. Swallowing the bile that rose in his throat, he nodded. “Yes… There’s history to tell you, first. The people who attacked us had a leader…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern laid out everything for the major, starting with their first brush with Billy and Brandon all the way back in Mistwood. The major took notes, staying quiet until he finished. When he did, she asked him questions, probing at what she’d been told. She saw Stern’s flinches when she touched on the attack and made more notes. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll send a couple of men on mounts out there to check on the area,” the woman, Major Klondt, said. “I just need to know where you’re staying, the name of your crew, and the names of each crew member.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to rent a place to rest from Torman. My crew was doing that while I came here. We’re Pawsitively Irregular, and I’m Alistern Masterson, leader of the crew…” He listed off the names one by one for her. 
 
      
 
    “Very well, Masterson. We’ll be in touch.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” Stern said, standing up. “Umm… so you know, my parents will likely be here tomorrow. Should I direct them to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Your parents? Why would they be coming here?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re protective,” Stern said softly. 
 
      
 
    “If needed, they can contact me,” Klondt said dismissively, not putting together his last name with the well-known crew. 
 
      
 
    “Very well. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Son,” Klondt said softly, “see the sisters at the temple. If your crew is in the same state as you, then you all should. They can’t do a lot to help with that kind of trauma, but they can at least comfort you.” 
 
      
 
    “Mom will help,” Stern said. “Thank you for your concern. Good night.” 
 
      
 
    “Night, son,” Klondt said, standing up as he left. When the door shut behind the irregular, she took her seat with a sigh. “Who can I send out…?” 
 
      
 
    Stern walked out of the building, then paused when Calius came fluttering down to him. “Hey. I’m going to summon Zasha now. They should’ve found a place to stay.” 
 
      
 
    Calius landed on his shoulder, nuzzling his head. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, buddy. You can stay there.” Hands flexing, Stern summoned Zasha to his side. The hound leaned into his legs almost immediately. “Lead me home, Zasha.” 
 
      
 
    Following Zasha, Stern wasn’t paying a lot of attention to his surroundings. They’d been hypervigilant on their trip back to the city, but now, inside the walls, he zoned out, lost in memory. He jerked when someone said his name from a few feet away. 
 
      
 
    Heinrick gave Stern a concerned look. “You okay? I thought you all left a week ago.” 
 
      
 
    “Had to come back. We were attacked on the way to Riverway.” 
 
      
 
    “Shit! Is everyone okay?! Do you need help?” 
 
      
 
    The concern hit Stern in the gut, and he had to swallow the lump that formed in his throat. “We’re… fine. All alive and healthy, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “It was those assholes, wasn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Billy and Brandon, plus some others,” Stern nodded, his face going dead. 
 
      
 
    “Shit… That explains why they left the day after you. I didn’t think about it at the time. It was a bigger group that left together, three crews big.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah…” Stern said emotionlessly. “Eighteen’s right.” 
 
      
 
    Heinrick stared at Stern with wide eyes, then whispered, “Oh hell…” 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t good.” 
 
      
 
    Heinrick was concerned for Stern— his complete lack of emotion wasn’t natural. “Where are you off to?” 
 
      
 
    “Zasha’s leading me to the house Trish rented for us.” 
 
      
 
    “Mind if I walk with you?” 
 
      
 
    Stern blinked for a moment, then nodded. “That’s fine.” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t far, but it was off the main roads. Zasha didn’t hesitate once— he trotted along, leading the pair straight up to the door. Trish was sitting on the porch, clearly having been waiting for Stern. 
 
      
 
    “Heinrick?” Trish asked, not having expected the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “Saw him walking and stopped to talk,” Heinrick said. “I, uh… heard.” 
 
      
 
    Trish’s eye twitched. “It was bad, but we all made it out alive.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad. Would you like to have dinner with the crew tomorrow?” Heinrick asked, hoping that some friendly faces might help them. 
 
      
 
    “My parents will be here then,” Stern said dully. “Maybe the day after…?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I’ll swing by that morning to check, if that’s okay?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine,” Trish said, her smile a little stiff. “Thank you, Heinrick.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re friends. You did right by us. Hate to see a friend in pain.” 
 
      
 
    Trish’s smile froze, becoming brittle before it wavered. She wiped at her eyes, then nodded. “See you then.” 
 
      
 
    “All of us,” Heinrick said solemnly. “If you need anything, we’re at the inn.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    Stern turned to Heinrick. “Two days.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be here.” 
 
      
 
    Heinrick left them, feeling the awkwardness as he walked away. 
 
      
 
    Trish came down to Stern, her arm going around his waist. “You okay, lover?” 
 
      
 
    “I had to… tell them… and then he asked,” Stern said softly. “I hope to sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “So do we. Come on. I have food here already, too.” 
 
      
 
    Leaning against her, Stern let his wife lead him inside. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-eight 
 
      
 
    Nightmares plagued all of them again, preventing them from getting restful sleep. None of them had the energy to do anything beyond opening some rations for breakfast. They all gathered in the living room, not wanting to be alone. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t quite midday when a heavy knock came on the door. Stern got to his feet— he’d been hoping they’d get his letter quickly. The moment he opened the door, he was swept into Stacia’s arms, his mother crying as she hugged him. 
 
      
 
    The force behind the hug pushed him back a few steps, letting the rest of his parents into the home. Nicole looked up with bloodshot eyes, not understanding what was happening until she realized they had guests. 
 
      
 
    “My mask!” Nicole shouted, getting to her feet. Suddenly unsteady, she fell back into Jon’s arms. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine,” Julia said, hurrying to Nicole. “All of us have Iron Mind. Relax. You’ve had enough trauma.” 
 
      
 
    “They attacked you as you broke camp…? I’m glad we gave you everything we did,” Seamus said, shutting the door behind the group. “Three-on-one is terrible odds, but if they didn’t have good gear, it would make it much harder for them to hurt you.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be going to see the guard and Walkers’ guildhall,” Gerald said. “This will not happen again, not if people want to be welcomed into the halls. Honestly, we needed to make a point of it before the Travelers showed up. Some of them would try the same shit to steal gear from others.” 
 
      
 
    “And we’ll make sure they pay if they try,” Marysue said from where she sat with Cammie. 
 
      
 
    “If they do it, well… we can pay them a visit,” Karen said grimly, hugging Trish. “I will not tolerate player killers. We dealt with enough of that shit in Alpha World.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why we stomp it out now,” Gerald agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Go, then,” Stacia said. “I’ll stay here and help them.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go with Gerald,” Seamus said. “I need to make sure the consequences are very clear.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for coming, Mom…” Stern whispered. “Is here okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Stacia said, leading Stern over to the others. “Everyone, get comfortable. Marysue, can you prepare the tea?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll handle it,” Marysue said before going to the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “The tea to help us sleep?” Nicole asked, chewing her lip. “Sleep… is bad.” 
 
      
 
    “It won’t be after I help,” Stacia told her soothingly. 
 
      
 
    “All of you should group up on the floor. You’ll be passing out shortly,” Karen said. “I’ll go grab some pillows.” 
 
      
 
    “I can help,” Julia offered, going with her. 
 
      
 
    It took a few minutes for the tea to brew. By the time everyone was settled, they were ready to help. Marysue made sure everyone except her had a cup. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll watch over all of you,” Marysue explained when Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Marysue,” Stern murmured between sips of tea. 
 
      
 
    “Anything for my nephew,” she smiled gently. 
 
      
 
    “It’s time,” Stacia said softly. “Finish your tea, then close your eyes. I’ll handle it all from there.” 
 
      
 
    Julia and Karen were the outer ends of the group, and Stacia was in the middle with Stern beside her. They held hands as their eyes closed, ready to know peace. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Stern blinked slowly as the campsite came into focus. Time was frozen as he looked over the group breaking camp. He gave himself an appraising glance; the memory of him was smiling, clearly having a good morning. 
 
      
 
    “We’re all here,” Stacia said from beside him. The entire group who’d gone to sleep was standing in the clearing, but they were fuzzy, distorted images instead of solid like the memory they were seeing. “This is a composite made of all your memories. We’ll go slowly so you can see them and yourselves. You’ll see that you have no reason to feel the sorrow you carry. If we find something that holds tightly, we’ll go over it slowly.” 
 
      
 
    “It helped so much before,” Cyra said softly. “I can still see my parents’ faces clearly.” 
 
      
 
    “And me with… my past, too…” Nicole whispered. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be just like that again, but all of you will be together this time,” Stacia said. “Now, this is before the attack. From what Stern told us, you were ambushed just after the protection broke from the campfire being picked up.” 
 
      
 
    Jon hung his head; if he’d just waited a little longer, they might’ve spotted the ambush first. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Stacia said, looking at Jon. “They still would’ve attacked. You’re trying to hold blame for something that isn’t your fault.” 
 
      
 
    He stared at her, unsure of how she’d known his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “In here, connected to you all, I know everything,” Stacia told him gently. “Now, we’ll pause when the attack comes so you can clearly see how everything was arranged.” 
 
      
 
    The group watched the banter, then tensed when Jon picked up the campfire. The moment he did, everything froze again. 
 
      
 
    Karen pointed to the side. “Look at them. You think you did wrong in defending yourselves, but look: malicious glee, avarice, hatred…. not one of them looks ashamed of what they’re doing.” 
 
      
 
    The attackers were visible where they peeked out around trees, their first spells and arrows loosed. Every single one looked eager— gleeful, in some cases— to be doing what they were. 
 
      
 
    Stacia dissected the memories bit by bit, with Karen and Julia helping highlight things they might miss. Each action and reaction was shown to them. The fearfulness, then anger on their faces was clear as they fought for their lives. 
 
      
 
    Nicole felt ashamed that her face caused fear, but she was also glad that her hated perk held off the melee attackers until Zasha had gotten to them. If they hadn’t slowed, things might’ve been so much worse for her friends. 
 
      
 
    They watched each death and, when it was over, Julia spoke up, “Not one of them asked for mercy. They knew what they were doing was wrong. Not even one of them took the right path to ask for mercy. Instead, they tried to flee and hide from the horrors they’d committed.” 
 
      
 
    “If any of you hadn’t acted the way you had, some of you would’ve died,” Karen added. “We’ll show you those moments where others would’ve broken, but you didn’t. You pushed back, refusing to let these selfish people take your lives.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing you did was wrong. There’s no need for shame, sorrow, or regrets,” Stacia said gently. “Son, you need to praise your friends. They all played vital parts in keeping your crew alive. Pawly stopped their powerful caster who did the most against you. Zasha stopped the rush that would’ve done worse. Calius pulled the poison from you and then gave it back to the one who deserved it most.” 
 
      
 
    “I know… We’ve been stumbling in a haze of grief and trauma,” Stern said. “I’m so glad the Goddess put up those travel points.” 
 
      
 
    “So are we,” Julia whispered. “It was almost a surety she would, but it’s what let us get here today. We’ll be staying here for a few days, too. No arguing when we get a manor and have you all come over with us.” 
 
      
 
    “None, Mom,” Trish sniffled. “I… thank you.” 
 
      
 
    A group hug surrounded the bulwark, who needed the comfort. 
 
      
 
    “It’s time to see it again,” Stacia said after a few minutes. “Two more times through so you can accept that you did what you needed to. I know it wasn’t what you wanted, but sometimes, life isn’t kind. You’ll no longer hold the trauma you have.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Jon said gently, holding Nicole. “You’ve helped us so much… We were blessed the day we approached your son.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s always been a blessing to us,” Stacia snickered, “except for the terrible twos. My goodness, was he a terror, but I can tell those stories later.” 
 
      
 
    “Mooommmm!” Stern drew the name out in complaint. 
 
      
 
    Laughter came from the others. Their hearts felt lighter now; it wasn’t like they were a week ago, but they still felt far lighter than earlier that day. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “We’re back,” Seamus said, coming into the home. 
 
      
 
    “Shh…” Julia said, holding a finger up in front of her mouth. “They’re sleeping.” 
 
      
 
    “How did it go?” Marysue asked. 
 
      
 
    “Where are Stacia and Karen?” Seamus asked her back. 
 
      
 
    “Renting a bigger house for all of us,” Marysue said. “Now, how did it go?” 
 
      
 
    “About like I expected,” Gerald said. “The guard was surprised to see us, then got very polite. They’d already sent a couple of men on fast mounts to check the site of the attack. When we presented them with the previous issues with Billy and Brandon, they accepted that it was likely a hate crime. Stern won’t have any problems coming from that end.” 
 
      
 
    “Rescue Squad is getting the message about intolerance right now,” Seamus said with a glint in his eye. “I posted a quest on the boards to hand the attached letter to the receptionist at each office. The payment is a silver, so those should be getting handed in as we speak.” 
 
      
 
    “Abusing game mechanics again, are you?” Julia smiled at her husband fondly. 
 
      
 
    “Not abusing. Just bending them to do some good,” Seamus shrugged. “I don’t know if Victoria will patch that out or not, but it does the job. Did you tell Cyra about her parents?” 
 
      
 
    “No. We can do that tomorrow. Tonight, we’ll take them to the new place, give them a good meal, and then put them to sleep again,” Marysue said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not good news, but at least she’ll have closure,” Gerald said. 
 
      
 
    “Which is the best news she could get. It was clear they hadn’t survived.” 
 
      
 
    “They were the spearpoint back in the day. She should be proud of them,” Seamus said, looking at the sleeping crew. “But I agree… that’ll be tomorrow’s story. Did the dream go well?” 
 
      
 
    “They should be better,” Julia said. “We spent two hours helping them. If they hadn’t killed all of them, Karen would be off to hunt any of the survivors down. It was planned and executed to kill them with no remorse. If not for the gear we handed them…” Julia shook her head. 
 
      
 
    Seamus was beside her in a blink, holding her. “That would’ve been the worst…” 
 
      
 
    “We’d never have known what happened,” Julia sniffled. “Our precious baby would’ve just died when traveling, like Cyra’s parents.” 
 
      
 
    Seamus rocked in place with her, his eyes closed tight— he could imagine it all too easily. 
 
      
 
    “The next crew that purposefully attacks another will find out what crossing lines means,” Gerald said tightly. 
 
      
 
    “The Hand of Law will strike them down,” Marysue said with a gleam in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, they’re back,” Karen said as she and Stacia came into the room. “We have the manor and a couple of carriages. We’re ready to gather them up and take them to rest.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” Seamus sighed, exhaling the worry he’d held all day. “Tomorrow will be a different story to tell.” 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow would be best,” Stacia nodded. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-nine 
 
      
 
    Stern woke slowly, the last few days a blur to him. He was fine with that; he was aware of the mental trauma he’d been dealing with. Everything had settled the day before when his mother had arrived to help him and his wives and friends. 
 
      
 
    The dream Stacia’d had with them was there if he ever wanted to remember it again, but because he didn’t, it slid away from him. He was all too aware that he’d again killed people who’d been intent on killing him. He didn’t feel any guilt over it anymore, though— he’d protected himself, his wives, and his good friends. There was no reason to carry a burden over doing that. 
 
      
 
    A mumble from his left made him smile at Cammie half-draped on him. The sexy dwarfess had used the majority of her traps in the fight, and they’d never replaced them. It was something they’d have to take care of before they left Riverfalls again. 
 
      
 
    Short red hair was just visible behind Cammie’s shoulder. Trish was snuggled up to her. Glancing down, he saw the outline of Trish’s hand resting on Cammie’s hip, obvious even with the blanket over them. 
 
      
 
    Something tickled his cheek, so he gave his attention to his other side. One of Cyra’s floppy ears had brushed him when she snuggled closer. His delicate healer wife was the one he’d worried the most about after the ambush. Cyra was far from a killer, and he knew that it would’ve haunted her forever. If not for his mother’s ability to use healing dreams, Cyra might never be able to live with what they’d been forced to do. 
 
      
 
    “Morning, lover,” Trish whispered, having seen him watching the others. “I feel better today.” 
 
      
 
    “Mom’s gifted,” Stern whispered back. “If not for her…” 
 
      
 
    “It’d be a heavy weight to carry, even though we were only defending ourselves. If someone has never had to kill, even in self-defense, they wouldn’t understand. Mobs in a dungeon are a far cry from other Walkers in the wilds.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah…” Stern mumbled. “You okay?” 
 
      
 
    “As good as I could be. It’s almost like it never happened. The memories are there, but I won’t open them up if I don’t have to.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it morning?” Cammie murmured, her sky-blue eyes becoming visible as she blinked up at him. 
 
      
 
    “I think so. We slept most of yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    “Sleep more…” Cyra mumbled and tightened her grip on Stern. Three laughs got her to frown. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re adorable,” Stern said, leaning over to kiss the top of her head. “Go ahead and sleep more, our love.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll just cuddle for a bit,” Trish smirked as her hand moved. 
 
      
 
    “That’s more than a cuddle!” Cammie squeaked. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’m just getting closer,” Trish snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Inside isn’t getting closer,” Cammie moaned, “but I’m willing.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey… I can’t sleep if you have her make those sounds,” Cyra grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Not conducive to sleep,” Stern laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Shh! She’s fine,” Cammie gasped. “Oh, Goddess… she’s just fine…” 
 
      
 
    Cyra muttered, then ducked under the blankets. 
 
      
 
    Stern laughed at their antics, the happiness in his heart growing as the darkness was left behind. His laughter became a sharp inhale when Cyra found something to play with under the blankets. 
 
      
 
    “See? Now we’re all having fun,” Trish snickered. “Fluffy bunny wanted a carrot.” 
 
      
 
    Stern snorted out a laugh as he surrendered to his loving wife— the joke was terrible, which was perfectly Trish. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” Stacia smiled at the group when they came into the dining room. “Feeling better?” 
 
      
 
    “Much. Thank you, Mom,” Trish beamed. 
 
      
 
    “We really appreciate the help, Mother,” Cammie added. 
 
      
 
    “I hope to never know that feeling again…” Cyra whispered. “I can never express how grateful I am that it’s gone now.” 
 
      
 
    “A hug is enough for me, dear daughter,” Stacia said, standing up to collect a hug. 
 
      
 
    “We weren’t really awake yesterday,” Stern said. “Did everyone come with you or…?” 
 
      
 
    Stacia was hugging all three of Stern’s wives as they came up to him. “Your siblings are in Darkstone, but the rest of us came up. There was a lot to address with what happened, after all.” 
 
      
 
    Stern had to agree to that. 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast for four?” a servant asked, coming into the room. 
 
      
 
    “Six, please,” Jon said as he and Nicole entered the dining room. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. It’ll be a few minutes for food. I’ll bring some tea.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole was sad to be wearing her mask again. The staff in the manor didn’t have Iron Mind, but that was a small price to pay for the lack of guilt she felt. “Mrs. Masterson, I—” 
 
      
 
    “Stacia, dear. You’re basically family,” Stacia cut her off gently. “And if you want to repay me, I take hugs.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra, Cammie, and Trish went to take seats, leaving Stacia free for Nicole. 
 
      
 
    Nicole swallowed, then quickly hurried over to Stacia for a hug. “Thank you. You feel like the mother I always wanted.” 
 
      
 
    “And I’m happy to be that for you. I’m sure Jon’s mother will be the mom you deserve, though his father is trash. No offense, Jon.” 
 
      
 
    Jon shook his head. “None taken. He showed his true self with how he felt about my happiness. You’re right, though. My mother will give her the mom she should’ve had, but we’re glad to have you as a surrogate mother, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect,” Stacia smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Where are the others, Mom?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Helping tie up problems. They’ll be back after brunch. You all slept well in. We expected that, which is why they’re out right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I need to send a letter to Heinrick. I promised him dinner tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll arrange for one here,” Stacia said. “Now sit. The tea and food will be out shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mom,” Stern said. He smiled, recalling how useless it was to fight her when she had her mind made up. Besides, he was hungry as hell. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    They were just finishing breakfast when Seamus and the others came back. The now much larger group moved off to one of the parlors to relax to discuss things. 
 
      
 
    “Is everything settled?” Stern asked before his parents could broach a topic. 
 
      
 
    “The Walkers’ halls and Rescue Squad have been informed. The eighteen people who attacked you are being looked into. You knew four of them, at least, so those are known. We’ll have to wait for the guards to get back from the ambush site to know who the others were for certain,” Gerald said. 
 
      
 
    “I know I’d seen them in the city, but we never talked,” Stern shrugged. “I feel bad for their families, but that’s all.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve ensured that the repercussions of attacking fellow Walkers is widely known. It’ll be an idiot or Traveler to break it now,” Gerald said. 
 
      
 
    “Same thing. Most Travelers will be idiots,” Seamus said. “It’s been years, though, so maybe the idea that the world should be respected has caught on.” 
 
      
 
    “It was slowly sinking in for Alpha World when we left,” Gerald said. “To even get into this world takes approval from… you know who.” 
 
      
 
    “The beta should be fine, then,” Seamus said. “It’s a closed beta, right?” 
 
      
 
    “As far as we know.” 
 
      
 
    “Dad, that’s a lot of dadism in there…” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Travelers will either be understanding like us,” Marysue jumped into the conversation, “or they’ll be out only for themselves, where killing others is nothing to them. We’ve put things into motion so, if they go that route, we’ll come down on them.” 
 
      
 
    Stern nodded slowly. “Will they hate the way Billy and Brandon did?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sadly. It’s more just something to get a leg up for them,” Karen said tightly. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a big topic we wanted to cover today,” Julia said, trying to curtail the conversation from spiraling. 
 
      
 
    “We do, but we also need to answer their questions,” Stacia said. 
 
      
 
    “We’re good,” Cyra said, not wanting to hear more. “What did you want to tell us about?” 
 
      
 
    “Funny that you should be the one to ask…” Seamus said slowly. “We’ve gotten word back on your parents.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone focused on him, Cyra’s hands clasping Stern’s and Cammie’s tightly. 
 
      
 
    “We have verification on who they were and what happened to them,” Seamus went on. “Your parents were Judith and Marco Arnibto. Your grandmother was Judith’s mother’s sister. She wasn’t actually your grandmother, but a grandaunt.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra felt her whole world yanked out from under her as she leaned into the sofa. Her hands being held by her lovers was the only anchor she had to stop from being completely lost. “Gran…?” 
 
      
 
    “She loved you. We know that. Even with nothing to her name, she did her best for you. You likely don’t remember being left with your grandmother and grandaunt. Your grandmother passed away a couple of days after you were left with her. Your grandaunt stepped up to take you in. She sent word to your mother… but it was too late. Your parents had set out to find a new city before the letter arrived.” 
 
      
 
    “They were Seekers?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, those rare few who explore and find the hidden remnants where dungeons are. They were known as some of the best. They’d taken two years off, which corresponds with your birth. Then, they showed back up and headed out again, but that first city… they never found it. Another group did. Your parents’ bodies were discovered nearby.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra was crying as she stared at Seamus. “How?” 
 
      
 
    “Looks like they got attacked while they were setting camp. It was before they even got the campfire set,” Seamus sighed. “It was just them— their old group didn’t go with them. We think that’s why it ended the way it did. Just two people going looking is… not good. It’s always a full crew for a reason. That was when it became an unofficial rule, in fact.” 
 
      
 
    Trish kneeled in front of Cyra as Stern and Cammie shifted to hold her from the sides. All three of her lovers holding her while she cried for her lost parents was the solace her soul needed. 
 
      
 
    “They were known?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    “Their crew, before they stopped, was known for finding over ten different cities. When they stopped, the crew broke apart. As far as we can tell, it was a mutual decision to just set it down. The other members of their old crew are still alive. We can arrange for you to meet them in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “Please!” Cyra sobbed. “I want to hear more about them…!” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll send letters,” Marysue said gently. “We’ll let you know what they say.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you…!” Cyra cried, holding her lovers. “I knew they were dead, but…” 
 
      
 
    “Without clear evidence, you could always hope that they were still out there somewhere…” Julia murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah…” Cyra sniffled. “Thank you. Knowing is better.” 
 
      
 
    Stern kissed her cheek. “I’m glad we have an answer for you.” 
 
      
 
    “So am I.” Cyra let out a shuddering breath, trying to pull her emotions back under control. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
    Heinrick and Tough Luck arrived in the carriage Seamus had sent for them. The entire crew was nervous when they got out, but seeing only Stern waiting for them, their nerves faded. 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t expect a carriage, or this place,” Heinrick said, the first to greet Stern. 
 
      
 
    “Well, my parents are here, if you haven’t heard.” 
 
      
 
    That statement brought the entire crew’s nerves right back. 
 
      
 
    “Darkhand’s here?” Elleita asked with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. We needed my mother to help us with what happened,” Stern explained. 
 
      
 
    “With what we’ve been hearing about things being enforced, that makes sense,” Heinrick said slowly. “We had no idea they were here, though.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re about to meet them all,” Stern said. “Dinner will be with them and us. If that’s too much—” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Goddess, I’m not dressed for that!” Elleita gasped. The other woman in Tough Luck looked just as panicked. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine. We’re not exactly putting on our best, either,” Karen chuckled, appearing behind the crew. 
 
      
 
    All five of them spun to face Karen, their eyes wide. She gave them a smirk, her hip canted as she met their eyes. She was wearing a simple shirt and pants that looked like something anyone would wear in the city. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Karen, one of his moms,” she introduced herself. “Figured having one of us meet you outside would ease your worries.” 
 
      
 
    “Could’ve warned me, Mom,” Stern sighed. 
 
      
 
    “And spoil my fun? Nope!” Karen laughed. “So welcome to the house. Dinner’s in a little bit, but we can go in and make introductions first. Just calm down and treat us like friends. Honestly, we’ve been hoping to meet more people that treat our eldest as a friend.” 
 
      
 
    Heinrick stood in front of the others, facing Karen. “Mrs. Masterson, it is an honor. I can’t promise we won’t be stilted. It’s not often you get to meet your idols, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “Not much to idolize,” Karen shrugged. “We’re just like you. All we’ve done is just push a little harder and faster than most others.” 
 
      
 
    “Just like us?” Elleita whispered in shock. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve all been reborn at least once,” Karen said, looking at Elleita. “We know the pain from both sides of it.” 
 
      
 
    This shocked the crew— they’d never heard of Darkhand needing rebirths. 
 
      
 
    “It’s true,” Stern said. “Once, it was just my father who came out. We can tell the stories inside if you’re still willing to have dinner?” 
 
      
 
    Elleita swallowed, then stepped onto the porch. “I’d love to have dinner… a-as long as it’s okay for us to be here…?” 
 
      
 
    “Friends are always welcome,” Karen grinned. “Okay, everyone, come inside. Son, go to the first parlor.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I got it,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    The introductions went awkwardly; the awe in Heinrick and his crew’s eyes was extremely obvious. Then, Seamus told the story of how he named Pawly and Stern’s crew, getting everyone to loosen up. If the most powerful Walkers could make dad jokes, then it should be fine. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Dinner was delicious— the chef at the manor was one of the best in the city. Conversation was kept at a minimum while they ate, as they all focused on enjoying their food. Now that dinner was done and they were enjoying after-dinner drinks, conversation picked up again. 
 
      
 
    The first thing they covered was the ambush and its aftermath. All of Tough Luck looked horrified at what they were told. 
 
      
 
    “If we’d known, we’d have gone after them to help,” Heinrick said. “We knew that the troublemaking crew left, but it wasn’t until the following day that we noticed more had left at the same time. We didn’t think anything of it, just figuring the other crews moved on.” 
 
      
 
    “Your gear held up to all of that?” Elleita asked in awe. 
 
      
 
    “It’s things we gave them,” Julia said. “If not for the gifts, it could’ve been catastrophic.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re very thankful,” Jon said. “Even with what I can make now, we wouldn’t have had the runes to make the resistances as good as these are. It was that which helped us through the first few seconds of the ambush.” 
 
      
 
    “What can you make now?” Heinrick asked. 
 
      
 
    “Two rune slots, and enchant a weapon on top of it,” Jon grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Seamus sat forward. “That’s better than your father, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “If you stop running, Rescue Squad would like to work with you.” 
 
      
 
    Jon blinked slowly, then began to laugh. “Accepted. Oh, fuck you, old man. Disrespect my wife and pay!” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Elleita asked. 
 
      
 
    That led into another quick story about Nicole meeting Jon’s family. 
 
      
 
    “What a dick,” Heinrick said. “Anyone who’s seen you two knows how much you love each other.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Stacia smiled. “It’s obvious. I’ll be hoping for you to find your perk soon, Nicole, even if that does mean your crew will part ways.” 
 
      
 
    “Umm… about that…” Stern said slowly. When everyone looked his way, he gave Jon and Nicole a smile. “How’d you feel about being neighbors?” 
 
      
 
    “You’d stop, too?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    “Thought we could stop together, raise the grandkids my mothers’ want—” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Stacia yelled eagerly, earning a lot of laughter. 
 
      
 
    “Then, once they’re grown, we can see about suiting up again if we ever want to,” Stern went on. “But that’ll all be after we get Nicole her perk.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole teared up, nodding. “Yes! That’d be wonderful. My friends, a home, and children…?” 
 
      
 
    Jon held her to his chest, stroking her hair. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe one day…” Elleita murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Elle?” Heinrick asked with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet. I want to make it to gold like my mother, at least, but maybe after that…?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Heinrick nodded emphatically. 
 
      
 
    “And a wedding before then?” Marysue grinned. “If you’re staying in the city for a while…?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Elleita sighed. “I want to wait to get to my stopping point first. If I marry him… I’ll want a family right away.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine,” Heinrick was quick to assure her. “We can wait.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm…” Gerald said slowly. “But if it’s a given when the time comes, maybe we can give gifts now?” 
 
      
 
    Seamus nodded. “Jon, I’d like to hire you to ensure your friends have good gear to help them reach their goals.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d do it for free,” Jon said. 
 
      
 
    “Nonsense. Consider this the trial run for your job later,” Seamus said. “We’ll provide the forge, the metal, and runes, and you’ll make the gear.” 
 
      
 
    “For all of them,” Julia added. “The crew will be together, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Seamus said. 
 
      
 
    “I can make leathers and other lighter armor,” Trish added. “A few of them are in that group.” 
 
      
 
    “Done and done. It’ll be a double trial, if you can do two runes?” 
 
      
 
    “I can,” Trish grinned. “Can’t enchant like Jon, but I can do two rune slots.” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect,” Seamus smiled. “We’ll arrange for space, tools, and supplies to do it all.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll take at least a month. Can you all wait that long?” Stern asked Heinrick. 
 
      
 
    “Will stretch things a bit, but we can manage it, especially for gear with two slots open.” 
 
      
 
    “We can help ease the costs,” Karen said. “We need to head back down to our other kids in a few days. We’ll pay for the manor for two months.” 
 
      
 
    Heinrick and his crew just stared at them, slack-jawed. 
 
      
 
    “Mom, you broke them,” Stern snorted. “It’s up to you, but if you want to move in when they leave, it’s fine. We can always train while Jon and Trish work; keep the edge honed.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll accept that,” Heinrick said slowly. “I… thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Friends who just want to be friends have always been rare for me,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Rare for all of us,” Seamus said, jumping in. “The few friends he had when he was younger were always trying to find a way to get closer to us, not him. When good people show who they are and have been true friends, well… it’s easy to lend a hand. Besides, this is a pre-wedding gift.” 
 
      
 
    “We’d be fine without. We wouldn’t want you to think we had ulterior motives,” Heinrick said quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, we know,” Seamus said. “The six of us have a wide range of ways of knowing you were true friends. That’s why we’re even offering.” 
 
      
 
    “Can we do a bit more?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” Marysue asked her. “More?” 
 
      
 
    “Not for them, but for Marvella, Maverna, and their crew.” 
 
      
 
    “Irregular Pack,” Nicole nodded. “They were the first real friends we had, outside of our crew.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Gerald said. “I’ve looked into them before. I also heard how they had trouble with the idiots, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Seamus said. 
 
      
 
    “Two or three months, then,” Stern said slowly. “We’ll have to send Marvella a letter asking her to wait, or even come back.” 
 
      
 
    “Ask them to come back,” Cyra said. “We can go with them to Riverway together afterward, all three of us.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like that,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    “Me, too,” Nicole nodded. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll arrange for the crafting and manor,” Stacia said. “Two days, and we’ll go so you can move in. That’ll still leave enough room for the other crew when they get here, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Things have changed, but maybe for the better when it’s all done,” Stern said slowly. “I’m still upset we had to do what we did, but I won’t be sorry for defending ourselves. It also showed us another very good set of friends who were concerned for us.” 
 
      
 
    “You looked like you died inside,” Heinrick said somberly. “Any friend would be concerned.” 
 
      
 
    “Any real friend would be, yes,” Stern nodded. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-one 
 
      
 
    Heinrick and Tough Luck moved into the manor that evening. Stern’s parents left the next day, promising to be back once they got their friends settled in with Josie, Anastacia, and Joseph. The two crews spent the next month training, with Jon and Trish focused on crafting gear for Tough Luck. Nicole would spend a day or two with Jon while he worked to imbue weapons with enchantments. Cyra was even brought in for a couple of those days, her healing being used to enchant some of the new equipment. 
 
      
 
    Tough Luck grew a deep respect for the training regimen that Stern used— it helped the less melee-inclined learn how to better defend themselves. Between that and the overall conditioning training, they were all getting into far better shape. 
 
      
 
    On the day that the Travelers arrived, another announcement went from the temple: it was decreed that all Travelers would have to pass the same test all Walkers did to enter their first dungeon, but they could take it without the class requirement some cities had. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Okay, we have your gear,” Trish grinned at the group. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not as flashy as ours, but it’s the best we can do for you,” Jon added. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll likely be a damned sight better than what we’ve cobbled together,” Heinrick said. “We accept the generosity that was heaped upon us.” 
 
      
 
    A faint knock on the front door made them pause. Stern poked his head out of the parlor as the butler answered the door. 
 
      
 
    “We are Irregular Pack, looking for Pawsitively Irregular,” Marvella said. 
 
      
 
    “Marvella, come on in. Great timing, actually,” Stern said, stepping into the hall. “We’re in here.” 
 
      
 
    “Stern, we heard what happened,” Marvella said as she led her crew inside. “We’re glad you’re alright. Your letter was a little confusing, though. Why did you want us to come back?” 
 
      
 
    Stern grinned at her. “It’d be easier to show you.” 
 
      
 
    Maverna smiled. “It’s good to see you again. Iron Mind blocks me from reading thoughts, so I don’t even get a hint.” 
 
      
 
    “Even better,” Stern said. “We have guests.” He announced them to the parlor, though they’d all known already because he’d held the conversation with the door open. 
 
      
 
    Marvella was surprised to see Heinrick and Tough Luck, but grinned at the crew; they’d made friends with them before. “Heinrick, it’s good to see you again. Been here the whole time?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve been training with them,” Heinrick told her. “Today’s the other reason we’ve been hanging around, and also the reason Stern asked you back.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, good. The mystery can be solved,” Marvella said. Her single eye stared at the pile of armor and weapons on the coffee table. 
 
      
 
    Stern was getting them all seats when the front door opening caught Cyra’s ear. She slipped out of the room to see what was happening, a bright smile lighting up her face when she saw who’d entered the manor. She waved them to her before stepping back into the room. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, we’ll present to Tough Luck, then explain to you, Marvella,” Trish said. She looked at Cyra— she’d left the parlor door open and was grinning widely. “Cyra?” 
 
      
 
    “We have guests,” she giggled. 
 
      
 
    As if it was planned, Seamus came around the corner. “Oh, good, we made it back in time. Did you rune any of it?” 
 
      
 
    “No. We don’t have runes that would be worth it,” Stern told his father as the rest of Darkhand entered the room. 
 
      
 
    Marvella, Maverna, and their crew stared at Seamus and the others in shock. 
 
      
 
    “We have runes to spare that’ll be worth it,” Marysue said, then turned to the other crew. “Irregular Pack, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Marvella said with deep respect. 
 
      
 
    “Marysue is fine, dear. Has Stern explained it?” 
 
      
 
    “No, ma’a— er, Marysue.” Marvella quickly changed her wording. 
 
      
 
    “They just got here,” Cammie snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s start with the gear so we can check and rune it,” Karen said. “We’ll explain afterward why Stern called his friends— that’d be you—” she addressed the wolf lykian sisters, “back to Riverfalls.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Maverna and Marvella said together. 
 
      
 
    It took a minute to get everyone settled. The members of Irregular Pack kept stealing glances at Darkhand, clearly in awe to be in the same room as people they idolized. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, starting with weapons,” Jon said. “We have one for each of you…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    By the time the pair finished presenting the weapons and armor, Tough Luck was slack-jawed. They’d heard about what they were going to get before, but having them presented, then runed by Seamus and his family, was even more mind-boggling. 
 
      
 
    “Both of you pass the test,” Gerald said. “When you stop running, we’ll set contracts with you for gear.” 
 
      
 
    “Full agreement,” Seamus said. “If you get any more perks for crafting, we’ll have to bump our current estimates.” 
 
      
 
    “It’d only be fair,” Gerald agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Finding someone to add the auto-size enchantment to armor was the only stumble for me,” Trish said. “I’ll have to hope to get an enchantment perk before we stop.” 
 
      
 
    “If not, we can see about finding someone to help with that,” Marysue said. 
 
      
 
    Irregular Pack and Tough Luck examined the new gear. The excitement of Tough Luck was balanced by the small hints of envy clear on the others’ faces. 
 
      
 
    “Marvella, we called your crew back for the same reason,” Stern said. “I doubt we can upgrade your personal gear, but for your sister and the rest of your crew, we likely can.” 
 
      
 
    That got all of Irregular Pack to stare at Stern. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Marvella asked. 
 
      
 
    “We wanted to make sure our friends are protected,” Nicole said softly. 
 
      
 
    “And we’re paying for it, because you’ve shown true Rescue Squad spirit,” Seamus added firmly. “Your crew, since your sister was brought out, has done almost as much as my son’s has. More than that, you’ve helped share how irregulars skew perk choices. Then, add on the fact that you are honestly his friends, never having tried to use him? All of that combined is why, to stop your next question.” 
 
      
 
    Marvella’s eye was wide as she tried to process everything. 
 
      
 
    “We only survived because of our gear,” Cyra said softly into the silence. “We can’t give you the same, but we can give you better than you have.” 
 
      
 
    “We’d like our friends to be as safe as possible,” Cammie added. 
 
      
 
    “It helps us understand our new perks for crafting, too,” Trish said, “so it’s a win for us.” 
 
      
 
    “We accept,” Maverna answered softly, her sister locked up in silence. “It’s something we’d never have asked for. You already did so much for us, but refusing a gift from a friend is impolite, and I want to be the best I can so I can find my perk.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand that,” Nicole nodded. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll take us a little over a month, and we’ll need to know your preferences for armor and weapons,” Jon said. 
 
      
 
    “More training is required,” Heinrick said. “We have new gear to get used to.” 
 
      
 
    “And the best way to do that is a simulated field test,” Stacia smiled. “We’ll get the mock dungeon set up for you to use for the next week, because knowing your equipment is vital.” 
 
      
 
    That again caused a lot of shock, as using a mock dungeon wasn’t cheap. 
 
      
 
    “In the meantime, if you’d like, you can join us in normal training while they craft,” Stern offered to Marvella. 
 
      
 
    “He’s brutal,” Elleita said. “You’ll get better, though. We’ve done it for the last month and we’re much better than we were.” 
 
      
 
    “We accept,” Maverna said. “After all, it’s the least we can do with everything you’re doing for us.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” Seamus grinned. “I’ll go let the chef know about dinner, then have the maids get the rooms ready.” 
 
      
 
    “How many rooms do you need?” Stacia asked Maverna. 
 
      
 
    “Four,” Maverna replied. 
 
      
 
    “Perfect. There should be enough here for all of you. We’ll be in the manor two down from here, since we have most of Stern’s siblings with us.” 
 
      
 
    “We’d have been here sooner, but we had to take the long way back since they can’t Fast Travel yet,” Karen shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make sure to stop in to see them,” Stern smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Good. They were upset to hear what happened. Seeing you would be nice,” Julia smiled. 
 
      
 
    Marvella shook her head— a chance meeting with Stern, the man that’d helped bring her sister back to her, had led to this moment. She was meeting her idols, going to get better gear for her crew, and even going to have downtime with her friends. Life wasn’t supposed to be this good. A dark thought reminded her it was only happening because her friends had almost been killed by bigoted assholes. That grounded her and let her accept what was happening. This generosity would let her keep her sister safe from others. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-two 
 
      
 
    It took a little over a month to get the next set of gear crafted. This time, Jon and Trish didn’t hold it back: they gave it out piecemeal so Irregular Pack could get used to it, having worked on armor first. Stern’s parents put them through the mock dungeon for a week once their armor was done so they were used to combat conditions. 
 
      
 
    Stern and his wives spent their free time with his siblings, meaning the younger Mastersons got to know the other Walkers who would join them at times. Stern didn’t torment his siblings, instead just spending time with them, letting them play with his pets, and quizzing them on and off about various pieces of dungeon lore they should know. 
 
      
 
    That pastime was soon picked up by the others, ending up with all three younger crews playing a version of Trivial Pursuit, with Darkhand asking the questions. After the first game, they forbade Stern from playing; it was clear he was his father’s son, being a veritable encyclopedia of information. 
 
      
 
    Stacia took the time to help a few of Irregular Pack and Tough Luck with their difficulties from being a Walker. Maverna benefitted the most; she’d had a lot of trauma from her perk. Stern’s moms almost adopted the wolf lykian, as they all had their own past experiences and knew how she felt. 
 
      
 
    The night the last weapon was finished, Seamus threw them a grand party. What no one expected was the fact that Darkhand had gone even further, arranging carriages to take them to Riverway. They spent two weeks riding along the road in carriages and staying at inns. Knowing it might cause problems for the crews, their final stop was the last town before Riverway so they could walk into the city. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “That’s the end of our vacation,” Heinrick said as they got closer. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not really sure it was a vacation,” Elleita replied. “Stern brutalized us most days.” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly made us work, at least,” Marvella said. 
 
      
 
    “I did kind of push them,” Stern said. “They could’ve stopped at any time they wanted to.” 
 
      
 
    “We could have,” Maverna agreed, “but they were doing it even longer than we were.” 
 
      
 
    “We got in better shape from it,” Heinrick said. “Besides, we all took days off here or there.” 
 
      
 
    “Some of us did for dates,” Marvella grinned. “I seem to recall a dwarf and elf taking a few of those days together.” 
 
      
 
    Elleita blushed, then took Heinrick’s hand. “I concede.” 
 
      
 
    That earned laughter from most of the group. Even the few not in relationships had taken days off to just enjoy the city of Riverfalls. No one had really felt overworked, especially not with the luxury they’d had to offset training. 
 
      
 
    “Do we have a plan for when we get there?” Cammie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Get rooms, see the Walkers’ hall for shard quests, have dinner, then hit the dungeon tomorrow,” Trish listed off. “It’s not like we need to gear check.” 
 
      
 
    “And, if we all go in the same day, we can pull two or three people out at the same time,” Marvella added. “Make a nice big impact at the hall that way. Might even help nudge others into doing it.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve done that before,” Stern nodded. “Dad’s going to look into offering runes for shards to help prompt people in the lower tiers.” 
 
      
 
    “That would do it if they are lesser or better… anything above least would do it, but even offering least runes for the first three to six dungeons might get attention,” Maverna said. 
 
      
 
    “That’d be incentive enough,” Heinrick said. “We didn’t really start getting least runes until late into second tier.” 
 
      
 
    “Same for me when I started,” Marvella added. 
 
      
 
    “The first six dungeons are when most Walkers are trying to get decent gear, so while the runes would be a draw, so would that,” Jon said slowly. “Not even great gear— just something solid.” 
 
      
 
    The others agreed with Jon that that’s what their early dungeon runs looked like. The only two it didn’t apply to were Stern and Cyra. 
 
      
 
    “Do we want to all go in for shards as a group, or one after the other?” Trish asked. “They both have pros and cons to doing it either way.” 
 
      
 
    “Considering our equipment, which will be above what most of the crews in there have,” Heinrick said slowly, “I’m thinking we should go in separately.” 
 
      
 
    “Might be for the best,” Marvella nodded. “I even had a few items upgraded by you, and I’m gold tier. Seeing all of us together will raise more questions than going in as crews only.” 
 
      
 
    “With the big push to all Walkers’ halls over what happens if Walkers attack each other, they might even suspect us if we went as a full group,” Jon added. 
 
      
 
    That got silence to fall as they considered his comment. 
 
      
 
    “Splitting up won’t matter if we hang around each other,” Stern said after a minute. “The impact of crews being friendly might be greater. We’ll have better gear than the majority there, but a comment or two about Jon and Trish having crafting perks can deflect most of that. We might have just ground out quests to get the money together for it.” 
 
      
 
    “Good point, and most of it looks similar,” Marvella nodded. “I think with my gold badge, it’ll mollify them.” 
 
      
 
    “They might think she funded most of or all of it,” Maverna said. 
 
      
 
    “Doubtful, but it might,” Stern said. “Going together also shows that crews should be friendly to each other.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s some of that, but not enough of it, either,” Marvella sighed. “Even all the way up at gold, a lot of crews might be acquaintances, but they’re not really friends.” 
 
      
 
    “Dad’s mentioned it before. When you get into the elemental metals and beyond, there starts to be more bonding, as you’ve likely pulled each other out of dungeons. There’s more connection, but it lacks what we’ve built to a degree.” 
 
      
 
    “Will the Travelers fix that?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Dad thinks some might try to bring more friendship while others will be the opposite, seeing other crews as competition.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe for the between-city quests?” Cammie asked slowly. “There’s no competition for dungeons; every crew has their own.” 
 
      
 
    “He told me it wasn’t worth thinking about,” Stern shrugged. “I’m hoping that seeing all three of our crews as friends might inspire another crew or two to do the same.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, there are risks either way, so let’s go as a group,” Nicole said. 
 
      
 
    That became the consensus as they approached the gates of Riverway. 
 
      
 
    The guards on duty were surprised to see three crews together, but directed them on to the Walkers’ hall and the inn after asking Stern to make sure his animals behaved. 
 
      
 
    A few people paused to watch the collective group, as they were an oddity. No one spoke to them, though a few conversations sprang up behind them. 
 
      
 
    It was late afternoon when they entered the Walkers’ guildhall. The room was busy, as most of the runs were over for the day. A single crew coming in would’ve garnered little attention, but three crews doing so got everyone to look over and caused conversations to fall off. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” The question was muttered, but in the near silence, it was audible. 
 
      
 
    “Friends,” Stern said. “Tough Luck, Irregular Pack, and Pawsitively Irregular.” 
 
      
 
    “Three crews all coming in together?” the same person asked, standing up now. The angelic’s wings ruffled as he eyed them. “And with that gear?” 
 
      
 
    “We made it,” Jon said, motioning to Trish and himself. “We were given the supplies and place to craft, but we made it.” 
 
      
 
    “What does it cost? Do you take commissions?” another voice asked. An elf got to her feet, staring at them intently. 
 
      
 
    More people cut in, asking for information on their equipment. 
 
      
 
    A sharp whistle cut over the din. Everyone winced at the tone, as it literally staggered them. The dwarf behind the hall’s reception desk gave the room a hard look. “Mind your damned manners! Walkers, did you have business with myself or my counterpart?” He motioned to the woman behind the Rescue Squad desk. 
 
      
 
    “We came in to pick up shard quests for tomorrow,” Stern said. “I also have a quest to drop off to her.” 
 
      
 
    “Please do so. We all know not to hinder a quest,” the dwarf said, eyeing the room. 
 
      
 
    The Walkers took their seats and went back to their quiet conversations. 
 
      
 
    “Stern, I’m going to answer some questions,” Trish said before she walked over to the elf. 
 
      
 
    “Might be for the best,” Jon agreed. “We’ll keep an eye for when it’s time to go.” 
 
      
 
    “We can all answer some questions,” Marvella said. “Mav, go ahead and get the quest for us. The rest of us can show off our gear and discuss it.” 
 
      
 
    “You can grab one for us, Elle,” Heinrick told Elleita. 
 
      
 
    Both of them agreed, so it was just Stern, Elleita, and Maverna who went to the Rescue Squad desk. The rest of the combined crews spread out to answer questions for the curious Walkers. The fact they did that garnered a lot of goodwill with the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome, Walkers,” the human behind the Rescue Squad desk smiled. “I’ll take the quest off you, first.” 
 
      
 
    Stern had to shuck off his bag to dig into it. He finally stood up with a small sack, handing it over while he put his bag back on. “Delivered,” he said, feeling the quest complete. “There’s a note inside.” 
 
      
 
    The receptionist opened the bag, then froze when she saw what was in it. Shaking her head, she pulled out the folded page before closing the bag. She glanced at Stern before she opened the letter. Her eyes grew wider as she read and, when she finished, she closed them, taking deep breaths. 
 
      
 
    “They’re really pushing now, aren’t they…?” the receptionist murmured. 
 
      
 
    “They want to incentivize souls being pulled out even more now, especially with the Travelers showing up. I would expect runes and gear to slowly trickle in to keep people interested.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank the Goddess,” the receptionist sniffled, then wiped at her eyes. “I’ll put up a reward as he specified in the letter. We’ll be having a boom of rebirths soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Starting with us,” Stern said. “My crew will pull two shards minimum, perhaps three, depending on what we have to spend at the end.” 
 
      
 
    “Same for us,” Elleita said. 
 
      
 
    “And us,” Maverna added. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so six shards, with the potential for more. Let me check.” 
 
      
 
    “We also want the oldest shards possible,” Stern said. “It’s not about the reward for us. We’ll want the reward added to our recovery accounts as it is.” 
 
      
 
    “Half to the accounts for us,” Elleita said. 
 
      
 
    “Half and half for us, too,” Maverna added. 
 
      
 
    “Very well. One moment.” The woman smiled brightly as she picked up her pad to search for them. 
 
      
 
    Stern looked at the two women with him. “Take a quest for two. If you go for more, ask your shopkeeper for the oldest shards they have. We can set up unknown souls for rebirth. Rescue Squad’s data is only from the time the guild was created.” 
 
      
 
    Both of them nodded slowly, suddenly thinking about the unknown number of souls fractured and unaccounted for. 
 
      
 
    “Okay… if you’re willing to split this, we can get two people reborn. Both have had three shards waiting for nearly twenty years.” 
 
      
 
    “Give us the split, and them the doubles,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Very well. I’ll need you to verify the quests,” the receptionist said. “I can start with you, sir. Randall Perkins and Maggie Watanabe, a single shard each.” 
 
      
 
    Stern accepted the quest, then stepped aside for the other two. Elleita and Maverna both picked up their quests, as well. 
 
      
 
    “Umm… Masterson—?” the receptionist started. 
 
      
 
    “Stern, please. Call me Stern.” 
 
      
 
    “Stern… does this have to do with the updates from a couple of months ago?” 
 
      
 
    Stern grimaced, then shook his head. “No. That happened because my crew and I were ambushed by people who hated irregulars and wanted our things. This is just Darkhand pushing to do more. They know Travelers— even more so than normal Walkers— are motivated by gear.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not just us, then?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Rescue Squad up and down the line will see an influx of rewards to entice people. You’re just the first, because I was coming here.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you…” The gratitude in her eyes was bright. 
 
      
 
    “Doing what we all should do,” Stern said. “Be ready for the rush once you announce things.” 
 
      
 
    “I will be.” 
 
      
 
    Stern turned to find the others glancing their way. He gave them a nod, then led the two women toward the exit. The others excused themselves from their conversations to meet up at the door. 
 
      
 
    “Are you all going in tomorrow?” the angelic who’d asked them questions called out. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Stern said. “Between the three of our crews, we’ll be pulling two souls out for rebirth. Our gear lets us do that; we know that. But can you pull a single shard out to give a family hope of a loved one coming back? I follow in the footsteps of Darkhand. Pulling souls is what we should all aspire to if we can.” 
 
      
 
    The room was silent, all of them focused on Stern and his friends. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow, Rescue Squad will have information to share. I’d suggest stopping in before your run tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh hell…!” the receptionist’s voice filled the pause after Stern spoke. 
 
      
 
    “No pressure,” Stern laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Wait, what did he mean?” someone asked as the group was leaving. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-three 
 
      
 
    The three crews had breakfast separately; this way, Nicole was able to enjoy some more time with her mask off. When they were done, they got their gear on and headed out. 
 
      
 
    Marvella’s and Heinrick’s crews were in the taproom, chatting with the other crews having breakfast. The snippets Stern caught were just general advice to check with Rescue Squad before going to the dungeon and answering more questions about their armor. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, folks. Our last crew just got here,” Marvella said loudly enough to cut off conversations. “Time to go rescue some souls. Safe runs.” 
 
      
 
    “Safe runs,” came from every table. 
 
      
 
    “They’re friendly enough,” Marvella said as they took the well-worn path around the inn toward the dungeon square. “A lot of questions about our armor. The rumor of runes from Rescue Squad was already flying around, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Figured they’d start when I dropped that comment on the way out,” Stern chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Bet she was less than thrilled,” Heinrick laughed. “Probably got swamped with questions.” 
 
      
 
    “No bet,” Trish snorted. 
 
      
 
    The square had the usual merchants ready to hawk their wares, but there wasn’t a single crew lined up for the dungeon. The guards and merchants were puzzled, but seeing the trio of crews coming toward them, they perked right up. When they waved off the merchants, there were some grumbles from a couple about rich kids. 
 
      
 
    “One crew at a time,” the guard captain said. “New policy going around: we’re to check in each crew. We need your crew’s name and how many of you there are.” 
 
      
 
    “Hand of Law’s doing?” Stern asked, Marvella’s and Heinrick’s crews forming up behind his. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Came down last month. I mean, I get why, but new policies always have some kinks to work out. Some Walkers are less than helpful, which backs the whole thing up… not that it looks to be a problem today.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll be here shortly. Rescue Squad just implemented a new reward for pulling shards. The majority of Walkers are probably out getting quests right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Really? About time someone put up more than just coin. Now, name of crew and number, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Pawsitively Irregular. There are six of us.” 
 
      
 
    The captain made a note on his clipboard, then motioned at the ladders behind him. “Go ahead.” He paused when he caught sight of Zasha. “Might need a rope to get the hound down.” 
 
      
 
    “Go home, buddy,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Every guard stared when the dog vanished, not having expected it to be a summons. 
 
      
 
    “Calius, Pawly, let’s go,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Since Stern had looked up, the guards did, too. A few jolted when they saw a white hawk dive down, followed by a swiftly-floating cat that lazily waved to them as she descended. The crew chuckled when they went past Stern to take the ladders down. 
 
      
 
    “Have a good day,” Stern said. He stepped around the captain to take the last of the six ladders down. 
 
      
 
    “He’s kind of a showoff, but he’s good people,” Marvella laughed as she stepped up. “Irregular Pack. There are six of us, Captain.” 
 
      
 
    The cavern at the bottom of the shaft was small. It would be snug for anything more than two crews, so they walked straight into the portal of the dungeon. Stern paused just long enough to summon Zasha back, then buffed all of them up with their perks. 
 
      
 
    “See you when we finish,” Marvella told him, the first one down the ladder for her crew. 
 
      
 
    “Slow and steady. Safe runs,” Stern said before he walked through the portal. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    When the dungeon came into view, Stern whistled softly. Snow-capped mountains surrounded the group, miles away from where they stood. Sunlight glinted off rivers that flowed down those peaks into the valley. Clusters of green-leaved trees broke up the landscape, casting shadows with the sun. 
 
      
 
    “This is pretty…” Cyra whispered. “Might be the prettiest dungeon we’ve ever been in.” 
 
      
 
    “I think it is for me, too,” Trish said, adjusting the shield on her arm. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s an open dungeon,” Stern said, looking around. “Mountain valley… I won’t be surprised to see rivers or streams in the area.” 
 
      
 
    “Do we send Calius and Pawly to go scout?” Nicole asked. 
 
      
 
    “Getting an idea of how far off any wall is would be a good thing. Pawly, behind me, and Calius, go around me, please. Find the nearest wall to us, then head back.” 
 
      
 
    The two flew off, making a straight line from directly over Stern. 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing that would hint at ice or fire being a bad option,” Cammie said. “We have a bag full of magic traps that Nicole and I worked on, and we still have my three magical traps. I also have sticky traps and a few others attached to my backpack, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Been a while since we’ve seen an open dungeon,” Jon said. “Could be a ‘kill all’ or just a boss, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Correct,” Stern replied. “Luckily, we have the best caster we could hope for, so even if we get a group rushing us, it won’t be terrible.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole pulled her mask off, tucking it into her bag. “Thank you, Stern. I’ll do my best.” 
 
      
 
    “Between you and Cammie, and then Pawly and Calius keeping an eye open above us, I think this won’t be as bad as some have been. It should be easy for them to spot mobs coming in.” 
 
      
 
    “I can target the trees with Life Sense,” Cyra offered. 
 
      
 
    “Give it a go,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    Everyone felt the pulse of life from the trees. There were two hungry bears in the clump of foliage, but nothing else in the area near them. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that gives us at least one kind of mob,” Stern said. “Magic will be best for them. Bears are hardy creatures. With the thick muscles and heavy fat they have, it’ll be tough for us to hurt them with our normal weapons.” 
 
      
 
    “Stern, they’re weak to fire,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Ice elemental bears?” Stern asked slowly. “Okay, so that cuts things down, but makes fire doubly effective.” 
 
      
 
    “We had half fire and ice, but we can make more fire traps, and I can double one of them,” Cammie said. “I might be able to deconstruct the ice traps I have to cut down on the amount of supplies we use.” 
 
      
 
    “We have time, so go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    “Good thing we held off making traps today,” Nicole said. “If we use my trap perk and your duplicate perk, then we can have four area fire traps instead of two. Those will fill your premade bag.” 
 
      
 
    “If I can defuse the two ice ones and reset them for fire, it’ll be less costly, too,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    “Once Pawly and Calius get back, we’ll have an idea of how large an area we’re working with,” Stern said. “That might let us figure out how many we’ll be facing.” 
 
      
 
    Cammie took a seat, pulling the first ice trap from her premade bag to transition it over. They had to wait for the scouts to get back, so she got to work. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Pawly was back first— she landed in the middle of them, then meowed softly. 
 
      
 
    “Not good,” Stern said. “How far?” 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed again. 
 
      
 
    “Too far? Fun. It took her… what, about a half-hour?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” Jon said. 
 
      
 
    “About that,” Cammie nodded. She put one fire trap into her bag, but held onto the duplicate it made. “I only got one converted. I have the supplies to make three more with my perk and Nicole’s. That leaves us an area ice trap, not that it’ll do a lot of good.” 
 
      
 
    “She wasn’t going all out when she left,” Trish said. “I’d guess a mile if she flew there and back.” 
 
      
 
    “Calius flies faster and isn’t back, yet, either,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “Which means we’re looking at three or more miles around,” Nicole said. 
 
      
 
    Stern eyed the stands of trees that he could see. “If it’s two bears per grouping, we have maybe six pairs in a mile’s area. Cyra, can you target that stand over there?” 
 
      
 
    Cyra focused on the stand of trees he pointed to, triggering her Life Sense. “Two bears… with an ice weakness?” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck…” Stern said slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Two elemental types? How rare is that?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    “Cyra, that one, please,” Stern said, pointing at another set. 
 
      
 
    “Two bears… wind weakness,” Cyra whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Prismatic elements?!” Stern hissed. 
 
      
 
    “What does that mean?” Nicole asked. 
 
      
 
    “Every element is represented,” Trish said seriously. “We’ll face every type with the weaknesses and strengths of each.” 
 
      
 
    Jon whistled. “That just bumped the difficulty of this dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    Stern was staring at the first stand of trees, then the second. His father had told him about a few dungeons they’d run that had prismatic mobs. 
 
      
 
    “I want to try something. It’s not a great idea, but if it works… it’ll make it much easier,” Stern said after a few minutes; the group had continued to talk while he’d thought. 
 
      
 
    “What do you got?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to have Zasha and Pawly go piss off those two stands.” He pointed to them. “The ones with the ice and fire bears. They’ll rush back to each other, and when the bears get close, I dismiss them.” 
 
      
 
    “What? Why?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    “Because opposite elements sometimes mean they’ll hate each other…” Trish said slowly. “You think you can get them to attack each other?” 
 
      
 
    “It worked for my parents in the past,” Stern replied. “If it doesn’t, we just use the traps and Nicole’s area spells to hit both groups when they come for us. If they go after each other, we let them fight, then pick off the winners. The trick is to pair the bears with their opposites.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra started Life Sensing all the other stands of trees she could see, letting them all know which elements were where. 
 
      
 
    “Hang on,” Cammie said. She drew a dagger to scratch in the dirt, drawing a map. “Okay, let’s map out what we know.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-four 
 
      
 
    The group was all smiles as they moved around the open valley floor. They took their time plotting out which set of bears was where, then arranging fights to bring antagonistic bears together. The mop-up after each clash was easy enough for them to swiftly take care of. 
 
      
 
    The far side of the valley held a large, forked river with an island between the split. It was obvious that the boss would be there, so they made sure to clear out every other bear first. Finally finished, the sun was low in the sky as they gathered at the fork. 
 
      
 
    “Took longer than normal,” Trish said, “and I still feel like we’ve done less than in most dungeons.” 
 
      
 
    “We have,” Cammie said. “I still have the majority of my trap parts.” 
 
      
 
    “Cyra, what do we have over there?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    Cyra frowned, staring at the dense clump of trees in the middle of the island. She didn’t feel anything for a few seconds, but then the beast came just within range of where she was looking. 
 
      
 
    “An ancient bear…” Stern murmured when the Life Sense let all of them know. “I don’t think it’s that simple.” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t ancient bears twice as strong as normal bears?” Trish asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but think about what we’ve fought all day. Cyra only knows weaknesses, not strengths.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Nicole asked. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve fought all types of elemental bears. It’s been a prismatic dungeon. That normally means the boss is prismatic.” 
 
      
 
    “Shit…” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be highly resistant to all elements,” Stern went on. “Magic will be almost useless. You helped carry most of the fighting today, Nicole, but now, it’ll be down to us.” 
 
      
 
    “Which will be difficult if it’s an ancient bear,” Trish said tightly. “Twice as strong, and still resistant to physical damage.” 
 
      
 
    “I can rig up an acid trap,” Cammie suggested. “That’s not elemental damage, and might make it easier to hurt it, right?” 
 
      
 
    Stern started nodding. “That’s the best option we have. How many can you make?” 
 
      
 
    “I can make two, but I can also make a gravity blade trap with two of the advanced parts. Maybe soften it up with acid twice, then let it get stuck in place for the blade trap?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Trish grinned. “Oh, that will bring it more in line with a normal bear for how tough it’ll be.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll possibly be able to hurt you, Trish, so be ready to switch out with Zasha,” Stern said. “As long as you two can keep its attention, Jon might be able to get his sword to proc. If it does, the increased attack speed and his chance to leave bleeds might be the cap to this fight.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll prep the traps,” Cammie said, taking a seat. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll use Mirrored Ally and Bulwark’s Ally to give both Zasha and Trish negation to an attack,” Cyra said. “It’ll have special attacks, won’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Without a doubt, and yeah, that’s for the best. It’s been a while since they were needed,” Stern said. “Pawly, when we’re ready, you’re on lure duty.” 
 
      
 
    Pawly meowed from above them. She’d had an easy day of strafing bears to get them to chase her, then going home and coming back. She was ready to do more. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Once Cammie had the traps made and placed on their side of the river, the rest got into position. Pawly was given the okay, so she went flying over to the island to get the attention of the boss. 
 
      
 
    The roar that came from the ancient bear was loud. Pawly came streaking out of the foliage, flying as fast as she could. The last few trees shattered as the giant bear came barreling out after her. 
 
      
 
    Everyone froze for a second when the boss came into view. It was easily twice the size of the bears they’d been fighting all day, but its fur showed traces of all the elements. Patches of red, white, brown, and more dotted it, displaying its most dangerous protection: being prismatically aligned. 
 
      
 
    The bear leapt at the shoreline, splashing down halfway across the fork. With surging strength, it came out of the water, its teeth visible as it roared again. A dozen feet from the bank, the first acid trap went off. The green haze made it roar again as its fur was sloughed off from the potent acid. 
 
      
 
    Pawly went zipping back, raking its back before leading it toward the second trap. The bear was faster than Stern thought, almost clipping Pawly with one massive paw as she flew away. Lunging after Pawly, the bear stayed focused on the only thing it knew that’d hurt it. 
 
      
 
    The second acid trap made its skin bubble, weakening its protection against weapons. With another roar of rage and pain, it launched itself into the air. This time, Pawly didn’t get away before the giant paw slapped her. 
 
      
 
    Pawly yowled as she went tumbling. Luckily for the group, she went right past the blade trap that they’d set. Stern wanted to dismiss her, as she was obviously injured, but he had to wait for the bear to hit the trap first. That didn’t take long, as it rushed to finish off the thing that dared to injure it. 
 
      
 
    The moment it triggered the gravity blade trap, Stern yelled, “Go home, Pawly!” 
 
      
 
    She faded away. Her back leg had been broken by the hit the bear landed on her, but she hadn’t fled on her own. That pulled her out of range of the trap that she’d started to get yanked into. 
 
      
 
    The gravity blades did a number on the acid-eaten bear. Large rents were created by the blades that shot out of the trap being held in place by the gravity core. The bear just roared louder, thrashing in place as it tried to break free. 
 
      
 
    Trish and Zasha started rushing forward, clearly ready to keep the beast distracted so the others could add in their own damage. Cammie didn’t bother grabbing her smaller crossbow— she figured it wouldn’t be enough. Instead, she pulled out a couple of single-target sticky traps just in case they needed to buy time. 
 
      
 
    Stern had his crossbow up and ready, waiting for the other two to firmly have its attention. Jon walked forward, his sword and shield ready for when he could join in. Nicole prepared her Iceball spell. While it wouldn’t do a lot, it was all she could do to help with the fight. 
 
      
 
    Zasha got ahead of Trish, triggering both of his perks on the bear. He destabilized its footing, then hit it with an earth spike. Neither would do much of anything, but Zasha was intent on being the first one to engage the boss, knowing its first strike was likely to be a major one to vent its anger. 
 
      
 
    The trap ended before Zasha got there, allowing the bear to lunge at him. A red glow came from the ancient bear as it closed on Zasha. The two animals clashed, and Zasha was thrown aside like a ragdoll. Considering that he was a massive dog with stone armor, that made a statement about the ancient bear’s strength. Zasha didn’t let out a yelp of pain, triggering his single-use buff from Cyra to ignore an attack. 
 
      
 
    Trish was there a moment later, her mace crushing down on the giant bear’s skull. Her shield caught the second paw strike; it pushed her back a couple of inches, but didn’t send her flying. 
 
      
 
    “Give it a few more seconds!” Stern called out, his crossbow up and ready to fire. “Trish, turn to the side if you can!” 
 
      
 
    Trish grunted as she blocked another massive swipe. She went with the hit, letting it position her, but making the bear turn its side to the others. Zasha shook himself off, then charged back into the fray, aiming for the bear’s rear legs. 
 
      
 
    Jon arrived a second after Zasha did, his first swing barely cutting into the boss’ exposed fat. He had no idea if he was doing any damage, but he did make sure to be ready to back off if needed. 
 
      
 
    The fight wasn’t pretty, fancy, or even unique in many ways. It was a slog, with a lot of positioning to keep the bear focused on Zasha and Trish. It still hurt Trish— one of its claws caught her chin, flaying it open to the bone before Cyra healed her. 
 
      
 
    Jon did proc the sword, and when he did, his swings became much faster. During that time, he landed several small nicks that slowly oozed blood, piling on the damage to the bear. Stern’s bolts sunk in, but not as far as they would normally, and Nicole’s spells didn’t do much, but every little bit slowly added up. Pawly had stayed above the beast, raking its back with her claws, though her stun never worked since it was elemental-based. Even though it wasn’t doing a lot, like Stern and Nicole, her damage had been slowly stacking up. 
 
      
 
    Zasha and Trish both went flying when the ancient prismatic bear used its ability, flashing red just before doing so. Trish used her buff from Cyra to absorb the attack, but Zasha was not as lucky— his stone armor shattered from the blow. Stern dismissed and resummoned him to make sure he was fully healed for the fight. 
 
      
 
    During that moment, the bear had turned for Jon, but Trish used her Distant Protector perk to swap places with him, taking the blow on her shield. She then slammed the shield out, stunning the beast. Those few seconds let both her and Jon land vital hits. Trish pulped one of its eyes, and Jon hamstrung one of its front legs, limiting its mobility and potential damage. 
 
      
 
    That was the point when it was all but over. Half-blind and unable to move quickly or use both paws to attack, the bear was done. It still took another few minutes to finally drop it, but crippling its leg seemed to render its massive blow ability inert. 
 
      
 
    When it dropped to the ground, a glowing blue orb appeared above its head. The moment it did, the entire crew collapsed from exhaustion. The sun was setting and the light breeze coming down the mountains felt amazing to their sweat-slicked skin. 
 
      
 
    “That was rough,” Trish said, “but the dungeon points for this run have to be amazing.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Stern grunted. “Perks and points await us. Good job, everyone. Cammie, good timing with those sticky traps.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Cammie said, splayed out on her back. She wasn’t physically tired, but the fight had her adrenaline pumping the entire time. 
 
      
 
    “The first three traps made this fight manageable,” Jon said. “I’m not sure I would have done anything if the acid and blades hadn’t softened it up first.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Trish sighed. 
 
      
 
    Stern’s fingers flexed as he removed all the perks from Zasha and most of the perks from Pawly. “We shouldn’t have seen anything like that for at least another couple of tiers. It might be good to inform the Walkers’ hall that irregulars might also tweak the normal progression of difficulty.” 
 
      
 
    “We should,” Nicole said. “How rare are mobs like that one?” 
 
      
 
    “Prismatic?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “I think my parents have encountered four the entire time they’ve run. The fact that they’re strong against all elements takes away one or two people from a crew, depending on who they have with them. Ancient prismatics like that one…? Maybe two for my parents? Karen was the only reason they beat those bosses. A fast damage dealer with bleeding effects and the right buffs slowly carve them to ribbons.” 
 
      
 
    “Like Jon did,” Cyra said. “I have a single heal left. Does anyone need it?” 
 
      
 
    No one replied. 
 
      
 
    “Good. It wasn’t as bad as it could’ve been, then.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Let’s grab our shards, see what else we can get, and then do our perks,” Stern said as he pushed himself to his feet. 
 
      
 
    Cammie grunted as she got up. “I think I should check the island the bear was on; it’s a prime spot for treasure.” 
 
      
 
    “Good point,” Trish nodded. “We’ll wait here for you.” 
 
      
 
    Cammie snorted, then started to head to the island. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-five 
 
      
 
    Ria gave them a bright smile when they appeared in the shop. “Welcome back, Walkers. It feels like it’s been longer than normal. Is everything okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything’s fine,” Trish said. “We had a lot of unpleasantness a few months ago.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not good news, but I’m glad you’re all here now.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re glad to see you again, too,” Cyra beamed. 
 
      
 
    “Points first. Might as well get it out of the way,” Stern said. “We need shards for Randall Perkins and Maggie Watanabe, please. Should be one left for each of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Ria said, placing the last shard for each on the counter. “You have plenty of other points to spend. You faced a rough dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    “Elementally-aligned bears, then an ancient prismatic bear,” Nicole said. “It was terrifying and difficult.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddess… you shouldn’t have had to face anything like that down here,” Ria said, looking upset. “Why did…? I’m sorry… I’m glad you all made it here. Another crew lost a member. They picked up Randall’s shards, but could only get two shards from their fallen member.” 
 
      
 
    “Who was it? I know it was Heinrick’s Squad,” Stern asked tightly. 
 
      
 
    “Heinrick Stonehand is the one who fractured,” Ria said softly. 
 
      
 
    “Can we get his shards?” 
 
      
 
    “You can easily purchase his two remaining shards. That still leaves you with points to spend. Your handling of the dungeon awarded you many points for style, and the boss itself was worth more than some entire dungeon runs you have completed so far.” 
 
      
 
    “We need his shards, please. How many other shards can we pull?” 
 
      
 
    “An entire other person,” Ria said softly. 
 
      
 
    “That would be eight shards in total,” Jon said, a little stunned. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it would,” Stern agreed. “Ria, how many runes could we get with our remaining points?” 
 
      
 
    “Depends on the quality. If you mean the normal runes, then four. You could get one greater rune, or sixteen lesser runes.” 
 
      
 
    “Either the normal or lesser…” Stern murmured. 
 
      
 
    “The four would definitely get shards pulled one for one,” Cammie said, “but the lesser would still get people to trade maybe two or three for one shard. It would mean more are bringing out shards overall.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s right,” Jon nodded. “I’d say go with the lesser runes. They can be added to the stack your parents gave us to drop off.” 
 
      
 
    “We could get single shards from four unknown fractures, too, and add them to the list of Walkers who still need to be pulled,” Cyra added. 
 
      
 
    “Without an incentive, they would sit there just like Randall and Maggie,” Nicole said. 
 
      
 
    “I can add incentive,” Stern said slowly. “I’m just wondering if it’s the best to do, especially since Marvella was going to do it, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Did she?” Cammie asked Ria. “Did Irregular Pack pull a long waiting shard?” 
 
      
 
    “They debated it, but opted differently,” Ria said, then winced. “I said too much again.” 
 
      
 
    “Because you shouldn’t know what the other crews did?” Stern asked. “We also shouldn’t have faced a prismatic boss, but we did.” 
 
      
 
    Ria’s creased forehead slowly unlined. “That’s true, and thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “That worked?” Stern grinned. “I wasn’t sure, but it felt like you might be given some leniency if I asked, considering our trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t say,” Ria said brightly. 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Trish chuckled. “Do we pull another soul, Stern, or take the runes?” 
 
      
 
    “Lesser runes, please,” Stern said. “A mix of the most popular ones would be best.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. That will leave you with thirty-five points remaining,” Ria said, placing sixteen runes on the counter beside the shards. 
 
      
 
    “Seven chocolate squares,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that’d be good,” Stern laughed. 
 
      
 
    “That’s all of your points,” Ria smiled as the chocolates appeared. “It’ll be time for perks.” 
 
      
 
    Stern picked up the shards and runes, putting them into his hip pouch. He then handed out chocolates to everyone, including Ria. “As soon as we finish our chocolates.” 
 
      
 
    Ria was all smiles as she ate the one given to her. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go first,” Nicole said once her treat was gone. 
 
      
 
    “I have prayed as much as I can,” Ria said softly, setting the options on the counter. “May the Goddess bless you.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole met Ria’s eyes, then smiled. “I prayed hard all last night, too. Thank you, Ria. Maybe this will be the time.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole picked up the first page. “Mostly Harmless again. It’d be a good perk.” 
 
      
 
    “Especially for boss mobs that switch targets,” Stern agreed. 
 
      
 
    Nicole slowed on the second page. “Dark Beam? That would give me a third elemental spell.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn. The number of triple elemental casters is low, and with your perks to make area spells and imbue traps, that quickly ramps up in value,” Trish whistled. 
 
      
 
    “It would give us a few more options,” Cammie agreed. 
 
      
 
    They were all trying to make the other options sound good, just in case she didn’t find the one she yearned for. They were legitimately good choices, but praising how they could be useful might offset some of the pain she’d feel. 
 
      
 
    Nicole set down the second page, then picked up the third to examine it. She froze in place, tears falling from her eyes in the next second. Looking up at Ria, she began to sob in earnest. 
 
      
 
    “Goddess bless you…” Ria whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Is it…?” Jon asked. He’d been behind her, and now, he held her tightly to his chest. 
 
      
 
    Nicole’s head jerked up and down. “Yes!” The word was broken by tears, but it was clear. 
 
      
 
    Cheers went up and her friends rushed in to hug her. They all cried together, ecstatic that their friend finally found the one perk she’d always wanted. 
 
      
 
    Stern glanced at the tightly clutched page when he gave Nicole a hug. He couldn’t read all of it, but the parts he did read made him smile; it would turn her perk into something she could turn on or off as she wanted. 
 
      
 
    It took a while but, in time, Nicole was lying down. She held the page tightly to her chest while Jon smoothed her hair. “I choose you, to limit my Ghastly Visage.” The moment she finished speaking, the page burst into light and infused her. 
 
      
 
    Ria sniffled her own happy tears, wiping at her face as she collected the other options. “I’m glad she found it.” 
 
      
 
    “We can stop and have a family now,” Jon choked out as he continued to stroke Nicole’s hair. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that changes what perk I might take,” Trish said. “We were stopping when you did, so if there’s a crafting perk, now’s the time for it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I’ll hope for another one,” Jon agreed, “though I’m already rich in them.” He looked up at the other four standing nearby. “Richer in life because of our friends.” 
 
      
 
    “The way it should be,” Ria said as she wiped at her eyes. “Who’s next?” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead, Trish,” Cammie said. “Get a good one.” 
 
      
 
    Trish grinned at her as she went to the counter. “Okay, Ria, what does the Goddess have for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Let us find out, Trish. May the Goddess bless you,” Ria replied as she set the pages out. 
 
      
 
    Trish picked up the first one and whistled. “Well, this is likely going to be it: Enchant Armor. It’ll let me auto-size my armor, but also bring out the inherent properties of the materials.” 
 
      
 
    “Would make shadow panther armor let you blend into shadows more, or blood steel give you some regeneration,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Trish checked the other two, but went back to the first option. “This is the best one, and it’ll make my crafted armor much more sought after.” 
 
      
 
    Stern patted the ground where he was kneeling. “Come on over, lover.” 
 
      
 
    Cammie grabbed Trish for a kiss. “I’ll be going next. I’ll be right beside you soon.” 
 
      
 
    Trish winked at the sexy dwarf. “Good. Get a good one.” 
 
      
 
    Stern and Cyra soothed Trish as the perk coursed into her body. Jon was happy for Trish; it made them roughly even again for crafting. Together, their gear would be highly desired by many. 
 
      
 
    “May the Goddess bless your choices, Cammie,” Ria said as she presented her perk options. 
 
      
 
    “Hopefully,” Cammie nodded. 
 
      
 
    Cammie looked disappointed with her first two choices, then frowned at the third one. “Stern, this one is Infuse Trap.… it says I can infuse my traps with other perks I have. What does that mean?” 
 
      
 
    Stern laughed. “Remember when we mentioned maybe selling traps to others?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “That would let you add your Long Trapper perk to them, so whoever you sold it to could place it out like you do. If you want to make and sell traps, that perk is amazing.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s right,” Ria smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Well, this one it is, then. The other two aren’t all that great for me if we’re stopping to have kids.” 
 
      
 
    “What were they?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Spotter and Trap Needs. Both repeats.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like you took the right one,” Stern said. “Come on over.” 
 
      
 
    “Jon, do you want to go next?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “I was going to wait for Nicole to wake up,” Jon replied. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go, then,” Cyra said, “after Cammie is settled.” 
 
      
 
    A minute later, Cyra was at the counter. “I’m ready, Ria.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddess bless your choices, Cyra,” Ria smiled. 
 
      
 
    Cyra took her time to examine all three before telling Jon and Stern what she had. “Improved Life Sense 6, which would let us know a random perk a creature has. Bulwark’s Staunch Ally would give me three charges of Bulwark’s Ally. The last one is Greater Life. It’ll clear all but the strongest poisons and heal critical wounds instantly.” 
 
      
 
    “A lot of good ones in there, and now we know Life Sense has more perks to it,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “If we’re stopping running for now,” Jon said slowly, “Greater Life would be amazing. We can use it for me when making staves. It’ll also keep us and our families healthier.” 
 
      
 
    “He makes solid points.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra nodded as she picked up Greater Life. “I had half-hoped for Extra Moderate Life, but Greater Life will work.” 
 
      
 
    “May it keep you all hale,” Ria murmured. 
 
      
 
    When Cyra passed out a minute later, it left just Jon and Stern awake. 
 
      
 
    “Jon, if you don’t mind,” Stern said, “I’d like to go last.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Jon sighed, then eased Nicole’s head to the floor. “Does it always take more time for the perks to bind to us?” 
 
      
 
    “It does,” Ria nodded. “It’s normally this tier or next when it can take a half-hour or longer.” 
 
      
 
    Jon approached the counter. “May the Goddess grant me another crafting perk.” 
 
      
 
    “May your prayer be heard,” Ria smiled as she presented the pages to him. 
 
      
 
    Jon snorted at the first one. “Gushing Wound would make wounds I inflict continue to bleed unless they’re fully healed.” 
 
      
 
    “Some mobs get healing, but they almost always only use them when critically wounded. So that would make your bleeds keep going,” Stern said, “as they rarely get fully healed.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll call it a maybe,” Jon said before setting it down for the second page. “Folding Steel again. That would cut down on the amount of metal I use to craft.” 
 
      
 
    “A good one, and better than Gushing Wounds right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I’ll probably take it,” Jon said as he switched to the third perk. “Goddess bless…” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Imbued Crafter…” Jon whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Take it!” Stern said firmly. “Doubling the inherent bonuses of your materials is very rare.” 
 
      
 
    Jon stepped back, the third perk clutched in his hand. “Thank you, Ria.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m merely the messenger. If I had any sway, your wife would’ve found hers much sooner,” Ria said. 
 
      
 
    Jon was out a moment later, leaving just Stern awake. With a sigh, he went up to the counter. He glanced back to see Zasha curled up against Nicole, Pawly on Trish’s chest, and Calius nuzzling Cyra and Cammie’s heads. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a lot of love in your crew,” Ria said with a soft smile. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve been blessed. I used to think I was cursed, but ever since Cyra, things changed.” 
 
      
 
    “She really was your lucky charm,” Ria giggled. 
 
      
 
    Stern snorted, then met her eyes. “Ria… Dad implied you and the Goddess might be more connected than I’d ever thought.” 
 
      
 
    Ria’s expression shifted for a fraction of a second before stilling again. “Oh?” 
 
      
 
    “Ria is short for Victoria. He knew a Victoria, but can’t speak about her.” 
 
      
 
    Ria swallowed, her nervousness increasing. “How odd…” 
 
      
 
    “I know I’m my father’s son, but maybe… you’re your mother’s daughter, Ria?” 
 
      
 
    Ria closed her eyes. “I can’t say anything to that, Stern.” 
 
      
 
    “You weren’t a random shopkeeper for me, were you?” Stern asked quietly. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t say anything to that, Stern.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay… Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Ria opened her eyes, but she was worried and confused. “You’re welcome?” 
 
      
 
    “You and your mother, whoever she is, deserve my thanks. I won’t ask again, but I feel like I met you with a purpose behind it. When I have a daughter, I was considering calling her Ria, because of you.” 
 
      
 
    Ria’s expression melted into one of pure joy. “That would be lovely.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll treat her as I would you, thankful for every moment she’s with us.” 
 
      
 
    Ria wiped at her eyes. “That’s very sweet.” 
 
      
 
    Stern brushed at a tear she missed. “You helped give me hope, pushing me to consider making a crew with Cyra. I feel indebted to you, my friend. It’ll be years before we run again, if we even do, so I wanted you to know how grateful I am… how grateful we all are for your friendship and advice.” 
 
      
 
    Ria sniffled. “You need to pick your perk,” she said, quickly placing them out. “Mothe— Goddess bless you.” The change of words was abrupt, and her eyes widened in panic. 
 
      
 
    “Goddess bless,” Stern said as if he hadn’t heard the admission. He focused on the pages to further give that impression. He knew he should never tell a soul— not even his wives— or it would get Ria into trouble. 
 
      
 
    Ria watched Stern with a small smile. He knew— she was sure of it, but he was also keeping her from the pain she should suffer for admitting what she did. Her mother loved her, but rules needed to be followed, even by her. 
 
      
 
    Stern wasn’t impressed with his options. Self-Healing was always useful, but it lacked the flair the others had gotten. Empathic Resonance was something he toyed with picking up, as it would allow him to let his wives feel his love for them. 
 
      
 
    Picking up the third page, he chuckled. “Orator? How very fitting for what I was considering doing. It’s almost as if we were all granted perks that suited us best for our settling down.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve mentioned the idea of teaching for months now,” Ria murmured. “It’s not odd that a perk you hope for appears, especially with two irregulars in the crew.” 
 
      
 
    Stern picked the page up. “Trish and Jon will craft. Nicole and Cyra will help them with spells. Cammie will sell traps to aid others, and I will teach at an academy.” 
 
      
 
    “A place for everyone,” Ria smiled. “Happy families.” 
 
      
 
    “Happy, indeed,” Stern murmured. “I’ll miss seeing a dear friend, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe your daughter will bring you some solace.” 
 
      
 
    “Me, yes, but what about you?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll find something to keep me occupied. I have another crew I watch over that’s interesting to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Joe and Ana?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t say,” Ria winked. A second later, she winced and touched her head. “May the Goddess bless your lives.” 
 
      
 
    She vanished, leaving Stern as the only one awake in the shop. He stared at the spot she was in before he bowed his head. “Goddess, please grant your daughter some leeway. I care for her as a dear friend, and I will keep her secrets.” 
 
      
 
    Warmth filled the room, and for a brief moment, he felt a love so deep and profound it nearly swept him away. When it left, he exhaled a shaky breath. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Goddess…” Stern murmured before he lay down beside his wives. 
 
      
 
    “That always feels worse,” Nicole murmured as she woke up. “Oh… is everyone out?” 
 
      
 
    Stern sat up to meet her eyes. “I’m the last. We’ll be celebrating tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole sniffled as she met his eyes. “Thank you. I’ll keep watch over everyone. Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    Stern gave her a smile before he reclined, then accepted the perk he’d chosen. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-six 
 
      
 
    Stern came awake slowly— that last perk had been the worst of all of them when it entered him. The others were awake and chatting when he finally opened his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “It was like the Goddess was watching over us,” Cyra said excitedly. “Oh, he’s awake!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re the only one we don’t know about,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    “I got a perk to help me teach,” Stern told her. “I agree with Cyra; it felt like the Goddess took an interest in us.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to get our gear in order,” Trish said, changing the subject. “We promised your parents we’d hand it off to your siblings.” 
 
      
 
    “We can make our own later,” Jon said. “While it might not have the same quality of materials, it’ll still be solid equipment.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not saying otherwise. We can meet up with your family to hand them off,” Trish grinned, “and see how they’re doing at the same time.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to,” Nicole said, “now that I can let her see me for me.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll do it after the rebirths,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “We should be here for those. Heinrick first?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Heinrick, then Randall, followed last by Maggie,” Cammie nodded. “Our friends should be there for the one they collected shards for, too.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll talk it over with them tonight,” Stern said, getting to his feet. “We have decisions to make about what city we want to live in.” 
 
      
 
    “We could head back to Darkstone,” Trish suggested. “I still have a shop there. Anyone who wants our gear can easily come to us with the new travel stones the Goddess gave the world.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… that’s true,” Jon said slowly. “It was a decent city. As long as we’re not near the docks, it’ll be a nice place.” 
 
      
 
    “My shop isn’t near the docks,” Trish grinned. “I even know a couple of smiths that were considering retiring last year. Might be able to slide right into a decent location.” 
 
      
 
    “We can talk it over later,” Stern laughed. “There’s no need to decide right this second. Let’s go hand the shards off. Elleita has to be beside herself, like Heinrick was for her.” 
 
      
 
    The crew left the portal, then climbed the ladders up to find that the guards on duty had changed. Stern gave his crew’s name so the man could check off the list. They’d barely started away from the dungeon when a voice cried out to them. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, thank the Goddess! Stern!” Elleita rushed toward them. “Heinrick! H—!” 
 
      
 
    Stern spoke up to cut her off, “We have the rest of his shards. We need to stop by the Rescue Squad desk, but we can go over to the temple right after that.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you!” Elleita grabbed him, then hugged Trish next. She thanked each of them as she hugged them. When she got to Nicole, she stared for a second. “Your… mask?” 
 
      
 
    “I found my perk,” Nicole said softly. “No more mask needed.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddess bless…” Elleita sniffled, hugging Nicole again. 
 
      
 
    “Elleita, are you going to—?” Marvella cut off when she came around the corner of the building closest to them. “You’re back. Good. We have a problem.” 
 
      
 
    “We have his shards, plus the two we went in for,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “…You have all of them?” Marvella asked, her one eye widening. 
 
      
 
    “We had enough points to pull eight shards,” Cammie said. “The dungeon was terrible.” 
 
      
 
    “Eight shards?” Marvella whispered in shock. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get the quests turned in. We can have dinner and talk afterward,” Jon said. “I’m sure we all have stories that need to be told.” 
 
      
 
    “We should wait to hand off the gear until Tough Luck runs again,” Cyra said softly, “just in case we need to go back in.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Stern said. “But first things first: quests to complete and rebirths to start.” 
 
      
 
    “Those three will make it six Walkers brought out today,” Marvella said as they started walking. “The runes your family gave to the guildhall are over half gone. On the plus side, the oldest waiting souls are now out.” 
 
      
 
    “We purchased some runes to give to Rescue Squad and entice more people,” Trish said. “We opted for encouraging others over pulling another person ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    “Sixteen lesser runes,” Nicole said. “We think we can get two or three people reborn for them.” 
 
      
 
    “The receptionist will love you even more,” Marvella said. “I have my sister setting up for dinner. We were hoping you were all okay; you took longer than every other crew.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll hear why soon,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    The Walkers’ hall was packed full when they entered, with Marvella and Elleita following them. A lot of glances were cast their way, and conversations about the last crew making it out started up as they headed for the Rescue Squad desk. 
 
      
 
    “Glad you made it out,” the receptionist said. “Some of us were starting to worry.” 
 
      
 
    Stern pulled the shards from his pouch. “Heinrick Stonehand, Randall Perkins, and Maggie Watanabe. Can you verify them? Keep the reward for Heinrick. That way, his account stays topped up.” 
 
      
 
    The receptionist stared at the four shards, then quickly pulled her pad over to verify them. “Four shards… Goddess, that’s a lot for a single run.” 
 
      
 
    “We earned them,” Stern said as he set the lesser runes on her desk. “Also, add these to the incentive pile. The ancient prismatic bear was worth a lot.” 
 
      
 
    The receptionist had just finished verifying shards when she looked up in shock. “Did you say prismatic?” 
 
      
 
    “Ancient prismatic,” Stern clarified. “Double the trouble. I’ll also have a finalized list of perk choices from this run for the Walkers hall tomorrow. Things skewed more than normal— it appears that not only do perks twist with an irregular, but the type of dungeons can, too.” 
 
      
 
    Blinking slowly, the receptionist just shook her head. “I’d say so.” She finally looked down to see the sixteen runes. “Four shards and sixteen lesser runes?” 
 
      
 
    The room nearby went silent, as some had been listening in. 
 
      
 
    “Ancient prismatic bear and a lot of elemental-infused bears,” Stern said. “That’s what took us so long. If you’ll excuse us, we have souls to return to the temple for rebirths.” He collected the shards from the desk. 
 
      
 
    “Masterson… you’re serious?” 
 
      
 
    Stern winced when he heard the receptionist call him by his last name. “Stern. Call me Stern, please? And yes, I’m serious. It was unpleasant, but with my crew and summons, we managed to all make it out. Please excuse me now.” 
 
      
 
    Stern walked away, the others trailing him with their heads held high. 
 
      
 
    “Did she call you Masterson? Like Darkhand’s group?” someone called out. 
 
      
 
    “I’m their eldest,” Stern shouted back, but he kept walking. 
 
      
 
    “No wonder they have that kind of gear…” someone else muttered. 
 
      
 
    “See the two behind them? Their gear was made by the crafters in that crew… two crafters in their number. I’m going to speak with them tomorrow about ma—” The conversation cut off as Stern left the hall. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we’ll be getting a lot of attention for a while,” Trish chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t mind that much anymore,” Stern shrugged as he kept walking, “but I didn’t want to spend hours explaining myself, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Elleita said. “Even though it’ll be four days until Heinrick is reborn, I can’t wait for the shards to be given to the temple.” 
 
      
 
    “He was the same when it was you,” Cyra said. “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “The dungeon was dark-infused. Even with our new gear, it was tough going. His wasn’t set for dark resistances, so he took more damage than the rest of us. The boss was a dark shaman, and Heinrick did his best to hold it. We killed it, but not before the decay debuff climbed too high for us to save him.” 
 
      
 
    “Every time is a risk,” Marvella said gently. “It’s always hard when a friend or loved one pays the price of the run.” 
 
      
 
    “You all made it out?” Cammie asked Marvella. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Ours was… easy compared to either of yours, but that’s also why we only got two shards.” 
 
      
 
    The temple wasn’t much farther, so conversation faded as Stern entered the building. An infernal acolyte was by the door, and she gave them a smile. “How can we help you?” 
 
      
 
    Stern pulled the four shards out. “Heinrick Stonehand’s, Randall Perkins’, and Maggie Watanabe’s shards, Sister. That should be the last for all three of them. We request that Heinrick be started before the other two.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddess, you brought us three souls?” The infernal’s eyes were wide with awe as she accepted the shards. 
 
      
 
    “Heinrick’s and Marvella’s crews did the majority for Randall and Maggie. We just picked up the last one each. Heinrick is a friend and, when our shopkeeper mentioned he fell, we had to get his remaining shards, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddess blessed…” the sister sniffled with bright eyes. “To be able to pull four shards, your dungeon must’ve been hell.” 
 
      
 
    “Worst we’ve ever had,” Trish agreed, “but the results were worth it.” 
 
      
 
    “The Goddess graced us with the shards and perks we’ve been seeking,” Nicole said with a bright smile. 
 
      
 
    “May she continue to smile upon you,” the acolyte said. “Please come back in four days for Heinrick’s rebirth.” 
 
      
 
    “We wouldn’t miss it,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “Good night, Sister,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Goddess bless you all,” the acolyte called after them as they left. 
 
      
 
    Elleita exhaled a shaky breath. “Now, we just wait.” 
 
      
 
    “But tonight, we have a celebration,” Jon said. “Nicole got her perk and we brought out Heinrick.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that calls for a party,” Marvella agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Actually… maybe a bath first?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    Marvella laughed, then nodded. “A bath first is a good call.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-seven 
 
      
 
    The next three days went by peacefully. Nicole was ecstatic to be out in public without her mask, giving the entire crew a few days to explore Riverway. The bridges were engineering wonders to behold; all three of them were a different style. It made Stern wonder why and how that happened, but he never looked into it. 
 
      
 
    Tough Luck got their things in order, knowing they’d have to run the dungeon again for Heinrick. It gave them something to focus on while they waited for his rebirth. None of their gear was in bad condition, though they did restock on salve and other odds and ends. 
 
      
 
    Maverna hadn’t found her perk, yet, but seeing Nicole find hers renewed her hope that she’d find it soon. Marvella had a couple of conversations with Stern, asking if she should try to find another irregular to boost the odds of her sister getting her perk, but Stern told her it wasn’t worth breaking the crew she’d put together. He gave her the same advice that his father had always given him: “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    On the fourth night after their last dungeon run, all three crews waited at the temple. The acolyte had greeted them, taking Elleita and Tough Luck to the front so they would be close when Heinrick’s rebirth finished. The others stood back, watching as the glowing outline and spinning heart came together. 
 
      
 
    The moment Heinrick became solid and was helped down, Elleita was there to hug him. He held her back, whispering to her for a few minutes before turning to his crew. 
 
      
 
    “Glad you all made it out,” Heinrick said. “That was pretty terrible.” 
 
      
 
    The rest of his crew surged forward to hug him. It took a few minutes, but they eventually stepped aside so the sisters could start the rebirth for Randall Perkins. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Stern,” Heinrick said when they approached the others. 
 
      
 
    “Friends help,” Stern said, giving the dwarf a back pat. 
 
      
 
    “Good to see you up and about again,” Marvella grinned. “Fighting things that cause decay is terrible. Been there myself. Fractured just like you did, too. My crew had enough to pull me out, thankfully. The only reason yours didn’t was to complete the quest.” 
 
      
 
    “We talked about it before,” Heinrick said, “about the ‘what if’ scenario if one of us fractured. Finishing our quest is important to us. Besides, we figured we could fund a run to get our shards if it was needed.” 
 
      
 
    “Instead, we had friends help without even needing to ask them,” Elleita said, glued to Heinrick’s side. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad we had the points,” Trish said, “but we’d have gone in again.” 
 
      
 
    “That would’ve sucked. Most of my dungeons are down to their last run,” Marvella said. “The downside of being a gold badge already.” 
 
      
 
    “We have dinner waiting back at the inn,” Cyra said. “All of us thought a night with friends would help.” 
 
      
 
    Heinrick smiled, his arm tightening around Elleita’s waist. “I appreciate it. I’d like to get a bath first.” 
 
      
 
    “Understandable,” Jon chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Heinrick blinked when he registered who was next to Jon. “Nicole? You got your perk? That’s great news!” 
 
      
 
    Nicole’s smile was bright. “Thank you. It’s been so freeing.” 
 
      
 
    “Your perk is badly named,” Heinrick laughed. “You’re almost as beautiful as my Elle.” 
 
      
 
    Elleita slapped his chest, but she was beaming. “Stop! That’s not nice.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole giggled. “I understand, and it’s fine.” 
 
      
 
    “All of us feel that way about the women we love,” Jon grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we go?” Cammie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, sounds good. I want to hear about your runs, even though you’ve probably already told them to everyone,” Heinrick said as the group headed for the exit. 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine,” Stern said. “We’ll be in the city until after your second run. An insurance measure for a friend.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Heinrick said softly while they left the temple. “Never thought I’d have friends like you outside of my crew.” 
 
      
 
    “Feels good, though, doesn’t it?” Maverna asked, walking hand-in-hand with Lindon. 
 
      
 
    “It really does…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The next day, Tough Luck and Pawsitively Irregular went back to the temple. It was time for Randall Perkins’ rebirth, so the two crews responsible for his shards being pulled made sure to be there. Maverna and her crew would be there tomorrow for Maggie’s rebirth while Heinrick and Tough Luck ran the dungeon again. 
 
      
 
    They were quiet as the rebirth completed. Randall was helped down off the altar by the acolytes before being brought over to the two crews. There wasn’t much to him, besides the fact that he could probably blend into any crowd. 
 
      
 
    “Pawsitively Irregular and Tough Luck both brought two of your shards the same night,” the infernal acolyte was explaining to Randall. “Their leaders, Heinrick for Tough Luck, and Stern for Pawsitively Irregular.” 
 
      
 
    Randall bowed to them. “Thank you both. How long was I fractured for?” 
 
      
 
    “A couple of decades,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    Randall closed his eyes with a sigh. “I’d hoped that the new group, Rescue Squad, would get me out faster…” 
 
      
 
    “They do a lot, but most shards get pulled based on the monetary reward offered,” Heinrick said. “We went for the longest known waiting Walker instead.” 
 
      
 
    “And my crew just left me fractured?” 
 
      
 
    “We have no idea,” Trish joined in. “The Walkers’ hall might know more.” 
 
      
 
    “If I was the longest known, at least Maggie was reborn, then.” 
 
      
 
    “Maggie Watanabe?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Shit…” Randall sighed. 
 
      
 
    “She’s being reborn tomorrow,” Nicole said quickly. “We helped collect her shards, too.” 
 
      
 
    Randall stared at Nicole dumbly for a moment, then swallowed the lump in his throat. “Thank you…” 
 
      
 
    “She was part of your crew?” Cammie asked. 
 
      
 
    “And my lover,” Randall said. “I’ll definitely be here tomorrow. I should officially go retire from being a Walker and see if they can tell me about the rest of my old crew.” He exhaled slowly. “But if Maggie’s here, too, then at least we can start that family we’d talked about now.” 
 
      
 
    “We can help you until you get your feet back under you,” the acolyte said, having stayed nearby while one of the other sisters went to collect Maggie’s shards. 
 
      
 
    Randall looked back at the acolyte. “Thank you. I’ll be back in a little bit.” 
 
      
 
    “We can walk you over,” Jon said. “Be interested in hearing what happened during your run.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Randall shrugged. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The next day, all three crews were there, as Heinrick and his crew had finished their run before it was time for Maggie. They’d all made it through without trouble, and Heinrick had picked up a debuff cleansing perk. 
 
      
 
    Maggie turned out to be human, just like Randall was. She was a thickly built, shorter woman, making them think she might have some dwarven blood from a grandparent. When she saw Randall waiting for her, she charged into him, hugging him with visible emotion. 
 
      
 
    “Randy, my love!” Maggie sobbed, hugging him. “You, too?” 
 
      
 
    “After you fell, we struggled more, and I fell during the boss,” Randall said. “Our crew stopped running then… it’s been decades, Mags.” 
 
      
 
    Maggie swallowed as she stepped back, frowning at the three crews standing nearby. “Decades?” 
 
      
 
    “Decades,” Randall murmured again. “These crews pulled all our shards out a week ago.” 
 
      
 
    “A pleasure, miss,” Stern said. “You were their bulwark?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Maggie said. Her chainmail, shield, and sword gave away her spot in the crew. “It took three crews to pull us out?” 
 
      
 
    “For both of you,” Marvella nodded. “Stern’s crew and mine pulled you, and Stern and Heinrick pulled him. When Randall told them you were more than just a crewmate, we wanted to be here for you both.” 
 
      
 
    Maggie blushed, then nodded. “Yes, we… oh… maybe it’s time, then. Maybe this was the Goddess telling us to stop.” 
 
      
 
    Randall held out a ring to her. “Maggie Watanabe, will you marry me?” 
 
      
 
    Sobbing, Maggie tackled Randall to the ground, kissing him passionately. 
 
      
 
    All three crews cheered, as did the acolytes, even the one getting the next rebirth started. 
 
      
 
    When the couple got back to their feet, Maggie had the ring on. “Thank you… Thank you so much…” 
 
      
 
    “It’s what we do… or did,” Cyra said with a smile. “Our crew is actually stopping with this dungeon. We’ve decided to do what you are: settle down for a family.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, congratulations!” Maggie beamed. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Cammie grinned. 
 
      
 
    “What about the other two?” Randall asked. 
 
      
 
    That got a round of laughter from all the crews. 
 
      
 
    “We’re,” Trish said, motioning to Cammie, Cyra, and herself, “all with him.” She took Stern’s hand. “Nicole and Jon are another couple.” 
 
      
 
    “Three wives? Like Darkhand?” Randall asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Funny story, that,” Marvella snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Kind of amusing,” Heinrick snorted. 
 
      
 
    Stern sighed. “Darkhand’s my parents’ crew. You could say I’m just like my father.” 
 
      
 
    Now, both Maggie and Randall stared at him with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve set up dinner, if you’d like to celebrate,” Cyra said. “Randall told us he’d propose, so we arranged for dinner and a week at the inn, on us.” 
 
      
 
    Maggie swallowed, then lunged forward to hug Cyra. “Thank you. May the Goddess bless you with many children.” 
 
      
 
    “Just not as many as my parents,” Stern added, earning laughter. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-eight 
 
      
 
    The next day, the crews said their goodbyes, promising to stay in touch. Tears spilled when they exchanged hugs. Eventually, they parted— Stern touched the portal stone first, willing himself to Waterrock where his siblings were. 
 
      
 
    “At least it’s not disorienting,” Stern said when his crew appeared around him. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. If it gave you nausea or anything like that, it would suck,” Trish said. “They at the inn?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Should be expecting us. They’re going into the dungeon tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Feels like ages since we were here last,” Cyra murmured. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a special place,” Cammie smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Where we found a good friend who became much more,” Trish winked at her. 
 
      
 
    “Which almost didn’t work because Vulk was being an ass,” Cammie laughed. “Oh, how everything changed for the better because of that chance meeting…” 
 
      
 
    “When I was coming out of the bath and you were looking to clean up,” Stern smiled as he thought back. 
 
      
 
    “The Goddess brought us together,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” Nicole added. “It could’ve been fated.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t speak against that,” Stern said. 
 
      
 
    “Did they tell you how their first three dungeons went?” Jon asked, hard-switching the topic. 
 
      
 
    “No. Figured we’d catch up when we meet them.” 
 
      
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Nicole said, touching Jon’s arm. “Your sister is a smart woman. His brother and sister aren’t going to endanger her.” 
 
      
 
    “I know… but…” 
 
      
 
    “It’s hard to stop worrying,” Stern said in understanding. “I get it.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you tell them why we wanted to meet?” Trish grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Nope. Thought you might like to surprise them. I figured Nicole would like to, at the very least.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole giggled. “I’m sure Josie will be shocked.” 
 
      
 
    “Happily for us both,” Jon added, taking her hand in his. 
 
      
 
    “While my brother and sister will be shocked that I’m stopping,” Stern said. “They knew what my goal was when I left home.” 
 
      
 
    “Bet your sister won’t be surprised,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe not,” Stern agreed. “Ana’s always quick to see things.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t wait to see them again,” Cyra beamed. 
 
      
 
    “I want to meet the Travelers, too,” Cammie said. “Seeing family is good, but meeting old friends of your parents is exciting.” 
 
      
 
    “To be honest, I’m curious about them, too,” Stern nodded. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll find out shortly,” Trish said as the inn came into view. 
 
      
 
    “Sure enough.” 
 
      
 
    The bartender, a human woman, looked their way when they came in. “Can I help you, folks?” 
 
      
 
    “Looking for Family Business,” Stern said dryly. 
 
      
 
    “Top floor, suite thirty-two. They scheduled dinner in the private room later. Figured that’d be you, then,” Sara Chapple smiled. “I see you made it to bronze tier. Well done.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Stern smiled. “We’ll just head up and say hi.” 
 
      
 
    “Six hours until dinner. I’ll send one of the kids up if you’re not down by then.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    “The dog and bird are new,” Sara said. “Are they summons like your cat?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. They won’t leave any messes behind. We also need a suite for the night ourselves, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Have to be two suites to split five ways,” Sara said, seeing Jon and Nicole holding hands. 
 
      
 
    “Two rooms are fine, if one has an extra-large bed,” Trish smirked. “We’re with him.” She motioned to Cammie and Cyra, then Stern. 
 
      
 
    Sara stared at them for a second before letting out a laugh. “Very well. Take the last suite on floor three. It’ll be a large copper for the night, since your dinner is already paid for.” 
 
      
 
    Stern placed a bronze on the counter. “You were kind to us before. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Sara accepted the generosity. “Always glad to have return customers.” She handed over the keys to her best room. “See you later.” 
 
      
 
    The crew trooped upstairs, their bags on their shoulders with their gear inside them. Zasha was the last in the group; Pawly floated ahead of them while Calius stayed on Stern’s backpack. They quickly divested themselves of everything but the bags of gear they were going to pass along. 
 
      
 
    Stern knocked on the second room’s door, a smile in place. When Joseph answered it, Stern slammed into his younger brother, hugging him. “Joe!” 
 
      
 
    Joseph groaned. He hated the nickname, but he accepted it. “Stern.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, they’re here,” Anastacia said, getting to her feet. “Josie, Hugh, Becky, they’re here.” 
 
      
 
    Two other doors opened, and three more people came into the living space. 
 
      
 
    “Brother!” Josie beamed, hurrying forward to hug Jon. She slowed when she saw Nicole. “Sister!” she said happily, hugging Nicole. “I knew you’d be beautiful once you could go without the mask.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole hugged Josie back, crying as she did. Having Josie call her “sister” brought up the fact that she’d always wanted one. Now, she truly had one, one who could see her. 
 
      
 
    Hugh and Becky stayed back, letting the families greet each other first. When the groups stepped back, they finally went to join the other members of their crew. Hugh was a dwarf with broad shoulders, but instead of the full dwarven beard, he had thick muttonchops. Becky looked like a normal elf, except her hair was rainbow-colored. 
 
      
 
    “Brother,” Anastacia said, “these are Hugh and Becky. Dad called them Ironfist and Leggylass when they first showed up.” 
 
      
 
    Stern held out his hand to Hugh. The man was ruggedly handsome, if graying at the temples. “A pleasure, sir. My father said you’re old friends of theirs.” 
 
      
 
    “We had a wild time before they came here,” Hugh chuckled. “Honestly, it was them that helped me meet Becky.” 
 
      
 
    Becky hugged Cyra when she offered. “A pleasure. You all married him, we heard? That makes him just like his dad. That family has a lot of love.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re just extra friendly, is all,” Trish snickered. 
 
      
 
    Becky hugged her next. “Sounds like Karen.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s more like my mom,” Stern snorted. “Stacia.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that makes sense,” Becky said, giving Cammie, then Stern, a hug. 
 
      
 
    “We’d love to hear about your runs,” Hugh said. “We’d tell you ours, but Joseph says the first three aren’t all that exciting. With the gear your family started us with, he’s been right.” 
 
      
 
    “Before we get too engaged with swapping stories,” Trish grinned, “we come bearing gifts.” 
 
      
 
    “Gifts?” Anastacia asked, having just gotten her own hugs from everyone. 
 
      
 
    “Dad told us to hand over our gear when we stopped running,” Stern said. “We’re here to hand it over to you.” 
 
      
 
    Anastacia stared at him, then leapt forward to hug him. “Oh, you!” she sniffled. 
 
      
 
    “Kids?” Joseph asked, not as certain as Anastacia was. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We’re going to stop for a while,” Stern said, holding his sister. “We’re going down to Darkstone to set up there.” 
 
      
 
    “Why all the way down?” Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    “I have a shop there,” Trish said. “We’re going to set Jon up there, too. With the portal stones from the Goddess, we don’t have to be in the north to offer our services.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true,” Anastacia said, sniffling as she stepped back. “You and Jon are going to be busy, I’d bet.” 
 
      
 
    “When we tell you the perks we got, you’ll understand that that’s an understatement,” Jon grinned. “I’m better than my father in every way.” 
 
      
 
    “Dad already wants to switch to Jon being the one to make the gear Rescue Squad offers in later tiers,” Stern said. “Let’s divvy this up so I know what I have to give back to our parents.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to guess that’s all top-end gear,” Hugh said. 
 
      
 
    “It was my parents’ before they upgraded to what they have now,” Stern explained as they finished handing over things to the people who could use them. 
 
      
 
    “They always did give their friends a lot,” Becky smiled. “We will, of course, follow the tradition of handing gear off.” 
 
      
 
    “I was curious,” Cammie said. “How long are you two here for? Rumor is that Travelers will come and go for long stretches.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, we’re long-haulers, as we’re being called,” Hugh chuckled. “Four years before we step away. As for how long we’ll be gone before coming back, we don’t know yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Four years?” Trish asked. “I thought most wouldn’t stay that long.” 
 
      
 
    “Most won’t,” Becky said. “This wave of Travelers is all long-haulers, like us. On our other world, four years here is one there. So, when we do go, we’ll be gone a year or two at the most.” 
 
      
 
    “The Goddess is only letting longer-term Travelers in right now?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    “Those of us who helped with Alpha World,” Hugh said. “We’re trusted.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to hear about the other world,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “Some of the stories are pretty amazing,” Joseph said. “Dad led a big crew in assaulting a keep in a massive desert.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll tell it again,” Hugh laughed. “First, we should put this gear away, and then I’d like to hear about your dungeons so we have an idea of what we can expect.” 
 
      
 
    “We might not be a good basis,” Nicole said. “Our dungeons have been odd.” 
 
      
 
    “Irregular, even,” Trish laughed. 
 
      
 
    “How so?” Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Our last one was prismatic,” Jon said. 
 
      
 
    “What?!” Anastacia asked, stopping halfway to a room. 
 
      
 
    “Put it away, and then we’ll explain,” Stern said. “I’ll drag the rest off to our room to give back to our parents. Be right back.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    They shared many tales throughout the night. Hugh had the others spellbound as he told them about Alpha World. Stories of ‘raids’— massive, multi-crew dungeons— made Stern lean in. Part of him wondered why the Goddess hadn’t done the same in this world, but he pushed that thought away, interested in hearing about his father’s last great adventure: assaulting an evil caster who was killing people to gain power. 
 
      
 
    At the end of the night, the two crews separated to their own suites. Jon and Nicole were happy that Josie and Joseph were taking their time to grow closer, and the fact that they would have amazing gear to keep them safe. 
 
      
 
    Stern’d been enthralled with the story of how his father helped bring hundreds of people together to save a world. He’d always thought Seamus was amazing, but he’d never have guessed at what his parents and closest friends had managed in Alpha World. A small part of him wanted to not stop for children, wanting to sprint up the tiers to be beside his parents as they ran all the newest dungeons, but a bigger part of him wanted to raise children who he could love as much as his parents loved him. When he slipped into bed with his three wives, they cuddled together. 
 
      
 
    “I almost want to keep going…” Trish murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah…” Cammie sighed. “Hugh made it sound so wonderful. The adventures sounded bigger in that other world.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand, but I want a family more,” Cyra whispered. 
 
      
 
    “So do I, fluffy bunny,” Stern murmured, kissing her head. 
 
      
 
    “Me, too. It was just a wishful fantasy,” Trish said. “I’ll be very happy to raise our own rugrats and craft armor.” 
 
      
 
    “Make traps to help other Walkers out, dote on our wives and husband, and help our friends,” Cammie smiled. “That wins out over the dungeons for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think they’ll make it to the Goddess before we run again?” Cyra asked softly, almost afraid of the answer. 
 
      
 
    “No. Dungeons take time to find,” Stern said. “I hope they find them before… well, they aren’t young anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “In twenty, we’ll push on,” Trish said. “If need be, we can help them then.” 
 
      
 
    Stern reached over Cyra to touch Trish’s cheek. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll do our best,” Cammie added, covering Stern’s hand. “Family’s precious.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, when we settle in, we can invite your brother and mother down,” Cyra said suddenly. 
 
      
 
    Cammie beamed. “I’d love that.” 
 
      
 
    “Vulk and Emma will have to come down the long way,” Stern murmured, feeling tired. “She’s not a Walker.” 
 
      
 
    “She did the first three dungeons,” Cammie said. “We asked her before the wedding. They’ll just take longer to get home.” 
 
      
 
    “We could always ask my brother to bring her into the run for her home dungeon,” Stern yawned. “That way, they can come and go to visit.” 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow…” Trish whispered. “Good night, husband.” 
 
      
 
    “Night…” Stern murmured, slipping off into sleep. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-nine 
 
      
 
    They had breakfast with their siblings the next morning before heading to Darkstone. Anastacia made a promise to drop a letter after every tier, and in return, Stern had to promise to keep her updated on the children he had. Parting before noon, they used the portal stone by the temple to travel to Darkstone. 
 
      
 
    “Will your friend be okay with you taking the shop back?” Stern asked as they walked. 
 
      
 
    “She was just dabbling with work,” Trish said. “She was retired before I asked her to take over for me. We’re back a few years sooner than I thought we’d be, but she’ll be fine with it. I sent her a letter a few days ago.” 
 
      
 
    “Are we going to meet her?” Stern asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. She should be at the shop. She’ll also be the one to take us to the smithy that we should be able to get for Jon. It’s a few squares over from my home.” 
 
      
 
    “Wish we were closer, but a few squares isn’t that far,” Nicole said. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Trish grinned, “there might be another option, but it would take longer to make viable.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Jon asked. 
 
      
 
    “We should see the smithy before we even broach the second option,” Trish said. 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    “This is where you three met, isn’t it?” Nicole asked. 
 
      
 
    “It is. This is where Pawsitively Irregular started, too,” Cyra giggled. 
 
      
 
    “Stern attended the academy here and had me make his first set of armor,” Trish said, rehashing the old story. “Just before he left, he gave me a hint of interest. Then, he came back with Cyra, got her armor, and introduced me to the cutest fluffy bunny.” 
 
      
 
    Cyra smiled fondly at Trish. “Someone was brazen enough to help me admit my own feelings.” 
 
      
 
    “And Trish browbeat us into accepting her,” Stern cut in, saying it deadpan. 
 
      
 
    “Take my love. Just remember: love hurts,” Trish said, slapping his arm. 
 
      
 
    Stern yanked his arm to his chest. “It was Pawly who helped me with both of them, to be honest. She melted Trish’s tough heart and comforted the wounds Cyra had.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true,” Cyra smiled, looking up at the cat. 
 
      
 
    “Momma, a flying cat!” a young child exclaimed, having seen Pawly. 
 
      
 
    Stern finally looked around enough to see how much attention was being paid to them. Part of it was the fact that he and Nicole were walking around, but the rest were focused on Pawly floating lazily along, waving to people. 
 
      
 
    “Show off,” Cammie snickered, then patted Zasha. “Who’s a good boy?” 
 
      
 
    Zasha barked as he pranced alongside her for a moment, basking in the attention. 
 
      
 
    Calius gave a cry before diving down, then back-winging to land on Stern’s backpack. The hawk nuzzled Stern’s head, so he reached up to scratch the bird’s neck. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not like we’re not a diverse bunch, either,” Jon snorted. “Add in the pets and we’ll always get some looks.” He fell silent for a moment before asking a question that had bothered him, “How do we spread the word of our skill to entice the people who’ll want everything we can do?” 
 
      
 
    “When you start producing for my parents, I’m sure it’ll become known who made the pieces when they get handed out,” Stern said. “And that’s if my parents don’t just spread the word themselves first.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not worried about it,” Trish grinned. “We have two full crews as walking advertisements right now. Until then, we can make some lesser gear for this tier, like I used to.” 
 
      
 
    “It has me thinking,” Cyra asked slowly, “couldn’t we just charge less for runed gear? To help younger Walkers get a leg up?” 
 
      
 
    “Not sure they’ll have time,” Stern said. “Gerald will have contracts for them, defining how much of what they want each month.” 
 
      
 
    “But those contracts will pay very well,” Jon said slowly. “Anything we make outside of those could be discounted heavily for… say Walkers who’ve finished the lowest three dungeons?” 
 
      
 
    Trish nodded slowly. “Those who are serious about moving up the tiers. We should caveat that with full crews of five or six only. We’ve got to cut down on resales as much as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “True,” Jon nodded. “We want to help, not start people buying and reselling. We could always take their names down, along with their crew, and check them against it. It’d stop short-term rebuys, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “If we keep the list for a month or two, it might work,” Trish agreed. 
 
      
 
    “What about me selling traps?” Cammie asked. 
 
      
 
    “We can share the shop,” Trish grinned. “Part of it for traps and part for my leathers.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m good with that.” 
 
      
 
    “If I get on as a teacher, I can casually mention them during the section on traps,” Stern added. “Actually, I might ask a couple of you to help out for a day or two so they can hear firsthand. Someone hoping to be a bulwark might appreciate hearing directly from someone who has done it; same with casting and traps. If we do end up with a healer, then you, as well, Cyra. If there are any dedicated crafters like Jon, we could really help push learning forward.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s nice to see you so excited,” Cyra smiled as she took his hand, “but first, we have to get settled.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to make sure we have shops and houses set up,” Stern agreed. “Classes begin every month. I’m sure I can get one of the six spots once they know I want in.” 
 
      
 
    “It’d be silly if they don’t,” Trish laughed. “I heard you passed the test with a perfect score when you took it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I have hopes to help change things, too, and make it even better for the students.” 
 
      
 
    Cammie took his other hand. “I’m sure you’ll make it happen.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Trish’s friend was an older woman who’d been good friends with her parents. She handed over the keys, congratulating them all on settling down. Once they dropped off their gear, including Jon and Nicole, they were right back out to check the smithy. 
 
      
 
    Two squares over, the sound of metal being hammered reached their ears, but it wasn’t deafening. The smithy was obviously the source of the sound, but Stern was impressed at how muffled it was even right in front of the shop. 
 
      
 
    The exterior showed a few signs of needing repair, but nothing too bad. Stepping into the shop, they found the walls full of display cabinets with weapons and armor behind glass. The armor ranged from chainmail through a full set of plate armor. 
 
      
 
    “Trish,” the older woman behind the counter gave Trish a smile. “It’s been too long.” 
 
      
 
    “Harriet,” Trish beamed. “It’s been a while. Is Truman still thinking of retiring?” 
 
      
 
    Harriet chuckled. “He’s been saying that for years. No one has ever come forward to convince him, though. Most of the serious crafters move north.” 
 
      
 
    “They can live most anywhere now,” Stern said. “The portal stones make it simple to get back to where you’ve been if you were a Walker.” 
 
      
 
    Harriet gave him a long look. “That’s true, young man. Is this the one you were telling me about before you left, Trish?” 
 
      
 
    “Harriet, this is Stern, my husband. Stern, this is Harriet, a longtime friend. Her husband made us the bunnicorn helm.” 
 
      
 
    “Which will be going up in our shop,” Cyra smiled. “It’s a good reminder of our starting out.” 
 
    Harriet’s eyebrows rose. “‘Our starting out’?” 
 
      
 
    “Harriet, these are my wives with Stern,” Trish chuckled. “Cyra and Cammie.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddess, I had enough trouble with just Truman. But then again, you always were trouble. Maybe it takes all three of them to keep you in line.” 
 
      
 
    The others laughed. 
 
      
 
    “So which of you is the smith? If Trish is asking, one of you must be.” 
 
      
 
    “Me,” Jon said. “Jon Benderson, ma’am. I’m part of the crew.” 
 
      
 
    “Benderson…? As in part of the—?” 
 
      
 
    “Estranged,” Jon said a little tightly when he cut her off. “But yes. I want to open a shop near my friends.” 
 
      
 
    “If you can do even half as well as your father, then you’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “He has better perks than his father,” Nicole said softly. “People will know the Benderson name because of my husband, not his father.” 
 
      
 
    Harriet laughed, a smile on her lips. “Good. A woman needs to have the utmost faith in her husband. Let me grab Truman and we can put up the sign to talk, if you’re serious.” 
 
      
 
    “We are, ma’am,” Stern said. “If we can agree to a price, we can even settle today.” 
 
      
 
    Harriet looked back at Stern with a questioning gaze. “Is that so? Trish would be hard-pressed to buy us out.” 
 
      
 
    Stern smiled crookedly. “My full name is Alistern Masterson, Harriet. I can close a sale if needed.” 
 
      
 
    Harriet stared at him, then turned to Trish. 
 
      
 
    “He really is their son, and we’ve talked it over. We’ll either buy from you or buy another place and convert into a smithy,” Trish said. “It’d be quicker and easier to let Truman finally retire than do the second option.” 
 
      
 
    Harriet got to her feet, then dabbed at her eyes. “Let me go get him.” 
 
      
 
    “She was crying?” Cyra asked in puzzlement. 
 
      
 
    “They’ve wanted to move for years,” Trish murmured, “but Truman kept saying he’d never be able to reestablish himself in a new city. He used to use his age as the reason, but if he could ever sell out, he’d set down the hammers and just enjoy life with her.” 
 
      
 
    “But no smith with the perks wants to settle down here, or didn’t want to,” Jon nodded. “We’re only a few minutes away from your place. If I can see the smithy itself, I’m interested. The fact that he has it muffled the way he does gives me hope.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure we can arrange a tour,” Cammie snickered. “Today would mark the start of our families.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll celebrate tonight,” Nicole smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I should go make reservations, then,” Stern grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Goddess’ Delight?” Cyra asked. 
 
      
 
    “Good memories,” Trish added. 
 
      
 
    “We can have a good family meal, us and our extended family,” Stern said. “Uncle Jon and Aunt Nicole to our kids.” 
 
      
 
    Nicole’s smile was bright as she leaned against Jon. “I like the sound of this.” 
 
      
 
    Jon put his arm around her waist. “Me, too.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Stern walked into the room, taking in the fresh-faced young adults. He purposely didn’t look at his three siblings also taking the class. Some of the students jerked in their seats, not having expected an irregular. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, class. I’m Stern, your teacher. You’re here to complete the course which will allow you to delve into the dungeons.” 
 
      
 
    “An irregular is our teacher?” a snide voice snickered. “Is this shit city not able to get a real teacher?” 
 
      
 
    Stern gave the infernal a long look. “Real teacher?” Stern tapped the bronze badge with two marks on his chest. “Last I checked, son, I’ve run dungeons, and you haven’t yet done so.” 
 
      
 
    “Who says that’s your badge?” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up, idiot!” a woman said, standing up. 
 
      
 
    Stern let Lilith speak her mind, not about to interrupt his sister. 
 
      
 
    “What?! Do you know who I am?!” the infernal man sneered. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Lilith said with condescension. “Go ahead and tell me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m the son of Gravinus Toomson, mayor of Goldmoon.” 
 
      
 
    “How quaint. I’m Lilith Masterson, daughter of Karen and Seamus Masterson. In case the names don’t register, they’re Darkhand.” 
 
      
 
    Gravinus’ face paled, and the rest of the class looked at her with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Now, as I said: shut up. Stern cleared his dungeons without a single fracture in his crew, many of whom will come in to speak with us during these six months. They pulled out over a dozen people for rebirths in their time running. What he did deserves respect.” 
 
      
 
    “Lilith, that’s fine,” Stern cut in. “My little sister is protective. Goes with her being a bulwark. My full name is Alistern Masterson. I’m the eldest son of Seamus and Stacia Masterson. I go by Stern, so please call me that. What my sister said about my career as a Walker is correct. I learned from my father and mothers, and I became a teacher to pass their knowledge on to you.” 
 
      
 
    Both Lilith and the loudmouth sat down. 
 
      
 
    “You might not be aware of what having an irregular in your crew can mean for you,” Stern said. “How many here have paid attention over the last couple of years?” 
 
      
 
    Hands all around the room went up. Stern picked his brother, David, to answer. 
 
      
 
    David showed his half-elven heritage, brushing his scraggly hair behind one slightly pointed ear. “Irregulars change the odds of rare perks dropping. You’re a triple summoner who can have all of your summons out at once. Your entire crew, or all but one of them, had Iron Mind by the time you stopped. The crafter in your crew, Jon Benderson, a blacksmith, can craft armor and weapons with three rune slots, plus a bonus enchantment.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true,” Stern nodded. 
 
      
 
    “There has never been another crew with that collection of perks recorded in the history of Rescue Squad.” 
 
      
 
    “And you’d know?” Gravinus scoffed. 
 
      
 
    Lilith sighed. “David’s the youngest of my family. Disrespect him and I’ll kick your ass.” 
 
      
 
    “Easy, Lilith,” Stern chuckled. “And she can, by the way. We all learned how to fight from our parents. I’ll be teaching you all those same skills when we get to that portion of the curriculum.” 
 
      
 
    David gave a nod. “You should mention the other side, Brother.” 
 
      
 
    “You can.” 
 
      
 
    “Stern’s last dungeon, the one run at bronze two, ended up with a prismatic dungeon. It’s the only known occurrence of a prismatic dungeon that low in tier, possibly due to the fact he had another irregular in his crew. Nicole Benderson is the most talented caster of dual magics under gold tier. She has fire and ice magic that can be cast rapidly, and even as an area attack, all while not harming her allies.” 
 
      
 
    The room went silent, and David took his seat as everyone processed what’d been said. 
 
      
 
    “He’s right. There’s a slight risk when having irregulars in the group. The dungeon might end up rougher than average.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you going to start us on today?” a random student asked. 
 
      
 
    “Today is a simple day. You’ll take a test to gauge your knowledge of dungeons. If you get eighty of them right, you can skip the class and go right into the dungeon. However…” He paused to look over the room. “However, it would be best if you stayed for the entire class. I’ll be teaching you all I can, including bringing my crew in to cover specific roles in a crew. From bulwark to crafter— yes, crafters join crews for perks, too— they all have roles to play. I’ll help you see how to maximize your potential. The choice will be yours if you pass the test.” 
 
      
 
    “What about us?” someone asked from the side of the room. 
 
      
 
    “Travelers, per the Goddess, must take the test. Your passing mark is lower, but… the last two years have had a lot of tragedies with your kind rushing too far ahead. I’d welcome you to attend the whole class, though only two have done so during my time as a teacher.” 
 
      
 
    “Too much time, my dude. Sorry,” one of the Travelers said. 
 
      
 
    “Your choice, if you pass the test. Please take a seat. We’ll begin shortly.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    The test was over, and the room was empty of everyone but Stern and his siblings. 
 
      
 
    “Does that happen often?” Lilith asked Stern. 
 
      
 
    “Been one every time,” Stern shrugged. “The opinion is shifting, especially among Walkers, but it’ll be at least another generation before the knee-jerk reaction to us fades enough to be the oddity.” 
 
      
 
    “Dumb…” David said. 
 
      
 
    “I was surprised you’re here, Odilia,” Stern said, turning to the eldest of the three younger Masterson children. 
 
      
 
    Odilia shrugged. “I’m just doing the low three with them. I want a crafting perk so I can be better.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing wrong with that,” Stern said softly. 
 
      
 
    “We’d take you further than that, Odilia,” Lilith said. 
 
      
 
    “No. I… don’t want to see a fracture…” Odilia whispered. 
 
      
 
    “And there’s nothing wrong with that, either,” Stern said again, then got to his feet. “The fact you’re even going to do the low three is amazing, Sister. I’m proud of you.” 
 
      
 
    Odilia smiled up at him. “Thank you. Can we go home now?” 
 
      
 
    “Screaming babies,” David said, rolling his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You grew out of it… mostly,” Stern chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Lilith barked a laugh. “‘Mostly.’ That’s the right word.” 
 
      
 
    “I can give you both a hotfoot,” David said primly. 
 
      
 
    “But you won’t,” Odilia said. “Mom would scold you.” 
 
      
 
    David sighed as he started trudging for the door. “Yeah, yeah…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    “It’s nice of them to watch the kids so we can have dinner,” Cyra said. 
 
      
 
    “Odilia offered, and David went out,” Stern chuckled. “Lilith stayed with Odilia, so it’ll be fine. Calius, Zasha, or Pawly will come get us if it’s an emergency.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone took their seats. 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to stay with just the three kids?” Jon asked his friends. 
 
      
 
    “I’m still thinking about a second,” Cyra said, “but likely we’ll stay with just the one each.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going for a second,” Nicole smiled. “Alina is such a joy. It convinced me that two children would be amazing.” 
 
      
 
    “Alina will be a good older sister,” Stern said. “With only a year between them, we might be able to wrangle them all into a single crew, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Which would be good,” Cammie said. “It’d be like Vulk and me.” 
 
      
 
    “Hopefully not as argumentative,” Trish snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Before we get too far down that path,” Jon said, as everyone finally had food on their plates, “a toast.” Picking up his glass, he looked at his friends. “To the best friends in the world. You helped us not just find all our dreams, but even surpass them. If you ever decide to put the gear back on, we will, too.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone drank to the toast. The bond they’d made in their delves was strong, and with their children being raised together, it made them hope that maybe they too would form a crew together. 
 
      
 
    “How have the traps been selling?” Nicole asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well. The best are our combined traps. The area spells without hurting allies sell out every day,” Cammie smiled. “I have crews from all the way up in silver coming down for them. The Walkers down at this tier are happy enough with the smaller explosive traps. Turns out mine are enough to kill a boss, or at least cripple it.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like our gear,” Jon said. “Most of what I make is earmarked for Rescue Squad, but I have a backlog of commission orders to get to. Oh, Cyra, I’ll need you over tomorrow for your healing spell, please.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll come over around noon, if that’s okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Fine with us,” Nicole smiled. “Cammie, bring the traps over then, too? That way, we can handle it all at once.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” Cammie said between bites. 
 
      
 
    “Dad’s been super happy with the gear,” Stern told Jon. “He says shards have been getting pulled faster than ever before with them as incentive.” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful,” Jon grinned. “To doing the Goddess’ work.” He raised his glass again in a toast. “How’s class going?” 
 
      
 
    “Same as normal. One loudmouth. Lilith shut him down, and it was funny to see. A bit unusual this time, though. One of the Travelers decided to stay for the class. The others went off to the dungeon, along with the loudmouth and his two friends. Class should be good this year; I had five others who passed the test, but stayed to learn.” 
 
      
 
    “Giving that test on the first day was a great idea,” Cammie said. 
 
      
 
    “They already had to for the Travelers. It made sense to allow everyone the same thing. I worry for the ones who skip class, but it’s their choice.” 
 
      
 
    “You wanted to skip, too,” Trish smirked. “I recall some of the mutters about it when we talked about armor.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not normal,” Stern replied. 
 
      
 
    “No… you’re irregular,” Cyra giggled. 
 
      
 
    Stern stared at her as everyone started laughing, even Nicole. 
 
      
 
    “True. My life has been very irregular… but I’d never change a single thing, because it led us here,” Stern said. “I’ll just stay… Pawsitively Irregular.” 
 
      
 
    Laughter filled the room as everyone lifted their glasses, opting to stay “Pawsitively Irregular” with him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Character Information 
 
      
 
    Alistern “Stern” Masterson 
 
    Half-Infernal/Half-Human 
 
    Badge: Bronze-2 
 
      
 
    Perks: 
 
    Infernal Heritage- Night Vision; darkness doesn’t constrain me. See in the dark. 
 
    Fire Resistance; not hot stuff. Fire doesn’t burn you as easily as others. 
 
    Empathic Soul; awash in a sea of feelings. Other’s emotions will always be felt by you. 
 
    Summoner; never alone in life. Summon an animal friend. 
 
    Improved Companion 1; best friends give back. Your summons will improve slightly. Improvement based on the summon. 
 
    Improved Companion 2; best friends keep giving back. Your summons will gain something new. Improvement based on the summon. 
 
    Improved Companion 3; best friends never stop giving. An additional improvement to your companion. Improvement based on the summon. 
 
    Improved Companion 4; best friends are forever generous. Another improvement to your companion. Improvement based on summon. 
 
    Elemental Summons; it’s who they are. Choose an element and your summons will embody that element; gaining resistances, acquiring weaknesses, and dealing damage in line with that element. Once an element is chosen, it is permanent. 
 
    Second Companion Slot; why just have a single friend? You may now summon a second companion. You may only have one companion active at a time. 
 
    Selective Empathy; feeling only what you want is better. Your empathy becomes selective. 
 
    Double Summons; why only have one friend beside you? Able to have two summons out at a time. 
 
    Third Companion Slot; if two is good, three is better, right? You may now summon a third companion. You may only have one companion active at a time. 
 
    Master Summoner; why limit how many friends you can have beside you. Able to have all summons out at the same time. 
 
    Iron Mind; my mind is my bastion. Your willpower makes it harder for you to be mentally influenced. 
 
    Counter Spell; you didn’t ask permission to cast that. Negate any spell cast by a foe. Must be cast within a second of the spell taking effect. 
 
    Improved Elemental Summons; showing up a weakness is good. Your summons will no longer be weak to their opposed element. 
 
    Orator; teachers help you learn. Anyone who hears you can better understand your meaning, better retaining your words for later in life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cyra Masterson 
 
    Half-Rabbit Lykian/Half-Elf 
 
    Badge: Bronze-2 
 
      
 
    Perks: 
 
    Lykian Heritage- Rabbit; did you hear that? Increased hearing. 
 
    Elven Heritage- Increased Vision; I see you. The sharp eyes of an elf. 
 
    Powerful Kick; kicking ass and taking names. A chance to stun anything kicked. 
 
    Life Sense; life surrounds us all. Able to sense the living in a twenty-foot radius. 
 
    Minor Life; bandages? We don’t need no stinking bandages. Refresh an ally with life, close minor wounds, and negate the least of poisons. Usable once per day. 
 
    Extra Minor Life; you’re a walking healing kit. Minor Life is now usable three times a day. 
 
    Self-help; Don’t I count? Able to target yourself with any perk or spell that you use. 
 
    Improved Life Sense 1; help others know when life surrounds you. Those in your crew will know where you have felt life. 
 
    Improved Life Sense 2; silent life makes for easier hunting. Your Life Sense will no longer be felt by those it touches. 
 
    Mirrored Ally; you and you. Target an ally with an ability and copy its effect to a second ally. Usable once per day. 
 
    Improved Self-help; you are always a valid choice. Any spell that you choose to use on yourself is doubly effective. 
 
    Bulwark’s Ally; stand tall, I got you. Gives the target the ability to negate any one attack on them. Usable once per day, ability only lasts one hour or until used. 
 
    Improved Life Sense 3; knowing if things hide ahead can negate an ambush. Your Life Sense can now be targeted to anywhere you can see. 
 
    Improved Life Sense 4; knowing what the ambush is helps more. Your Life Sense will now let you know what the creatures are, even if unseen by you. 
 
    Iron Mind; my mind is my bastion. Your willpower makes it harder for you to be mentally influenced. 
 
    Moderate Life; bandages don’t always work. Close moderate wounds and negate lesser poisons. Usable once per day. 
 
    Improved Life Sense 5; knowledge is power. You will know any weaknesses that creatures touched by your Life Sense have. 
 
    Greater Life; when desperate need can save a life. Close critical wounds instantly, and negate all but the strongest poisons. Usable once per day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Trish Masterson 
 
    Human 
 
    Badge: Bronze-2 
 
      
 
    Perks: 
 
    Crafter; good with your hands. You have an innate skill for crafting. 
 
    Leatherworking; the dead can be repurposed. You have an innate skill for leatherworking. 
 
    Poison Resistance; it’s like water to you. You ignore minor poisons and are resistant to stronger ones. 
 
    Protector; saving others is in your blood. Trade places with someone next to you if they would be injured. Useable once per day. 
 
    Improved Protector; now, it’s a way of life. Protector is usable three times per day. 
 
    Thick Skin; good for ignoring the barbs of life. Your physical skin will become thicker, letting you brush off the least of troubles. 
 
    Dark Vision; Low-light? No problem. As long as there is some light, you can see as if a full moon is hanging in the sky. 
 
    Iron Skin; that tickled. You become more resistant to injury. 
 
    Weighted Blow; smash them hard. Your bludgeoning weapons hit harder. 
 
    Armorer; weapons are good, but armor is better. Making armor is easier for you. This stacks with Crafter and Leatherworker. 
 
    Reinforced Iron Skin; Minor to you, devastating to others. You can shrug off attacks that would leave others in need of the healers. 
 
    Runic Crafter; add the edge Walkers want. You can add a single rune slot to your crafted items. 
 
    Distant Protector; I can save you if I can see you. Able to use Protector on anyone you can see. 
 
    Improved Runic Crafter; if one is good, two is better. Can add two rune slots to crafted gear. 
 
    Iron Mind; my mind is my bastion. Your willpower makes it harder for you to be mentally influenced. 
 
    Counter Spell; you didn’t ask permission to cast that. Negate any spell cast by a foe. Must be cast within a second of the spell taking effect. 
 
    Rebounding Shield; attacking me was a mistake. Once per day, you can stun an attacker who’s attack you just blocked with a shield. 
 
    Enchant Armor; magically-infused without runes. Infuse armor you are crafting to embody the materials better. Materials used will bring out some of their inherent nature. Will also make armor auto-size to the wearer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie Masterson 
 
    Dwarf 
 
    Badge: Bronze-2 
 
      
 
    Perks: 
 
    Dwarven Heritage- Night Vision; darkness doesn’t constrain me. See in the dark. 
 
    Dwarven Heritage- Poison Resistance; it’s like water to you. You ignore minor poisons and are resistant to stronger ones. 
 
    Mechanical Destruction; I want to see how it works. Increased ability to disassemble anything with multiple parts. 
 
    Locksmith; locked just means time. Locks are easier for you to crack. 
 
    Safe Cracker; I can hear the tumblers. With the right tools, you can make difficult locks trivial. 
 
    Trap Smith; buying time or saving lives. Making traps is easier for you, if given the right items. 
 
    Thick Skin; good for ignoring the barbs of life. Your physical skin will become thicker, letting you brush off the least of troubles. 
 
    Rigging; no parts? No problem. Able to rig up traps with suboptimal materials. 
 
    Treasure Finder; treasure calls to me. Once a day, you will be directed to any hidden treasure within a hundred feet. 
 
    Trapped Bag; I hate carrying bombs. Turn a pouch into a holder of traps. The bag you designate will hold four readied traps. A new bag can be chosen each day, but the traps left inside the old bag vanish. 
 
    Long Trapper; have trap, but don’t have to travel. Deploy traps at range. Range depends on trap complexity. 
 
    Magical Trapper; the power of friendship. Once a day, work a spell cast by a friend into a trap. Trap only lasts a day. 
 
    Duplicate Trap; why not double up? Once a day, when you craft a trap, you can summon a duplicate trap. Duplicate trap has all the effects and drawbacks of the original trap. Does not count toward any other perk restrictions when used. 
 
    Inventory Bag; parts can be such a pain to haul. Any trap parts can be stored here without issue. 
 
    Iron Mind; my mind is my bastion. Your willpower makes it harder for you to be mentally influenced. 
 
    Improved Long Trapper; traps can pop up anywhere. Deploy traps at extreme range. Range is line of sight, regardless of trap. 
 
    Improved Magical Trapper; the power of friendship multiplied. Magical Trapper can now be used three times per day. Traps still only last for a single day. 
 
    Infuse Trap; enchanted traps for the win. Able to infuse your traps with other perks you have, making them easy for you or others to use. 
 
      
 
    Jon Benderson 
 
    Angelic 
 
    Badge: Bronze-2 
 
      
 
    Perks: 
 
    Angelic Heritage- Night Vision; darkness doesn’t constrain me. See in the dark. 
 
    Angelic Heritage- Wings of Light; the sky is your domain. You have white feathered wings that you can use to fly, as long as you aren’t overweight. 
 
    Angelic Heritage- Cold Resistance; the sky is cold, and so am I. You don’t chill as easily as others. 
 
    Bending Tin; metal bending, beginner’s edition. You have an innate skill for smithing. 
 
    Crafter; good with your hands. You have an innate skill for crafting. 
 
    Fire Resistance; not hot stuff. Fire doesn’t burn you as easily as others. 
 
    Greater Fire Resistance; fire is my friend. Able to handle fires that would sear flesh. 
 
    Bending Iron; bending metal is natural. Your skill for smithing has improved past non-perked smiths. This stacks with Bending Tin and Crafter. 
 
    Bladed Armor Seeker; your armor looks weak. Increased chance to find the gap in armor when using a bladed weapon. 
 
    Bladed Armor Breaker; you don’t need that shell. Once an hour, your bladed weapon can break a piece of armor. 
 
    Weapon Smith; weapons are a way of life. Making weapons is easier for you. Stacks with Bending Tin, Bending Iron, and Crafter. 
 
    Bleeding Cut; better salve that quickly. Your bladed weapons have a chance to cause a bleeding effect. 
 
    Runic Crafter; add the edge Walkers want. You can add a single rune slot to your crafted items. 
 
    Iron Mind; my mind is my bastion. Your willpower makes it harder for you to be mentally influenced. 
 
    Improved Runic Crafter; if one is good, two is better. Can add two rune slots to crafted gear. 
 
    Greater Runic Crafter; two is better, but three is amazing. Can add three rune slots to crafted gear. 
 
    Unclotting Wounds; just a flesh wound, right? Your edged weapons are more likely to leave bleeding wounds behind. 
 
    Enchanted Weapon; magically-infused without runes. Infuse a weapon you are crafting with a spell cast by a helper. Beneficial spells can be used once per day when infused. Damaging spells impart a debuff based on spell type. 
 
    Imbued Crafter; experts are a rare breed. You boost the inherent nature of any material you use in your craft. Double the bonus of special materials. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nicole Benderson 
 
    Half-Elf/Half-Human 
 
    Badge: Bronze-2 
 
      
 
    Perks: 
 
    Elven Heritage- Increased Vision; I see you. The sharp eyes of an elf. 
 
    Ghastly Visage; it’s a monster, run! Your face causes fear in all who see it. 
 
    Illusion Breaker; that’s not real. Able to see illusion magic for what it is. 
 
    Imbue Trap; magic traps is where it’s at. Able to imbue a trap with a spell once per day. 
 
    Firebolt; die in a fire. Able to cast Firebolt three times per day. 
 
    Improved Firebolt; no, really, just die in a fire. Firebolt can now be cast once every hour. 
 
    Greater Firebolt; seriously, just burn to death already. Firebolt can now be cast every minute. 
 
    Iceball; frostbite sucks. Able to cast Iceball three times per day. 
 
    Improved Iceball; time for a deep chill. Iceball can now be cast once every hour. 
 
    Greater Iceball; arctic chill on demand. Iceball can now be cast every minute. 
 
    Enlarged Magic; when your magic needs to spread out. A spell of yours can cover a twenty-foot area, once per ten minutes. 
 
    Friendly Fire Isn’t; sorry, didn’t mean to hurt you. Allies caught in your area spells take less damage from them. 
 
    Friendly Fire Doesn’t Exist; warping spells to your will. Allies in your area spells take no damage from them. 
 
    Supreme Firebolt; I’m done asking, you will burn today. Firebolt can now be cast every ten seconds.  
 
    Supreme Iceball; the next best thing to the frozen void. Iceball can now be cast every ten seconds. 
 
    Quicker Enlarged Magic; those are rookie casting times… got to do better. Enlarge Magic now has a one-minute timer instead of ten-minutes. 
 
    Magic Weapon; your magic is a gift. Once per day, you can imbue a weapon with one of your spells. Effects are based on the spell imbued. Magic lasts for a single day. 
 
    Limiter; like a switch. Turns a perk that is always on into a perk that you can turn on or off at will. Limited perk must be chosen when this one bonds to you. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Please consider leaving a review for the book, feedback is imperative for an indie author. If you don’t want to review it then think about leaving a comment or even just a quick message. Remember, positive feedback is always welcome. 
 
      
 
    If you want a one stop shop for all the links, my website is the best place for that. Remember to subscribe to the mailing list to know when I publish a new book, and you get an exclusive short when you sign up. 
 
    http://schinhofenbooks.com/ 
 
      
 
    Other places you can keep up to date on me and my works: 
 
    https://www.patreon.com/DJSchinhofen 
 
    https://twitter.com/DJSchinhofen 
 
    Fan group on Facebook for Daniel Schinhofen 
 
    https://schinhofenbooks.blogspot.com/ 
 
      
 
    If you LOVE LitRPG, then check out these pages full of awesome LitRPG goodness. You can interact with authors like me and many more. Find banter, good times, and a lot of like minded people. 
 
      
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRpg & GameLit Readers 
 
      
 
    A big thank you to my editors, Sammi Katt and Sarinia Phelps. Also props to Geno Ferrarini and Sean Hickinbotham for being my Alpha Readers. I’d be remiss if I didn’t include my beta readers, in no particular order: Ian McAdams ~*~ Dame ~*~ Jay Taylor ~*~ Zee ~*~ Scott Brown ~*~ Kevin Kollman ~*~ Justin Johanson ~*~ Kenneth Darlin ~*~ Rob Bunting  ~*~ Aoife Grimm ~*~ Peter LaFemina ~*~ Tanner Lovelace ~*~  Dimitri Shadow ~*~ Matt Case ~*~ Richard G Stahl ~*~ Cheyene Adams ~*~ A Madsen ~*~ Jeremy Stone ~*~ Megan Grueloh ~*~ Aaron Preston ~*~ David Hoerner ~*~*~ Todd Kibler ~*~ Testsu-nii ~*~ Tom Sethre ~*~ Brad Schultz ~*~ Derek Morgan. 
 
      
 
    The cover for Dungeon Walkers 4 is brought to you by Anthony Bishop, a very talented artist. You can find him at https://grimmhelm.artstation.com/ 
 
      
 
    A big thanks to my Patreon supporters who have gone above and beyond in their support: 
 
      
 
    Josh Holmes ~*~ Edward P Warmouth ~*~ Michael Erwin ~*~ Robert McCoard ~*~ Otis Coley ~*~ Jeff Gaebler ~*~ Green ~*~ Robert Yarber ~*~ Michael Mooney ~*~ Calidia ~*~ Brian Biggers ~*~ James Domec ~*~ Exempt Pie ~*~ Jeff Kollada ~*~ Matt Sensenig ~*~ Tanner Lovelace ~*~ Craig Mather ~*~ Scott Baxter ~*~ Eric Hontz ~*~ Shakekiller ~*~ Christopher Cales ~*~ Stefan Holze ~*~ No0neSpecial ~*~ IntheRaccon ~*~ Tyller James ~*~ Jeff Ford ~*~ Kyle Pettay ~*~ Daniel Glasson ~*~ James Parker ~*~ Kurt Bodenstedt ~*~ Khamla Khongloth ~*~ MadManLoose ~*~ General Raith ~*~ James Murphy ~*~ Jeremy Patrick ~*~ Ron Abitz ~*~ Forrest Hansen ~*~ Stephan Juba ~*~ Matthew Kelly ~*~ James Breaux ~*~ David Horner ~*~ Michael Shearer ~*~ Stephan Caperton ~*~ John Cothrin ~*~ Jon Bryant ~*~ Robert Shofner ~*~ MattMick222 ~*~ Cheyene Adams ~*~ Charles Demarest ~*~ Jose Ibarra ~*~ Christopher Gross ~*~ Matthew Parikka ~*~ Dances with Kobolds ~*~ Riley Dunn ~*~ David Taylor-Fuller ~*~ Dedalus Inventor ~*~ Zifferix ~*~ Council Of Nine ~*~ Kurt Borek ~*~ Christopher B. ~*~ Deme A. ~*~ Charles Heggeler ~*~ Logan Cochrane ~*~ Top Cat 269 ~*~ Mark Kewer ~*~ David Florish ~*~ Cody Creager ~*~ PantherTheory ~*~ Kevin Kollman ~*~ Orry Mooney ~*~ Michael Moneymaker ~*~ Tetsu-nii ~*~ Brett Hudson ~*~ Michael Pellman ~*~ Christopher Edstrom ~*~ Clinton Wertzbaugher ~*~ Ryan Luttinger ~*~ Spencer Jefferson ~*~ Joel Wilkinson ~*~ Jerrod ~*~ B Liz ~*~ Gregory Johnson ~*~ Sith ~*~ Arthur Cuelho ~*~ Dwinald Lint III ~*~ Richard Papst ~*~ Adam ~*~ Red Phoenix ~*~ Kori Prins ~*~ Sean Fitzpatrick ~*~ David Fletcher ~*~ Sawyer Williams ~*~ Kevin McKinney ~*~ Michael Jackson ~*~ Benjamin J Russell ~*~ Jose Caudillo ~*~ Rey T Nufable ~*~ Eli Page ~*~ Robert Owen ~*~Joshua McCane ~*~ Jacob Lawlor ~*~ Chace Corso ~*~ Aaron Blue ~*~ Masta Matna ~*~ T3iain ~*~ Abraham Madsen ~*~ Derek Raines ~*~ Malcolm White ~*~ Jeremy Cox ~*~ Barry Dirickson ~*~ Matthew Malkin ~*~ Robse ~*~ Darkserra ~*~ Don Jinkins ~*~ Caleb Bear ~*~ Rafnar Caldon ~*~ Travis Hilliard ~*~ Matthias Meilahn ~*~ Pamela J Smith ~*~ Choike Nelson ~*~ Lui Adecer ~*~ Damien Osborne ~*~ Terry Wood-Davies ~*~ Oni No Chi ~*~ Kenneth Darlin ~*~ William Simmons ~*~ Ryan A Larkey ~*~ Michael Browningkeopler ~*~ Erin Jordan ~*~ Influenza ~*~ Tanner Sealock ~*~ J. Patrick Walker ~*~ Tyler Scheibe ~*~ Taefox ~*~ LarrytheEmu ~*~ Gregory Lamberta ~*~ Zachariah Miller ~*~ Eliseo Rios ~*~ Brendon Quinn ~*~ Andrew Nevius ~*~Thomas Corbin ~*~ David Morrissey ~*~ EthanK ~*~ Matthew ~*~ Brad Schultz ~*~ David Peers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Other Books written by Daniel Schinhofen: 
 
       
 
    Binding Words: 
 
    Morrigan's Bidding 
 
    Life Bonds 
 
    Hearthglen 
 
    Forged Bonds 
 
    Flame of War 
 
    Lost Bonds 
 
    Noble Solutions 
 
    Accorded Nobility 
 
    Accord 
 
        
 
    Aether’s Revival: 
 
    Aether's Blessing 
 
    Aether's Guard 
 
    Magi's Path 
 
    Aether's Apprentices 
 
    Mages of Buldoun 
 
    Magi Guard  
 
      
 
    Luck’s Voice: 
 
    Suited for Luck 
 
    Cashing In 
 
    Breaking the Bank 
 
    Dangerous Gamble 
 
    Luck's Holdings 
 
      
 
    Dungeon Walkers: 
 
    Dungeon Walkers 1 
 
    Dungeon Walkers 2 
 
    Dungeon Walkers 3 
 
      
 
    Antecedents’ Legacy: 
 
    Antecedents' Legacy 
 
      
 
    Apocalypse Gates Author’s Cut: (Completed) 
 
    Rapture 
 
    Valley of Death 
 
    Gearing Up 
 
    Elven Accord 
 
    Downtime and Death 
 
    Can of Worms 
 
    Unexpected Dev-elopments 
 
    One Nation, Under... 
 
      
 
    Alpha World: (Completed.) 
 
    Gamer for Life 
 
    Forming the Company 
 
    Alpha Company 
 
    Playing for Keeps 
 
    Fractured Spirit 
 
    The Path to Peace 
 
    Darkhand 
 
    Gamer For Love 
 
      
 
    Last Horizon: (Completed.) 
 
    Last Horizon Omnibus 
 
      
 
    NPC’s Lives: (Hiatus) 
 
    Tales from the Dead Man Inn 
 
      
 
    Resurrection Quest: (Hiatus) 
 
    Greenways Goblins 
 
      
 
    I would like to point you all toward some fellow authors whose works I enjoy: 
 
      
 
    William Arand: Author of the complex interconnected series in the genre which all starts with Otherlife Dreams. 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/William-D.-Arand/e/B01AY7PSG4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Scottie Futch: Is a prolific author who combines parody with zany humor that keeps me laughing. 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Scottie-Futch/e/B00NCSEN28 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eden Redd: She might be mentioned last, but she is definitely not the least, and she is very worth the read, more so if you like some adult content. Her Lewd Saga series combines erotica and LITRPG. 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Eden-Redd/e/B00I8X8BCK 
 
    

  

 
   
    You can also find out more about LITRPG stories at: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup/ 
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