
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Foreword 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hello, please accept my thanks for taking the time to read my book. I would like to preface your experience with some information in case you didn’t fully read the blurb before picking it. 
 
      
 
    This book is intended to be read by adults and is not for children. It features violence and descriptions of explicit sex as well as profane language. 
 
    The characters in this book are fictional, who make choices and take actions which defy societal norms and legal definitions of sexual consent. 
 
    This work is for entertainment purposes only and is not an endorsement of these activities or attitudes. 
 
    It is a bit smutty, it is a male erotic harem fantasy, emphasis on the fantasy. If you don’t want to read something of that nature, I recommend you stop now. 
 
    This book also includes dungeon core elements including stats and levelling, eventually. 
 
    This book also contains occasional juvenile humour and breaks the fourth wall from time to time. 
 
    Like many writers I have occasionally borrowed elements of my real life and incorporated them into my characters. Yet the MC is not me and should not be mistaken to reflect me or my actual feelings or opinions. 
 
    I can’t stop you from leaving a scathing review, but if any of the above is the sum of your criticism, you’re wasting your time. I intend to continue writing smutty male erotic harem fantasy set in a sex dungeon. Well maybe some of it won’t be set in a sex dungeon, but it’ll still be smutty male erotic fantasy, or sci-fi, possibly urban fantasy. Scantily clad, sexy women will be a given, everything else is negotiable I suppose. 
 
    I also have a patreon group. Please consider joining it to offer me support, maybe my patron the supreme dark sorcerer himself won’t obliterate me or turn me into a luminescent gerbil if it does well enough.  
 
    https://www.patreon.com/Devantus_Drakonis 
 
    I will also put out my new work, after it has been on my Patreon first, on Royal Road and ScribbleHub before publishing it. 
 
    Check out my second series which is debuting their Corsair & Cataclysms. An RPG Apocalypse series with harem elements. 
 
    https://www.royalroad.com/fiction/47847/corsairs-cataclysms 
 
    https://www.scribblehub.com/series/377700/corsairs-amp-cataclysms/ 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was sitting at my desk with my laptop open, my eyes scanned the screen as I read back the last few paragraphs I’d written. Reviewing the text, I could only come to one inescapable conclusion. Everything I had written was complete and utter garbage. 
 
    I sat back in my chair with an audible sigh and spun around until I faced the window of my living room. I stared out onto the street below my one-bed apartment and realised it had developed into a pleasantly sunny spring day. Normally this would be enough to lift my spirits. 
 
    Unfortunately, we were two months into a lockdown brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic. Being unable to go out and enjoy the sunshine only served to further darken my mood. 
 
    The period of lockdown had left me in somewhat dire straits. Shortly after its announcement, BuyBooksEasy.com, my employer of six months, decided that it would be more cost-efficient to terminate their employees than furlough them. Working a dead-end customer service job for a company that supplied educational textbooks wasn’t exactly my idea of living life in the fast lane, but it paid the bills. Particularly the rent, which was now more than a month overdue. 
 
    My landlord, Mr Roberts, couldn’t visit in person due to the lockdown, but he wasn’t a patient man. I’d been expecting my notice of eviction in the post all week. Dreading its arrival, to the degree that I hadn’t approached my front door in three days. 
 
    It was stupid, I know. Refusing to pick the letter up from my welcome mat and reading it wouldn’t make it any less real. Nor did it make my predicament any less troublesome. 
 
    Which brought me to my current endeavour. I didn’t have a job or enough money for even the cheapest TV streaming services. But I did have a lot of time on my hands, so decided to try my hand at writing a novel. You can self-publish these days; it could be the answer to my current financial woes. 
 
    Steeped in Sci-fi and Fantasy geek lore, my mind constantly swirled with amazing and fantastic ideas. How hard could it be to string these ideas together, write a few hundred pages and bask in the glory of my literary creativity. 
 
    “The answer is hard, very hard…just like my penis,” I spoke aloud, and then sniggered under my breath. 
 
    I would apologise for my juvenile humour, but it’s a character flaw I’m sure you will come to appreciate or give up in exasperation and read somebody else’s tale of the incredible. 
 
    Back to my writing. I just could not get the hang of it. I hadn’t expected it to be worthy of Tolkien, at least not to start with. However, reviewing what read like the musings of a distracted ten-year-old was most disheartening. 
 
    Deciding I needed a break, and perhaps a treat, I got out of my chair and wandered into the small kitchen which adjoined the living room. Opening the fridge revealed a barren landscape. There was no devil dog inquiring if I was the Keymaster, but very little in the way of food either, and certainly nothing that enticed with sweetness. 
 
    A few drab bits of salad which had seen better days and a couple of onion bulbs. In the compartment on the door was a pint carton of milk. I picked it out and gave it a quick sniff. The milk passed the smell test, so we were good to go. 
 
    “Coffee it is,” I said out loud, to the ghosts of my social life. 
 
    I’d like to say that eight weeks in relative isolation had been what led me to be talking to myself, if only to hear a voice. But that wasn’t the case, I’d long had the habit of externalising my inner monologue. This had made me the butt of a fair bit of good-natured ribbing amongst my friends. 
 
    Speaking of friends, lockdown had led me to a rather unsettling revelation. I didn’t miss any of them as much as I thought I would, not my friends or my family. 
 
    It wasn’t that I didn’t enjoy their company before or the various video chats we’d engaged in since. It was just while most had discussed, at length, how hard lockdown and social distancing had been on them, the new normal really hadn’t bothered me much. In fact, lockdown hadn’t bothered me at all. I was sure I’d get lonely eventually, but I hadn’t yet. 
 
    After filling the kettle with water from the sink tap, I put it on to boil and grabbed a mug with ‘I love WoW’ written on it from the cupboard. The mug was a birthday gift from a friend celebrating my geekdom. Although I think she may have intended it more as friendly mockery, the mug was my favourite all the same. 
 
    After spooning in some coffee, my eyes wandered about my small apartment while I waited for the kettle to whistle. Most of the furniture was second hand, the bookshelves had an assortment of fantasy books and graphic novels. They were predominantly from my youth, as what few books I could now afford had mostly been purchased in virtual formats. 
 
    Viewing them again reminded me that I really did need to arrange them correctly. I’d just put them up in the next available space on the shelf when I was unpacking. As I would probably be moving again soon, that was a project for another day. 
 
    Who was I trying to kid? When next they went up on a shelf, they’d likely be even more disorganised than they were now. 
 
    This train of thought brought me full circle to the ominous sense of dread I’d had for the last few weeks. 
 
    “You need to bite the bullet and quit procrastinating you bloody pussy,” I argued with more determination than I felt. 
 
    “It’s just a fucking letter, and who knows maybe the stingy bastard has grown a heart during lockdown,” I said a bit louder, though I knew there was bugger all chance he had. 
 
    With my resolve strengthened, I padded barefoot over to the front door and picked up the post that had accrued over the last three days. 
 
    I sorted through the six items quickly as I moved back, head down, trusting in my innate awareness to guide me back to the kitchen safely. One stubbed big toe later and I had junk mail, junk mail, pizza delivery coupons, window cleaning service, all those went straight in the recycling. 
 
    This left two for me to open and read. There was a business envelope which I assumed to be a bill or a bank statement and a letter with Mr Roberts distinctive scrawl, as expected. I swear he took sadistic pleasure handwriting the bad news he delivered his tenants. 
 
    I opened it up quickly reading through it. The letter itself was mostly typed with his signature at the bottom. Beginning, ‘Mr Smith, I regret to inform you that following your non-payment of rent for the month of April. I have no choice but to begin eviction proceedings, as per your rental agreement.’ 
 
    I put the letter down without finishing it. 
 
    I felt like the bottom had dropped out from my stomach and had to fight a wave of nausea inspired by my growing despair. The only surprise was how awful I felt confirming what I already knew to be true. I decided to quickly read the other letter. It couldn’t get much worse than this. 
 
    Yes, you’ve guessed it, wrong again. The letter was from my broadband provider, telling me they were cutting off my connection tomorrow. Getting evicted I could handle, maybe. Losing access to online porn, on the other hand, which was quite possibly the only thing that might get me through the next few weeks of being evicted, was an epic disaster. 
 
    My doom-laden reverie was pierced by two sudden changes to my surrounding environment. 
 
    First, the kettle had boiled. Not very significant but I turned off the gas, every penny counted at this stage. 
 
    Second, it had got considerably darker in the flat from when I put the kettle on to boil a few minutes earlier. I stepped back into my living room, intending to have a quick look out the window to see how the weather had taken a turn for the worse. However, as soon as I stepped in, I realised it was not the sky outside which had gone dark. 
 
    There in my living room, completely blotting out my window, was an amorphous swirling mass of what I assumed was energy. It was formed of a kaleidoscope of dark colours. Deep blues, vivid purples and almost shimmering blacks, all roiling in constant motion. It had to be about fifteen feet in diameter, and I noticed it was emitting a low humming. A sound that seemed to be gaining in volume. 
 
    “Holy fucking shit, there is a portal in my house,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    Even as I said it, I realised the multi-faceted stupidity of my assumption. Primarily, because there was no way I could know this to be true. Also, I lived in a crappy flat and not a house. 
 
    With that said, it occurred to me that leaving the crappy flat, instead of gawping at the unexplained and potentially deadly energy phenomenon, might be the wisest course of action. I turned around and made a move for the door. The big swirling purple, unfortunately, had other ideas. 
 
    Formed from the substance of the dark mass a ten-foot-wide, clawed, four-fingered, hand emerged. Quicker than I could escape to the door, the claw reached out and grasped me firmly, trapping my arms to my sides and my legs together. 
 
    I was then lifted bodily and drawn inexorably towards the ‘portal’. Despite being filled with panic, as I was being drawn through, I registered the distinctive smell of burnt toast. At this point, I began losing consciousness. My eyelids drooped, obscuring my vision. 
 
    I had one last coherent thought as the blob swallowed me. Maybe my impending eviction wasn’t the source of the ominous dread after all. 
 
    I was right about it being a portal, though. I also suffered a lengthy and horribly painful death shortly after I had arrived on the other side. Fortunately, I don’t remember that part. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    As quickly as it happened, the sensation of being in an iron grip, the burnt toast smell, even the pulsing hum from the portal abruptly ended. I had felt my eyes close the moment before I was sucked into that terrifying maw. I slowly opened them, and took in my surroundings. 
 
    I was in a room. The walls were a grey rough-hewn stone, granite possibly. The room itself was about thirty by thirty feet with a tall ceiling and appeared to be a perfect cube shape. There was a plain wooden table in front of me, about six feet by four, perfect for wargaming. 
 
    My examination of the room was followed by a mildly hysteric giggle at my brain’s inane initial direction of thought. I spun around to get a proper look at my new surroundings. The room was empty apart from directly behind my head, I found a pulsating green gem. 
 
    The gem was about the size of a fist, cut in the tapered baguette-style and giving off a very faint emerald light. The gemstone was sitting in a strange candelabra, which appeared to have grown out of the floor. Not vines precisely, more like roots in reverse. I reached out with my hand, and the material was cool to the touch. The material had no give to it, which reminded me of metal, but its texture was distinctly organic. This suggested to me it was living material. 
 
    The pulsing of this light seemed to be every second or so. After I’d stared at it for a few minutes, I seemed to know the pulse was in time with my heartbeat. I wasn’t exactly sure how I knew this, yet, I had a sense of surety that this was so. A moment later when I stopped my strangely obsessive examination of the curious gemstone, I made my next important discovery. 
 
    There were no doors. No doors, no windows, no way out of this cell, and a cell is what I was now thinking of this place as being. Absolutely nothing, except the table and the gemstone installation.  
 
    Up to this point I had been quite proud of myself for my lack of panicking, but the speed of my breathing increased, and I began frantically touching the walls. I desperately tried to find a seam leading to a secret door, a panel or anything that might indicate a way out. 
 
    After a few minutes of this, I gave up. I had scanned each of the walls and found them to be solid in every regard. So solid that I began to worry about my air supply. I decided to try and calm down and begin some slow breathing techniques I knew very little about, but I was willing to try anything at this point. That is when I heard the voice. 
 
    “Have you had enough time yet, David Albert Xavier Smith?” A voice spoke. 
 
    It was even-tempered, vaguely masculine, though soft. Aiming for non-threatening I supposed. 
 
    “Enough time for what?” I queried back before continuing. “Because if it’s enough time to be ok with being snatched into a scary-ass portal. Dumped in a room without doors and hearing disembodied voices, then no, I don’t think there will ever be enough time.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, this must be very disconcerting for you. Fear not, I have been instructed to act as your guide for this afterlife transition David Albert Xavier Smith,” the voice continued. 
 
    I instantly focused on the use of the term afterlife, and despite what he may have said, fear was very much at the forefront of my mind. 
 
    “What do you mean, afterlife transition? I’m not dead. I’ve just been brought to this place against my will. There has to have been some sort of mistake,” I responded with barely a hint of my sinking desperation. 
 
    “Yes, I have the unfortunate duty to inform you that you are dead. Do I have your permission to proceed with your transition David Albert Xavier Smith?” the voice pressed. 
 
    “What? No, you fucking don’t have my permission. I demand you send me back right now,” I yelled, with a growing heat in my voice. 
 
    This had not been going well and seemed to be getting worse. 
 
    “I can’t send you back David Albert Xavier Smith. You have died, and I am now bound by the Divine Accords of the Thirty-Six Realms to process your soul as dictated by those Accords. Do I have your permission to continue?” the voice asked again. 
 
    “But I can’t be dead, I would have remembered dying. It’s the kind of experience that would be memorable,” I tried reasoning with the voice. 
 
    Almost begging really, but like the knowledge that the emerald gemstone was pulsing in time with my heartbeat, I simply knew the voice was telling the truth. 
 
    “What is your name? Who are you? What are these Divine Accords? I don’t understand,” I cried, trying to stall the inevitable. 
 
    “David Albert Xavier Smith, the memories of your death have been suppressed, it is often easier for supplicants this way. I do not have a name. As for any further answers I am bound by the Divine Accords and can’t tell you more until I have your permission to begin your transition,” the voice said calmly. 
 
    This was not the answer I was hoping for. 
 
    “What if I don’t give you permission?” I asked in return. 
 
    “Then we wait, David Albert Xavier Smith,” the voice replied. 
 
    “Wait for what?” 
 
    “Until you give me permission, David Albert Xavier Smith,” the even-toned, unrelenting response. 
 
    “You have me bent over a barrel here don’t you, you bastard,” I groused bitterly. 
 
    Waiting in a sealed room for eternity seemed very unappealing, though. How long until I ran out of air? Would I even need air if I was dead? This was confusing. 
 
    “That is not my intention, David Albert Xavier Smith. I am bound by the Divine Accords and supplementary Arbitrations as to how to proceed. I acknowledge you are an unusual supplicant, but I can only try assuring you that I do have your best interests at heart,” the voice said. 
 
    I had to admit to myself he sounded sincere. 
 
    Feeling as I didn’t have much choice in the matter. I decided the best way of going forward was to go, well, forward. Maybe once I get a bit more information, I might be able to find a way back home. 
 
    “Okay, you have my permission to proceed, on one condition. You stop calling me David Albert Xavier Smith,” I ordered. 
 
    “Is David Albert Xavier Smith, not your name? I am quite sure it is. Our examination of your soul was quite thorough,” the voice queried. 
 
    “Yes, it is my name, but we don’t use full names like that,” I explained. 
 
    “Ah, yes, I see. In your world informal forms of address are common. This is permissible under the Divine Accords. What name would you prefer I call you?” the voice asked. 
 
    “Call me, Daxas, it’s what my friends call me. It’s my initials, sort of,” I said. 
 
    Part of this was a barefaced lie. No one who knew me in real life called me Daxas. I’d used it as an online moniker and tried to get my friends to use it. They insisted on calling me Dave, much to my chagrin. Usually, you don’t get to pick your own nicknames, it was a weak silver lining to cling to in the circumstances. 
 
    “Very well Daxas, do I have your permission to begin your afterlife transition?” The voice asked once more for my confirmation. 
 
    “Yes, go ahead,” I confirmed, nodding my consent. 
 
    “There are some formal declarations that I must make you aware of first and then you can ask any questions you have about what comes next,” the voice began. 
 
    Damn, I thought. I hope this isn’t like one of those EUL you usually must agree to for online services that nobody ever reads. Oh God! Maybe I really have sold my soul to Steve Jobs and now I’m about to become a HumanCentiPad. That would truly suck ass. I was sniggering away, my mind wandering to whatever was most inappropriate. 
 
    I crack myself up sometimes, but nobody else usually. Now that I appeared to have a limited audience, I don’t suppose it matters. The voice had already begun speaking again so I needed to focus. 
 
    “Daxas, your life has come to an end in the Thirty-Six Realms. Your soul has been examined, and your deeds and your devotions towards the august Divine Lords of the Thirty-Six Realms have been judged. They have found you wanting and have denied you a place at their side, in the glory of their heavens.”  
 
    “Having failed in your devotions, the fate of your soul is to be claimed by the Infernal Lords of the Dark Reaches. There it shall be torn asunder and consumed to fuel their cruel and capricious machinations. Yet, despite your obvious failings, the Divine Lords are not without mercy. You have first been sent here to the ethereal plane. This place has been fashioned into a Proving Ground. Here, supplicants who strive well and prove themselves worthy may escape this end and earn a place in the heavens,” the voice finished the long-winded speech. 
 
    It was quite a bit to take in and left me with a multitude of questions that I was about to begin asking. 
 
    “That was the first part. There is a second bit for those in your particular situation, Daxas. And it’s quite important,” the voice explained before I could voice my queries. 
 
    I bit off my questions and let him continue. 
 
    “Daxas, you have died un-consecrated. You are not recognised as a servant or devotee to any of the Divine Lords of the Thirty-Six Realms. The path of the supplicant is therefore closed to you. You will never sit at the side of the Divine Lords and bask in their magnificence.” 
 
    “Although you may yet escape the unwelcome attentions of the Infernal Lords. You shall become that which the supplicants must battle against. Prove victorious and salvation of a sort can be yours. Fail and you shall be consumed and damned,” the voice trailed off, having calmly announced my doom. 
 
    I got the distinct impression that despite being unable to see him, he was waiting expectantly for my reaction. 
 
    My reaction was that these Divine Lords sounded like pompous pricks. My usual go-to move when dealing with pompous pricks was to be as obnoxiously obstinate as the rules would allow. Albeit the worst that could happen under normal circumstances was an official complaint to the current asshat in charge of whichever crummy customer service job I had. Now we were talking eternal damnation, I decided a more conciliatory approach might serve me better. 
 
    “OK, that’s a lot to take in. I’m dead, I’m damned and I must battle other people who have been damned. What does that actually mean?” I asked. 
 
    “It means that you, Daxas, are a Dungeon,” the voice answered. 
 
    It’s not the answer I had expected. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come again?” I asked bemusedly. 
 
    “You are a dungeon, Daxas,” the voice repeated. 
 
    “I can’t be a dungeon. I’m sitting here on the floor, in this room. Dungeons are places, not people. Also, and probably more importantly, dungeons are not real. They’re something from roleplaying video games,” I reasoned back. 
 
    “Daxas, this may be difficult for you to accept, but you must. You are no longer in your world, where Dungeons were indeed a form of fiction. Here, they are very real, and you are one,” the voice began. 
 
    “You are also not sitting in a room. You are the core nestled in the pedestal by the table. What you think of as your body is merely a thought projection, a way for you to perceive yourself. Once you establish your dungeon, you will have an avatar that can interact with what you have built, the creatures you populate it with and of course the supplicants that will delve into its depths and challenge you,” the voice finished. 
 
    “How can this be?” I asked, and then continued before he could answer. “I may not have paid as much attention in church as I ought to have done, but I’m absolutely fucking certain that becoming a dungeon to avoid going to hell was not part of any scripture.” 
 
    “As I said, Daxas. You are no longer in your world,” the voice said patiently. “Although your circumstance is not unique, it is exceptionally rare. You are not of the Thirty-Six Realms, but you died in the Thirty-Six Realms. As such, the Divine Accords apply to you, though you know nothing of them. It is why you have me to help you. Typically, new arrivals just get the scripted message and then are left to manage by themselves afterwards.” 
 
    “OK, what or where are these realms?” I asked. “…and how did I ‘die’?” I continued giving the die part some air quotes with my fingers. 
 
    I didn’t want to be entirely convinced the voice was telling the truth. 
 
    “The Thirty-Six Realms are the material domain of the Divine Lords. Composed of thirty-six worlds, which they have populated with a variety of different races who worship them to one degree or another. They exist in a separate dimension from your own, something best described as a pocket universe. One that is considerably smaller than your own I might add,” the voice said, and I then interrupted him. 
 
    “So, that’s where I am now, in these realms,” I quizzed him. 
 
    “No, you are now in an ethereal plane, where the Proving Grounds were established, following the signing of the Divine Accords between the Divine and Infernal Lords. It is a similar concept to your world’s purgatory belief structure. A place where the dead go to prove themselves worthy of a second chance and avoid a less palatable fate,” the voice answered. 
 
    “Then the purple claw portal didn’t bring me here? It sent me to these realms and then I died?” I clarified. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” the voice replied. 
 
    “How did I die? What happened?” I pushed. 
 
    “You were summoned to the realms by a cabal of cultists worshipping the dread Shabbarth. They were in the independent city-state of Centrani, it is part of the twelfth realm. They attempted to summon forth one of Shabbarth’s servants to lay waste to their enemies, or at least that was their plan. It is a complicated ritual, and they made several mistakes performing it and drew you forth instead,” the voice said, outlining my fate for me. 
 
    “I don’t imagine they were very happy with that. What happened then?” I pressed. 
 
    “Summoning spells of that nature use tremendous energies. The human body is not designed to endure such. You suffered a severe stroke due to the strains of unprotected plane shifting,” the voice explained mournfully. 
 
    As the voice was saying this, I remembered the smell of burnt toast which I’d read could be a sign of a stroke. I tuned back in as the voice continued. 
 
    “You were incoherent, partially paralysed, unable to communicate, and clearly not what they were hoping to summon. Your body was dragged away and dumped in an opening to the sewer system beneath the city. You sustained further physical injuries during the fall including a broken shoulder and cracked skull. You succumbed to a combination of the stroke, injuries from the fall, and exposure to unsanitary conditions about sixteen hours later.” 
 
    I couldn’t bring myself to say anything. That sounded absolutely fucking horrific and found myself profoundly grateful they had chosen to suppress those distressing final hours of my life. If I ever got my hands on these Shabbarth cultists there would be hell to pay. 
 
    “It is why you are not consecrated to one of the Divine Lords. You never had the opportunity to devote yourself. Those that usually come to us without consecration have usually been excommunicated or chosen to turn their backs on their deities.” 
 
    “Why couldn’t I be sent back to my dimension, to whatever was supposed to happen to me there?” I asked. 
 
    “The Divine Accords clearly state all who die within the realms are subject to the Accords. It was quite a point of contention between the Divine and Infernal Lords. In the end, neither side was willing to allow the souls to be returned to their place of origin,” the voice told me. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s fair, I never agreed to any of this. What right do they have to do this to me?” I whined. 
 
    Yes, I was being a bit sulky, but in my defence, I’d just been told how I died. 
 
    “This can’t be changed, Daxas, and we need to press on. You will need to prepare yourself and there is much information to absorb. You’ve been granted only six hours to initially design your dungeon before the entrance opens and the supplicants can begin to enter. I’m here to assist you, help you to forge a path to success. That means getting ready,” the voice went on. 
 
    “I suppose,” I said, my sulk persisting. “Okay, but if we are doing this, I need to call you something, and speak to you face to face. This spooky incorporeal voice routine just makes me think I’ve gone bonkers.” 
 
    “Yes, that can be done. I am allowed to interface with your core in that manner. What would you like to call me?” the voice asked. 
 
     I thought about what I wanted to call him. The first sensible thing that came to mind was Tenzing Norgay. He was the Sherpa guide that accompanied Sir Edmund Hillary to the top of Mount Everest. He was there with him every step of the way to the top. Most people forget about him as Hillary was first despite Tenzing being just a step or two behind. 
 
    “I’m going to call you Tenzing, do you like it?” I asked the freshly named Tenzing. 
 
    “I’ve never had a name before,” Tenzing replied. “I think I like it, though.” 
 
    With that, he appeared in front of me. He stood about four-foot tall, with blue skin and a bald wrinkly head, big ears with hair sprouting from them. And he was clothed in a pale green loose-fitting robe. I looked closely at his face. 
 
    “Tenzing?” I said. 
 
    “Yes, Daxas,” he replied. 
 
    “Why do you look like a blue Yoda?” I questioned him. 
 
    “Daxas, I do not know what a Yoda is. I was provided with a wealth of practical information about your world, but a Yoda was not included,” Tenzing replied. 
 
    “He’s a character from a film. Your face looks very similar to his,” I explained. 
 
    “Yes, I am aware of what films are. I must confess to a lack of awareness about the content of specific films. What you are seeing is based on what your soul considers to be an appropriate representation of a guide and mentor,” he said. 
 
    “Alright, I can work with that. So, what happens next?” I added. 
 
    “Now you find out what kind of Dungeon you are,” he responded. 
 
    “What kind of Dungeon I am? I don’t understand,” I said. 
 
    “Dungeons have different Domains, Spheres and Specialities, usually one of each. This is assigned randomly, though your soul affinities are factored in making certain outcomes more or less likely. For example, I can tell you, based on your soul affinities, the Death domain was extraordinarily unlikely,” he lectured. 
 
    “It sounds like this has already been decided without my input,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, the selection is performed as soon as your soul has been examined upon its entrance to this plane. Technically your input is considered via your soul affinities,” he said. 
 
    “OK then, what were my results?” I asked. 
 
    I hated tests, especially tests I didn’t even know I’d taken or could prep for. This didn’t impress me, but I decided to press on. 
 
    “There are five Domains, Death, Life, Destruction, Creation and Elemental. You were put in the Life domain. This domain is self-explanatory, their focus is on living things. It has four Spheres. Flora, Fauna, Sexual and Asexual. You were assigned to the Sexual sphere.” 
 
    “Wait, stop. Did I hear that right? You are telling me I am a sex dungeon,” I interrupted with a silly smirk on my face. “Tenzing are you being serious? Or are you messing with me?” 
 
    “I am being quite serious, sexual reproduction is a cornerstone for many forms of life both in your world and the Realms,” he said with a straight face. 
 
    “Finally, your speciality. In this regard, you have proven to be an outlier. Although this was not entirely unexpected, given your providence,” he said. 
 
    “In what way?” I asked with a touch of concern in my voice. 
 
    “Your Speciality is determined after the Domain and Sphere have been allocated and is based entirely from your soul affinities. Most dungeons have a single speciality, with a few having two…” he trailed off. 
 
    “Why do I get the impression that you are stalling? How many do I have?” I asked him. 
 
    “Five,” Tenzing told me with a cautious tone. “It is likely a result of where you are from, Daxas. There have been others from your world before. They similarly were given multiple specialities. Your souls and your life experiences differ from those of the realms, producing different results,” 
 
    “Fine, lay it on me, what did I get?” I sighed, with a hint of resignation. 
 
    “Female Affinity, Fertility, Lust, Dominance, and Polyspecism,” he listed off, before stopping. 
 
    I just looked at him for a moment. He stared back, possibly trying to glean insight into my reaction to what he just told me. 
 
    “You are telling me I got those results from my soul affinities? I’m not sure I agree. I don’t see how I got any of these. I don’t have children or ever really wanted any. I’ve never even had what you could call a long-term relationship. Shit, getting a woman to speak to me was hard enough. Let alone convincing her to maybe contemplate having sex with me, and I guarantee putting on any alpha male domineering shit was the fast train to a slapped face. Popular with the ladies, I was not,” I informed him. 
 
    “It’s not always what you have done in life that affects this selection. Although many of these resonated very strongly within you. Indicating you spent a great deal of time, if not physically, at least mentally and visually engaged in these activities,” Tenzing told me pointedly. 
 
    I stood there a little dumbfounded at first and then his words sank in. Mental and visual, the little light bulb went off in my head. They’d done the soul equivalent of deep diving my internet browsing history. There had been a lot of pornography watched in that history, a lot. Including a fair amount of Hentai and 3D Toon porn, because at the time I thought where is the harm? It’s not like anyone will ever know, more fool me it would seem. 
 
    I decided to spare us both the embarrassment of pushing Tenzing to bring up examples as to why those specialities did fit me, like a glove. A well-fitting and very comfortable glove. 
 
    “What does this mean, in practical terms?” I asked him instead. 
 
    “We will get to that shortly, but first here are your dungeon tomes,” he said. 
 
    He gestured towards me, appearing next to my core pedestal was a half-filled shelf with several books of various sizes sat upon it. I stepped over and began to examine the books that had just appeared. Each book was bound in red leather, with gold lettering down the spine. 
 
    There were five books on the shelf. Each one was similar in size to an A4 sheet, possibly a little smaller. The first book was about two inches thick and the largest of all the books present. The title was The Divine Accords: Including a record of all Supplementary Arbitrations. 
 
    I pulled it off the shelf and flipped through the pages quickly. The book appeared to be written in English, which was a bonus, but most of it was in overly complicated legal speak. Also, large parts of the text seemed to be redacted with words and lines blotted out in black. 
 
    “Tenzing, how come some of this is blotted out?” I asked him distractedly. 
 
    Then I angled the book so Tenzing could see the pages I was looking at, showing him the parts that had been covered up. 
 
    “Some elements of the Accords can’t be revealed to you at this time, or if you were provided with such information, it would grant you an unfair advantage. Be assured anything relevant can be seen,” he responded. 
 
    I put the volume back and then moved on to the next, Life Domain Dungeon Creatures. Before picking it out I browsed the titles of the other three books as well. The third book was titled Rooms, Traps and Structures. The fourth was Items, Weapons, Armour and Contents. Finally, the fifth book, The Supplicants Handbook: Dungeon Edition. 
 
    “I only have six hours to read all of these?” I said looking over at Tenzing. 
 
    He moved over to stand beside me. 
 
    “It doesn’t seem like enough time for me to fully understand how to do this.” I followed up with. 
 
    “Five hours and fifty minutes now,” he started. “Although it is unnecessary to read them all. I can give you an overview of how it works, and what is expected of you. Also, much of the content is simply lists with costs and descriptions attached.” 
 
    “Still, it’s not a lot of time to design an effective dungeon,” I mused. “Why the rush?” 
 
    “We are bound by the Accords,” was Tenzing’s neutral response. 
 
    I got the impression from his body language, a tiny hint of a squirm, that he was uncomfortable. Perhaps he wasn’t telling me everything. 
 
    “You will also have the opportunity to change and enhance your dungeon every rest day if you are unhappy with the current layout,” he continued. 
 
    I decided not to press him further for now as time was a factor and I wanted to learn more before continuing my inquiries. 
 
    “Okay then Tenzing, give me the lowdown on how this is supposed to play out,” I said. 
 
    “Of course, Daxas, I shall give you a brief overview to get you started,” he began. 
 
    “You need to design a dungeon with twenty connected chambers. You can have more rooms, creating additional wings or alternative paths. However, as a first-rank Dungeon, you must provide a path that is precisely twenty. This will increase by five rooms for every rank you gain. It is often referred to as the Golden Path.” 
 
    “The supplicants will attempt to complete your dungeon, within an allotted time frame. If they are successful, they will be rewarded with experience, coin, and whatever items you wish to bestow upon them,” he paused. 
 
    Tenzing gave me a querying look, and I nodded for him to continue. 
 
    “Should they be killed during their delve or otherwise fail to complete the dungeon without retreating to the entrance, before the allowed time expires, then they will forfeit a soul mark to you. Every supplicant begins with ten soul marks. If they lose them all, before they prove their worth, they are claimed by the Infernal Lords.” 
 
    “How do they prove their worth?” I asked as Tenzing came to a natural pause in his narration. “… and can we not call them supplicants. The term may be accurate, but it sounds odd, how about you call them adventurers?” 
 
    “As you wish, Daxas. Adventurers must attain their one-hundredth rank and whatever additional requirement is set by their patron Divine Lord. These additional requirements are often personal and known only to the adventurer,” he said 
 
    “One-hundredth rank, so is that like a level in a video game?” I asked him. 
 
    “Yes, it is quite similar. You also have ranks and will begin as a rank one Dungeon. This differs from adventurers who start as unranked and must gain enough experience to gain their first. You also differ from them in that you do not advance in ranks from gaining experience,” he started. 
 
    “There are a set number of Dungeons at each rank, and you can only advance when a slot becomes available in the next rank. You can do this when a higher-ranked dungeon has advanced or is no longer part of the Proving Grounds. Either because they have been destroyed or attained their salvation.” 
 
    “A dead man’s shoes system, eh? When you say Dungeons can be destroyed, does that mean dying?” I asked. 
 
    The thought of this chilled me, I was only just beginning to adjust to the reality that I had physically died. The idea that my second chance being equally cut short early was not appealing. 
 
    “I’m afraid so, Daxas. Adventurers have the option to challenge the Dungeon, the rules differing from the usual dungeon run. Principally, after completing the dungeon, they can enter your core floor. This can be a further six chambers, with the final chamber being the room that contains your core.” 
 
    “Should the adventurers make it to your core room, defeating any remaining defenders, they will have conquered your dungeon. They are rewarded with either ten soul marks or a large amount of experience. Enough that it will advance them several ranks in one go. If you are conquered ten times, you will be destroyed.” 
 
    “You can increase the number of permitted conquests if you choose to use your dungeon perk to do so. Perks are limited in number, and you may wish to use them for the other available options.” 
 
    “That is disturbing,” I told him. “Is it common for them to challenge the dungeon? What can I do to prevent them from doing this?” I queried. 
 
    These questions were very important to me. 
 
    “You can’t prevent a challenge. Although you can set some limited changes to the Dungeon during a challenge to increase the difficulty. You are exempt for the first three weeks, and as a first-rank dungeon, only first rank and unranked adventurers are permitted to enter. You will also not have to pay your tithe for those weeks,” Tenzing relayed to me. 
 
    “What is my tithe?” 
 
    “Each week you will be tithed twenty soul marks that you have gathered from adventurers. Should you be unable or choose not to pay the tithe your dungeon will become easier for adventurers to complete. The dungeon law which penalises them for entering in larger groups is eased with each tithe you fail to pay. Thereby, making you more vulnerable to potential challengers.” 
 
    “So, what you’re telling me is I need to make my dungeon dangerous. That way I can collect soul marks to pay my tithe and deter challengers?” I asked. 
 
    He paused before he answered as if he was considering what he could tell me. “That is one way you could build your dungeon,” he said finally. 
 
    “Just not the only way,” I finished for him. 
 
    I thought about it for a moment and realised a very dangerous dungeon may not be ideal. If no adventurers entered my dungeon, I would never be able to pay the tithe. Which would ultimately leave me to be preyed upon by more ruthless dungeon delvers. 
 
    “I need to pose a threat, but not so great a threat that I’m frozen out of consideration,” I said. 
 
    “That is a wise observation, Daxas. I already feel more confident about your long-term survival,” he smiled at me. 
 
    I think he was trying to be encouraging, but it wasn’t working. Thoughts of my imminent demise swamped my mind. 
 
    “However, challenges are not all bad for you. Should challengers be killed, and their party fails to conquer your dungeon they forfeit all remaining soul marks, and they will then count towards your fallen total,” Tenzing said. 
 
    “I’ll bite, what is my fallen total?” I replied. 
 
    “This is the number of adventurers who lose their final soul mark in your dungeon. The fallen totals determine which dungeons get to advance when a place becomes available at the next rank,” Tenzing said. 
 
    “So, to summarise. I need adventurers to enter my dungeon, and ultimately fail so that I become a bigger and better dungeon?” I said out loud. 
 
    “Yes, that is correct,” he said. 
 
    “Until when? You mentioned salvation earlier. What is it that I’m trying to achieve?” I asked. 
 
    “Once you reach the hundredth rank, you will be eligible to participate in the Divine challenge. The reward for success is reconstitution,” Tenzing told me. 
 
    “Reconstitution? Does that mean what I think it does? That I can be alive again. Like proper alive, not a throbbing green gem in a room that’s not really a room?” I asked excitedly. 
 
    This had to be the best piece of information I could have heard. Maybe this nightmare would come to an end. Maybe I could go home. 
 
    “Yes,” Tenzing began hesitantly. 
 
    A hesitancy I was growing accustomed to. 
 
    “Some further details about the Divine Challenge for Dungeons can’t be revealed until you have achieved a higher rank. I must caution you, Daxas, very few dungeons earn this reward. These Proving Grounds may provide a second chance, but it is a deliberately slim one. Otherwise, the Infernal Lords would never have agreed to the Accords. Your failure is their success,” he finished. 
 
    His words had a sobering effect on me, bringing me back down to the task at hand. Surviving long enough to earn a chance of being returned to life. 
 
    “Consider me chastened,” I began. “What is the first step? How do I actually build this dungeon?” 
 
    He gestured with hands to the only other item in the room. “For that, we use the design table.” 
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    I should have guessed. The table was the only other thing in the room, aside from the pedestal and my core gem. It was larger than a standard dining table, perhaps, six-foot by four-foot. I’d initially thought it was a plain wooden table, possibly oak, that had been stained a deep russet brown. On closer inspection, what I had taken to be natural tree ring swirls in the wood, appeared to be something more akin to buttons. 
 
    “Here allow me to show you,” Tenzing said. 
 
    He lifted one of the books from the shelf and placed it in the bottom left-hand corner of the table. The book was Rooms, Traps and Structures. It fitted inside a box with an intricate design around the edges. 
 
    “You can place any book here, on the left,” he gestured to where he had placed the book. 
 
    “Then you only need to press this space here beside it,” he pointed at a perfect square shape. 
 
    It had a similar pattern around it as the book box, and it was to the right of where he put the book. Then he pressed down with his chubby blue fingers. Appearing vertically on the opposite side of the table was a projection of the first two pages of the book. 
 
    “Is that a hologram?” I asked him. 
 
    “In a manner of speaking it is, or to be more exact it would appear to be. This is not a light-based projection using the technology of your world. It is actually a means for your soul to interact with and manipulate the ethereal realm we are all a part of,” he paused briefly, before continuing. 
 
    “You can place your hands anywhere along the bottom edge of the table. While in contact with the table in this manner, merely think about what you want to do, and it will happen.” 
 
    He then demonstrated what he meant by sliding his blue digits across the bottom edge of the table. I watched the screen as he did so, and saw the pages flip over until we were about halfway through the book. 
 
    “Voice commands are also possible if you find that easier. You can ask it to flip to a page or section, even ask it to search for keywords. We have modified your table to mimic the graphical user interfaces used in the machines you call computers and tablets.”  
 
    I nodded, mesmerised as he said this, it certainly seemed so. 
 
    “The only requirement to select items is you need to have the relevant control book in place. Would you like to have a go?” he finished. 
 
    I stepped forward and placed my hands on the table surface and simply thought about changing the pages of the book. I thought about seeing the contents, and immediately the screen changed to the contents page. It listed the different sections of the book and the page numbers. I read one from the list, standard chambers, and again the screen changed to display that page. 
 
    I quickly read the first paragraph. A basic room for the dungeon. It provides a room that is 30’ x 30’ x 30’, comprising eight 15’ x 15’ x 15’ cubes (the minimum base size). Upon initial purchase, the room can be shaped as desired, provided it conforms to the design regulations. Changes can be made later at the cost of one experience point per base cube moved and additional base cubes can be purchased. Each room purchased comes with 20’ of corridor to connect to the next chamber and 50 experience worth of environmental augmentations. 
 
    Rooms cost 2000 experience or 1 soul mark for a five-room package. Additional cubes can be purchased for 30 x (current number of cubes) experience each. 
 
    The basic room contributes 5 dungeon power for dungeon creatures and traps. (Dungeon power contribution increases by 1 for every 2 extra cubes purchased). 
 
    I selected the basic room and then saw it appear as a three-dimensional image in the centre of the table. It appeared as advertised, a square cube. Though I could see faint lines demarcating the eight separate cubes that made up this room. Flexing my mental muscles, I reshaped the virtual room into a rectangular shape, aligning all eight cubes in a row. Afterward, I moved them about again to form a square. 
 
    “Once you are happy with your selection, you only need to think about executing the purchase and the room will be added to your list of available resources. You can then add it to your dungeon. You can also save your current work, without purchasing, and it shall remain as a draft that you can retrieve later,” Tenzing said. 
 
    “You begin with no experience but have been given ten temporary soul marks. You can spend these on building your dungeon, but they are lost if not spent now. Your first twenty basic chambers are without cost during this design time. These rooms are in addition to this core room, which you also get for free,” Tenzing explained as I was playing around with the room on the interface. 
 
    “To bring up your current dungeon layout you need only call it up,” he urged me. 
 
    “Show me my dungeon,” I said out loud. 
 
    The room I had been looking at vanished and was replaced by a new room. It was the same size as the basic room before, but I could clearly see a table and the pedestal inside this 3D blueprint. 
 
    The screen displaying the contents of the Rooms book had now been replaced by what I assumed was the tables GUI. On the left-hand side was a window entitled Available Resources. 
 
    This was a list, Design Table (Core Room), Core Pedestal (Core Room), and it continued with the five books all denoted as being in the core room. There was a second window open on the right entitled Currently Selected Room. This had a Name field which had Core Room written inside and had the same list of contents with the exception that it also included the bookshelf. The bookshelf entry had an asterisk after it. 
 
    “Tenzing,” I started. “Does the bookshelf not being on my list of available resources mean it can’t be moved?” I asked as I looked over towards him. 
 
    “Yes, that is correct,” he answered. 
 
    “This bookshelf is an environmental augmentation to the room. If you observe closely, you can see it is an extension of the wall itself and not a separate item. As it is part of the room it can’t be moved to another. You do have the option of buying or even crafting a bookshelf if you would prefer.” 
 
    “What is the difference between them?” I said. 
 
    “Items can be moved between rooms at no cost, but they can be destroyed by adventurers. You would need to pay a nominal experience cost to return the destroyed items when the dungeon resets for the next party. Alternatively, you could craft or buy replacements,” he replied. 
 
    “The nominal cost would always be less, sometimes considerably less, than replacements. Environmental augmentations can’t be moved. You would need to remove them and create them elsewhere. However, if they are damaged by adventurers, they always return with each dungeon reset at no cost,” he paused. 
 
    He gave me a moment to take that in, before continuing. 
 
    “You will have an opportunity to experiment further. However, time is a factor, and I would like to explain the table’s other features. There are choices to be made, and these may affect your decisions on dungeon design.” 
 
    “By all means, please continue, show me what else this baby can do,” I joked, permitting him to go on. 
 
    “Thank you, Daxas. A feature that may prove useful to you later is that you can use the table projection as a viewer. You can see what is happening when adventurers are questing through your dungeon. You can focus on any room you wish and ask for the angle to be changed if need be. Audio is also provided, and all dungeon delves are recorded and can be reviewed later using the table,” he explained. 
 
    “You can also view the status and abilities of your avatar, and any minions. Just ask to view your status, this will allow me to explain a change I have made to assist you as a dungeon.” 
 
    I was a little perturbed by his casual use of the word ‘change’. Especially when referencing me. I was also aware I still had quite a bit of material to absorb, and not a lot of time in which to do it. I had to get this right the first time, it wouldn’t be like a game where you could rage quit after a couple of hours. Rolling up a new character when you realised your first attempt was a dud. 
 
    “Show me my avatar status,” I ordered, humouring my blue companion. 
 
    The viewer changed again. 
 
    Name: Daxas 
 
    Species: Lupus Rex 
 
    Rank: 1 
 
    Strength: 24 
 
    Agility: 22 
 
    Stamina: 25 
 
    Mana: 5 
 
    Spell Power: 10 
 
    Resilience: 25 
 
    Dungeon Power: 1 
 
    Health: 500/500 
 
    Unspent Experience: 0 
 
    Soul Marks: 10 (temporary starting bonus) 
 
    Fallen Total: 0 
 
    Skills: Mining 0, Hunting 0, Gathering 0, Farming 0 
 
    Shifter: Battle Form (Warwolf), Passive Form (Lupus Humanoid) 
 
    Damage Reduction: Impact 1, Piercing 1, Heat 0 Cold 0, Necrotic 0, Electrical 0, Corrosive 0, Venom 0, Poison 0, Sanctified 0, Infernal 0. 
 
    Aura of Dominance: (30) A born leader, those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. Those affected will instinctively defer to you, making them more likely to submit to your will. Its effect is enhanced the longer they are in your presence. Holding a position of authority over a person will also enhance its effect. * (Passive and Battle Forms) 
 
    Aura of Fear: (15) You possess a fearsome form, reputation or natural fear-inducing intoxicant. Those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. There is a chance their actions will be weaker, or slower, or may struggle to accurately verbalise spells or abilities. (Battle Form only) 
 
    Aura of Sexual Magnetism: (15) You possess a comely form, reputation or natural arousing intoxicant. Those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. Affected members of the opposite sex will view you more positively and be more inclined to accede to your requests. There is a chance that affected members of the same sex will view you negatively and be more inclined to refuse requests or act aggressively. ** (Passive Form only) 
 
    *As this dungeon has a Dominance speciality this effect is x2 
 
    **As this dungeon is of the Sexual sphere this effect is x2. 
 
    As this dungeon has a female affinity speciality this effect is x2 for females. 
 
    As this dungeon has a fertility affinity speciality this effect is x2 for fertile creatures.  
 
    As this dungeon has a lust affinity speciality this effect is x2 for if either party would be sexually attracted without its effect. 
 
    As this dungeon has a polyspecism speciality those affected by the aura who would usually object to a sexual relationship with another species are less likely to do so (auras strength determines the efficacy). 
 
    The first thing that jumped out at me was the race description. Lupus Rex, not human.  
 
    “Tenzing, why does my stat sheet not list me as human?” I queried. 
 
    “Daxas this is the change that I spoke of,” he said, with a hopeful grin on his face. 
 
    “Allow me to explain. Although you are human as you understand it, you are not as far as the Realms are concerned. You are the product of over a billion years of evolution in your world. Humans from the Realms, like all creatures born of the Realms, were originally created by the Divine Lords. As such, though you may be physically similar, your very essence is not.” 
 
    “The Divine Lords created all the different races in the Realms?” I asked him. 
 
    “Mostly, some of them are the result of bursts of magical power which warped and blended different species to create something new. This can happen naturally or upon occasion, deliberately. The incursion into the Realms by the Infernal Lords, the very incursion which precipitated the Accords, also resulted in the creation of the Demonic races you may encounter.” 
 
    Tenzing was in full lecture mode, he seemed to realise this himself shook his head and then got back on message. 
 
    “As your species does not technically exist in the Realms, it therefore, does not exist here in the Proving Grounds. A species needed to be selected for you. Realm’s human would have been a simple, yet acceptable pick, but they are… unexceptional. I could not just choose anything, but your soul affinity allowed the option of Lupus Rex, or Wolf King if you will. They have several advantages humans lack.” 
 
    “Soul affinity to the fore again. I presume this is because I thought werewolves were cool and watched every film I could about them. I always thought vampires were overrated. Pretty boy pansies, I never saw the appeal personally. Turning into a big hairy rage monster would be awesome. A childhood dream come true I suppose...” I mused aloud. “…you were saying?” I prompted Tenzing, following my interruption. 
 
    “Yes, a human avatar would have begun with a ten in most statistics. Lupine humanoids have higher starting statistics and the Lupus Rex even greater. The Wolf King also has access to some useful auras that synergise effectively with the type of dungeon you are,” he started. 
 
    “The real bonus though is the twenty-five in Resilience. It not only gives you a significantly improved passive health regeneration, but you can generate natural damage reduction from all damage types. The downside is that you will have to take damage to build this reduction bonus and some dungeons don’t like to put themselves in harm’s way. Although the injuries you incur are not permanent, you will experience pain. Albeit not as acutely as you would have before, still, some prefer not to feel it at all.” 
 
    I read through the auras again, especially the last aura. Sexual Magnetism. Paying keen attention to the asterisked entry. 
 
    “Tenzing, these bonuses that increase the sexual magnetism aura. Are they cumulative or does it add one hundred percent for each?” 
 
    “Oh, they would be cumulative…” he answered. 
 
    He looked at the ground sheepishly as he did so. 
 
    I did a quick bit of mental arithmetic with the multiplications. 
 
    “For fertile women, that I find or find me attractive, the aura would effectively be two hundred and forty? That seems very high,” I questioned. 
 
    “It is admittedly very high. You are unlikely to encounter anyone else with an aura matching that magnitude, it is down to your unusual number of specialities. If you had the typical single speciality, the aura, would at most be sixty. This would still have been very powerful. However, I reasoned it would be better to have it than not. It may even help to build your defenses...” he left the last part hanging. 
 
    Of course, I just had to bite, perhaps it was because I was partly a wolf now. 
 
    “How would it be of help? I wouldn’t have thought this would be much use in a fight, especially if I’m in the battle form?” I asked him. 
 
    “You can choose to use either form. Although the fear aura, provided by your battle form is more useful in combat. Sexual Magnetism would be of most use when interacting with your disciples,” he answered cagily. 
 
    I gave him a pointed look, willing him to go on. “Who or what are my disciples?” 
 
    “When an adventurer loses their final soul mark in your dungeon. You have the option, in some circumstances, to claim them as a disciple. Instead of their souls being claimed by the Infernal Lords, it is claimed by you. They will belong to you, their fate bound to yours. If you are destroyed and damned, they are as well. If you attain salvation, you may take them with you,” Tenzing explained quickly. 
 
    This was an interesting development. Although I was now intrigued as to how my sexual magnetism aura became relevant. 
 
    “What are these circumstances?” I pressed him again. 
 
    “Most dungeons have only a single restriction. They can only claim one disciple for every ten ranks they have attained. They would have to release their claim on a current disciple to claim a new one if they were already at their maximum,” Tenzing said. 
 
    That sounded cold and harsh to me. Mentally I was already telling myself that if I claimed any disciples, I wouldn’t be dumping and damning them just to trade up. 
 
    “However, some specialities contribute additional restrictions on who can be selected,” Tenzing spoke again, interrupting my reflection. 
 
    “I can already see where this is going. Let me guess specialities like mine?” I interrupted him back. 
 
    “Yes, Daxas you are correct,” he answered before continuing. 
 
    “All five of your specialities impose restrictions. Your fertility speciality in combination with your sphere means potential disciples must be capable of sexual reproduction. Your female affinity speciality is self-explanatory, you can only claim females. Your Lust speciality requires them to be sexually attractive. Your Dominance speciality requires them to accept subordination to your will. If they refuse to accept your mastery, they would be ineligible, though your dominance aura makes this unlikely. Finally, your Polyspecism speciality requires that they would not object to interspecies, ahem...collaboration. On a brighter note, these additional restrictions mean the rank limitation most other dungeons operate under has been lifted.” 
 
    That confirmed my suspicions. 
 
    “My pool of potential candidates is halved by the women-only requirement alone, and then gets lower from there. Although I can have as many as I wish, provided they meet all the requirements.” I pondered aloud rhetorically. 
 
    The hangdog expression on my blue guide’s face as I spoke aloud suggested he had something further to add. 
 
    “Spit it out Tenzing. I won’t mind. Honestly, up until a minute ago, I thought it was going to be me on my own, well with you too I suppose,” I urged. 
 
    “Not even counting elementals and sentient constructs like golems which have no sex, or the undead which are all infertile, there are considerably fewer female adventurers than there are men. Some of the species, goblins, hobgoblins, trolls and orcs, for example, have a disproportionately masculine birth rate. Almost twenty to one in favour of males. I think it is because they are such aggressive species. However, even the races with an equitable birth rate, noticeably more men than women are sent here,” he explained. 
 
    “That makes a kind of sense, I think. This place would have more than its share of scum and villains. Men are more likely to be involved in criminal or violent enterprises. At least back in my world that was the case.” Tenzing nodded to me as I mused back at him. 
 
    “I’m still not understanding how this would be of help to me though?” I said. 
 
    “Disciples, unlike dungeon creatures, can continue to gain experience as part of your dungeon. You can even select their stat improvements when they gain a new rank and assign them to your dungeon to fight alongside you. They are often more adaptable than a dungeon creature as they have a true mind of their own,” he said. 
 
    “OK, it’s clearer now why I would want to take some disciples on, and why it sucks for me that I will have far less choice than other dungeons. You still seem to be skirting the part about how the aura will be of help. No need to be shy, we’ve already exposed my embarrassing internet history,” I pressed. 
 
    “Ahem, yes… As I said, disciples can continue to gain experience. They get a hundred every time an adventurer loses a soul mark in your dungeon. They can also gain experience for both themselves and their dungeon master by performing certain activities. This is dictated by the type of dungeon you are….” he paused yet again. 
 
    I circled my fingers in the air motioning him to continue. 
 
    “In your case, this means engaging in sexual activity. You can read about the specifics in the Adventurer’s Handbook,” he sped through that last part. Clearly uncomfortable discussing this. 
 
    “Your aura should help encourage participation. It’s actually so powerful you may find them to be quite insistent on coupling with you…frequently.” 
 
    I think I caught a hint of a blush in his blue cheeks as he finished. I decided not to torture the poor fellow any further and would read the handbook later to find out more. 
 
    “I power them up through fucking, eh?” I said.  
 
    Alright, maybe I hadn’t quite finished tormenting the little guy. 
 
    “Yes, succinctly if crudely put,” he remarked airily. 
 
     “Your Dominance aura can be of use too and interacts with the speciality of the same name. It is a little different from your other specialities. It is a generic one, not specifically associated with your domain or sphere. In terms of your disciples and adventurers, it provides an additional method of gaining experience. Whoever assumes an undisputed leadership role in your dungeon will have their experience gains doubled. Those who submit to that leader willingly, will have their experience increased by twenty-five percent. Anyone who tries and fails to become the leader will have their experience halved.” 
 
    “As the dungeon master, you have no choice but to always assume the position of authority. Your aura will encourage others to accept that authority, reducing conflict, and increasing the experience gained for all those accepting your dominion. It may seem superfluous considering your selection requirements, but people can change. They can become disillusioned, particularly if things go poorly, and this would assist you in maintaining control during any dark or difficult times.” 
 
    “So… it’s not a sex thing then,” I asked him, as I nudged him with my elbow. 
 
    Grinning ear to ear. I hadn’t missed the gloomy aspect of his closing remark, I was actively ignoring it. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be, though given your nature it probably will…” he said, trailing off and mumbling the last part. 
 
    Tenzing was clearly a bit uncomfortable with the direction I kept turning the conversation to. I hadn’t initially pegged him for a prude. Besides, as he was privy to my dirty laundry, I wasn’t opposed to rubbing his nose in it for shits and giggles. 
 
    “Now if I may direct your attention back to the screen. You can view a projection of your Avatars. There is also an option allowing you to make physical alterations, for an experience cost. These changes will be cosmetic only, increasing your muscle mass will not increase your strength,” he said. 
 
    On that finishing note, I thought about seeing my avatar. 
 
    Projected to the side of the table in full size was my Wolf King avatar in passive humanoid form. I was both shocked and secretly very impressed. The figure before me stood at 6’ 3”, several inches taller than the 5’ 9” I had been in real life. He was completely naked which provided the shocking part of the equation, I had expected clothes to be included. The physique was impressive, defined muscle, top to bottom, but not excessive. Very little body hair which I wasn’t objecting to, but had expected, considering I was part wolf. A powerful physical build, but not jacked up on steroids obscene. 
 
    During this examination I did of course swiftly, but probably not half as subtly as I thought, check out the vitally important wedding tackle. My height wasn’t the only place that I’d be gaining six inches. Satisfied I wouldn’t be needing to make any ‘cosmetic’ changes in that area, I took a closer look at my new face. 
 
    A chiselled jaw, close-trimmed beard, with a roguish grin stared back at me. The ears were pointed, but not much larger than they otherwise would have been. The irises of the eyes were a luminous yellow. Of course, my canines were clearly on display, part of a toothy grin, longer and sharper, both pairs upper and lower. The hair was dark, thick and seemed to stick up in the air wildly adding an extra couple of inches in height. 
 
    Devilishly handsome, well I thought so. At first, I’d thought that eyes, ears and teeth were the only wolf-like features. Then I noticed the tips of my fingers and toes ended in short claws. 
 
    “He doesn’t really look like me,” I said. “That’s not necessarily a bag thing.” 
 
    Real-world me was on the shorter side of average, except in the gut department where I was well padded and expanding. 
 
    “If anything, he rather reminds me of a comic book character I like. Slaine Mac Roth, from 2000 AD.” 
 
    I tore my eyes away from my buff avatar glancing back at Tenzing who seemed to be about to say something. I cut him off before he could.  
 
    “Which I’m now just realising is not an accident, is it?” 
 
    He gave me a sheepish grin and shook his head in confirmation. Well, Slaine was a Celtic warp spasming badass and now I would at least look like one too. I wasn’t about to complain, not about this at least. 
 
    “Ok, show me my battle form,” I requested out loud. 
 
    The projection was quickly replaced with my second avatar. This was much bigger, at least eight foot tall. Covered head to toe in thick black fur. It was still vaguely humanoid in that it stood upright, with longer legs and arms and a great deal more muscle. The chest had to be almost twice the size of the humanoid version. However, even with the extra size the avatar’s body seemed proportional and not extreme. 
 
    The head, on the other hand, was almost purely wolf, though like everything else larger than it would normally be. It had the elongated snout, and a mouthful of sharp teeth and yellow eyes which had a dangerous glint of menace to them. None of the sense of fun and mischief that the humanoid version suggested. This was all murderous intent. 
 
    I whistled as I took it all in, “I would not want to meet me in a dark alley, or a field in brilliant sunshine for that matter.” 
 
    “That is the effect of the auras. When you inhabit your avatars, you will be unaffected by your auras, of course,” Tenzing added. 
 
    “If you have seen enough, we should move on.” 
 
    I silently nodded at him still gazing at the warwolf, even the claws were larger and seemed sharper. 
 
    He pointed to just below my stat sheet to a blinking sentence. “Please select the notification.” 
 
    I did as he asked, “display notification,” I said aloud. 
 
    The notification popped up on the screen in a new window to the left of my stat sheet. My avatar projection was disabled at the same time. 
 
    Congratulations! As a rank 1 Dungeon, you may choose one major dungeon perk from the following list. 
 
    Crafting 
 
    Combat 
 
    Dungeon Power +10 
 
    Spellcraft  
 
    Dungeon Laws +1 
 
    Disciple Advancement +1 
 
    Dungeon Creatures Knowledge +1 
 
    Soul Expansion +5 
 
    Quest Giving 
 
    “What is a dungeon perk?” I asked Tenzing after reading through the notification.  
 
    “These are advantages granted to a dungeon, you need to select one of these before your time limit expires. You can discover more details of what each does in the handbook. I will summarise for you quickly before we move on.” 
 
    “Crafting provides you with the full suite of crafting skills. Combat increases your Strength and Agility and allows you to pick some battle abilities. Dungeon Power will allow you to increase the number of creatures and traps in your dungeon. Spellcraft provides a suite of basic spells or a singular advanced spell that you can cast. Dungeon Laws would allow you to add a new rule to your dungeon. Your specialisms already contribute several, but this would allow you to add others. Disciple Advancement would allow you to add new methods for your disciples to gain experience. Dungeon Creature Knowledge allows you to gain access to new creature options. You only have the general Life domain access at present. Quest Giving would provide a booth at your dungeon entrance for adventurers to accept quests of your design. Finally, soul expansion increases the number of times your dungeon could be conquered before being destroyed.” 
 
    I had to ask him to run through the list a couple more times, it was a lot to take in. 
 
    “Any hints you can provide on which is best to take? Seems like a big decision I’m mostly being asked to take in the dark,” I asked him. 
 
    “The specific selections a dungeon has made is not public knowledge. You will get to choose another major perk at rank eleven, and again then every ten ranks. Some selections can be repeated, or you can choose to diversify. The only thing I can reveal is that Combat and Dungeon Power are the two most popular choices. Crafting is the least popular,” Tenzing replied. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you can tell me why crafting is unpopular?”  
 
    The popularity of combat and dungeon power upgrades seemed self-evident. However, years of playing RPG’s had taught me that while cool abilities and great stats were important, gearing up was just as vital. It was also usually either more difficult or time consuming. 
 
    “The only soul I am privy to belongs to you Daxas. I can’t tell you the motivations of those who have come before you. If I were to hazard a guess, it would be that much of what you could craft can simply be purchased with experience. The books you have been provided can inform you further,” he advised. 
 
    “What about Quest Giving, can I only do this if I pick it as a perk?” 
 
    “No, you can choose to build the booth yourself, if you can build constructs outside the dungeon itself. This is usually locked until you reach a higher rank, the perk gives it to you for free. There is still a reason for taking it later, even if you have built a Quest Booth already. Without the perk, you may have to provide the rewards for the quest in part or fully yourself.” 
 
    “Anything else? You said decisions. Plural, as in more than one,” I continued. 
 
    “Yes, the table can also display the current scoreboards for being advanced to the next rank,” he said. 
 
    I thought about seeing my scoreboard with my hand touching the table edge. Instantly the screen that had been displaying my statistics disappeared and was replaced by a brief list. My entry was separate at the top and then beneath it, information about other dungeons. 
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    “As you can see you are currently jointly five hundred and seventeenth. This puts you in last position. You can request to see the full rank one list if you wish but the default display will be this, showing only yourself and the current leaders at your rank. The dungeons are in thirty-six zones, corresponding to each of the thirty-six realms. If you look at your entry, you have been placed in the seventh zone. You can also bring up a list of all dungeons in your zone regardless of rank, but not dungeons in other zones unless they are of the same rank. The other dungeons will remain hidden unless they are close enough to your area of influence or have been linked by a road network,” Tenzing explained. 
 
    “Your other decision that needs to be made is where to place the entrance to your dungeon. Just think about bringing up the map of zone seven,” he instructed me. 
 
    I followed his instructions and thought about seeing the map. This time the screen remained in place, and it was a three-dimensional image over the table that appeared. The map was a wedge shape, with what appeared to be city walls at the thin end of the section in front of me. I could see it had a small graphic of gates in the middle which I presumed was the entrance to the adventurer’s city. 
 
    Leading from the gate was a network of lines branching out, they had to be roads or paths. Most of these lines lead directly north and to the centre of the wedge map. The terrain along this straight central corridor seemed to be quite flat. When I looked around to both the western and eastern parts of the map the terrain features were more varied. 
 
    I could see forested areas, swampland, small bodies of water and even some ruins and wastelands. Dotted around this landscape, concentrated mostly in the centre, near where the snaking paths reached, were red flashing icons. They looked just like exclamation marks. A single icon was flashing yellow out on its own, it was on the western edge of the map in a forested section. 
 
    “Each of the red flashing icons represents another Dungeon in your zone,” Tenzing continued with his explanation. 
 
    “You need to choose where to site your entrance. The land ranges roughly fifteen miles from the city walls. You must be at least three miles from the walls and at least a tenth of a mile from any other dungeon entrance. You can see that the landscape is a microcosm of different features. These can change abruptly in a way that would not occur naturally. Acting as your guide, I have taken the liberty of nominating what I think is a good location for you in yellow,” he said, and pointed to the flashing yellow exclamation mark on the map. 
 
    “Tenzing, can you explain why you think this is a good location?” I asked him. 
 
    I was curious, the position was closer to the walls than most of the other dungeons which were in the centre, but there were no paths or roads to this location. Unlike other dungeons, most of which were connected in some way. 
 
    “Several factors informed my recommendation. Firstly, as you are in the Life domain, placing your dungeon in this forested area provides an extra point of dungeon power for every five qualifying rooms in your dungeon. This bonus must be allocated to Life domain creatures.” 
 
    “Secondly, it puts you on the western border, next to zone six. This realm could be quite favourable for you as it is one of the most mixed of all thirty-six realms. Also, zone five on sixes western border is predominantly human and elf. Being closer to this border will make it easier for adventurers from these zones to travel to you,” he finished. 
 
    Tenzing beamed an encouraging smile at me. 
 
    “Those seem like fair points. Although surely it would be more advantageous if I made it easier for those in this zone to get to me. That is unlikely to happen if all the paths lead elsewhere,” I asked. 
 
    The smile on his face faltered as he answered. 
 
    “Zone seven, where you are sited, does not favour you. The realm it represents is dominated by tribes of orken sub-races. Orcs, goblins, hobgoblins and so forth,” he began, reluctant to make eye contact. 
 
    “You may recall I mentioned they are mostly male and very aggressive. They also lack patience and are more inclined to challenge dungeons. Particularly if they suspect they are weak.”  
 
    “They also tend to shun the adventurer’s city in favour of camps they build themselves, mimicking their societal structure in the Realms. These camps are concentrated in the eastern part of the map. Your eastern border abuts zone eight, the realm this represents is not overrun with the tribes of orken, but many cross the border along with gnolls and kobolds. Races with a similar temperament. Discouraging their more established tribal guilds from making the effort to visit you may be advisable.” 
 
    Not the news I was hoping for, but as he said this, it jogged my memory of when Tenzing was telling me about how I died. More specifically about where I died. 
 
    “Tenzing, these orken start here because they all lived and died in the seventh realm, correct?” I asked him. 
 
    “Yes, most denizens of the realms live and die in a single realm. The few who die in a realm that’s not of their birth are given the option of choosing either their place of birth or death to begin. Most choose the realm they considered home.” 
 
    “If that is the case. Seeing as I was not born in the realms at all, and that I died in the twelfth realm. How is it that I am starting here in the seventh?” 
 
    Tenzing looked beyond uncomfortable now. Despite my direct question, he remained annoyingly silent. 
 
    “Staring at the floor is not an answer,” I spat out. 
 
    The stress I’d thus far diffused with juvenile humour began bubbling through as anger. 
 
    “This is just the tip of the iceberg of the rapidly increasing level of me being pissed off,” I continued to rant. 
 
    Once I started, I felt as if a dam had been released. All my fears and anger over what had happened to me came out in a flood of emotion. 
 
    I grabbed the Supplicants Handbook Dungeon Edition, from the shelf. I could see it had been renamed the Adventurer’s Handbook Dungeon Edition, the name change was something that would normally have piqued my curiosity. My growing rage channelled me back into confronting the blue Yoda impersonating focus of my immediate discontent. 
 
    “…and another thing, how am I supposed to read all of this, the other books and be expected to understand it in under six hours?” I yelled as I waved the book in his face. 
 
    “Were all the peoples of the realms given a speed-reading ability? I mean are they even literate?” I yelled. 
 
    I’d just been spouting off whatever came into my head, allowing my rage to guide me, so his response was unexpected. 
 
    “No, most are not literate. They are simply imbued with the knowledge,” he said quietly, eyes still downcast. 
 
    “What. The. Fuck,” I screamed. 
 
    “Imbued with knowledge, while I have to read everything. This is so fucked. It’s like the deck is stacked against me, what gives?” I had kept on at him, continuing my tirade before he had a chance to respond. 
 
    “Did these Lord cocksmiths just decide to have one of these Arbitration things and say. You know what, this poor bastard dying like a piece of garbage in a fucking sewer isn’t enough. Just how else can we fuck this guy over,” I finished. 
 
    I was running out of breath and turned away from him. 
 
    As I turned, I kicked out at the table, making contact forcefully. The table didn’t move, my foot however burst into pain. 
 
    “Fuck!” I screamed again. 
 
    The incongruity of how I was feeling pain, despite being a thought projection meant it was a few seconds before I processed Tenzing’s morose reply. 
 
    “Yes, they did.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    I turned back to face him, looking him squarely in the eye. “What do you mean ‘yes, they did’?” 
 
    “I couldn’t volunteer the information before, but now you’ve directly asked me the question, I can tell you. Before you awoke there was an arbitration regarding your time here. The Lords both Divine and Infernal argued for changes to your circumstances, and in the interests of balance, some of their requests were granted. By the terms of the arbitration, I can’t reveal the details of the agreement, only that it exists,” he finished. 
 
    I was dumbfounded. The confusion briefly quelled my anger, towards Tenzing at least. 
 
    “Why? Why would they do this?” I sputtered out. 
 
    “There was another like you. He came here just over one hundred and thirty-five of your years ago. He was a frontiersman, from what you colloquially referred to as the Wild West,” he began explaining. 
 
    “He became a dungeon, like you. However, his knowledge and experiences, specifically the technology, created enormous potential for imbalance.” 
 
    “Guns, you are talking about guns, aren’t you?” I asked. Although I was certain this had to be it. 
 
    “Indeed. He armed himself and many of his dungeon creatures with pistols and rifles. But it wasn’t just guns, he used dynamite and other advanced explosives. Fortunately, he never offered any of these items to adventurers. If he had, we would have been forced to offer the blueprints for those weapons to be learned or used by adventurers and dungeons. If that had happened, then it would have been chaos and completely unbalanced the purpose of the Proving Grounds. It would likely have broken the Accords, leading to a resumption of the war between the Divine and Infernal.” 
 
    This made things a bit clearer. I had to confess to myself that deep down I’d thought about the possibility of using firepower in the dungeon. Of course, I wouldn’t have the opportunity to investigate if this was feasible or not. Now it seemed it was going to be automatically off the table. Intellectually, I could understand why they would want to tie up this loophole. Emotionally, I was still incredibly pissed off that I was getting royally shafted because of this. Also, this raised more questions that I needed to ask. 
 
    “Why couldn’t they just stop him from using guns? If people from my world are so unbalancing, why not just send us home?” I questioned. 
 
    I wasn’t about to let go of my sense of injustice, about what was being done to me. After all, wasn’t this evidence I truly had a soul? Why should I be denied the afterlife I should have had? 
 
    “The Accords do not allow arbitration after the fact, Daxas. To change the rules during a supplicant’s testing period would require the Accords to be re-opened. This is something the Lords are unwilling to do. Once re-opened, it would require the agreement of all to bind them again.”  
 
    “There are those on both sides. Some unhappy with the original terms, some who have later joined their numbers, who would stubbornly insist on further changes. It is unlikely agreement would be met again. Therefore, to prevent a resumption of the war between them, sufficient consent to dissolve the Accords is a practical impossibility.” 
 
    So, they were using the threat of a war between gods as an excuse to see me fail. Which still did not explain why they couldn’t just send me back. I said as much to Tenzing. 
 
    “Ok, and they can’t send me back because?” I asked leadingly. 
 
    “The Accords dictate you participate. It would need unanimous approval to have you returned. This was not forthcoming,” Tenzing said. 
 
    Emphasising the last part about it not being forthcoming. 
 
    “This still does not add up to me. They can’t send me back, OK, I kind of understand, I’m unhappy, but I get it. They don’t want me using guns, fine, I get that too. None of that explains why they are making it so difficult for me?” I grumbled. 
 
    “Truthfully, Daxas, I think they are afraid of you. Even with the restrictions being enforced, they argued you may find a way to work around them. People from your world think differently than those of the Realms and it makes you unpredictable. They argued that you needed to be occupied. Distracted away from innovation and focused on traditional dungeon activity. Namely defending yourself from adventurers seeking your core for advancement,” he said. 
 
    I pondered my situation for a few moments and decided not to press him further. Thus far when answering a direct question, he seemed to give me all the information he could. The Lord’s behaviour still struck me as inconsistent and if they were so afraid of my potential influence surely barring me from participation was a no brainer. 
 
    I was reasoning that if Tenzing’s purpose was to deliberately get me killed then it would have been much easier to leave me in the dark. I would likely have plunged in headfirst, making a bundle of mistakes, which left me exposed to being conquered and destroyed. If he couldn’t tell me then I’d just have to lump it. 
 
    Although if that was true and he couldn’t tell me what was in the arbitration agreement, perhaps he could tell me what wasn’t. I decided to test this out. 
 
    “Tenzing, was me being put here in the seventh zone, instead of the twelfth, a part of the arbitration agreement?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that, Daxas,” he replied. I had expected this answer. 
 
    “Was making me a Lupus Rex part of the arbitration agreement?” 
 
    “No, as your guide and helper, I made this choice for you,” he answered. 
 
    He seemed a bit confused, after all he has already told me as much. However, it established what I hoped. I could garner some precious information every time he confirmed what he could not tell me. 
 
    “Was my becoming a Life domain sex dungeon part of the arbitration agreement?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that Daxas,” he replied. 
 
    His eyes narrowed further after this question. Then I saw the slightest hint of a smile on his lips. I was smiling as well, but that was because of my childish joy at calling myself a sex dungeon. Tenzing’s smile, I assumed, was a sign he had cottoned on to what I was doing. 
 
    “Was me only getting six hours to prepare part of the arbitration agreement?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that Daxas,” he said. 
 
    If he’d known about winking, I think he would have been doing so now. 
 
    I continued questioning him in this manner for the next ten minutes. Me asking questions and using what he couldn’t tell me to determine what had been done to make my trials here more difficult. I confirmed that being stuck somewhere with so many orken was deliberate. As was me having to read all the rules and regulations, instead of being imbued with the inherent knowledge. I had guessed as much already. 
 
    I also had it negatively confirmed they wanted orken because they were likely to challenge me relentlessly. And there were more redactions in my copy of the Accords than usual. My item lists had also been altered. 
 
    A quick shuffle through the pages of Items, Weapons, Armour and Contents, revealed many entries had been greyed out and asterisked. The legend for the asterisk explained these items were prohibited in active parts of the dungeon. This meant they could not be placed or even moved physically into the dungeon. 
 
    I had to ask Tenzing what an inactive part of the dungeon was, and he explained these were any rooms that branched off from the core room that were not part of the five chambers that connected the dungeon floors to the core room used during a challenge. Essentially, they would be my living quarters, if I chose to make any. You still had to pay for it all, though. 
 
    The prohibited items all seemed to be specific to my world. The guns did not surprise me but seeing items like a tin opener and blender on the list did make me chuckle. I could see it now, adventurers before me on their knees begging me not to use my perfidious tin opener to carve them out of their armour. A humorous daydream, forbidden by a bunch of short-sighted godly cry-babies. 
 
    By the time I had finished probing him for useful information, I had calmed down and was ready to hit the books. I had to glean as much as I could in the time I had and then form a strategy on what I wanted to do to survive. 
 
    “Before I get cracking, is there anything more I should know? Anything that you haven’t told me that you can?” I asked my blue-skinned guide. 
 
    “Only when your dungeon goes ‘Live’ in five hours’, I will no longer be able to interact with you. I can only return during the rest days, at the end of each week but I will be aware of all that happens during that time,” he said. 
 
    “So, I’m going to be flying solo?” I said. 
 
    The thought of this left me with a pinch of anguish. Perhaps the months in lockdown, back in my world, had been getting to me more than I had cared to admit. I’d just got used to the idea of having company again, only for it to be whisked away. 
 
    “Yes, until you begin gathering disciples. Dungeon creatures, even if they are from a sentient race template, are not capable of genuine social interaction. Unless you were to spend considerable resources to improve them, and I would not recommend this as a wise use of experience at this time,” he advised. 
 
    “One last question, more to assuage my curiosity than anything else. What happened to the gunslinger? The one who came before me, did he make it?” I asked, keeping my tone light, but with an undercurrent of trepidation. 
 
    Tenzing picked up on it regardless. 
 
    “He did not, Daxas,” he said. His mournful tone alerted me that I probably would not like what I heard. 
 
    “He may have had many technological advantages, but his tactical acumen was poor. His dungeon became a slaughterhouse. This was a benefit initially, and he gained ranks quickly. However, the higher he went, the wiser and more discerning adventurers became. Eventually, they stopped going into his dungeon, soon he could no longer pay his soul mark tithe.” 
 
    “An established guild of adventurers, The Talons of the Eagle, decided to camp at his entrance. They simply waited until they could send fifty of their company in to challenge his dungeon, without any time penalties. They were well equipped, and well stocked with potions. Even with his powerful weapons, they conquered his dungeon. Then they just continued camping at his entrance and every forty-five weeks they would send in another group until he was destroyed.” 
 
    “Does that happen often?” I asked. “Guilds barricading and starving out a dungeon, so they can harvest it?” 
 
    There was a hint of concern in my voice. 
 
    “It does happen. It is usually only successful if it is a dungeon nobody wishes to delve into any longer. Otherwise, rival guilds and unaffiliated adventurer parties would endeavour to break any blockade,” he said. “Unless there is anything else, I will let you study and design in peace.” 
 
    “Thank you for your help, Tenzing,” I said to him. 
 
    I turned back to the shelf and examined the five books upon it. I had flicked through the pages of each already, so was quickly able to decide where to start. The Accords themselves could have been useful, and I would certainly be reading them at length, but time was a factor. Combining my lack of time, the book being written in legal doublespeak and the considerable redacted components I chose to rule it out for now. That was a task for the lengthy alone time I was going to get later. 
 
    I discounted the monster, items, and rooms books as well, each for the same reason. They were mostly just listings of items, accompanied by descriptions. Important information, but again I didn’t have the time to go through it all. I would have time later and could make changes after the first week. 
 
    This left the newly re-christened Adventurer’s Handbook: Dungeon Edition. I was working on the principle of ‘know thy enemy’. The more I knew about what my foes could do, the better I could come up with something to confound and defeat them. 
 
    I pulled the book out and put it down on the table, discovering my first trial. There wasn’t a chair, and I couldn’t sit down. I wasn’t physically uncomfortable, but it just felt awkward to have the book so far away. 
 
    I tried a few different positions. Kneeling, sitting on the table with the book in my lap, even trying to read it standing, but it all just felt off. I ended up putting it on the book slot on the table and activating the screen. Not ideal, but better than the alternatives I had come up with. Although it did add another item to the ‘to do’ list, get a bloody chair. 
 
    I read through the book in about four hours, which was not bad going. I’d had to stop and read through some sections a second time. Occasionally asking for some clarifications from my blue buddy. 
 
    I considered it four hours well spent, even if it only left me about an hour to design my dungeon. The first two-thirds of the book explained the mechanics of how the Proving Grounds behaved. It gave me a solid foundation of knowledge, and I learnt several things that would ultimately influence my design. The final third was the part specific to dungeons. 
 
    The most important thing I learned was some of the mechanics were literal and behaved similarly to how the real world would work. Others were game-like where things happened automatically, for expedience, I assumed. 
 
    Attacking for example was ‘real’. There was no attack skill, if you wanted to hit something you had to aim your weapon or spell accurately. You didn’t get any ‘skill’ bonuses to land the blow. 
 
    How much damage you did though was a mixture of realism and game mechanics. The realistic part was that if your strike was only glancing, or to a less vital part of a target's body, you would do less damage. The game part was your initial damage is based on the stats of the weapon or spell, plus either your strength, agility, or spell power stat. 
 
    Armour was also game-like, in that it contributed cumulatively to your damage reduction. It didn’t matter if you were hit where the armour covered you or not. The damage reduction always applied. Except for shields which were ‘real’, if a shield blocked a hit, it stopped all damage. 
 
    Crafting and resource collection were game-like, you didn’t need any actual real-life capability or knowledge to do it. You just needed to have the relevant skills, access to the equipment, materials, or blueprints, and you could make or harvest whatever you wanted. 
 
    They were also the only skills that could be advanced through use, instead of rank advancement. 
 
    Travel was ‘real’, adventurers would have to walk to wherever they needed to go, no teleportation. There were some advanced spells that could grant the ability to fly, which could speed up travel time. 
 
    Your stats were game-like, but they translated into ‘real’ effects. You may be super strong, but if a boulder is wet and slippery, you can struggle to get a proper grip to lift it. Similarly, even if you are very agile, it doesn’t mean you are quick-witted enough to make use of the ability. You won’t automatically move your foot out of the way of the falling boulder that slipped from your companions’ grip, nor avoid an attack you don’t know is coming. No uncanny dodge here. 
 
    Another little snippet I put together from several different sources was that starting stats were relative for adventurers. Apparently, this was instituted to prevent races with natural advantages from out-powering those without. 
 
    An ogre would still start with greater strength than a human. Whereas in the Realms they were seven to eight times stronger than a human, in the Proving Grounds, they were stronger, but not to that degree. A human’s starting strength was ten, but an ogre wouldn’t start with seventy, it was eighteen. Each race got extra points relative to the races they were stronger than, it was the same for all stats. 
 
    The significance of that for me, was that dungeon avatars were exempt from this rule. My avatar had physical stats in the twenties because Lupus Rex were roughly two and half times stronger than the average denizen. Not because in the Realms he was a walking God. Had they been relative, my stats would have been in the low teens. 
 
    It wasn’t a huge advantage, but I’d take it. It also meant even though big guys would likely be rarer, they weren’t going to be overwhelmingly more dangerous. 
 
    Adventurers needed to eat, drink, sleep, cleanse, and answer the call of nature. Dungeon avatars, their creatures, and disciples did not. Although they could if they wanted. Great news, I didn’t need to build a toilet, hurrah for small victories. 
 
    However, the most important thing I learned was about health regeneration. This was another that was a mixture of ‘real’ and ‘game’. Health returned naturally at a very slow rate. The passive regeneration was one point every hour. One-hundred points of damage would take roughly four days to heal innately. 
 
    You got twenty health for each point of stamina and anyone starting with the average ten would have two-hundred health. They would be facing eight days to recuperate naturally if they lost most of it. 
 
    A lifelike timescale, unless they had any resilience, which I did. With resilience, you would regenerate one health, per point of resilience, every minute instead of every hour. I would ‘heal’ twenty-five points of damage every minute. 
 
    As Tenzing had told me, few adventurers had any resilience. You needed to take damage, a lot of it, to develop any. The primary method of regaining health or mana, another stat that returned at the same rate, was chugging a potion. 
 
    This is where it swung back to ‘game’ mechanics. Consume a potion and it would affect you immediately, but you needed to wait fifteen minutes before you could drink another of any kind. 
 
    There was also a time limit adventuring parties had to complete a dungeon. It was three hours for each dungeon rank, but it could be affected by dungeon laws. 
 
    A law every dungeon had reduced the allotted time for larger groups. This was a reduction to the base time adventurers received of three hours and affected each rank. A party of twelve would reduce the time by an hour. Down from three hours to two for my rank one dungeon. It would reduce six hours to four for a rank two dungeon. 
 
    To cap this off several of my specialities contributed dungeon laws that could reduce the time limit further if the raiding party did not conform to them. 
 
    After finishing with the handbook. I sifted through the room’s section of Rooms, Traps and Constructs. This took less time but left only an hour to put my dungeon together. I already had an inkling of a strategy that I wished to use. 
 
    Before I began, I had used the design table screens to look through the different dungeons on the scoreboard. Playing around and sorting the columns, I was able to review all the other first rank dungeons. Then on another display, all the other dungeons in my area that I could see. 
 
    This confirmed my suspicions. There were significantly fewer Life domain dungeons than other domains. The only sexual sphere dungeons in either list, seemed like me, to be very new. With the allocation of domains and their spheres supposedly roughly equal, at least according to the handbook, it was a safe conclusion we were thought of as soft targets. 
 
    That decided it for me. I was going to try something different, or at least what I hoped would be different. 
 
    My mind made up. I returned to the dungeon perk notification and opened it. I selected Crafting from the list and confirmed it as my choice. I returned to my stat sheet, and it had been updated. 
 
    Skills: Mining 0, Hunting 0, Gathering 0, Farming 0, Smelting 0, Butchering 0, Woodwork 0, Masonry 0, Metal Work 0, Leather Work 0, Alchemy 0, Enchanting 0, General Crafting 0 
 
    Dungeon Perks: (Crafting) Gathering and Crafting skills are not limited to dungeon rank. (extends to Disciples) 
 
    My logic was simple. On a practical level being able to craft my gear would be helpful. It would save me experience and allow me to funnel my resources into other areas. My other consideration was they may have locked down what I could buy directly, but maybe I would have a bit more wriggle room if I were making things for myself. If this is what the Lords feared I could do, it was time to spite the intolerable bastards. 
 
    This was undoubtedly a gamble, but I knew I had to take a risk. I had been set up to fail. Doing what every other dungeon did, concentrating on deadlier monsters, a deadlier dungeon was the Lords’ fatal trap I wished to avoid. The only fatal traps I wanted tripping were ones which I set myself. 
 
    It did occur to me that perhaps I was being played, maybe they were smart enough to get me believing that I was the clever one, doing what they didn’t want. Ultimately, I decided to stop second-guessing myself, it would become a circular argument for and against. 
 
    Besides, crafting would give me something to do while waiting for the adventurers to run my dungeon. It wasn’t a particularly good reason to do this, but it was enough to make me happier about committing to the strategy. 
 
    This meant that to make the most of my new skill set I’d need to be able to gather raw materials and have somewhere to refine them and craft things. Fortunately, there were rooms designed just for this purpose. Adding to that I had already spotted a possible exploit in the system, which encouraged me to believe I had made the right choice. 
 
    Resource rooms and workrooms were considerably more expensive to purchase. Fifty thousand experience or five soul marks each for an instant purchase. The reason for this was obvious, they were considerably larger or came with inbuilt extras. 
 
    Resource rooms simulated part of the natural environment and started as 150’ x 150’ square rooms. 
 
    Workrooms were smaller but came equipped with the tools needed to refine or prepare ingredients and then craft them. They all had the basic prefix like the standard basic room. Therefore, they qualified to be taken as one of my twenty free basic chambers. 
 
    I decided to take fifteen resource rooms. These simulated things like a forest, crystal cavern, mines, islands, jungles, swamps, marsh and even farmland. Every time the dungeon reset; it would change what was available. Different environments would offer alternative resources. Forests would obviously favour wildlife for hunting and trees for lumber. Mines would produce stone for building and ore for metals. 
 
    Five of these rooms would be on the dungeons’ first floor. To act as a lure to encourage adventurers to spend time there. The other ten would be on my Home floor where I could harvest from them. For my other five freebies, I took the five basic workrooms: Forge, Alchemy Lab, Workshop, Abattoir and Enchanters Grotto. These would also be part of my Home floor. 
 
    I still needed to ensure the first floor of my dungeon had at least twenty chambers. I spent three of my soul marks to purchase the requisite additional rooms. I quickly added them to my dungeon blueprint. Manipulating them into the shapes that I wanted. 
 
    I had to work quickly as I was rapidly running out of time and set the five resource rooms as the first five chambers of the dungeon. The others I then placed in a straight line connecting each with the maximum twenty feet of a corridor which they came with. Alternating on which side of the room I would place the entrances and exits, that way it wouldn’t be too easy for adventurers to see what was coming next. 
 
    Of my remaining seven soul marks, I spent six on dungeon creatures. Each soul mark used in this manner allowed me to purchase creatures equalling ten dungeon power, meaning I would have sixty dungeon power worth of foes for adventurers to face. 
 
    My current setup allowed me to use up to seventy-nine dungeon power. Five DP for each of the fifteen basic rooms providing seventy-five. These fifteen rooms also provided three bonus points for my Life domain dungeon being in a forest. The resource rooms and workrooms contributed nothing, and the extra point came from my dungeon power stat. That was currently at one and I would get another when I advanced to the next rank. 
 
    I didn’t have time to review my choices. I picked quickly and hoped I wasn’t buying things that would have to be replaced later. 
 
    I selected two bears for five DP each and fifteen wolves for one DP apiece. I felt I needed to have some as a bit of a nod to my wolf nature. 
 
    Fifteen gremlins for one DP each. These were not like the film version, they wouldn’t multiply if I got them wet, but there was a small resemblance. They were vaguely reptilian, with large ears. They were four-foot tall and had scaly, grey skin. Gremlins were the only creature I had available that could be equipped with weapons and armour. 
 
    I also purchased ten sprites for one DP each, they couldn’t do any damage but did have an attack that could induce sleep. 
 
    Finally, twenty ravens. They were two for every DP, so ten spent. They weren’t the cheapest animals available, that would be rats. The gamer in me, however, just refused to be so trite. 
 
    My final soul mark I traded in for experience. Using the experience to buy a full set of armour and a pair of magic rings that I would offer as loot. This pained me somewhat, as I had already invested so heavily to craft my own. 
 
    It was a safety play, though. If the first delvers spread the word about a lack of rewards, others might not come. I needed visitors in those first few weeks, while I was still immune to challenges to build up experience. I would need it to enhance my dungeon, making it deadlier for those challengers to come. 
 
    With the last few minutes ticking down. I used the time to make some environmental alterations to some of the rooms. One, which I called the ‘Chimney’, needed them to be considered legal. 
 
    Finally, Tenzing approached me, and put his chubby blue fingers on my shoulder gently. 
 
    “Time is almost up, Daxas. Your dungeon entrance needs to open now, and you can’t make any further changes,” he said quietly. 
 
    I could see the display of my dungeon now had the word ‘Locked’ in red, above it. Earlier, I’d decided to trust the advice of my companion, and used his suggestion to put the entrance to my dungeon in the forested area on the map. I’d shifted the spot a little bit farther south-east. So, it was nearer the edge of the forest and would be a smidge easier to get to from the existing roads and pathways. 
 
    “There is one more thing you need to do, your dungeon needs a name. What do you wish to call it?” he asked. 
 
    I thought it over for a few moments. Coming up with and just as quickly discarding several ideas. Then I decided on something simple and to the point. 
 
    “The Wolf King’s Lair,” and with that, a loud gong sounded, ringing out three times. 
 
    I was open for business. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the gongs pealed out, I blinked. Suddenly, I was no longer in my core room. The room I had been familiar with was gone, and I was in a corridor made of the same granite stone. The floor was covered in sand and behind me stretched a deep impenetrable darkness. Ahead of me was a portcullis blocking any way out, but light from outside seeped through the gaps. 
 
    I looked around and tried to clear my disorientation. But I couldn’t help wondering what new shitshow I was about to be involved in. Before I’d even had a chance to approach the barred entrance, a spectral message was displayed, floating in front of me. 
 
    Daxas, welcome to this week’s Novice Gauntlet. You, along with 63 other Dungeons from ranks 1 through 10, have been selected to take part. You shall face one another in a series of single combat battles until only one of you remains. There will be rewards should you progress far enough, penalties if you are knocked out early. 
 
    As I finished reading the words, they began to fade out and were swiftly replaced by the next set of instructions. 
 
    Every battle will continue until either a combatant has been reduced to 0 health or the thirty-minute time limit expires. You will be able to observe, above you, a victory swing bar in blue and red. The blue represents you and the red your opponent. This bar will either fill with more blue or red depending upon which of the combatants is performing better than the other. If the timer expires, whoever has the superior victory swing bar will be declared the winner. Your first contest will begin in one minute. Good Luck. 
 
    It sounded a great deal like gladiatorial combat. Looking down I could see I was naked and in my humanoid avatar. If I was going to be forced to fight, then I should get myself prepared. 
 
    I thought about shifting into the warwolf form and as simple as that, I morphed into my larger and hairier alter ego. I stepped forward, as I wanted to get a better look at what I assumed would be the arena. When I did so, I got another unprompted spectral message. 
 
    Novice Gauntlet Round 1 
 
    You will be facing Tekesh of Bannadar. The rank 1 human avatar of the Silent Fields of Bannadar. 
 
    Reward: Progression to round 2 of the Novice Gauntlet. 
 
    Penalty: Forfeit 15% of all earned experience for the next 3 weeks. 
 
    The penalty would suck. As for the reward, another fight. I wasn’t impressed. I could just add this to the list of shit I was unhappy with. 
 
    Setting my grumbling aside, I considered my opponent. He would be a human avatar of the same rank as me. If what Tenzing had told me was true, then in raw stats, I should be considered a heavy favourite. There were two wildcard factors here, though. I was gearless and had little genuine combat experience. 
 
    The seconds counted down and the portcullis gate began to rise with a grating metallic screech. The gate was lifted out of my way rapidly and I strode purposefully into the arena. Looking around, it was reminiscent of the coliseum in Rome, though on a much smaller scale. 
 
    The sandstone walls were about twenty feet high in an oval shape. There was tiered wooden seating rising behind the walls, but no spectators were present. The floor was a thin layer of sand, with what felt like paved stones beneath it. Within the arena there was a series of capped pillars, like Stonehenge. The circle of pillars was about ten feet away from the walls of the arena. Within the stone circle were two black rock altars. Each made from a single slab of obsidian. 
 
    I could see over the altars and through the stone circle to the other side of the arena. From here I could see the open gate for my opponent. The wrought iron portcullis on his side suddenly dropped back into place. I could hear the gate behind me had similarly dropped and had blocked off any egress from this fight. I’d also caught a flash of what I assumed to be my opposite number shifting to my right and hiding behind the nearest pillar. 
 
    I chose to slowly walk to the centre of the stone circle. There is a minor downside to being eight-feet tall, with shoulders that are pushing four-feet in width. That being, hiding is a tiny bit harder than it would be for the average Joe. I decided to project arrogance instead and turned my back to the side of the arena where I thought I spotted Tekesh hiding. I wanted to see if I could entice my prey to make a mistake and try to jump me. 
 
    Sure enough, sensing an opportunity, he rushed out to attack my back. Unfortunately for him, not only had I anticipated his move, but he hollered like a wild man as he charged me. 
 
    I spun about and met him head-on and got a proper look at him for the first time. He was nondescript for the most part, muddy brown hair and a little shorter than average. He had a long sword in his right hand and a buckler shield in his left. He was clothed, unlike me, though apart from a leather jerkin, none of it appeared to be armour. 
 
    He swung his sword wildly as he reached me. Shifting my weight backwards, I easily avoided the clumsy attack. I knew then this guy was a newbie to this like me. 
 
    I reached out with my left hand and with a speed belying my size I seized hold of him, latching on to his right shoulder. I felt my claws dig into flesh and saw him wince. Now in my grasp, I pushed him back a few feet until his back was up against one of the altars and proceeded to pummel him with my closed right fist. 
 
    He managed to ward off the first couple of punches with his buckler and while doing so, weakly jabbed my guts with his sword. When he did, I got a ghostly white graphic which I think was my health. 3%/97%, and it swiftly faded away, as quick as it appeared. 
 
    That was his last offensive contribution to the fight. Although he had blocked both of my first two punches, the second had only been deflected, and not stopped. My fist went past his head on the left-hand side. With my closed fist now inside his guard, I swept a powerful backhand blow into his jaw. 
 
    The crack to his jaw dazed him and he dropped the sword to the arena floor, while his buckler arm fell to his side. He was still firmly in my grip, so I continued to rain blows on his now undefended head. After what felt like minutes, but was probably only ten seconds or so, he crumpled to the ground and lay still. 
 
    As he collapsed at my feet, I could see that the victory swing bar was fully blue. I had barely noticed it during the short fight. Thinking back, I only had one relevant observation. Before I even landed my first damaging blow, once I had him grappled, which limited his mobility, the blue had begun to overpower the red. The victory bars progress wasn’t just based on damage dealt. Having control over your foe contributed as well. 
 
    A new spectral message appeared in front of me. 
 
    Congratulations on winning round 1. You have until the timer expires to prepare for round 2. 
 
    It looked like I would have to hang around and wait until my next bout. I decided to spend a little time walking around the arena in case it would be the same layout next time. I didn’t find or see anything out of the ordinary or especially advantageous. 
 
    Each side was a mirror of the other. The only thing of note happened shortly after the battle ended. I saw a green prompt, 3%/100%, this was my resilience healing factor kicking in, and I had to smile. 
 
    Hopefully, this would mean my future opponents would be relying on natural health regeneration, which was much slower. In which case, advantage me. 
 
    As thirty minutes expired, I experienced another forced blink and found myself back in the starting corridor with the iron gate portcullis blocking the entry into the arena floor. I could see that, as I hoped, the arena was unchanged, apart from the removal of Tekesh’s prone form. 
 
    Novice Gauntlet Round 2 
 
    You will be facing Gnarg Skullsmite the rank 1 orc avatar of the Plains of Dead Dwarf Cowards. 
 
    Reward: Progression to round 3 of the Novice Gauntlet. 
 
    Penalty: Forfeit 10% of all earned experience for the next 3 weeks. 
 
    A small reduction in the overall penalty for not making it any farther. As well as confirmation that there would be at least one more round in this gauntlet. The gate went up and out I stepped. 
 
    I hadn’t needed to shapeshift this time, as I remained in the warwolf avatar. It also turned out I didn’t need to worry about a game plan. 
 
    I could see Gnarg on the far side. He stood about six and a half-foot tall, with shaggy black hair, warty dark green skin, and a protruding lower jaw. He looked all the nastier with his flattened piggy nose and fat gut. The orc was physically repulsive. Which was unfortunate, as I could see a lot of him because he was clothed only in a dirty loincloth. 
 
    He was charging across the sand at me with a hefty double-bladed battle axe held aloft above his shoulder, and I almost laughed. If Disney were in the house, they’d be on the phone right now to the lawyers about the infringed IP of Gamoran guards from Return of the Jedi. 
 
     I decided to let him come and shimmied to the side when he got close enough to swing the axe. Letting his momentum take him past me, I just swerved about and began laying into his back, scouring him with my claws. 
 
    It had been a tactical oversight of mine in the first contest, punching rather than raking with my claws. I had still been thinking like a human being. I had these fantastically sharp claws, so I ought to use them. 
 
    Gnarg managed to flip around. Now that he was backed up against the iron gate portcullis, the size of his battle-axe became a hindrance, as he could not swing it easily. I was hit twice and took a bit more damage this time, five percent on each occasion. He was either stronger or his weapon conferred better damage than Tekesh’s long sword had. 
 
    The fight, however, did not last any longer than the first. He swiftly fell to the whirlwind of claw attacks I threw in his direction. 
 
    Afterwards, I waited out the timer again, which allowed me to return to full health once more. I even began to get a little bored and had to remind myself not to get too cocky. 
 
    Ok, I’ll admit I did ‘tea-bag’ Gnarg’s body a few times. As I said before I got a little bored. 
 
    After I’d indulged my inner child, I turned my attention to more important matters. I recalled the first notice said there were sixty-four competitors. If it continued in this straight knockout format, I would be into the last sixteen. 
 
    It also meant there would be six rounds until a winner was crowned. 
 
    Novice Gauntlet Round 3 
 
    You will be facing Thurgar Greybeard, the rank 3 dwarf avatar of Ruins of Ironhammer’s Gold Mines. 
 
    Reward: Progression to Round 4 of the Novice Gauntlet 
 
    Penalty: Forfeit 5% of all earned experience for the next 3 weeks. 
 
    Initially, this one had me a little worried. Thurgar was my first opponent above rank one. The dwarf would have levelled up twice, so it would be a tougher encounter, and I expected him to be fully equipped. 
 
    I was correct on both fronts. Thurgar was fully equipped in copper chain armour and had martial training. He carried a substantial warhammer in his right and a shield on his left. 
 
    The grey-bearded dwarf must have been carrying some damage from before, as I could see blood dripping from the hilt of the warhammer and it looked fresh. Possibly, the blood continued to ooze from his wounds. He sized me up first and didn’t rush into combat. 
 
    It took a while for first contact to be made, as we warily circled one another. Eventually, he moved forward for a quick strike, backing up after just as swiftly. The fight went on like that as he continued to favour hit and run tactics. 
 
    However, I would usually manage to land a blow every other time we engaged, and I regained health every minute. He did not appear to be. If time were not a factor, my resilience would guarantee my eventual victory, but it was. 
 
    Thurgar could have defeated me. Early doors, the victory swing bar was in his favour. Had he continued keeping me at a distance, then, when we timed out, he probably would have been ahead on damage dealt. Maybe that didn’t occur to him, or possibly he believed he lacked the agility to continue keeping my greater reach at bay. Whatever the reason, the battle didn’t play out that way. 
 
    Instead, after fifteen minutes, just as I was getting a bit concerned, the dwarf switched tactics. He began to stay in close combat range for a bit longer each time. Thurgar hit me more often, but now I was trading blows with him more evenly and he collapsed soon after he switched his tactics. 
 
    I’d dodged a bullet on this one. 
 
    I was into the last eight, and thanks to my resilience was still as fresh as when I started. Well, I would be in ten minutes, before the next battle started. 
 
    Blink. 
 
    And I had been returned to the entry corridor when the timer expired. 
 
    Novice Gauntlet Round 4 
 
    You will be facing Markus Ehrlich, the rank 5 ghoul avatar of Grave of Sorrows. 
 
    Reward: Progression to Round 5 of the Novice Gauntlet, 5% of your defeated opponent’s experience for this week. 
 
    Penalty: Forfeit 5% of all earned experience to the victor for this week. 
 
    As the portcullis lurched upwards, I was a bit perturbed at the description of my opponent. I had no idea what a ghoul would be in this world. 
 
    Some games I played had them as a variant of a zombie, usually a bit smarter and faster. Others, not as undead at all, but a creature who feasted on corpses. Which would he be? 
 
    Because of my nervousness, I decided to go on the offensive for this one and launched myself out of the gate. I didn’t want to attack head-on, so I ran to the right of the capped stone circle. Hoping to catch Markus unawares from the side, or to get behind the creature. My warwolf form had a loping gait once I got going. With my longer than usual legs, I was quite rapid. Although not very manoeuvrable once I had built up any momentum. 
 
    Thankfully, my agility did allow me to take the curved part of the oval as I approached the other end without having to check too much of my speed. And then got a first look at my next victim. 
 
    He looked like an emaciated human. Long, lank, dark greasy hair, which hung down his back, on the top of his head, the hair was thinning. You could see the pallid skin beneath, and what I could see of his skin had a sickly green sheen to it. He was mostly covered in ill-fitting leather armour and wielded two serrated sickles. He had been crouched down, concealing himself from view, using the nearest pillar to his entry point and the altar just inside the circle. 
 
    Markus must have heard me bounding across the sand and turned just after I rounded the corner. I could see the shock in the ghoul’s beady black soulless eyes. Markus started to stand from his crouching position to face me, but this was a mistake. I wasn’t stopping, and I crashed into him at full speed. My momentum lifted the ghoul and rammed him into the pillar he had hid behind. 
 
    We hit the pillar hard, and I got two graphic notifications, both indicated I had taken damage to my health. This first was in white as the others before, 4%/96%. I think this was from one of his sickles. Markus must have managed to slash me with it when we made contact. 
 
    The second, which flashed just after the first, was in yellow, 10%/86%. This was accompanied by pain from slamming into the pillar at full tilt. Even with the grimy Markus as a cushion, the collision hurt. It was a safe bet the yellow colour indicated self-inflicted damage. 
 
    The victory swing bar was now about eighty percent blue, and the fight was going in my favour. The consolation for my pain was even though I may have cost myself about fifty health, I must have hurt Markus by a considerably larger margin. 
 
    I took a step back. As I did the ghoul hissed at me, his breath reeked of rot and decay. I’d only smelt something like this once before. 
 
    As a teenager, I’d developed an abscess in my butt crack, likely caused by an ingrown hair. While the abscess had been painful, the worst part was when it split. The split abscess oozed a mixture of blood and pus, the smell of which was sickeningly awful. Markus' breath was as bad, if not worse. 
 
    I had to fight off the urge to vomit, and my gagging caused me to take an extra step or two back from the ghoul. 
 
    As I staggered away, I got a damage notification, 2%/84%. This wasn’t just halitosis, but a type of breath attack and it was followed in white by the words. You are now affected by the ‘Rot (1)’ negative status effect. 
 
    Status effects were covered in the guide. Luckily, I recalled what ‘Rot’ did. Rot would increase the damage I took from any Necrotic sources and reduce the efficacy of any healing until its effect ended. I would get a chance each minute to shrug it off. 
 
    My resilience would help, giving me a flat extra twenty-five percent chance of clearing the debuff, but I couldn’t rely on it, though. I needed to end this fight as soon as possible. 
 
    As an aside I could now see ‘Rot (1)’ beneath the swing bar. 
 
    “That’s it you Gollum looking motherfucker,” I growled. “You are going down.” 
 
    The ghoul simply flashed me it’s rotten, yellowed, teeth in response. I could even see gobbets of decayed flesh that clung to the foul things. I took advantage of the ghoul’s attempt at intimidation and my arm shot forward. 
 
    My greater reach allowed me to spear the creature with my outstretched clawed fingers. A finger went into both his dark, black, eyes before he could react, and Markus screeched out in agony as his orbs were pierced. I kept my fingers in place inside the ghoul’s eye sockets and wrapped the remaining digits of my hand about the rest of his clammy skull. With him now in my control, I shoved forward and forcibly cracked his head against the pillar behind him. 
 
    He slashed frantically with his two sickles, they connected a few times and cost me fifteen percent more of my health. I continued pounding the back of his head into the pillar in response. After slamming his head against the rock three more times, he fell limply, his knees giving way. 
 
    I bashed his head against the stone a couple more times, just to be sure he wasn’t faking. I could have just checked the swing bar which was now monochromatic blue but hadn’t thought to. 
 
    My health was down to sixty-nine percent. I’d have made a Bill and Ted joke, but I was still too repulsed by the corpse-eating foulness at my feet. I walked away, breathing heavily, because of adrenaline rather than tiredness and I didn’t want to inhale any more of the reek from the nasty little fucker. 
 
    I had to wait three minutes before the ‘Rot’ status was cleared. It had been slowing my health regeneration, but I still had plenty of time to bounce back, fully fit. 
 
    The timer eventually ran down. 
 
    Blink.  
 
    I was in the semis. 
 
    Novice Gauntlet Round 5: 
 
    You will be facing Maladosh Korvax, the rank 10 merfolk avatar of The Deeps of the Nautican Ocean. 
 
    Reward: Progression to the final round of the Novice Gauntlet, Achievement. 
 
    Penalty: None 
 
    Good news. I would no longer have to give up any of my experience. Bad news, this guy was the maximum rank allowed in this contest. 
 
    Assuming most dungeon avatars started with ten in Strength, Agility, and Stamina. My enhanced Wolf King scores effectively made me equal to rank eight or nine. This would be the first guy I’d face who had a legitimate chance to out-stat me. 
 
    Plus, by rank 10 he had to be rocking some decent gear. Although anything was better than my nothing. 
 
    The gate went up and I raced out and to the right as I had in the last fight. This time I arrested my progress when I was out of sight of the entry point. I had to be cautious, I needed to get a feel for what I faced in this fight. 
 
    I shifted back to my humanoid form, hugging a pillar, and tried to be difficult to see. I resisted the urge to peek past and relied on my enhanced hearing and sense of smell to provide information. That way I remained obscured. 
 
    It wasn’t long before I got a distinct smell, reminiscent of seawater, which gave me a direction for Maladosh. The scent was coming from the other side of the pillars. By focusing on nothing but listening, I could make out his soft steps and could tell he was on the far side of the arena. 
 
    I hadn’t been able to get a look at him. I got low and scrambled across to the next stone pillar, hiding again. This continued, with him advancing on one side and me slinking away in response, but this wasn’t easy for me. A wild instinct within me raged against cowering from a foe. I should be hunting him, not the other way around. 
 
    As this urge almost overpowered my tactical nous, I observed that the blue on the swing bar suddenly passed over halfway. I also picked up the sound of a soft groan coming from the Merman. I hadn’t done anything to harm him in any way, and nothing to deserve taking a swing lead. 
 
    The swing shift and groan had happened one minute into the combat, could it be that he was carrying a negative effect from his previous battle? The possibility was enough to quench my aggression. Waiting for an enemy to grow weaker isn’t cowering, it’s just smart. 
 
    I kept up my slide and slink, keeping myself on the far side away from him and let a few minutes pass by. After each minute, more blue was added to the bar. This confirmed my hunch that he was indeed suffering a bleed effect that harmed him regularly. Then as I contemplated when or even if I should close and attack, just in case the bleed stopped, he spoke up. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you’d consider coming out and giving me a fighting chance?” the Merman shouted out across the arena floor. 
 
    I wasn’t coming out now, not if he wanted it. I remained silent. 
 
    “I didn’t think so,” Maladosh sighed. 
 
    Then I heard him walk, very gently clanking as he went, into the centre of the stone circle and leaning up against one of the altars. I snuck a peek around the pillar. 
 
    Maladosh leant against the altar on the other side. His skin was cerulean blue, but I couldn’t see much of him apart from his face. He was fully outfitted in bronze scale mail. I was surprised I’d only heard it clank after he had given up on trying to be quiet. He had an eight-foot bronze trident in his hands, which he then lay down upon the altar. 
 
    “…not that I blame you,” he finished. 
 
    “Neat trick with the armour. I have superb hearing, if it hadn’t been for the sand underfoot, I would never have known where you were. How did you get it so quiet?” I shouted out to him. 
 
    I’d just seen the blue bar advance again. I’d also seen Maladosh grimace at the same time. He would have maybe two minutes left if it continued like this. I thought it was worth a risk to maybe get some information. 
 
    “He can speak, after all,” Maladosh barked out in mock surprise. “Silence enchantments on each piece,” he remarked, patting the scale chest plates. “Not usually very useful in a dungeon, therefore rarely seen. In the arena, it finds its niche. Although not foolproof, as you seem to have ably demonstrated.” 
 
    “So, what happened to you then?” I asked him. 
 
    I wanted to keep the conversation going. His armour was very quiet, if he was talking then he couldn’t be sneaking. 
 
    “Blasted goblin filth in the last round. He didn’t come out of stealth until almost the end, and then he jumped me. I finished the slippery eel easily enough once I’d speared him,” he said, caressing his trident fondly. 
 
    “He was dual-wielding. The sneaky land dung envenomed one blade and put poison on the other,” he complained, and shook his head. 
 
    “I drank an antidote for the poison. The venom will likely finish me before I can take the antivenom. If only he hadn’t waited until the end of the round. He ruined both our chances. Now I suffer the ignominy of losing to not just a first rank competitor, but a Life dungeon. In what is likely my last Novice Gauntlet,” he lamented. 
 
    Although I didn’t get the impression that he meant to disrespect me, he kind of had. As he finished speaking the blue in the bar took another step forward, there was hardly any red remaining. 
 
    “You may as well come out. Let me get a look at you. I’m done for,” Maladosh encouraged. 
 
    I had to agree, so I stepped out from behind the pillar and sauntered up to the altar nearest to me, facing him. 
 
    “By the Deeps! Why are you naked? Are you mocking me?” Maladosh exclaimed in a resentful tone. 
 
    “Not at all,” I replied, and raised my hands placatingly. 
 
    I probably hadn’t needed to swagger quite as much as I had, but the Life dungeon remark had rankled me a bit. 
 
    “I’m brand new, only just opened the entrance to my dungeon. I neglected to buy clothes or armour during dungeon creation. I got thrown in here as you see, like a babe to the slaughter,” I told him. 
 
    I kept my warwolf form to myself for now. You never know. 
 
    “A first timer as well,” he remarked, and shook his head again and looked to the sky. 
 
    “Here I thought my pride had endured all it could, already,” he said, and then glanced in my direction. Maybe now picking up on my discontent. 
 
    “I’m sorry sir. I didn't mean to be rude. I had high hopes for finally securing a victory in one of these spectacles and I find myself quite disappointed to have fallen short, again,” he sighed. 
 
    I could understand the sentiment, I’d played enough games to know the sting of wounded pride when upstaged by a rookie. By which I mean, getting your ass handed to you by a ten-year-old. 
 
    “Apology accepted. If it will make you feel any better, I could finish you off with maximum carnage. Just so it wasn’t the backstabbing goblin who did you in,” I offered as I shifted back into my larger warwolf form. 
 
    He hadn’t been such a bad fellow and I was willing to make a gesture, even if he did try to skewer me with that trident. 
 
    “I think I would like that. I shall keep my eye out for you, Daxas. May I wish you the very best of luck in the final, you will likely need it,” he said with a flourish. 
 
    With that, he picked up his trident as I vaulted over the altar. He did manage to skewer me, and I got a dose of electrical damage for my good deed for the day. It was a token effort on his part, though. I was of the impression he could have easily kept me at bay with his trident if he had tried. Instead, he let me get close, and I finished it quickly. 
 
    On to the final. 
 
    Blink. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Novice Gauntlet Final Round: 
 
    You will be facing Jen’Zadeer Shadestar. The rank 1 dark elf avatar of Caverns of Jen’Zadeer 
 
    Rewards: Victor’s Choice and Achievements 
 
    Penalty: None 
 
    I was back in the now-familiar starting corridor. I finished reading the notice on my final opponent. Two surprising things stuck out. 
 
    First, it was another rank one dungeon making it to the final. Had they lucked out at times like me? Or were they just deadly? It was a dark elf, after all. I still wasn’t sure how closely the people from the Realms matched my world’s fantasy equivalents. So far, pretty close, almost cliché close. 
 
    Secondly, I recognised the name, and it didn’t take me long to recall from where. This dungeon was second on the first-rank leader board. Yeah, I would have to assume this guy is here on merit. 
 
    As before, shortly after I had read the notification, the gate was raised, and I could now enter the arena. We were both rank one, I had to trust that I outgunned him in raw power. Therefore, it would be best to try and close the distance as quickly as I could. So, rather than jinking to either side, I cautiously moved up to the closest altar in front of me. 
 
    The plan had been to advance to the altar and then play it by ear. If my opponent was also taking the direct route, I would hurdle the altar and keep on charging. If he chose to take cover, I’d crouch down behind the altar and try to locate him. 
 
    Okay, I’ll admit that it wasn’t much of a plan. 
 
    The ‘plan’ went to hell by the time I had reached the altar. I watched Jen’Zadeer brazenly and calmly strut to the inside of the stone circle, approaching the altar on the opposite end. 
 
    She, not he, was at least six-foot tall. She had long legs and narrow hips. The dark elf woman had a slender build, yes, but with a pleasingly swelling bust. She had light-grey skin, long, flowing, white hair with coppery tints at the tips. 
 
    What armour she wore, was made of black leather. Knee-high leather boots, which I’d always found sexy. A short leather kilt, with two sheathed daggers nestled on her hips. A leather corset one-piece, matching gloves and some leather shoulder pads with straps attaching them to the corset. The only other clothing of note was a leather bandana around her forehead. In all, she was a vision, a smoking-hot dark elven Wonder Woman. 
 
    The bandana drew my eyes to her face. Flawless skin, high cheekbones, full dark purple lips. They were a complementing contrast with the grey of her skin and a pair of dazzling lavender eyes. Not to mention the obligatory pointed ears, only a little longer than my own. 
 
    I was instantly smitten; I don’t mind confessing and not just because I was a horny sex dungeon. I would have, metaphorically, fallen to my knees and worshipped this utterly gorgeous woman in any world. So, it was rather apt that I was in front of an altar. 
 
    Speaking of altars. I had stopped in front of the obsidian altar in front of me. She gave me a sultry smile and raised her hand and blew me a kiss. My sexual magnetism must be affecting her already. 
 
    I couldn’t tell you what my warwolf avatar looked like at this moment, possibly like one of those lovestruck wolves from a 50’s looney tunes cartoon. If only my worship had been less metaphorical and more drop to my knee’s literal, I might have avoided the magical icy blast that erupted from her palms. The pain of which wiped any dopey grin from my wolf-like features. 
 
    I staggered backwards; driven by the power of whatever cold-based magical spell she had just cast. I managed to raise my arms at the last moment and took the hit on my arm and shoulder. Consequently, I fell back through the gap in the pillars and rolled to the left. 
 
    Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. How could I have been so fucking stupid? Cliché’s. Bloody cliché’s. Obviously, it would be a woman, the bloody drow and their magically adept matriarchies. Oh, and don’t forget cruel, cunning, and ruthless. Daxas, you are a fucking muppet, I inwardly screamed at myself. You should have been ready for this. 
 
    That hadn’t been a sultry smile, it was a contemptuous smirk. And she, sure as shit stinks, wasn’t blowing me a kiss. That was a gesture as she cast magic at my face. I wasn’t sure where this abundance of confidence in my sexual allure stemmed from. As a warwolf, my aura of sexual magnetism was turned off. This was a rookie error that could cost me dearly. 
 
    As I mentally reprimanded myself. I received two pieces of ghostly battle information. 32%/68%, that was the biggest chunk of my health pool I had lost from any attack, and I had taken the hit on the arm and shoulder. If that had clocked me in the face, doubling the damage, I would have lost two-thirds of my prodigious health score. It was no fluke or luck that Jen’Zadeer had made the finals. 
 
    The second message, in blue, was a bit more optimistic. You have resisted the Ice Blast spell’s freezing ‘Paralysis’ effect. This offered me a beacon of hope. If Jen’Zadeer was banking on me being paralysed, if not slain outright. Perhaps she couldn’t cast such a powerful spell again quickly. I focused my hearing and picked up on the sound of boots crunching sand beneath them. I knew she was rapidly closing the distance between us. 
 
    Time for a new plan. 
 
    I finished rolling behind the pillar and shifted back into my humanoid form. I hoped that Jen, it was time to shorten that mouthful. 
 
    I couldn’t prevent myself grinning as my thoughts took a lascivious turn at ‘mouthful’. 
 
    Back to saving my ass, I hoped if she had only seen the larger wolfed out version of me, she would not expect to look for me where I planned to go. 
 
    I bent my knees and sprang vertically and took hold of the top of the stone circle. Each pillar with its bridging stone cap was about twelve-foot high. With my arms outstretched, I needed to jump five feet to get a handhold. 
 
    Back in my world, an impossible feat for me, here I made it handily. I flexed my biceps and performed my first ever successful chin up, and then lifted the rest of my body up and over. This proved to be easier than I would have ever considered. I had to forego patting myself on the back, I had a fight to win. 
 
    Now I was on top of the stone circle, I kept my body low and began crawling forward as quietly as I could. I didn’t go far, just a few pillars over, so I was no longer exactly where I had fallen through the gap towards the arena walls. 
 
    The caps were about three-foot thick. I knew if Jen didn’t move too much, either towards the centre or to the arena walls, she should be unable to see me if I kept low. She might have other means of detecting me, but I couldn’t anticipate the unknown and pushed those concerns aside. 
 
    I couldn’t see her in the peripheral view I had over the side of the stone cap I lay flat upon. Therefore, I concluded she had to be underneath or nearby the pillars. I let my other senses guide me, and my hearing helped again as I picked up the tell-tale soft crunch of the sand under-foot. 
 
    This let me know she had stayed on the inside of the circle and was slowly stepping in the direction I had crawled in. Then my nose picked up her scent. I can’t tell you why, she smelt of Vanilla with a hint of Cinnamon spice. 
 
    Cherchez la femme! I instantly thought. 
 
    How could anything that smelt so sweetly enticing, be determined to kill me. Blood began rushing to my staff, luckily, I had been lying face down. Although it made things uncomfortable, my impromptu erection wasn’t about to give me away. I processed these thoughts while what seemed to be a literal honey trap, made her way towards the altar. 
 
    She walked backwards, initially. Then when Jen’Zadeer got a bit farther in, she began to turn around, and scan the rest of the arena. Despite the dark elf woman having drawn her daggers, this was my chance. 
 
    I swiftly hopped up into a crouch, turned towards Jen’Zadeer and leapt from the cap of the stone circle. Pouncing might be something more associated with felines, but this canid made a good show of it. My aim was true, and I collided with the centre of her back. 
 
    I’d been leading with my right shoulder, so I spun off in that direction. My arse hit the ground heavily, and I rolled over. I had just jumped off a twelve-foot structure, after all. 
 
    However, a combination of my momentum being dampened with the contact with Jen’Zadeer and because I expected it, meant I was prepared for the collision. I was able to control my rolling body and ended back on my feet in a crouch. I still got a 1%/67% health loss prompt, which was a disappointment. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer as intended, came off worse than I had. She had been flung forward headfirst. Her head narrowly avoided cracking into the obsidian altar, her left shoulder hadn’t been so lucky and didn’t slip by. Her shoulder hit the altar hard, and this stopped her from going much farther forward. It also meant we ended up being closer than I’d expected. 
 
    Good news for me, not so much for Jen’Zadeer. The dagger in her right hand had slipped from her grip, and it had flown out beyond the stone circle, almost reaching the arena wall. Unsurprisingly, she also dropped the dagger in her left hand, which bounced off the black stone and came to rest just in front of the altar. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer recovered quickly, though. Her agility was likely high, if not as high as mine. She looked over at me, probably seeing me in my humanoid form for the first time and her eyes widened in shock. 
 
    The dark elf woman’s surprise may have been caused by the sudden change in my appearance. Although I’d bet it was me being naked, and courtesy of her intoxicating scent, already sporting a sizeable semi. 
 
    Whatever the cause, Jen’Zadeer hesitated. She raised her hands to cast a spell, only to stop mid-motion, my wishful thinking from earlier bearing fruit, she must have been out of juice. Changing tack, she moved towards her dagger, which lay by the altar, and tried to pick it up and use it against me. 
 
    I hadn’t been idle while this went on. I’d already begun moving and closed the gap between us. Jen’Zadeer’s failed spell attempt gave me the time I needed, and as she scrambled towards her dagger, I rushed her from behind. 
 
    I grabbed each wrist and twisted them up behind her back, forcing her to stand back up. I then pushed her up against the altar and applied enough pressure on her back that her face and chest were thrust down, squeezed against it. I’d never been arrested and cuffed over a police cruiser, but that’s what this looked like. 
 
    I noticed that her fallen dagger was near my foot, its handle facing towards me, and I kicked out at it. My kick sent it spinning to the opposite side of the arena from its companion blade. 
 
    Just as I prepared to perform a coup d’etat, I got a hit with a new scent. It was like an oceanic breeze, refreshing with a slightly salty tang. I instantly knew what it was, and it stopped me in my tracks. 
 
    Arousal. 
 
    Her arousal. 
 
    My semi sprang to a full mast. Any plans to take a safe, sensible, logical win went by the wayside. 
 
    Oi! Get your head out of the gutter, I know what you were thinking and no, I’m not about to rape her. I would, however, ruthlessly take advantage of her current predicament and make her a very indecent proposal. One which I had every confidence she would willingly, if begrudgingly, accept. 
 
    Having decided to see how this played out I used my knees to push her legs apart and got in between them. I didn’t want her to have an easy pathway to kick me in the groin. That it placed me in a far more intimate position with my captive was entirely coincidental. 
 
    Honestly, it was, getting kicked in the balls fucking hurts. 
 
    “Hmmm, what a pickle you’ve found yourself in, Jen, my dear,” I said in mock concern. 
 
    “It’s Jen’Zadeer. You idiotic brute,” came her acerbic reply. 
 
    This was the first time I’d heard her voice. Despite it dripping with contempt, her voice was soft and oddly soothing. It impressed me she had kept her cool. I had expected more screaming and cursing, but she remained calm, plotting my demise no doubt. I had been about to correct her, that I hadn’t misspoken her name but chose to press ahead. 
 
    “Now I have...” I began, before being cut off. 
 
    “If you do not take your hands off me mongrel, men shall weep at the mere mention of the agonies you will endure,” Jen’Zadeer hissed. 
 
    She may not have been shouting, but she seemed determined to seize the initiative and I couldn’t have that. 
 
    I pushed both of her wrists together and forced them a bit farther up her back. Jen’Zadeer hissed again, with pain this time. Now that her wrists were together, I could grasp hold of both of them with my left hand. 
 
    My eyes glanced up quickly, and confirmed the swing bar was firmly favouring blue, then leaned a little closer. And clamped my right hand over her mouth in the same motion. As I did so, the smell of her arousal grew stronger, a promising development. 
 
    “That’s not the kind of tongue lashing I had in mind. So, no more of that. Not until after we’ve had a little chat,” I snarked in a mock-stern voice. 
 
    “It’s your lucky day. Had you been of the male persuasion and me, not a sex dungeon. This would already be over,” I continued. 
 
    She tested my grip on her wrists while I was speaking for the first time. My grasp held firm, which confirmed I was much stronger than her. 
 
    “As we have most of our thirty minutes remaining, I’m making you an offer. One giving you the opportunity to turn the tables, maybe turn this loss into a win. Hmmm. Have I got your attention?” I crooned in her ear. 
 
    I could feel her give a slight nod, so continued. 
 
    “I’ll take my hand away from your mouth in a minute. If you would like to choose option one, where I kill you now, and you lose,” I said. 
 
    I placed a heavy emphasis on the word ‘lose’, banking on her pride getting me what I wanted. 
 
     “Then all you need do is tell me to fuck off in any manner you choose. You can even stay quiet trying to play for time, which won’t work by the way,” I advised. 
 
     I paused briefly to let that sink in. “Alternatively, you could choose option two, where I don’t kill you and we get to know each other better. Maybe you get loose and win this thing after all.” 
 
    I then leaned in close to her pointed ear to whisper, “for option two. All you need to do is ask me to fuck you.” 
 
    My indecent proposal completed, I gently thrust my hips forward and rubbed my still hard cock up against her thighs and ass. I held her as her hips bucked at the touch. Her reaction could have been anger or eagerness, I couldn’t see her eyes to tell. 
 
    “The choice is yours,” I finished. 
 
    With that, I pulled my hand away from her mouth. She hadn’t tried biting me, which was a surprise, perhaps she thought it too uncouth. I rested my now free hand on her right shoulder. 
 
    At first, she said nothing and struggled against my grip on her wrists again. She made no further progress than she had the first time. I moved my hand from her shoulder and slid it forward, then firmly wrapped my fingers around her throat, ready to squeeze and end the gauntlet. The implicit threat prompted her to speak up. 
 
    “Shatzah! You filthy beast! Do as you will,” she angrily spat out. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to be a bit clearer than that. This is your last chance,” I replied. 
 
    I increased the pressure on her throat and let her feel the tips of my claws. 
 
    “Fuck me!” she yelled. 
 
    I didn’t immediately release her, she spoke again, a heartbeat later, with quieter resignation this time. “I want you to fuck me...please.” 
 
    I couldn’t see an eye roll as she said please, but I was ninety-nine percent sure there must have been one. 
 
    “As you wish,” I replied in my best Westley, with a growing grin on my face. 
 
     I pulled her wrists, still gripped in my left hand down, to the small of her back. This relieved any discomfort in her elbows, but I applied downward pressure to keep her in place. The hold would prevent her slipping loose and trying to kill me. My right hand lifted the short leather kilt she wore, letting it flop down on her back, and exposed her posterior assets. 
 
    She had a small leather undergarment which concealed her sex but left both supple butt cheeks exposed. It wasn’t quite a thong, but not far off. I caressed, then squeezed each cheek firmly before slipping my fingers into the strap of the leather panties. I gave them a firm tug and pulled them over her supple ass. I continued pulling them further down her legs, until they were about halfway down her thighs. 
 
    I gently brushed my fingers up the inside of her thigh, and felt the skin beneath respond to my teasing touch. Jen’Zadeer let out an almost imperceptible moan, but my wolf hearing caught it, nevertheless. 
 
    “I’m not an ungenerous lover,” I mused before pausing. 
 
    “Always happy to let my tongue do some of the work,” I continued. 
 
    “However, given the circumstances, we shall have to forego tasting one another directly from the source,” I finished. 
 
    I did take the time to inspect her sex, the lips of her folds were a darker shade of grey than the surrounding skin. I used my fingers to rub across the dark grey labia of her slit following the inspection. And confirmed the moist arousal that my nose had foretold. This time, her answering shudder was more pronounced and noticeable. 
 
    I suppressed the urge to make light of the obvious pleasure she was experiencing. I’d rather poke her, not a metaphorical bear. 
 
    My fingers went to work, continuing to stroke her entrance, moving to caress the nub of her clitoris in a circular motion. Her soft moans grew louder. Her continued struggles, against my iron grasp on her wrists, would be better described as squirming at my touch, rather than genuine attempts to break free. 
 
    Droplets of her slick juices were now clung to her folds. The scent of her arousal intensified, the smell causing my cock to clench powerfully, which induced an oddly exciting aching sensation. I lifted my fingers to my mouth, and quickly licked her tangy juices from them. 
 
    “Hmmm, your taste is delectable,” I whispered. 
 
    I took the base of my cock in my free hand and shifted forward. I started rubbing the head of my glans up, down, and around her vulva, coating it in her fluids. Jen’s body twitched away as I did so, again, her soft whimpers indicated enjoyment, not discomfort. 
 
    “I’m going to take you now, are you ready?” I asked her softly. 
 
    I began to press the head of my cock against her folds, parting the lips of her vagina. She turned her head, to look up behind her, and met my eyes for the first time since I pushed her down atop the altar. 
 
    “What does it matter?” she spat back at me. 
 
    Her words professed anger and reluctance. 
 
    Her pride prevented a betrayal of her true feelings on the matter. The slight, but eager, bucking of her hips backwards, which sucked half the head of my cock past her quivering lips, painted a different picture. 
 
    “It’s always better if both parties are enjoying the experience. I have my ego to think about you know,” I joked. 
 
    “One last chance. Just say the word, and I’ll end the bout now,” I offered, and looked directly in her lavender eyes. 
 
    I struggled to keep a smile off my face as I asked. I knew after the teasing I’d given her pussy; she wasn’t backing out now. She shook her head and resumed staring straight ahead. I let my smile grow as I thrust forward. 
 
    I pushed my length into her warm and wet tunnel. She was tight, and her clenched walls proved resistant, so I was careful not to push in too far, too quickly. I slowly started to work my shaft in and out. Thrusting a bit deeper each time. 
 
    When my hand, still ringing the base of my cock, began brushing her soft ass cheeks with each push, I moved it up to grip her right hip firmly. Then with an audible grunt from me and a surprised squeak from her. I plunged my foot-long length up to the hilt in her pussy. 
 
    I can’t truly describe how good it felt to be fully inside her. There was an almost overpowering sense of rightness that washed through me. Her vaginal walls held tightly to my cock, sending a bolt of pleasure that emanated from my balls to the tip of my shaft. It felt like my cock grew harder. The muscles at the base of my penis flexed upward so strongly, I wondered if I was about to lift Jen’Zadeer off the altar. 
 
    Irrespective of the situation, I couldn’t stop myself chuckling, as Tenacious D’s cock push ups skit flashed through my mind. 
 
    If my soft laughter offended the dark elf beauty, she didn’t show it. In the D’s honour, I started fucking her gently, fucking her hard would come a bit later. 
 
    I built up a steady rhythm, pulling out half my length and then thrusting back in. I kept this up for several minutes, occasionally switching speeds, slowing and then quickening the pace. Her hips soon began to thrust back in time with mine, and it felt as if I was plunging ever deeper with each thrust. I would sporadically move my hand back to her firm bottom and give it a playful squeeze. This never failed to elicit a reluctant moan from Jen’Zadeer. 
 
    We were about ten minutes in before I felt her pussy contractions begin to grow in strength. Her breathing also started growing ragged, as she approached her climax. She hadn’t even tried pulling free for several minutes. 
 
    I sped up my pace. I wanted to give her the impression that I was ready to drive her over the top, but I had other plans. 
 
    When she seemed suitably distracted, I pulled my cock out of her clenching vagina. I stepped back and released her wrists from my left hand and used it to take hold of her right hip. I slid my right arm under her stomach and grabbed hold of her waist from the left. With her in this new grasp, I lifted, spun her around, and plopped her back down. Jen’Zadeer was no longer face down, as I’d flipped her over. She was lying with her back on the altar, unexpectedly gazing at the sky. 
 
    Before she had a chance to recover from the surprise. I whipped her panties, which had fallen to her ankles during the earlier stages of our tryst, off. Then I stepped back between her legs and leaned over her. I seized hold of both her forearms and angled her hands towards her body. 
 
    I was still mindful of her spellcasting capacity, after all, but now I could look her in the face. 
 
    Her expression could best be described as nonplussed. Whether this was because I had taken her to the brink and stopped, or because she had missed out on a golden opportunity to get back on top, I couldn’t tell. 
 
    “A change is as good as a rest they say,” I remarked. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer harrumphed in response. I hadn’t chosen to pull this move just as she approached orgasm to frustrate her, though. I knew in this new position I would need both hands to hold her arms. If she chose, she could easily thwart any further sexual activity. 
 
    Now on her back, I could see her mound of venus was smooth and hairless. The depilation looked natural rather than the result of any grooming. I lifted my hips and angled my still hard cock towards her dripping entrance. I was now unable to lean back or take hold of her body. My first couple of attempts to push my shaft back in slid over her mound, rubbing and further moistening her clit. 
 
    I gave her a cheeky grin. It was time to see if she wanted to finish as badly as I did. 
 
    “A little help?” I asked. 
 
    Her eyebrows scrunched into a frown. The universal look all women have and use when they want to say. ‘Men, where would they be without us to do everything for them’. It may have been meant to convey disapproval, but I still found it damn fucking sexy. With a put-upon sigh, she pushed her bottom down, and changed the angle of her eagerly waiting slit. 
 
    I lined my cock up between her folds and slid back in with far less resistance than when we started and resumed a steady rhythm. After a minute or so, I slowed down and leaned towards her chest, nestling my face between her heaving breasts, which were still secreted within the corset she wore. The corset had been tied at the front, taking the cord that was tying it together in my teeth, I gave it a sharp tug. My teeth cut through it easily and loosened the leather material. I leant back up and winked at Jen’Zadeer’s puzzled frown. She was probably a bit pissed that I was tearing her clothes. 
 
    It didn’t take long to get her back to the same fever pitch. Once again, I sped up the pace of my pumping cock, only this time I didn’t let up. Soon I felt the muscles of her vaginal walls squeeze my shaft, ever harder. 
 
    “Uhhh, yes…ah…ah…Fuck!” Jen’Zadeer moaned. 
 
    Then she cried out as her back arched, an orgasm rippled through her. I stopped my movements and soaked in her beauty as her pussy gripped and pumped my cock, while she shuddered with pleasure. Concurrently, her arching back had the hoped-for side effect. Her exquisite breasts were set free of the confines of the recently loosened corset. 
 
    Now freed of their confines, they wiggled enticingly. Her breasts weren’t large, a good handful, though, and complemented her figure perfectly. Her dark grey nipples were pert and hard, only to be expected amidst her powerful orgasm. They were just a little thicker and longer than I’d anticipated, an opinion formulated based on her cup size. I liked them that way so wouldn’t complain. 
 
    “Mmmm…” I couldn’t stop a low growl of appreciation and lust as I gazed adoringly at her twin flesh mounds. 
 
    Now I loved every part of the female form, but there was a special place in my heart set aside just for breasts. It had pained me that, thus far, they had been shackled underneath her clothing. It hadn’t pained me enough that I would foolishly let go of her arms, though. As much as I may have wanted to free them from their unjust imprisonment, she was still a dark elf. I may have just made her cum hard enough she couldn’t help but cry out, but she would still cut my throat if I gave her the chance. 
 
    As the aftershocks of her climax subsided. I pulled my hips back a few inches making it easier to bend over. I took her left nipple in my mouth first, sucking and nibbling on it eagerly. A sharp gasp came from Jen’Zadeer which told me the attention wasn’t unappreciated. 
 
    I widened my lips and took more of her breast into my mouth. I began swirling my tongue around her rough areola and erect nipple. It was then I realised my tongue was much longer and more flexible than it had been as a human. I was able to roll it, encircling her nipple entirely, and pull and stroke. Jen’Zadeer’s pussy clenched the tip of my shaft as I worked my magic on her nips. All thoughts of wrenching her arms free now seemed to be a distant memory. 
 
    After giving a thorough tongue massage to her left nipple, I pulled away, my mouth clung to her breast with my lips as I did so. Her breast wobbled, as nipple and lips parted with a gentle smacking sound. I kissed my way across to the right breast and made sure to give it equal attention. Once I’d set her right nipple wobbling in the same manner as the left, I kissed my way back to her sternum. 
 
    I slowly licked my way up her chest, to her neck. My tongue could extend at least three or four inches out of my mouth, putting Gene Simmons to shame. I couldn’t wait to put it to good use licking pussy, but that would have to wait for another day. 
 
    When I reached Jen’Zadeer’s head. I let my tongue finish its travels up and over her chin, trailing it across her lips. She may have tried not to, but she couldn’t help letting her tongue part her lips, and gently probe mine as it passed. 
 
    I glanced up at the timer and saw we had just under eight minutes remaining. Enough time to make her cum again and finish off myself. 
 
    I levered back up to a standing position. I grinned down at her and thrust my cock, which was half out, back in fully. By pushing my dick back into her tunnel, this forced a gush of her cum out, coating my balls in her juices, as they slapped up against her ass. The zesty smell was intoxicating. 
 
    This time there was no gentle build-up, I launched into a rapid pace from the get-go. Pounding my cock repeatedly into her tunnel, now so lubricated I slid in and out of her with ease. I felt her long legs wrap around my waist and squeeze, and this encouraged me to thrust inside her even harder. 
 
    Her moans and groans accompanied my frenzied panting as we both approached the critical point. Jen’Zadeer went over the edge just before I did and screamed even louder than the first time. I saw her beautiful lavender eyes roll back in her head, and the pressure on my cock from her orgasm triggered mine. The rushing sensation from my balls flowed up my shaft, which stiffened almost painfully. 
 
    I lost all sense of self-preservation and released her arms, I grabbed her hips and powerfully thrust inside her. Butting her cervix with the glans of my dick and let out a bellowing snarl, as my cock pumped out jet, after jet, of my thick cum deep into her womb. 
 
    I left my shaft deeply inserted in the dark elf, as the shuddering contractions of her orgasm abated. They had successfully milked my cock of every last drop of pearly cum that they could. I collapsed forward and pinned her body to the altar as my release finished.  
 
    We were down to the final few seconds of the contest, and the victory swing bar must have been ninety-five percent blue. Even if she did make a move, it would be too late to change the outcome now. I didn’t attempt to restrain her any further than by lying on top of her. 
 
    “Until next time gorgeous,” I said, a satisfied grin on my face. 
 
    “Next time I’ll cut your cock off and rub lizard dung in the stump,” she gasped, barely recovering the power of speech, after her orgasm. 
 
    “See, I just knew you were eager to give my cock a good rubbing from the stump up,” I answered with a wink. 
 
    Knowing my deliberate misunderstanding would infuriate her, I leaned in to steal a kiss. She involuntarily pursed her lips to meet mine, but I veered northward at the last moment and planted my smacker on her nose. Any retort was lost as the timer expired and we were both forced to blink. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer was gone, and I was back in the arena entrance. The only difference from the previous bouts was the gate was already open. The ghostly message materialising. 
 
    Congratulations! You have won this Novice Gauntlet. 
 
    You now have Victor's choice of reward. You may select a one-time gift of 5000 XP, or you may choose to place rank one gauntlet totems in the dungeons of each of the opponents you defeated in the gauntlet. 
 
    A rank one totem will grant you 1% of the total net XP gained from the dungeons it is placed in each week. A rank one totem is undetectable by the hosting dungeon. As your dungeon grows, you will have the opportunity to upgrade these totems, to provide a variety of different benefits. These upgrades will increase the chances of the host dungeon being alerted to your totem’s presence. They could then take steps to remove it. 
 
    Please make your choice before you are returned to your dungeon. 
 
    Thank you. 
 
    I pondered my decision for a few minutes. The five thousand XP could be a real godsend in these early days for my dungeon. It might pay for most of the additions and changes I hoped to make before I could be challenged. 
 
    The totems were an unknown. I couldn’t tell what the one percent return would be like as I didn’t know for sure how much XP would be flowing into my dungeon, let alone theirs. 
 
    Ultimately, I opted for the totems. I told myself if I was going to play the long game, they might net more XP long term than the one-time boost. Truthfully though, I was already thinking this might give me a way to keep tabs on Jen’Zadeer. 
 
    She may be a rival Dungeon and she may want to kill me, but that didn’t matter. Officially, it might say I could only take adventurers as disciples, but today was not enough, I wanted her. If there was a way, I would make her mine. 
 
    Choice made. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    I involuntarily blinked. I was back from the gauntlet standing in my core room and I could see my changes had taken effect. The walls of my core room remained the same rough slate grey granite blocks. The table, shelf and pedestal with my core were unchanged and had not moved. There were, however, now three archway entrances that led out of the room. I could see that each led to a corridor, about five-foot wide, though the open archways themselves were only about half that. 
 
    I’d not bought any doors yet. Having seen I could make them from lumber if I harvested it. The corridors were made of the same rough slate grey granite blocks the core room was made of. 
 
    I presumed this was the default, and it was going to be the same throughout the dungeon and I’d not spent any experience making changes to the décor. 
 
    It was then I noticed the design table was emitting a blue flashing light. I walked over and could see a blue square that gently pulsed, which I then reached out and touched. The screen sprung up instantly with a message. 
 
    You have 3 new notifications! 
 
    Welcome! 
 
    The Wolf King’s Lair! 
 
    Achievements Gained! 
 
    Despite being considerably more intrigued by the last of the three messages, I had a little bit of an OCD habit. This meant I was more comfortable reading them in order and selected the first message that said ‘Welcome’. 
 
    Daxas, 
 
    Welcome to zone seven. The week has begun, and your dungeon has now opened. All inhabitants of zone seven of the City have been directly informed of your emergence. This notification has also been posted to all guild and message halls in every zone throughout the rest of the City. For your convenience, a copy of this notification has also been sent to you. 
 
    May you prove yourself worthy! 
 
      
 
    That had been a generic welcome message, like the introduction of every RPG I’d ever played. Evidence was mounting that this may have been deliberate. I turned to ask Tenzing if this had been part of the ‘help’ they were offering me because of my circumstances. 
 
    Of course, he was no longer there, I had briefly forgotten he could only be present during the rest day at the end of the week. I would just have to remember to ask him when he returned. I clicked on the second notification. 
 
    The Wolf King’s Lair. A new rank one Dungeon has opened in Zone Seven.  
 
    This is a Life Domain, Sexual Sphere Dungeon with the following specialities. Female Affinity, Fertility, Lust, Dominance and Polyspecism. 
 
    The following Dungeon Laws are in effect. 
 
    
    	 Party of Six: A minimum of 6 adventurers is required to form a party to enter this dungeon. 
 
    	 Daily Lockout: Adventurers may only enter this Dungeon once per day. 
 
    	 Over Six Penalty: Every party member over 6 will contribute a cumulative 10-minute time penalty to the 3-hour time limit. (Per rank) 
 
    	 Female Affinity Penalty: 30 minutes is removed from the 3-hour time limit. (Per rank). Each female party member reduces this penalty by 5 minutes. 
 
    	 Fertility Penalty: Each party member from a species incapable of reproducing sexually contributes a cumulative 5-minute time penalty to the 3-hour time limit. (Per rank) 
 
    	 Diversity Penalty: 30 minutes is removed from the 3-hour time limit. (Per rank). Each additional species or species sub-type in the party reduces this penalty by 5 minutes. Parties with only 6 adventurers will incur no penalty if at least 4 different species are present. 
 
    	 Dominance: Experience for an undisputed leader is doubled. Increased by 25% for willing subordinates and halved for those who try and fail to adopt a leadership role. There is a chance when encountering another qualifying leader, the avatar of the Dungeon Master or a floor guardian for example, that the leader of your party will be impelled to face them in a duel. Forfeiting before or during the duel is equivalent to failing to secure the leadership role. Forfeiture will impose a random negative effect on the entire party. 
 
   
 
    As it’s a new dungeon, you will be unable to engage in the challenge option upon entry for the first three weeks. A reminder notification will be sent at the beginning of the fourth week when this restriction has been lifted. 
 
      
 
    How kind of them, I thought. To give everyone a reminder as to when they could try and feast upon my core. 
 
    I had read about the dungeon laws, the first three were applied to all dungeons and it was the over six penalty that would be eased if I failed to pay my tithe. It would then become over seven, then eight, and continue like so until I had been conquered. At which point it would reset back to six. 
 
    The rest were the result of my specialities. They weren’t great news for me with regards to regular dungeon runs. 
 
    I got experience for the time adventurers spent in my dungeon. Shortening that time would obviously limit experience gains. The flipside was it was a boon for challenges, less time would make it harder for adventurers to make it to my core room. It could also cause them to hurry, hopefully making mistakes I could exploit. 
 
    Tenzing had told me about the Dominance law. I had only skimmed over it in the Handbook, believing I already knew the particulars. The impelled single combat could be very handy, allowing me to take out a combatant or at least make them back down in shame. 
 
    Later, when I had a chance to read that part of the Handbook again. I happily noted that my aura of dominance greatly increased the chances I would have of getting the option to invoke this duel for dominance. 
 
    Having finished reading the first two messages on the list, it was time to get the message I was most interested in. I clicked on the third notification. 
 
    Achievements Gained! 
 
    Resource Cultivator 3 
 
    You have built ten or more basic resource rooms before reaching rank 31. As a reward, you are granted a minor dungeon perk. Using the design table, you can now set preferred environments. Setting an environment as preferred will increase the chances of a room generating that environment following each reset. 
 
    You have built ten or more basic resource rooms before reaching rank 21. As a reward, you are granted a minor dungeon perk. Your resource rooms are 10% larger. 
 
    You have built ten or more basic resource rooms before reaching rank 11. As a reward, you are granted a minor dungeon perk. Collected resources have a 25% chance to be one quality level higher than they otherwise would be. Superior quality resources have a 25% chance of the resource quantity doubling. 
 
    Master Crafter 3 
 
    You have built all five basic workrooms before reaching rank 31. As a reward, you are granted a minor dungeon perk. When choosing new major dungeon perks you will now have additional advanced crafting options. These options may offer access to new workrooms. 
 
    You have built all five basic workrooms before reaching rank 21. As a reward, you are granted a minor dungeon perk. You can use the design table to experiment, creating new blueprints instead of using resources. The table will be able to validate your designs and provide details of the new blueprints function. 
 
    You have built all five basic workrooms before reaching rank 11. As a reward, you are granted a minor dungeon perk. Weapons, Armour, Potions and Enchantments you create have a 0.5% increased chance of being labelled as a masterwork. Masterwork items have superior stats or effects. 
 
    First Time Lucky 1 
 
    You have won the Novice Gauntlet at your first attempt. As a reward, the victor’s choice for that gauntlet and any future Gauntlet victories is doubled. 
 
    Gauntlet Veteran 1 
 
    You have made it to the last 4 of a Gauntlet. From now on you will be given 1 minute to prepare before you are transported to any future Gauntlets. 
 
    I had not read anything about achievements in the Handbook, and Tenzing hadn’t mentioned them either. I had read that book thoroughly enough I didn’t think I had missed them. It was possible achievements were covered elsewhere in the other books, but I would have thought it would have been in the handbook. It was a bit frustrating that I was going to have to wait for the end of the week to ask Tenzing about them. That irritation didn’t last long as I read through the notification. 
 
    Some of these perks were quite tasty and would be very helpful. All the resource perks were immediately beneficial, and they should scale nicely later as well. Larger rooms meant more resources and of better quality too. The preference setting would be more useful later, once I had advanced further and had a better idea of what I would need. It could also be used to ensure variety. 
 
    It remained unclear just how random the environment generation was going to be. It might not be random at all and just follow a set pattern. I quickly decided I wouldn’t set any preferences for the ten rooms I could access straight away. I could, however, experiment with the five on the first floor of my dungeon. 
 
    I accessed the design table and was able to view the rooms. I could see that all fifteen resource rooms were currently on the same environment setting, basic limestone mine. 
 
    I selected the first room in my dungeon, finding a new option for preference setting. I opened this up but was dismayed to discover I currently only had one option on the list, basic limestone mine. It appeared I would be limited to only choosing environments I had already encountered. I checked through several of the rooms, and each was the same. Maybe I could make a limestone bench to sit on. 
 
    The crafting perks, apart from the masterwork boon, which was excellent, were not going to be as helpful from my starting position. The extra crafting options couldn’t be taken until I got to rank eleven. As for designing, I hoped to utilise the feature to develop custom gear, but it would have to wait, though. I had other priorities to focus on initially. 
 
    Masterwork was a simple mechanic; each rank of a crafting skill contributed a 0.1% chance a crafted item would be a masterwork. This was now boosted by an extra half a percent. Having discovered one way of boosting this, I hoped to find more. 
 
    The benefits of the Gauntlet perks were obvious, more XP and the opportunity to properly equip myself for future Gauntlets. I was never turning that down. 
 
    With my messages read, it was time to crack on and get visiting my mines and gather some of these precious resources. I decided I would begin in the five rooms that led out to the first floor. Then I’d double back, run through the other five and afterwards get a look at the workrooms. 
 
    I walked around the table and headed to the far archway. As I took the first few steps, I felt a gentle slapping against my upper thigh. I realised two things I had overlooked with the excitement of my dungeon opening. 
 
    First, I was in my Lupus Rex humanoid avatar, even though I was not on the dungeon floor. The paunch belly Dave Smith was a man of the past it would seem. 
 
    Secondly, answering the question of why I felt a gentle slapping, I was still naked as the day I was born. It was my, now somewhat larger cock and balls, bouncing about as I walked. I must have overlooked the sensation in the life or death setting of the Gauntlet. 
 
    “I’m gonna have to get used to that,” I said aloud to myself. “So, clothes and a bench are top of the crafting list. Don’t think I’m going to find much cloth in a mine, though.” 
 
    I had already decided I wasn’t going to prioritise weapons or armour for my battle avatar, I wouldn’t need those until I could be challenged. But to begin with, I was going au naturel, I thought the warwolf to be beastly enough as it was. 
 
    Trying to adjust to the unfamiliar swinging sensation between my legs, I passed through the archway. As I walked down the corridor, I heard and felt the clacking of my toe claws on the stone floor. It was an odd feeling, just one of many I expected I would need to grow used to. Then I wandered into the first of the resource rooms which was a limestone mine. 
 
     I stopped just inside the room to look around and get my bearings. I was in a mineshaft about ten-foot-wide and of a similar height. The walls were rough cut and a dirty white colour. My new heightened sense of smell let me know it was indeed limestone. 
 
    The passage continued for about seventy feet and then curved away to my left. At about every ten-foot interval there was a wooden support beam sitting atop two struts. It appeared for all the world to be your stereotypical spooky mine entrance. 
 
     What struck me as odd was that I could see everything clearly, but there were no obvious sources of light. No lanterns or bioluminescent moss in evidence. I pondered this peculiarity over. Initially, I thought it may have been my new wolf eyesight allowing me to see in the dark, but I quickly recalled it had been the same in the core room, even before I inhabited my avatar. Everything was clearly visible with no apparent light source. Also, while wolves may have excellent night vision, they still required some light to see by, there was no moonlight in here. 
 
    I continued to peer into the strange ‘not’ darkness. I observed one of the nearby limestone walls had a faint blue glow, which I’d read about in the handbook. It was an indicator there was harvestable material present. 
 
    Inanimate materials like limestone in the walls and living things fixed in place, like trees, would glow blue. There were some exceptions, and these would be purple. Purple denoted these plants or features were dangerous and would be hazardous to harvest. 
 
    A carnivorous plant was a good example of something that would be purple. These were quite rare, and offered exotic or difficult to come by resources, they wouldn’t appear in my rooms until they were significantly upgraded. 
 
    Living creatures that could be hunted would emit a yellow aura instead. Animals with a yellow aura would not be threatening, however some would have a red aura, which indicated, like the purple, they would be aggressive and attack if approached. You could switch this aura sight off by thought if it was irritating you and I tried that a couple of times. It worked as described, the faint auras I could see flashed on and off as I switched back and forth. 
 
    It was time to use a classic ‘game’ feature that was part of the Proving Grounds, the inventory. Both adventurers and dungeons had an inventory. Adventurers’ inventories were ‘stored’ in a backpack or bag that they had to reach into to retrieve items. 
 
    As a dungeon mine was essentially at my fingertips. I merely had to think about what I wanted from it, and it would appear readily equipped. I couldn’t use this in the dungeon if adventurers were in the same chamber as me. I could, however, chop and change as much as I liked before they arrived. 
 
    My inventory was also functionally limitless as I was a Dungeon, whereas adventurers had a storage limit. There was one drawback, you had to know what was there to summon and equip it. Unlike a game, you couldn’t call up a screen to view its contents as you wandered around, but I could review the contents from the design table. Therefore, I would never lose anything simply because I forgot about it. I would just need to be aware I had it before calling for it. 
 
    I thought of and summoned a pick for mining from my inventory and felt it settle into my hand. It was a peculiar sensation, almost as if someone had handed it to me. But nobody was there, of course. 
 
    Having the gathering and crafting skills meant I was provided with the basic tools to use them. You could buy or make superior versions of the tools later but would always have these basic versions to hand. 
 
    I strode deeper into the mine and passed the first support beam, to the stretch of limestone that glowed faintly. I hefted the pick and brought it firmly down in the centre of the glowing patch. But I couldn’t see any obvious change to the wall I had just hit. No sign that hitting it with a pick had chipped or damaged it in any way. 
 
    I decided to keep at it and struck the wall a half dozen times more firmly. Again, no change to the wall. However, I did notice that the size of the aura patch had decreased in size by a small amount. It had been a roughly rectangular shape about two and half-foot long and another foot wide. The patch had reduced to about two and a quarter and slightly under a foot wide now. Seemingly, this was how you measured progress, you just kept at it until the aura shrank to nothing. 
 
    I kept bashing away at the wall. After about another twenty strikes, the patch had reduced to maybe a foot by half a foot. 
 
    I decided to experiment a little, up until this point, I had been hitting directly within the aura. Instead, I placed a half dozen strikes just outside and happily saw the patch continued to shrink. 
 
    I continued experimenting and managed to determine if you hit within a foot of the patch, the strike seemed to count. Any further away and you were wasting time and energy. A few more well-placed strikes and the patch disappeared completely. Appearing at my feet were three cubes of limestone. I reached down and touched the first one. 
 
     There was no message and I had kind of been expecting one. In fact, there was nothing at all. I thought about adding the block into my inventory and the block disappeared. I didn’t get any message following that either, nothing to tell me what I had just stored away. I added the other two blocks to my inventory and backtracked to my core room quickly. Once there I awakened the design table to view my inventory and could see my new items were listed. 
 
    3 x block limestone (standard) 
 
    I would have to go back to my table after I finished just to review what had been gathered. I wondered if this was linked to the imbuement of knowledge I had been denied by the arbitration and would have to ask Tenzing at the end of the week. 
 
    Whether it was or it wasn’t, being unable to identify what I harvested was going to be a hindrance. Not so much at the beginning because I planned to mine, hunt, forage or cut down everything I could. Later though, not knowing, particularly not knowing the quality of what I harvested would not help. 
 
    Especially if time was a factor. If it was me lacking imbued information, perhaps once I got a disciple or two, this wouldn’t be so bad. They would be able to identify for me, thereby allowing me to pass over anything not worth gathering. 
 
     I continued and mined several more limestone pockets. Each pocket provided three blocks as the first did, this seemed like it may be the standard. I was about halfway down the mine before I encountered the first deposit not appearing to be part of the limestone walls. 
 
    The rock was darker in colour, more of a dirty grey and it had dark green striations running through it. I remembered enough of my chemistry to guess this was likely a copper ore. I tapped away at it and after a minute or so, had three lumps of the dark green ore at my feet. The rock deposit was now entirely made up of the dirty grey coloured stone. I stored the ore blocks in my inventory and moved on. 
 
    I kept this up until I got to the end. When I turned the corner, I found the passage had completed a one-eighty turn and continued back in the opposite direction. I could see there appeared to be further sources of blue auras on the walls down this new passage. 
 
    I kept working my way along, down what was a wiggly passage, going North and then South. This repeated four times before I must have got to the edge. When I turned North this time, I could see the passage had extended twice as long, close to the full one-hundred and sixty-five-foot length of the room. 
 
    There was only one difference from before. When I reached the midway point, there was a passage branching off to the right. This was the same length as the passage I was in. I could see all the way to the end where there was an archway, which must have been the exit from the mine. 
 
    I would have preferred it if adventurers had been required to navigate the entirety of the mine network, rather than being offered a way out halfway. 
 
    I turned around and continued up the Northern passageway, stopping every now and then to harvest limestone from the walls. Thus far, each seventy-foot stretch had yielded an average of four limestone pockets and one deposit of green ore. If this pattern continued for the second half of the mine, there would be about eighty pockets of limestone and twenty of the ore. 
 
    The other half of the mine meandered in the same zigzag pattern the first half did. The final Southern passageway led to the exit, or entrance, as it would be for the adventurers. 
 
    Satisfied that I had reaped all that could be from this room. I passed through the archway and into the grey granite walled corridor which led on to the next of the resource rooms. 
 
    I’d read it was possible to gather other resources without harvesting auras, but this would be done the old-fashioned way. Mining would be too tricky without the tools and know-how. However, if I needed extra wood or crops, I could chop down trees or dig up fields. 
 
    The second resource room was almost identical to the first. The mine had the same dirty white walls and wooden support beams every ten feet. 
 
    From what I could recall of the first mine complex, the aura pockets were not in the same places but there was a similar number. The first mine had taken me about an hour to clear, but I had been taking my time, soaking up the surroundings as well as experimenting here and there. Also, I had gone back to my core room to check the inventory. I felt I could probably halve that time and got to work. 
 
    I soon built up a rhythm and hacked away, collecting limestone and ore. I’d soon got into the ‘zone’ and barely thought about what I was doing. Without realising it, I found I had reached the end of the five rooms. I was looking at the entrance/exit to the first floor of my dungeon. 
 
    I turned around and wandered back through the maze of the mines until I reached my core room. I decided to have a look at my inventory before proceeding to repeat the process for the other five mine rooms and called the list from the design table. 
 
    440 x block limestone (standard) 
 
    4 x copper ore (standard) 
 
    35 x copper ore (poor) 
 
    72 x copper ore (junk) 
 
    The amounts were more or less what I expected, and it was nice to see I had picked up some standard quality ore. I knew from reading about the workrooms you could improve the quality of some work materials, but it was costly. 
 
    I would be able to refine the copper once it was smelted. It would use four existing bars to create a single bar of the next quality. So, four junk bars of copper were needed to create one poor bar. You could then do the same with four bars of poor-quality copper bars to make one bar of standard. This meant you needed sixteen junk bars to get one standard. 
 
    It continued that way, to the power of four, each time. You needed sixty-four junk quality bars to create a fair bar. Two-hundred and fifty-six bars for a good bar. One-thousand and twenty-four bars for a single excellent bar. Finally, four-thousand and ninety-six bars for one superior bar. You could not improve basic building materials, like limestone. Although I doubted, I’d need to. Better quality copper or leather for weapons and armour would be needed. 
 
    As I reviewed my inventory, I did see something I hadn’t noticed earlier. I had a date and time clock in the bottom right of the display. I selected it, so I could have a closer look and it appeared to be personalised. The clock display read, Monday, week one of the Wolf King’s Lair and the time was 10:32 a.m. 
 
    That was a bit strange, I’d assumed the day would begin at midnight. I certainly hadn’t spent ten hours going through the mines. It could only have been three, maybe four hours at most. Then I added to the time I spent mining the six hours I had for dungeon design. The results were revelatory. 
 
    Those six hours had either been included, or each of these days began at six in the morning. Another question for Tenzing. Although I favoured the former explanation rather than the latter. 
 
    Was this standard behaviour for dungeons or another fuck you from the Lords? A minor inconvenience maybe, but still an inconvenience. 
 
    Burying my ill content. I strode off to the archway on the left-hand side, against the back wall which led to the second set of mines. Once inside there was no noticeable difference from the other set of mines I had already swept. I got to it and allowed my inner frustrations to be taken out on the walls of limestone. 
 
    I swung my mining pick against the walls with far greater force and ferocity than was needed. I carried on like this as I cleared the first mine, but then managed to calm myself. Hacking away as hard as I could wasn’t an efficient method of mining. I wasn’t tiring myself out, but I only needed to tap the wall with the pick. Which is quicker than pulling back and swinging a much mightier blow, even if it did feel more satisfying. 
 
    After a few more hours of effort, I had finished collecting all that could be secured from this set of five rooms and began the trek back through the complex. 
 
    I had just stepped into the third mine when I heard a loud klaxon alarm going off. The alarm reverberated throughout the whole of the mine and caused me a moment of panic. I thought perhaps I was being warned of a mine collapse, before I reminded myself, this wasn’t a real mine. Even if it was, I couldn’t die, at least, not again. 
 
    My rationalisations didn’t help stave off the shudder of claustrophobia I suffered, as my thoughts ran wild, postulating scenarios I would have preferred them not to. I picked up the pace and started to sprint down the mine shafts. Wending my way through the remaining two mine rooms and back into my core chamber in record time. 
 
    The design table was of course flashing neon red and the alarm notification was already being displayed. 
 
    Adventurers have been detected approaching the dungeon entrance! 
 
    My first guests had arrived. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    I put my hands down on the table and thought about viewing the entrance to my dungeon. The display quickly changed and showed a picture from the entrance’s point of view. I could see the entrance had been placed in a glade in the forest. 
 
    The glade was mostly a thick carpet of grass with a radius of about fifty feet until it reached the tree line. The forest was mostly old oak trees, large with expansive green leafy canopies. Gnarled exposed roots stretched out from thick trunks. There was dappled sunshine in the glade itself, but deeper into the forested part it was much darker, shaded by the massive trees surrounding it. There was no clear path, and the ground beyond the tree line looked to be rugged. The haphazard roots of the oaks made it tricky going. 
 
    Emerging from the tree line were the adventurers I had been alerted about. I was happy to be given a heads up, but I would need to look at the settings. I wanted to select an alert method that was a bit less, ‘the world is ending’. There had to be an alternative that was a bit more, ‘hello, something interesting is happening, perhaps you would like to pay attention’. 
 
    My first surprise, based on everything Tenzing had told me, the group were not orcs or goblins. I counted twelve members in their party. The lead group of five or six, looked to be human. Although on closer inspection I could see pointed ears on at least one, indicating what I assumed was some elven heritage. 
 
    The second wave of six had four stocky and bearded fellows. They had to be dwarves, and two shorter men with curly brown hair and a paunch about the waist that just screamed halfling. So far, so very Tolkien. 
 
    I watched them approach and thought it would be nice to know a bit more about them. Then I felt something mentally switch on like the resource aura vision and each of the adventurers had a different coloured auric glow surrounding them. Additionally, they had a creepy floating number I could see on their chests in the same colour. 
 
    The spectral numerals reminded me of the numbers Michael J. Fox could see on the foreheads of the people who had been marked for death by the spirit of a serial killer in the film The Frighteners. 
 
    I looked down at the table and could see there was a small second screen being projected that displayed some brief information on the party. It was helpfully colour coded and numbered. The numbers matched those that floated by each adventurer. 
 
    Daric, rank 1, male, (Urban) Human, 9 marks (1) 
 
    Lancel, rank 1, male, (Urban) Human, 10 marks (2) 
 
    Arash, rank 1, male, (Urban) Human, 9 marks (3) 
 
    Voliant, rank 1, male, (Urban) Human, 10 marks (4) 
 
    Sindar rank 1, male, (Wood) Elf, 10 marks (5) 
 
    Terence rank 1, male, (Urban) Human, 9 marks (6) 
 
    Varandar rank 1, male, (Hill) Dwarf, 10 marks (7) 
 
    Darakkar rank 1, male, (Hill) Dwarf, 9 marks (8) 
 
    Simeon, rank 1, male, (Lightfoot) Halfling, 8 marks (9) 
 
    Dashel rank 1, male (Lightfoot) Halfling, 9 marks (10) 
 
    Gorbrukken, rank 1, male, (Hill) Dwarf, 10 marks (11) 
 
    Garbrakken, rank 1, male. (Hill) Dwarf, 10 marks (12) 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t a huge amount of information to work with. I had names, ranks, species and remaining soul marks but it was enough to tell me they weren’t an inexperienced group. They had all attained the first rank and many of them had lost no soul marks in the process. I did not expect my dungeon in its current format to offer them any difficulty. 
 
    The time according to my table clock was 14:04. I assumed they must have set out from the City this morning, once they received the update of my dungeon opening. 
 
    They got to within twenty feet of my entrance when one of the dwarves, who was number seven on my list, Varandar, spoke up. 
 
    “Sindar, Arash, did you see any signs of any orken fucks when you scouted our path here,” he barked. 
 
     His voice was thick and deep, and it matched his look. He was a sturdy chap with a thick barrelled chest and the expected bushy steel grey beard that flowed halfway down it. A little over five-foot, he was clad in a copper chain shirt and helm to match. The rest of him was covered in dark leather. He had a large double-headed hammer strapped to his back, to complete the iconic dwarf appearance. 
 
    “Nothing to suggest they are nearby,” answered Arash. 
 
    He was a swarthy dark-haired man, who looked like he needed a bath. He scratched at himself as he spoke. He was clad fully in brown leathers with an unstrung bow at his side and a quiver of red feathered arrows on his back. 
 
    “You know they will not come from the city, Varandar,” the elf, Sindar, spoke up. 
 
    He had long auburn hair tied back in a ponytail. He was also wearing leather armour and his seemed to have been dyed a dark green shade. 
 
    “If they come, it will be through the forest to the North or West of us. They are lazy creatures and unlikely to make the effort to come here yet. I can climb one of those trees on the far side of the glade and watch for any sign of passage if you wish. But it will delay us entering this dungeon, and we may have to camp here overnight…” he warned, with a slight shrug of his shoulders. 
 
    Varandar grunted, “best you get to it then. Daric, Lancel, while Sindar gets the lay of the land to the West I want you to build us a hide about a hundred yards into the forest. We’ll leave the supplies in there, just in case any thievin’ goblin trash shows up while we’re inside. The rest of you get your delvin’ gear ready. Check your potions. We’ll be headin’ in soon.” 
 
    One of the halflings, who I noted as Simeon, piped up. “Stop your worrying Varandar. This is a young dungeon, only opened today, it’ll be a breeze.” 
 
     I couldn’t disagree with his point of view, but I still took a little offence at his blasé attitude. 
 
    “That’d be why you’ve already lost two marks, Simeon,” Varandar roared back at him. 
 
    His volume took both Simeon and me, by surprise. 
 
    “If you want to make the grade with the Black Hills Brigade, there will be no slacking on any of my runs. I plan to make it to a hundred and join me clansmen at the right side of Ironhammer. If you want the same. Do. As. I. Say,” he said. 
 
    Varandar punctuated his final few words with some forceful finger jabs to Simeon’s chest. 
 
    “I don’t think there is any doubt who’s going to try and claim the dominance bonus for this run,” Simeon muttered under his breath as Varandar stalked off. 
 
    The dwarf continued to loudly direct the rest of the group to get ready. 
 
    About thirty minutes later the elf, Sindar, returned from his foray up the tree. He reported there was no sign of any orken in the forest. With that reassurance, the party gathered up and approached the threshold of my dungeon. With no fanfare, they stepped through beginning the first run of my dungeon complex. 
 
    Here goes nothing, I thought to myself. 
 
    My display shifted once they all crossed over from the entrance and followed the group as they stepped in. The first thing I saw was the resource room had changed from a limestone mine to a pine forest. The second was a timer in the top right-hand corner of the screen and it counted down from seventy-five minutes. 
 
    They would have lost sixty minutes for having twelve in their party, and a further thirty for being an all-male party. The remaining fifteen-minute penalty was for only having four different races represented. Leaving them only seventy-five minutes out of a possible one-hundred and eighty. 
 
    They seemed to hesitate initially. The fully realised forest around them caught them off guard. 
 
    “What gives?” Simeon said. “I thought this was supposed to be a brand-new dungeon. How could it have put something like this together so soon?” 
 
    He had voiced the confusion I could see evident on the faces of most of his companions. 
 
    The tension was cut when Varandar let loose a deep belly laugh. “Turn on your aura sight,” he ordered. 
 
    His chuckling faded. 
 
    “It’s a resource forest,” he stated. “Unusual in a dungeon this young, I’ll admit, but nay danger to us. No monsters or traps allowed. If you’d paid attention at any of the guild briefings, you’d have known that,” he finished, with a pointed look at Simeon. 
 
    The halfling returned his look with a roll of his eyes. 
 
    “Sindar and Arash scout up ahead and find the way to the next chamber. The rest of you have a few minutes to cut some lumber while they search. Don’t get too comfy, I want you back to fighting stance before we move on,” Varandar said. 
 
    With Varandar’s orders given, the elf and human separated from the group and ranged out ahead. A few of the others exchanged their swords for the hand axe tool and moved in amongst the pine trees, stopping by some and beginning to chop away. 
 
    Most didn’t even bother aiming for the trunk at the base of the tree, they just hacked away as they stood there. Like with the mining I had just finished, after half a minute or so, three neat piles of wood appeared at their feet when they were done. They picked up the woodpiles and put them in their packs.  
 
    There was a loud whistle from up ahead. I presumed it was one of the scouts with a pre-decided signal.  
 
    The foragers re-joined the rest of the party and they made their way towards the whistler. One of the humans broke away into the trees, getting his hand axe out.  
 
    Only for Varandar to bark “no more of that now, time’s a wastin’, we’re nay goin’ to take any chances on this run.”  
 
    The blond-haired fellow had a brief forlorn look on his face, before he switched back to his sword. He fell in behind the rest of the troop who had not even slowed down. 
 
    They passed into the next chamber, which was another pine forest. This caused another round of consternation. Though not as much as the first time around. Once they had settled down and confirmed it was another resource forest, they followed the same pattern as before. 
 
    Sindar and Arash scouted out ahead of the group and searched for the exit. Meanwhile, the rest took advantage of the few minutes it took them to scout, cutting a bit of lumber. 
 
    Things followed that pattern for each of the remaining resource rooms. By the end of the fifth, I detected some irritation in Varandar’s body language. However, the rooms had their intended effect, delaying them and it took them close to twenty minutes to traverse all five of them. 
 
    As they entered what was the first proper chamber of my dungeon, I noticed a slip in their concentration. Previously, Varandar and another of the dwarves had led the way with round shields and warhammers at the ready. This time the two ranged scouts had forged ahead and were the first to enter. 
 
    The only setup I had time to do was erect some low walls about three feet in height that crisscrossed the room, with a gap at opposing ends. The walls were made of the same grey granite blocks as the walls. 
 
    The layout of the walls created four snaking lanes like queues you’d experience at a theme park. You had the choice of climbing over the walls and taking the direct route or weaving your way through. The room was still at its smallest size, so each lane was only thirty-foot long. Walking, not climbing, would be the quicker option. 
 
     Neither of the scouts had the chance to think about that, though. The wolf I had placed just behind the wall, detected their entry and came tearing around the corner. The wolf let out a low-pitched snarl and charged them. 
 
    In response, both scouts tried to raise their bows and release their nocked arrows at the approaching wolf. 
 
    Sindar was swift enough to shoot before the wolf drew too close, but his aim was off, and the arrow whizzed past the wolf’s shoulder. Arash, who had been peering over the walls toward the doorway when the wolf started his charge, was slower off the mark. He had only raised his bow halfway before the wolf leapt at him. The animal crashed into him and sank its teeth into the bicep of his right arm. 
 
    The force of the wolf clattering into him caused Arash to stumble a couple of steps backwards. His back slammed into the wall, and he slid down onto his arse. The wolf was still atop him and continued to rend and tear at his flesh. 
 
    “Fuck! Help me,” Arash yelped out. 
 
    “Blasted fools,” Varandar cursed from the entrance. 
 
    He and his compatriot rushed in and lay into the wolf with their hammers. Sindar edged farther into the chamber to give them some space to work and kept a watchful eye on the end of the lane, prepared for any other creatures that might appear and attack. 
 
    Having taken two hammer blows to its hindquarters, the wolf released its jaws on Arash and turned to face the new threat. The beast lunged at Varandar, but he deflected the wolf’s attempted bite with his shield. This forced the wolf into the path of the other dwarf’s hammer swing, catching the wolf just behind its ear. The wolf stumbled and fell to the ground between the two dwarves, and they continued to rain blows down upon its back even after the wolf had gone still in death. 
 
    Panting just a little, Varandar turned on the human scout and gave him a withering gaze. 
 
    “Don’t let a few easy rooms trick ya into lowerin’ your guard,” he spat out. “Ya let me and Darakkar take the lead. Now, how bad are ya hurt?” 
 
    “Not bad, armour took most of it,” replied Arash. 
 
    To demonstrate, he quickly hauled himself off the floor and flexed his right arm, which was the one that had been bitten. 
 
    “Let’s keep at it then,” Varandar huffed. 
 
    He and his fellow dwarf moved down the lane past Sindar and took up position. This allowed the rest of the party to file in behind them. When all twelve of them were in a single lane it was a bit cramped. Once they were all in Varandar led the way through the gap, around the corner, and into the second lane. 
 
    This activated the next two wolves I had put in this room. They were similarly hidden as the first had been and on the other side of the next wall. 
 
    Being in position and essentially forewarned by the first wolf, the second pair of wolves offered little challenge to them when they attacked. 
 
    Both scouts had time to fire an arrow over the shoulders of the dwarves in front. The wolves were hit but continued their charge until they met an effective two-dwarf shield wall. As the dwarves peppered blows onto the two wolves that snapped at them, the two scouts made way for two of the other humans, Terence and Lancel. 
 
    They had exchanged their short swords for short spears and from the safety of the dwarf’s defensive stance, they jabbed at the wolves with those spears. Lancel skewered one of the wolves, finishing it. Freed to act, Varandar and Darakkar, surrounded the remaining animal and bashed it dead. 
 
    The final encounter in this room was the same as they had just faced, and it was just as effectively despatched by the team. Regardless, I was reasonably satisfied with the outcome. I had originally added the lanes just to delay the adventurers a bit. That it had made it easier for the wolves to surprise the group was an unanticipated bonus. 
 
    They moved on into the next chamber of the complex. This time Varandar and Darakkar made way for the other two dwarves in the group, allowing them to take the lead. 
 
    They had a similar loadout of equipment, though they both favoured axes over hammers. The seventh chamber was just a long corridor. After the first fifteen feet, there was a two-foot drop and then the corridor continued at the same level until just before the exit. There it returned to the same elevation, and they had to climb up the two-foot step again. 
 
    They moved cautiously, wary for traps I thought. They had nothing to fear as there were none, but they didn’t know that. I did have plans for this room, I just didn’t have the XP to do what I wanted yet. 
 
    On they went, into chamber eight. I had designed this room in an L shape. They continued their cautious advance, which was just as well really. I’d put a brown bear just around the corner of the L. 
 
    Unlike the wolves, the bear’s default behavioural setting wasn’t as aggressive. So, it didn’t rush at them as soon as it heard them coming down the corridor, but the bear didn’t catch them by surprise either. I think they expected something to be lurking on the other side of the corner. 
 
    The group backed up a few steps and let the bear come to them. The bear let out a deep holler and rushed after them, contacting the raised shields of the two lead dwarves. Varandar and a fourth dwarf quickly stepped up, joining their comrades and formed a compact group that penned the bear up against the wall. While the rest of the party either stabbed at it with short spears or circled around, avoiding the bear’s maw in the process and swiped at its rump with their swords. 
 
    The bear had an exceptional health pool thanks to its high stamina. Therefore, it was able to withstand this torrent of blades and hammers for a minute or so. The bear even managed to hook Darakkar’s shield out of his grasp and landed a weighty swipe of its claws down his chest. Then it lunged in with a powerful bite to his shoulder. Shortly after that success, the bear succumbed to its growing number of wounds. 
 
    “This place is beginning to show its teeth,” grunted Varandar. “Best ya take a healin’ potion, Darakkar. We’ll play it safe in case of any other surprises. The twins can continue takin’ the lead for the next few chambers,” he continued. 
 
    His orders got an affirmative nod from both the axe-wielding dwarves. 
 
    After Darakkar had confirmed he was recovered, they moved on to my ninth chamber. I had created this room so that it had a pit that was fifteen-foot deep across the middle of the room. There were a couple of two-foot-wide paths crossing over it, forming bridges of a sort. 
 
    Like chamber seven it posed no actual threat at present. As they crossed over, Arash noticed and pointed out that there were footholds for climbing out of the pit should you fall in. 
 
    Those handholds were only on the entrance side of the wall. That way, if you did fall in, you would have to cross the footbridges again. 
 
    Finding no threats, they pushed on. The tenth room I had made almost no changes to. The sole exception was to add a perch just above the entry for some of the room’s inhabitants to hang out on until the adventurers arrived. 
 
    There were ten ravens on the perch but also five gremlins at the other end of the room. I had not equipped the gremlins with any gear yet so was not expecting them to put up much of a fight. 
 
    Upon seeing the big-eared, grey-scaled creatures at the far end of the room, the twin dwarves swiftly advanced towards them. Then as the rest of the party entered the ravens struck. Flying down from their perch, they pecked at the adventurers with their sharp beaks. The damage they caused was minimal, but it was the distraction they caused which was my real intent. 
 
    The scouts and other humans, who had already made their way in, were busy swinging their weapons about wildly. Trying to deal with the dark feathered ambushers. This left the twins to deal with the gremlins by themselves and they were now outnumbered five to two. 
 
    I was happy the ambush tactic had been successful, but less so with the performance of the gremlins. With their numerical advantage, they should have put the dwarves in real peril. The gremlins did swarm them, and screeched viciously at the bearded interlopers, but the strikes with their claws did not seem to bother the pair much. 
 
    The two dwarves worked swiftly and brutally with their axes and made short work of the first two gremlins they faced off against. Then they turned around and engaged with the three who had swarmed their rear. These gremlins didn’t last much longer, and by the time the other ten party members had fully made it into the chamber, fighting off the ravens as they went, all five gremlins were down and out. 
 
    Varandar gave an approving nod to the twins. There was a knowing look exchanged between Simeon, the halfling, and Arash behind the dwarfs back. Simeon had been quiet so far since entering the dungeon. However, his scorn for the dwarves, Varandar in particular, surfaced in his furtive body language. 
 
    I’d also picked up on Varandar not admonishing the dwarven pair for making a reckless mistake. Something I was sure he would have done had it been any of the others. The party regrouped, rechecked their gear and headed into chamber eleven. 
 
    They were now at the ‘Chimney’ as I had named this room. The room had a simple design, a bit like a periscope. You went in at the bottom and found a sheer wall that went straight up with the exit at the top. It was a seventy-five-foot climb to the way out. 
 
    This was the chamber I’d been forced to add some environmental changes to, to make it legal. As fun as it may have been to expect adventurers to free climb, using the millimetres thick edges on the bricks that made up the wall, it was not allowed. I had to add handholds all the way up. It resembled a tough rock-climbing wall but without the kaleidoscope of colours. 
 
    “Ironhammer’s balls! What fresh hell is this?” Varandar muttered loud enough for all to hear. 
 
    “I think we are supposed to climb,” Simeon replied sarcastically. 
 
    He barely suppressed his mirth, which earned him another baleful stare from the dwarven leader. 
 
    “Arash and Sindar, train your bows at the top as we climb in case there are any hidden monsters at the top. You’ll be going up last. The rest of you stow any gear that will get in the way and limber up,” Varandar barked out instructions. 
 
    “Oh, and Simeon, as ya been so helpful and eager. Ya goin’ up first,” he added with a sneer. 
 
    “Whatever you say Chief,” the cheeky halfling quipped back. 
 
    A moment later, and Simeon scrambled up the wall, making good use of the handholds. I’d thought at first that he might struggle, given his height but he was clearly quite an agile fellow and made much better time than the fractionally taller dwarves. Who despite having a good six inches of extra reach, were too stocky to make good climbers. 
 
    This room took them the most time to clear, as it was meant to. By the time the scouts had made it to the top and everyone was ready to continue, Varandar addressed the group.  
 
     “We’re goin’ to have to pick up the pace. We’re past halfway but we’ve only got thirty-five minutes left,” he announced. “So, get yar’ shit together from here on in its win or bust,” he finished. 
 
    With that cheery thought, they trooped on through to face the rest of my dungeon. 
 
    Now I know what you might be thinking. If this was going to slow them down so much, why didn’t I just put in half a dozen more chimney rooms for them to traverse. The simple answer to that is it went against the design rules. 
 
    Except for rooms that are empty of any trial or threat but dungeon creatures, I can’t repeat the same trial, there must be some variation. At least not on the Golden Path. If I added extra wings, I could repeat whatever rooms I liked within them. Once I hit rank six, I’d be allowed to repeat each room type once on the Golden Path. Until then I needed to keep things fresh. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    I pulled myself away from the viewer for the time being. Despite the adventurer’s concerns, I knew what they had left to face before they reached my lair room. Another bear, another pack of five wolves, and the same gremlin/raven combo. They had handled these easily enough earlier, and I expected them to do so again. 
 
    The only additional threat was ten slumber sprites. These had a soporific gas attack that could cause a victim to fall unconscious. The effect wasn’t permanent, and you could easily be shaken awake by a comrade. They could only release the gas once and had no other offensive capabilities. 
 
    Like almost everything else, I had future plans for them, and it would increase the difficulty they posed, but as of now, they would be a minor irritation at best. 
 
    I figured, based on their progress so far, that it should take them about fifteen minutes to get to the Lair. There they would face off against my avatar and the last pack of five wolves. They would still have plenty of time to deal with my ‘boss’ fight before their session expired. 
 
    I decided to go check out my resource rooms quickly and happily confirmed that even though they were not in the dungeon itself, they had also reset to pine forest. More resources for me to harvest. 
 
    With that done, I chose to switch my consciousness into my dungeon avatar. I wanted to have a few minutes to get used to the new bulk and height before I was called upon to fight the final battle of this run. 
 
    It wasn’t as difficult as I thought it might be to transfer, all I had to do was simply will myself to be present and then I was there, standing in all my warwolf glory. My wolves flanked me, two on the left, and three more, on the right. 
 
    Much like the other chambers in my dungeon complex I had made a few alterations, and it was just a square grey stone room. The only addition was a large wooden chest at the back of the room. Although I hadn’t had to pay for this. 
 
    This chest where the gear I had selected as rewards for my dungeon was stored. I could have spread the rewards throughout the dungeon, but I wanted to encourage groups to push on to the end. I had not heard any grumblings from the party about a lack of loot so far, so it was safe to assume this was a common practise among my fellow Dungeons. 
 
    I flexed my limbs and walked about the chamber. Then performed a few squats and a jumping jack or two. I felt good. Strong, powerful and oddly eager for the fight to come. I was gratified to learn that movement in this much larger body, which also had a tail, was just as instinctive as when I had been human. 
 
    After a few minutes, I heard the party arriving in the adjoining room. It wouldn’t be long before they made their way in to face me. I retook my position in front of the rewards chest in the centre of the room and waited. 
 
    “That is two chambers in a row with no creatures,” I heard Simeon comment from the other side of the connecting corridor. My enhanced hearing was helpful too. 
 
    “Calm before the storm lad,” Varandar spoke up. “I’ve been keeping the count, as ya should have been,” he continued pointedly. 
 
    “With the resource forests, this is the nineteenth. So, up ahead is the end of the dungeon. I happen to agree with ya that we’ve faced less resistance than expected. Could mean there is more than usual in there, best we stay cautious so quaff ya booster potion of choice and then we will head in,” the gruff dwarf suggested. 
 
    I heard the glugging sounds of the party swallowing whatever alchemic boosters they had brought with them. 
 
    I didn’t have to wait much longer before they came spilling out of the corridor to face me. The four dwarves led the way, then four of the humans came next, each still armed with short spears, and they took up flanking positions to the dwarves, guarding the sides. The two halflings slotted in behind the dwarves with their short swords drawn and ready. 
 
    Finally, the two scouts, Arash and Sindar, stepped into my Lair, but remained at the archway with arrows nocked on their bows. 
 
    Battle did not commence immediately as I had not arranged myself and my wolves in any kind of ambush. Also, because I was present the wolves’ usual aggressive stance, which would see them attack the adventurers as they entered the chamber, was suppressed. They would instead attack at my mental command. 
 
    This brief lull allowed the Dominance dungeon law to be applied. Everything froze, including me and I received a visual notification before me. 
 
    In accordance with the Dominance dungeon law. As the undisputed leader of your party, you have the option of challenging your equivalent, the leader of the opposing party, to a duel. 
 
    This duel would be to the death. Unless you or your opponent chooses to forfeit before its conclusion. Forfeiture will end the duel instantly. It will however impose a random negative effect on the forfeiting combatants’ party for the duration of the dungeon run. The forfeiting combatant will also lose any experience bonuses and suffer a 50% reduction in experience reward for this dungeon run. 
 
    Winning a duel provides a random positive effect on the winning combatants’ party for the duration of the dungeon run. 
 
    Do you wish to issue a challenge to duel to Varandar? If you do, the duel must be accepted. Declining to issue a challenge does not invoke any penalties, nor does it preclude Varandar from issuing a challenge to you, should he be offered the same option. 
 
    I hadn’t expected time to literally stop, and I had the opportunity to think about what I wanted to do. It was during this short time, as I considered my best course of action, that I experienced a peculiar mental resistance. 
 
    The sensation was difficult to describe. The resistance was kind of like my internal monologue splitting into my human mind and my new Wolf King instinct. Except there was no actual discussion, just a warring of differing desires, which felt external and yet internal simultaneously. I had felt the first pangs of this sensation during the Gauntlet, but it was even stronger now. 
 
    Had there been an actual discussion, I imagine it would have gone something like this. 
 
    “Issue the challenge!” demanded the Wolf King. 
 
    “I don’t think that is a good idea, we have a strategy and killing this first party does not fit it,” I replied. 
 
    “Who cares about strategy? We are strong, far stronger than this worm before us. We should tear his limbs from his body and feast upon his heart!” he growled. 
 
    “I care. I need to consider more than just what happens here today, also, that’s a tad disgusting,” I said. 
 
    “Bah! You can’t fool us. You dislike this odious bossy dwarf as much as we do. Does he not remind you of those that have wronged you in the past? Tell me you wouldn’t feel joyous as we tore the life from him,” the Wolf King pressed. 
 
    “I will admit he does rub me up the wrong way, and it would be satisfying to take him down a peg or two,” I agreed. 
 
    “Good, then we agree. We challenge!” the Wolf King roared. 
 
    “What? No, I didn’t agree to that,” I contradicted. 
 
    “We are an alpha. Nay, we are THE Alpha! Any who do not kneel before us must die,” he snarled. 
 
    “Not today, today I play the game. In the days to come, I will let you have your way, but for now, we must show patience. Besides he would not truly die, the satisfaction would be fleeting,” I reasoned. 
 
    “We shall accede…this time. Should we have a chance to truly end him, there will be no debate, no hesitation, he falls to our claws,” the Wolf King insisted. 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    With my internal conflict resolved, for the time being, I declined to issue a challenge to duel. Varandar must have either made the same choice, or not had the option, as from my perspective time restarted. 
 
    I commanded the wolves to attack the humans who wielded spears on the flanks, to keep them occupied and charged at the dwarves. I may not have wanted to kill them today, but I still wanted to leave them a few marks to remember me by. I had my pride after all, and apparently, a savagely vicious wolf within to assuage. 
 
    As I rushed their frontline, I felt the impact of two arrows striking me in the chest, loosed by the scouts in the back. Just like the gauntlet I had no health bar to refer to or anything of that nature, but I did see flashing up in red the numbers 4%/96%, followed by 3%/93%. The notifications gave me a rolling count of how much damage each strike inflicted and how much Health I had remaining. 
 
    Then I contacted the twin’s shields as I shoulder barged them. The tactic worked, and the pair of them were knocked backwards and fell to the ground. Now that I was amongst them, I turned to Varandar and Darakkar. 
 
    Growling as evilly, I stepped forward and took advantage of their brief shock at seeing the other two dwarves bashed out of my path. I aimed a swipe of my clawed hand at Varandar’s head, which he just managed to catch on his shield. Having failed to catch a dwarf the first time around, I reversed my hand and swung back the other way and contacted Darakkar in the shoulder. 
 
    I saw similar numbers as when I had been hit. This time they were beneath the ghostly number eight that I could always see floating in front of the dwarf’s chest. The notification flashed 11%/89%. Unlike the ghostly eight, these numbers faded away quite quickly. 
 
    This was different from the gauntlet battles. In them I’d no indication of how much damage I had inflicted on my opponents. I only had the swing bar to tell me who was on top. 
 
    I could have continued attacking Darakkar, tactically that would have been a sound strategy. In fairness, launching myself on the downed twins would have been even better. However, I rejected both options for the same reason. 
 
    I deliberately wanted this group to escape from the dungeon relatively unscathed. I’d had to do something like this before, typically if I had been DM’ing a roleplay session. Knowing the relative strengths and weaknesses of both your troops and the players made forming a strategy to wipe a group or taking out their weakest links easy. So easy, I had done it a few times unintentionally. 
 
    Preventing yourself from wiping groups, unless you wanted to, required restraint. My method of choice was to ‘spread the love’, as I called it. This involved me constantly switching targets, especially if you had just clocked someone. This gave the party a chance to heal, withdraw, or reorganise. 
 
    I switched my focus to the halflings and leapt over the still prone forms of the dwarven twins, who seemed to be struggling to stand back up. I wondered as I cleared them whether they were genuinely panicked, or if this was the effect of my fear aura. 
 
    Now face to face with Simeon and Dashel, I hunched down a bit to make trying to swipe at them with my claws easier. 
 
    Before I got my attacks off, another arrow struck, and I noted a second that whizzed past my shoulder. The first arrow caught me in the neck and the red graphic flashed up 8%/85%. This was a timely reminder that head and neck shots doubled the damage dealt and I should avoid targeting those areas if I didn’t want to kill any of them. 
 
    One of the benefits of this new reality, an arrow in the neck, which should have been the end of my participation, barely fazed me. I still felt it, though it was more like a very nasty wasp sting. Sharply unpleasant, yes, but not the searing agony you would expect from having a projectile buried three inches into your flesh. 
 
    I lashed out at the two halflings with both claws and raked Dashel across his chest, being rewarded with a fresh graphic 13%/87%. 
 
    Simeon, however, had anticipated the attack better and he ducked, then rolled forward. He finished the roll, back on his feet, now inside my swiping arms. Completing his move, he took his short sword in both hands and struck the blade down upon my leg, slashing open the meat of my thigh. 
 
    I got a 2%/83% warning, which was quickly followed by another, 5%/78%. Varandar hadn’t lost his focus and had stepped in behind me, whacking me in the middle of my back with his warhammer. 
 
    Amusingly, well for me at least, Simeon had overextended with his attack and lost his footing. He fell farther forward and got a much closer look at my wolf cock than he would have liked. Wisely he scrambled backwards, as quick as he could. 
 
    If he’d tried to target my wedding tackle, strategy or no strategy, I would have torn the little fucker apart. 
 
    By this point, the twins were back on their feet, and Darakkar had joined his leader behind me. I managed to glance in my peripheries, seeing that most of my wolves had been taken down by the assorted humans. Soon their attention would turn to me. 
 
    I was surrounded now, which as much as it sucked, had been my intention. A drawback my height caused now became apparent. I was struck by a further two arrows, despite being surrounded by bodies on all sides, taking me down to 75% health. 
 
    It wouldn’t take them long now, not with all four dwarves chopping and bashing away at me. I reached out and grabbed one of the twins as I dropped below 50%. With him in hand I bit deep into his neck and took 25% of his health with that single attack. I held on and seconds later saw he lost a further 25% of his health as I continued to crush his throat with my powerful jaws. 
 
    My health was under 10% by this point and I could safely hold on without risking killing him. I dropped to zero health seconds later, before the dwarf took any further injury. 
 
    As my warwolf avatar in the dungeon dropped to the ground dead, my consciousness automatically transferred back to the core room. I opened my eyes back in my humanoid avatar and patiently watched the action on the design table.  
 
    The final battle had lasted less than a minute and they still had thirteen minutes on the clock. Then my final wolf, which had somehow managed to outlast me, took a spear to the chest and it was over. 
 
    The group slowly realised the dungeon was complete. When they did, they started to smile and clap each other on the back in congratulations. After checking, Gorbrukken, the dwarf twin whose throat I savaged was in no danger, they moved on to opening the chest. It was time to get their mitts on the loot for this run. 
 
    I had included the following. A copper chain shirt, copper helm, leather boots, leather gloves, a leather cuisse (armour for the thighs, I’d not known they were called that either), and finally leather vambraces. 
 
    As a bonus, I had also included two copper rings. One with a +1 Strength enchantment and the other with a +1 Agility enchantment. There were only eight pieces of loot for a party of twelve and none of it weaponry. I expected some disgruntlement from them, but I got the exact opposite reaction. 
 
    “Fuck me!” Arash swore out loud. “Are those fucking rings enchanted?” 
 
    “Aye laddie, they are,” responded Varandar. 
 
    “There are six pieces of armour as well. I’ll stow it all for now and we will divvy it up after we’ve eaten. Let’s head on out, before time expires,” the dwarf leader finished. 
 
    “Well, that settles it. I don’t care if we are supposed to head back tonight. We must stay and run this place again in the morning. It’s a fucking treasure trove,” Simeon exulted. 
 
    “This room aside, the Wolf King is a scary fucker, we can clear it barely breaking a sweat now we know the layout. Best take advantage now before the orcs and goblins fuck up a good thing,” Arash agreed with vehemence. 
 
    “I’m the appointed leader, Arash, Simeon,” Varandar spat back. “…but for once I’m inclined to agree,” he went on softening his tone. 
 
    “The guild will likely want to set up a temporary encampment here. Run the low ranked and unranked prospects through as often as they can. Before it opens up for challenges and the orken tribes show up in force. We’ll be making an early start, so we can get through here again, and still be on the road shortly after first light.” 
 
    With that, they stepped through the exit portal that had appeared after dropping the last wolf. They reappeared back in the glade, from a new grassy mound that now housed the exit to my dungeon. I smiled to myself as they went. 
 
    Their reaction was exactly what I was after, my strategy literally depended on it. I wanted them to think this was an easy run. Build up a false sense of security, a reputation for being a soft touch, because I was laying a trap. 
 
    Knowing how I had been set up by the Lords, my intended prey were those adventurers who would use the challenge mode trying to conquer me. The dungeon itself would act as the bait. 
 
    It wasn’t finished yet, and in part that was the risk I took. I needed the experience to finish even the basic elements of my dungeon. My plans included making it take longer to complete and had to hope I would earn enough that I could finish before the challenges began and had a chance to turn the tables. 
 
    The other half of the risk equation was by taking it easy on regular runs I would likely be short soul marks to pay the tithe. Regardless, both Tenzing and this group agreed, the orken tribes would be coming for me. 
 
    That was a much bigger concern. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    A blue flashing light emanating from the design table drew me from my reverie and let me know I had some new notifications to review. I opened the first of them, entitled Dungeon Run one. 
 
    A group of adventurers have completed a dungeon run of the Wolf King’s Lair. You have received the following rewards for your participation. 
 
    Adventurer Participation Experience: 30 x 12 = 360 
 
    Dominance Bonus: 360 x 2 = 720 
 
    Loot Regeneration: 720 – 500 = 220 
 
    Final: 220 experience gained. 
 
    Breaking it down there was five XP for each adventurer, for each full ten minutes they spent in the dungeon. Doubled for my dominance bonus, less five hundred XP, for refilling the loot chest for the next run. 
 
    When you purchased loot for the dungeon, you had two options. Pay five times the list price and it would auto regenerate at no cost each time or set it to regenerate for five percent of the original cost. 
 
    Each of the armour items cost me one-thousand XP. The regeneration cost was, therefore, fifty XP for each piece. The rings cost two thousand XP apiece and it was one hundred XP to return them. Over the long term, the former would be the most cost-effective. I didn’t have that much XP to start with, so it hadn’t been an option. Not unless I had chosen to go with one or possibly two drops. 
 
    It was not lost on me that if it hadn’t been for my dominance double up bonus, I would have had a negative XP total. That had been a serious miscalculation on my part. I wasn’t sure if I would have gone into XP debit or if it simply wouldn’t have refilled all or part of my loot. 
 
    I’d got away with it by sheer good fortune, but it was an important reminder of the kind of errors the Lords hoped would leave me vulnerable. But it was still putting a serious dent in my progression. With any luck, I’d be able to replace it all with crafted gear after the first week. 
 
    Crafted gear had a similar refilling mechanism. Place five copies, instead of one, and it would automatically regenerate after each run. Alternatively, you could pay five percent of its calculated XP cost. 
 
    I opened the second notification. 
 
    Achievements Gained! 
 
    Giver not a Taker: 1 
 
    You have provided rewards of greater value than you received for the completion of your dungeon (excluding conditional bonuses). And you have done so without exacting a price in soul marks from the adventurer party. You may choose one of the below to be applied each week to your dungeon. This must be chosen during the rest day and will apply for the rest of that week. 
 
    
    	 Experience gained is increased by 5% for any dungeon run where no soul marks are lost by the adventuring party. However, your soul mark tithe is increased by 5% for that week. 
 
    	 Your soul mark tithe is decreased by 5% for the week. However, any dungeon run where soul marks are lost has experience reduced by 5%. 
 
    	 Neither 
 
   
 
    I’d stumbled foolishly into this achievement, and the table had already prompted me to make my selection for this week. I could only assume that as I could lose my dominance double up bonus, it was considered conditional. 
 
    This wasn’t a difficult decision for me this week, and for the following two weeks. I had no tithe to pay, so I went for option one. Extra experience when I didn’t kill anybody. 
 
    I would likely select the same for the weeks that followed as well, as I should have replaced all the gear by then. However, having the option to reduce my tithe could be tempting later, especially if this achievement was a chain like my earlier achievements. How tempted I would be to leave this in place after the first week to garner subsequent achievements was debatable. 
 
    With that done, I checked my external view and confirmed the group was indeed preparing to camp overnight. I decided to crack on with my preparations and made my way into the pine forest resource rooms. I knew I had quite a few hours until the end of this day. There was always the chance another group showed up this evening, so it would be best to get harvesting before any possible reset. 
 
    I completed the sweeps through all ten rooms without interruption as expected. I harvested plenty of pinewood logs and was able to hunt down approximately ten squirrels in each room. I also came across something called Bearberry plants that I could harvest the fruit from. The fruit did not seem edible, but it might be of use for alchemy or enchantments. 
 
    My work was done, and I checked up on my progress. 
 
    Name: Daxas 
 
    Species: Lupus Rex 
 
    Rank: 1 
 
    Strength: 24 
 
    Agility: 22 
 
    Stamina: 25 
 
    Mana: 5 
 
    Spell Power: 10 
 
    Resilience: 25 
 
    Dungeon Power: 1 
 
    Health: 500/500 
 
    Experience: 220 
 
    Soul Marks: 0 
 
    Fallen Total: 0 
 
    Skills: All 0 
 
    Damage Reduction: Impact 1, Piercing 1. 
 
    I could drill down and observe that the skills I’d been using and natural damage reduction had seen some modest increases on the track to improvement. But not enough to actually boost my score for any of them. This was a bit slower going than I had hoped, but I could be here for quite some time. I could see why it was a snails, rather than hares, pace for progression. 
 
    At midnight, my second official day began, and the rooms reset once more. This time as a Livestock (Produce) Farms. This was a variety of animals that you could expect to see on any farm. Cattle, Sheep, Chickens, etc. They were unavailable for slaughter, but you could ‘farm’ things like milk from the cattle, wool from the sheep and eggs from the chickens. I would have to wait and see, but I expected one of the options would be a farm where you could farm animals for meat. 
 
    I collected as much as I could anyway. I was able to process the wool and make myself some trousers and a shirt, making me feel more comfortable. I also made a chair from the pinewood I had gathered earlier. I now had food, even though I didn’t need it and didn’t have anywhere to cook it. 
 
    I might be able to find a use for it later. Besides, my inventory was limitless, and I had nothing else to do apart from reading the Accords. Those were as dry and stale as bread left on the counter for three days. I gave up on my first attempt after realised I’d read the same section four times and still not absorbed the information. 
 
    Morning came, and about an hour before dawn, my visitors from the Black Hills Brigade were good to their word, running my dungeon again. They had obviously grown in confidence from the relative ease of the first run as they split into groups this time. Two groups of six. 
 
    Two dwarves and two spear-wielding humans were in each party, rounded out by one of the halflings and either of the scouts, Sindar and Arash. It came as little surprise to me that Varandar and Simeon were in separate groups. 
 
    There was no aggravating klaxon this time. I’d played about with the table settings until I was able to change the sound that was emitted. I picked a wolf’s howl instead, for thematic reasons. 
 
    Varandar’s team went in first and triggered the resource rooms to reset to a freshwater swamp. They tramped through the swamp, obviously less happy than yesterday and I noted as this group included Arash they had one hundred and thirty minutes. Just over two hours to finish the dungeon. The next group which would also have an elf, Sindar, would get no diversity penalty and have two and a half hours to complete the dungeon. 
 
    Thinking of the second group got me curious about how having a second group enter my dungeon, when another group was already present, would work in practise. I knew from the handbook, that group two would have to wait two minutes before being permitted to follow the first team in. 
 
    I switched my view from the group trudging through the swamp to my dungeon entrance view. Sure enough, after two minutes they moved towards the dungeon’s entry portal. At which point everything outside froze and I flipped back to the view of the first team. 
 
    They were still in motion, unaffected by the time phenomena outside. After a bit more jiggery-pokery with the design table, I was able to double screen my views. I made the view of the outside smaller but large enough that I could keep an eye on the frozen group. 
 
    When changing the dungeon alert, I had also been able to set the design table to give me a secondary alert. This would go off when the delvers entered the penultimate chamber, so I could switch my consciousness to the dungeon floor without having to watch them the whole way. The group outside being frozen allowed me to get my harvesting done in the freshwater swamps. 
 
    I had almost ninety minutes of gathering time in the swamps. This provided a little cypress wood, ducks to be hunted and a variety of plants. I had only managed to sweep eight of my rooms for the proverbial ‘low hanging fruit’ before I was alerted, via wolf howl, that battle would soon commence. 
 
      I slipped into my warwolf form easily, already the transition was becoming more fluid and natural. 
 
    While I trudged through the swamps, I’d been thinking about the wrinkle in my strategy which my first guests had presented to me. With only six in their party, I was reasonably confident that with my superior stats and five wolves as backup, I could finish them off even without duelling the leader. 
 
    After a momentary internal struggle with the part of me that was the Wolf King, who was always in favour of demonstrating his martial superiority. I concluded the tactics I employed in the ‘boss’ fight needed to be changed. 
 
    Unlike the first time, I planned to send the wolves in ahead first. Once the party had dealt with them or seemed close to it, then I would advance into the fray. A classic game mechanics solution. 
 
    My earlier tactic, of sending the wolves to the flanks as I hit the centre, had been fine with a group of twelve. However, with only six, the wolves would likely keep too many of them occupied. Leaving me engaged with two, possibly only one of their fighters. 
 
    This presented two concerns for me. The first, going down against a single opponent, would make it too obvious I was throwing the encounter. 
 
    Secondly, and more importantly, though I had contained the Wolf King’s bloodthirst for now, I doubted I could rein us in if we looked like a weak little wussy wolf. 
 
    No, we’d lose our shit and rip them all a new one. Hopefully, this small change wouldn’t raise any red flags. 
 
    My worries on that front proved unfounded and the new tactics worked as I hoped, and nobody was killed in the first group. I was back in my core room as they left, and time restarted outside as the second group entered. 
 
    The first group did not immediately emerge from the exit as the second entered. Presumably, as only two minutes had passed outside their return was delayed, matching the time they spent inside the dungeon. The effect must have existed to allow dungeons to manage multiple groups, without forcing waiting adventurers to hang about until the current delvers finished up. 
 
    The second run finished without any issues either. The resource rooms reset to Fungal Caverns. This provided a variety of fungi samples, harvested crystals and a few small lizards to hunt. 
 
    As predicted, Varandar’s group walked out the exit just over an hour and a half into the second group’s run. When they left, as no other teams had entered, it was a seamless flow. 
 
    Interestingly, though I once again had the opportunity to challenge Varandar to a dominance duel, when the second group’s leader, who turned out to be Sindar, arrived, I was not given the option. I decided to make a note of it for future reference, I might be able to calculate the probability of it occurring. 
 
    While they packed up and made their way out of the glade, I sat back and reflected on what I considered to be a successful first day. I no longer had any pending dungeon floor business, and I knew I would be alerted if any new groups approached. I finished off clearing the resource rooms first, and once finished went into the Forge workroom. 
 
    This place was about the same size as a typical dungeon room. It was filled with a smith’s forge, a smelting pot, and a kiln. It seemed the room setup wasn’t, strictly speaking, just a forge, but a place to work on anything that required very high temperatures to produce or mould. 
 
    Luckily, smelting proved to be super easy. The process was simply a case of loading up the smelter with ore which I had mined and stored in my inventory. I was limited to placing only six pieces of ore in at a time and would get a warning if ore of different qualities went into the smelter. The resulting bars would all be of the lowest quality in the mix if I did so. As this was my first experiment with smelting, I chose to use six of the junk quality ores. 
 
    After loading the smelter up, I was prompted with a message asking what I wished to use the smelting furnace for. I picked refining copper ore and was asked if I wanted the process to begin. When I selected yes, the fire beneath the smelter lit up and it went to work. 
 
    There was a ghostly white timer displayed in front of the large smelting furnace, set to ten minutes, which began to count down. When the timer finished, molten copper automatically poured out of its base into the bar moulds. The furnace poured out enough molten copper to fill two bar moulds. The copper cooled and solidified unnaturally as soon as the pouring finished. They were both of junk quality, just as the ore it came from had been. 
 
    When I touched them, I was able to add them to my inventory. Once that was done, the bar moulds levered up like a trap door and the slag poured out into a metal container beneath it. 
 
    After the slag finished pouring out of the smelter it cooled in the same manner as the copper. I was given the option of adding four blocks of slag to my inventory or discarding it, and I chose to keep it. I recalled slag had uses in concrete as an aggregate and I might be able to use it as a building material. 
 
    I began processing a fresh batch of ore, and after starting this turned my attention to the kiln. This worked in the same manner and this time I loaded it up with six blocks of the standard quality limestone. From the options available I asked it to produce quicklime. 
 
    You could make quicklime by heating limestone in a kiln. I remembered enough from some of my European ancient history about using it to make Roman concrete. You could mix quick lime with an aggregate like sand, or the slag if it was ground down, then mix it with water and away you go. 
 
    I would be using the concrete wet in the dungeon, as I planned to have it as a hazard in one of my rooms. If adventurers fell in, then it would make it difficult to get back out, slowing their progress. I also knew in the back of my mind, quicklime was caustic. I was already contemplating if there could be a way to incorporate using it, in a harmful capacity, in my dungeon some way. I had plenty of time to work on that. 
 
    The best part was having one timer running did not stop me from using a second device in the same room. I could get more done while I was here. I carried on for the next several hours, smelting all my available ore into bars and baking all the limestone blocks I had into quicklime. 
 
    After three hours, I had twenty-four junk bars and ten poor copper bars and received a bonus to one of the smelts, a fragment of celestial copper. A quick bit of study revealed these fragments were used in low ranked enchantments, so handy to have. 
 
    The celestial copper came from a poor-quality batch. Hopefully, better-quality smelts would have a higher drop rate. The limestone took considerably longer to finish, a further nine hours. When it was all finished, I had four hundred and thirty-two bags of quick lime. 
 
    I had no further visitors that day and spent my time productively. Processing or refining some of the other raw materials I had gathered, ready to make use of them later. 
 
    Midnight came and went, and my resource rooms reset to a tropical island. I was able to harvest palm trees, tropical plants, and wade into the sea and engage in some spearfishing. There was a beautiful vista, warm weather, a gently lapping shoreline and I was sorely tempted to set it as a favoured location straight away. 
 
    Logic ruled the day on that front. If I was successful, I’d have plenty of time to enjoy the sea, sun, and sand later. 
 
    It was about mid-afternoon when I got the howl alert and was able to see the Black Hills Brigade guild had returned. There were about forty individuals in the group this time. 
 
    Shortly after their arrival, they began setting up a semi-permanent camp. They erected a large dirty white canvas pavilion in the centre, and around it a motley collection of smaller triangular tents, which is where most of the adventurers would be sleeping. 
 
    As I watched them, I could see most of my previous visitors were present. The only exceptions being Varandar and Sindar the elf. 
 
    I had puzzled over this for a little while before a solution for the mild conundrum occurred to me. As the leaders of their respective second runs, they may have accrued enough XP to advance to the second rank. If so, they would be unable to try my halls again until I advanced to rank two. 
 
    The guild took about two hours to finish their campsite. 
 
    I could see there was a clear distinction between the haves and have nots within the guild. The better equipped among them got to bunk in the large pavilion with makeshift palettes for beds. Whereas the rest were in the small triangular pitched tents and would have to be happy with roughing it with only a rough blanket for comfort. 
 
    I noticed those in the pavilion all had the same insignia. Three black triangles, one hidden behind the peaks of the front two, denoting the Black Hills the guild was named for, would be my guess. 
 
    Most of those in the tents were not displaying the insignia, presumably they were not guild members yet, the prospects that Varandar had mentioned. Over half the group were dwarven, with the rest made up of humans and halflings. Not a big surprise considering the guild was called the Black Hills Brigade. 
 
    After they had finished their domestic duties, they got down to the vitally important work of splitting into groups and heading into my dungeon. They split into groups of eight. Four guild members and four prospective recruits in each party and staggered their entry. Intending to leave enough of their number outside at all times to safeguard the camp. 
 
    Many of the prospects were unranked and their runs weren’t as smooth as Varandar’s group. However, they all managed to make it through the first time without any losses. They were happy with the loot I provided too; this may have helped explain why they split into groups of eight. 
 
    That way everybody should be able to get a piece of gear. I did notice the full guild members always got to pick first, so none of the prospects got an enchanted ring. Typically, this meant the dwarves claimed them, the selfish bearded blowhards. 
 
    My attitude was another odd element of my fusion with the Wolf King avatar. My internal prejudices were sharpened and magnified. My dislike for dwarves in my old life boiled down to me simply not enjoying playing them in games. I always leaned towards elves or other sleek and agile fantasy races. Now, here in the Proving Grounds that gaming dislike had gradually developed into a deep desire to unleash some ultra-violence upon them. In fact, I was practically drooling at the thought, and I wouldn’t want to be any dwarf who even contemplated challenging me. 
 
    I was, however, able to rein in my more destructive impulses and the rest of the week passed in a blur of activity. The makeup of the encamped group would regularly shift each day. Some of the guild members would rank up, or a prospect would be given their marching orders, and they would return to the City, only to be replaced by new arrivals. 
 
    By the start of the first rest day, my dungeon had been run twenty-three times. One of the prospects got a little too eager on the sixth day and got cornered by a bear. He croaked before the rest of the party could finish the large beast and I officially had my first soul mark. I was also sitting on just under six thousand experience. 
 
    I did get another notification. 
 
    Rooms Unlocked 
 
    Your crafting and gathering activities have unlocked the following City rooms: Bank, Auction House, Food Market, General Store. 
 
    City rooms were as the name implied, buildings that would be found in the adventurer’s City. I had seen, during my perusal of the manuals I had been provided, they were locked out until rank thirty-one. 
 
    Not anymore it would seem, but I wasn’t sure what benefit they would be. Similar to the resource and workrooms they were expensive to purchase. 
 
    No ladies had shown up yet, more’s the pity. If you build it, they will come, more than once if I do my job right, I sniggered to myself. I just needed to figure out what to build. 
 
    Not a bad start I thought, as Tenzing materialised in my core room, a pleased little smirk adorning his blue creased face. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Daxas, it is good to see you, and in clothes too,” he opened with. 
 
    I had managed to collect materials for cloth from the rooms and was indeed adorned in a simple white cotton shirt and woollen trousers. 
 
    “Straight back at you bud,” I responded. 
 
    I moved towards him with my fist out proffering the traditional Bro fist bump greeting. Tenzing shied away, initially. When he realised I wasn’t trying to hit him, he tentatively responded in kind with his blue child-sized fist. 
 
     “I am still unaccustomed to many of your home world’s cultural… idiosyncrasies,” he went on. “I have been studying, but without contextual experience, must say I have found it difficult to comprehend.” 
 
    “In what way,” I asked him. 
 
    “You share many similar derogatory terms to the Realms; bastard is a good example. Yet, you use them just as frequently when referring to someone you care for, as for those you wish to offend. This can make it challenging deciphering which is which.” 
 
    “Yeah, we can be confusing cunts when we want to be,” I grinned at him. 
 
    The brief look of puzzlement, followed by a harrumph, told me I had hit the apropos mark. 
 
    “I have been very impressed with your progress in your first week. Winning a gauntlet at your first attempt. This is not something achieved often, though your manner of vanquishing your foe was…unique,” Tenzing stumbled as he searched for an appropriate descriptor. 
 
    His praise gave me a welcome ego boost. 
 
    “Speaking of Gauntlets,” I replied leadingly, with a pointed stare at him. 
 
    “Ah, yes, it was one of the subjects I was unable to apprise you of before your participation,” he replied. 
 
    “This another fuck you from the Lords?” I shot back. 
 
    “Actually, no. The Gauntlets are an event all new dungeons are ignorant of. They take place each week and new dungeons are automatically entered. You will now be in the queue to participate again,” Tenzing explained to me. 
 
    “How long until I’m forced to compete again?” I asked. 
 
    “It can vary, due to dungeons being removed, but every twelve weeks is typical,” he replied. 
 
    “OK, I should have a bit of time to prepare for the next one then,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, Daxas, that is a reasonable assumption,” he said. 
 
    “If I’m in a queue to participate again, does that mean Jen’Zadeer is in a similar position in the queue? Will we possibly face each other again?” I asked. 
 
    I was hopeful of getting an opportunity to get reacquainted. 
 
    “Yes,” growled my inner Wolf King. “We have already taken her as a mate. Her place is with us.”  
 
    Not that Tenzing could hear my internal mind versus instinct war. 
 
    “It is possible, Daxas, but less likely than I think you would prefer. Your dungeons are in different zones, and the zones that dungeons are drawn from shuffles with each cycle,” Tenzing informed me. 
 
    “Not what I wanted to hear bud. Is there any other way for us to interact?” I asked. 
 
    “I can’t tell you that, Daxas,” he said. 
 
    The response was a familiar one. 
 
    “Ha! So, there is a way,” I exclaimed. 
 
    A bit more loudly than necessary and pumped my fist in the air. 
 
    “That will keep my inner wolf happy. This brings me to question number two. Tenzing, has becoming a Wolf King changed me?” I said. 
 
    “Of course, it has Daxas, are the physical changes not obvious?” he responded, his voice laced with confusion. 
 
    “I’m not talking about the suit, but the guy who wears it. I’ve been having unexpected aggressive urges…shite that makes me sound like a serial killer. You know what I mean though, right?” I pleaded. 
 
    “I believe I do, Daxas, but it is nothing that should concern you. Your avatar may possess instincts that you are unaccustomed to, but it will not change who you are,” he reassured me. 
 
    I felt a wave of relief at his words. 
 
    “You’ve always been capable of terrible deeds, driven by a lust for sex, wealth and power,” he said calmly. 
 
    Just like that, relief became consternation. 
 
    “What the fuck dude! I thought you were supposed to be on my side. You make me sound like a frigging sociopath,” I cried out in surprise. 
 
    “I am on your side, Daxas, this was not a criticism. I have examined your soul, don’t forget. These ‘urges’ as you describe them, have always been there. All that has changed are your circumstances, and it is not being a Wolf King that is altering your behaviour. It’s your gradual acceptance of your new life. Fear of the consequences for breaking perceived social contracts, which often dictated past behaviour in your old life, no longer apply here,” he laid out calmly. 
 
    As if wanting to kill and possess people was an everyday occurrence. 
 
    “That is cold, I have always thought better of myself than that. We may have to agree to disagree on this one,” I said. 
 
    “As you want, Daxas. However, these traits will serve you well as a Dungeon Master,” he advised. 
 
    “Alright, enough. I get it, maybe... I’m stressing the maybe. Maybe I would behave differently in the old world if there weren’t consequences like jail or social ostracism. I’m unconvinced, though,” I said. 
 
    I was a decent guy, I knew that, everybody knew that. Too nice for my own good sometimes. I mean everybody wanted money, power, hot women wetting their knickers whenever you entered the room. It didn’t make you bad wanting that. 
 
    What happened with Jen’Zadeer, though? That blurred the lines. Ah shit! This was a rabbit hole I wasn’t ready to run down yet. 
 
    “Moving on, achievements’, what can you tell me?” I asked, wanting to get away from the current topic of discussion which had been making me quite uncomfortable. 
 
    “Dungeons have to remain ignorant of achievements until after they have opened and have earned their first. This is to prevent their initial designs from being aimed towards collecting them. Even now I cannot tell you what you need to do to gain any more. As you will have read, each achievement grants the dungeon a minor perk.” 
 
    “Most achievements are generalist in nature and can be earned by any dungeon. Some are specific to Domains, Spheres and even Specialities,” he finished, rattling off the information. 
 
    This wasn’t particularly eye-opening, and I could have guessed most of it myself, but confirmation is always nice, though. 
 
    “You have done very well, Daxas. So many achievements in the first week, it is at the very top of the curve,” he added, and beamed a smile at me. 
 
    “Thanks, chap, I can’t take too much of the credit, though. I stumbled blindly into most of them,” I humbly replied. 
 
    Cloaking myself in the garb of modesty. It fit me well. Okay, maybe not. 
 
    “Daxas, do not underestimate your input. You chose to take Crafting as a major perk, to add the resource and workrooms. You chose to be different, and this has paid dividends,” he encouraged. 
 
    “Enough back slapping, but thanks again for the props,” I chuckled. 
 
    “You must have other questions?” he asked. 
 
    “A few, am I not supposed to be able to see inside my inventory?” I asked, remembering the difficulties I’d had earlier in the week. 
 
    “Ah, yes, in the excitement I almost forgot,” he replied. 
 
    He then produced a brown leather satchel from a pocket in his robes A pocket I hadn’t noticed he had before, possibly because he hadn’t had it before. 
 
    “You were correct to surmise this was an unintended side effect of imbued knowledge being suppressed. As such you are being granted this satchel. When wearing or placing items into this satchel you will be able to see the standard information other denizens see as part of their aura sight,” Tenzing said. 
 
    “It’s still a bit of a faff,” I complained. “Also, at the risk of sounding whiny, this satchel isn’t very big. What if what I want to put in there is too big to fit?” 
 
    “Not to worry, Daxas, the satchel is just a convenient shape in which to carry it around. You can change its shape and size to any reasonably sized container,” he said. 
 
    “Cool,” I said, taking the satchel from him. “That will actually come in very handy.” 
 
    “I like to be helpful where I can be, Daxas,” he said. 
 
    “Last, but not least. Anything you can divulge about these City rooms I’ve unlocked early?” I asked. 
 
    “They replicate some of the facilities that adventurers have access to in the City,” he began. 
 
    “If you were to build the Bank, you would be able to open an account. This would allow you to buy and sell goods, to the vendors if you built them, for coin, just as the adventurers do. Also, if you have an account, when you take on a disciple you will inherit the contents of theirs.” 
 
    I could already see the possibilities this presented me. 
 
    “As you continue to craft, other City rooms may become available, allowing you to sell and trade those wares as well,” he said. 
 
    “So, I could buy things for my dungeon with coins, not experience,” I pressed. 
 
    “Yes, but only things that adventurers would be able to purchase. Rooms specific to the dungeon, creatures and traps must all still be bought with experience. You can likely make what you need with all of your crafting skills,” he answered. 
 
    “Okay, maybe it won’t be so helpful then, but I’m sure I can find a way. What about the Auction House?” I said. 
 
    “Ah, this would allow you to market anything you desire directly to adventurers or other dungeons if they too have an account. You can set a buyout price for your wares or set it as a true auction with a time limit. The highest bidder securing the item when the auction expires,” he said. 
 
    This was all self-explanatory. I just wanted a bit of confirmation. 
 
    “Does the Auction House charge any commission?” I inquired. 
 
    “No, it is a system instituted to facilitate trade, not to acquire profit,” he said. 
 
    I didn’t have any other burning questions. So, I just encouraged Tenzing to take a seat in one of the chairs I had built, and we talked for a while. I’d been people watching for the last week. My only real interactions were getting cut and beaten by the different groups running my dungeon. No conversation. 
 
    After an hour of shooting the breeze, which was mainly me cracking jokes and then explaining the ‘cultural idiosyncrasies’ that made them funny. Tenzing drew my attention back to my design table and the muted blue flashing that indicated a message. 
 
    It had probably been there since the start of the rest day. Tenzing had been polite enough to let me natter on before he pointed it out. The note told me I had earned 476 XP from my twelve totems for the week. This was an underwhelming amount, and I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t hoped for more. I took a quick look at my XP total and saw it was 6376. 
 
    That may have sounded like a lot, but a quick bit of calculation and I realised extending a single room from eight cubes to twelve would cost 1170 XP. The experience I currently had wasn’t going to go very far. 
 
    Thinking this through, I decided not to chase the Giver not a Taker 2 achievement. Paying the refill cost of my dungeon rewards was draining five hundred XP a run, about ten thousand of my experience for the first week alone. I hoped for even more activity next week, and as I didn’t want to reduce my rewards, replacing them with crafted versions was going to be my priority task for today. 
 
    With Tenzing accompanying me, though he could not help, I went through the daily chore of gathering my resources. A sneaky bonus I was able to trial on my first rest day was venturing into the five resource rooms on the first floor of my dungeon. I’d found I couldn’t go in during the regular resets, but on the rest day as adventurers could not gain entry, I could, huzzah! 
 
    I’d had enough runs in my first week to have encountered each type of basic environment. They also weren’t truly random but appeared to be on a set repeating cycle. 
 
    I now had the following options available to me. Four types of mine, Limestone, Granite, Sandstone and Marble. Four types of forest, Coniferous, Rainforest, Temperate Deciduous, and Ancient. Four types of farm, Livestock (Slaughter), Livestock (Produce), Arable (Edible), Arable (Materials). Three types of Swamp, Freshwater, Saltwater and Marsh. Three types of Cavern, Fungal, Sea and Eolian. Finishing it off were two isolated environments, a Tropical Island and a Desert. 
 
    Ore was my main priority now. I had set my environment preference on four of my rooms to each of the mine types. The Rainforest provided a plethora of different plants useful in Alchemy and Enchanting, so I had two rooms set to this. The Ancient Forest provided Redwoods and Oaks, as well as some decent hunting opportunities and was set as my seventh. The Eolian Cavern, caves formed by sand and winds, seemed to be my best source of clear crystal quartz. 
 
    Quartz was a vital component for enchanting. Therefore, I needed it, and it was my eighth room set. The final two rooms I left to cycle through the other options. 
 
    Desert was an odd one, though. Apart from a few lizards and some cacti, there was very little to harvest. However, I knew from what little geology I recalled that many gemstone mines were in desert regions. Possibly when my gathering or mining levelled sufficiently, this environment might provide more tempting fare. 
 
    With my gathering completed, I headed to the workrooms. 
 
    First, I smelted down the ores I had collected. While these were being smelted, I went and reviewed the requirements for the copper chain shirt, the copper helm, and copper rings. 
 
    Each shirt required three copper bars, the helms, two copper bars each and you could make ten rings with a single copper bar. I would need to make five of each item to put them in my rewards chest and not have to pay a refill fee. This meant fifteen copper bars for the shirts, ten for the helms, but only one for all ten rings. 
 
    The complication was the quality of the armour in my chest was standard and most of my bars were junk or poor. In fact, I would only have six standard bars once I had finished the current round of smelting. 
 
    Worse, the rings would need to be fair quality to be enchanted. I could put in poorer quality gear but didn’t want to if it could be avoided. If anything, I would prefer to sweeten the pot, not water it down. I was going to have to merge bars. 
 
    Tenzing proved to be helpful in this regard, his mathematics skills were impeccable. I was a reasonably good mental arithmetician myself, but he was both swift and unerringly correct. The simple bit, calculating how many standard bars were needed I could do myself, twenty-nine. 
 
    Twenty-five for the armour and four more to make a fair bar for the rings. I had six, and he analysed my inventory. Tenzing informed me I had enough junk and poor copper bars to make a further twenty-four of standard quality. A total of thirty, once again I was scraping by. 
 
    More out of luck than design admittedly, but when you’re on a roll just go with it. 
 
    I set to smelting, with Tenzing brightly informing me that it would take just over four hours to merge all my bars. This would leave me sixteen hours in the day. However, as I was in the forge, I could crack on with making some of this armour. I already had enough bars to begin. 
 
    Creating items was incredibly ‘game’ like. Similar to smelting, I just needed to pick up the heavy tongs. This opened the forge interface, and I selected a copper helm from the list of options that were presented. Then, I placed the required two copper bars in the glowing coals and touched them with the tongs to begin the process. 
 
    A ten-minute timer appeared above the now melting copper bar. Metal working was more involved than the smelter and kiln, as those could be started and left to finish. With the forge, if I did nothing, then after about thirty seconds the timer would slow dramatically. I had to move the heated bars with the tongs to get the timer back to counting down in real-time. 
 
    At the five-minute mark the heated copper bars, now melted into a single piece, had to be transferred to the anvil. Once placed on the anvil the timer restarted. I then needed to use the hammer every thirty seconds to keep the timer counting down as before. 
 
    “Tenzing, what would happen if I just left the bars in the coals, would it finish?” I asked him. 
 
    “Yes, eventually, but it would take four hours to finish at your current skill level if you did not remain to tend the work,” he answered, as he watched me over my shoulder. 
 
    “Any reason you need to tend this work, while I can leave smelting to run on its own?” 
 
    “The Accords, Daxas. In this case, I believe that the Divine Lord, Ironhammer, objected that the skills of the Blacksmith were rendered null,” he explained. 
 
    “Ironhammer? I think I have heard some of the dwarves mention him before,” I commented. 
 
    “Yes, he is a common patron deity amongst the dwarves. He was still deeply unhappy with the tending compromise for Smithing. He campaigned extensively for greater complexity and realism,” he explained further. 
 
     “I’m glad he didn’t get his way, having to stay put is bad enough, I wouldn’t have wanted to actually learn how to do this,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Indeed. You may recall one of our earlier conversations, Daxas, The one about the reluctance to re-open the Accords for re-negotiation. Ironhammer would undoubtedly be one of the Lords who would insist on revisions that had no relevance to those not of the Realms, like you, Daxas. Would you mind some personal venting on my part?” he asked. 
 
     I nodded to go ahead. 
 
    “The Accords are riddled with inconsistencies due to the incessant squabbling by the Lords over unimportant details. The legacy of their obtuse behaviour continues being a burden to our administration of this plane,” he huffed. 
 
    “Ah, a bunch of self-important asshats, I have encountered plenty of those types in my life,” I chuckled. 
 
    “What would happen to the timer if a group were running my dungeon with another ‘queued’ waiting to enter?” I asked him a moment later. 
 
    “Ah! I see what you are thinking, Daxas. Yes, it would continue counting down,” he told me. 
 
    “Cool, gotta love that time dilation effect,” I finished, winking at him. 
 
    Another exploit discovered. I was getting good at this. A few minutes later and my first crafted piece of armour was finished. I put the satchel over my shoulder and found I could inspect the piece without having to return to the design table. 
 
    Copper Helmet 
 
    Damage Reduction: 2 (Impact, Piercing). 
 
    Handicaps: Agility reduced by 1 while worn. 
 
    I confirmed this was the same as the helmet I had put in the rewards chest. Now, I just needed to make four more of them. As the hours passed, I made all the helmets and then moved on to the chain shirts. These took the same ten minutes each despite being a considerably more intricate ‘real’ design. After I had produced the first, I inspected it. 
 
    Copper Chain Shirt 
 
    Damage Reduction: 4 (Impact, Piercing). 
 
    Handicaps: Agility reduced by 2 while worn. 
 
    Then I made the rings, unenchanted they added no bonuses or handicap, they were purely decorative. 
 
    I moved on to the Workshop to make a start on the leather pieces. I didn’t have the same material issues I had with the copper ore. The slaughter livestock farm provided plenty of standard leather from the cows and pigs I had farmed and processed in the Abattoir. 
 
    This type of leather did have a drawback. Like stone, it was all standard quality and could not be improved. This meant any armour it made could not be enchanted. Not a problem right now, but if you wanted better, you had to use leather sourced from hunted animals. It didn’t make any logical sense that squirrels and rabbits were better suited than domesticated cattle for making armour, but that’s how it worked. 
 
    That wasn’t the only illogical difference. Making leather armour was far, far, easier. It wasn’t just that Leather required less attention than Metalworking. If I was making the same thing, I only needed to add the extra material required and the workstation would just keep making the same item until the material ran out, no supervision required. 
 
    Obviously, the patron of the Leatherworker profession was less of a pedant than Ironhammer. 
 
    It still took a further five hours to finish crafting them, but I was able to move onto the Enchanters grotto after I started the process. And only needed to pop back every fifty minutes or so, to change which piece of leather armour was being created. 
 
    The grotto, despite its intriguing name, was just another workshop. There was a large oak workbench in the centre of the room and shelving for the various ingredients on all sides except the far wall. 
 
    The far end of the room was where the magic happened, literally. Sited there appeared to be a black cast iron stove, with a wide chimney that led to the top of the grotto and out of the workshop. Halfway up the flume was a glass door, inside you could see a horizontal metal grill in a crisscross pattern. 
 
    Enchanting gear was a two-step process. Gear couldn’t be enchanted directly, you needed to use an imbued crystal to pass on the enchantment, but it worked much the same as everything else. 
 
    First, you selected the enchantment you wanted to make, in this case, STR +1. 
 
    Second, put the ingredients required in the stove. A bull’s hoof, a fragment of celestial copper, and a piece of the enchanter. I used a snip of my hair, which grew back almost immediately, rendering the requirement futile but I didn’t make these rules. 
 
    Third, place the receptacle of the enchantment on the grill halfway up the chimney, a clear quartz crystal. 
 
    Finally, close all the doors and the magical mixing begins. The stove had a grill piece, so you could see inside. I could see a kaleidoscope of colours emanating from the gaps. This wasn’t fire, just bursts of light like tiny fireworks and it was strangely mesmerising. 
 
    Had Tenzing not been there to get my attention, I may well have crouched there staring at the display until it finished. Unlike Metalworking and Leatherworking recipes there was a thirty-minute timer to produce each enchanted crystal. 
 
    As my first enchantment was underway, I readied the ingredients for the other nine. Fortunately, the celestial copper fragment drops were more frequent when smelting standard quality ore. I had enough for all the enchantments I wanted to make this week. 
 
    The AGI +1 enchantment required a rabbit’s foot instead of a bull’s hoof. I was using clear quartz crystals as it was all I had presently. They could hold unranked enchantments like the stat plus ones I was making but not anything better. 
 
    Different crystal types could hold better enchantments. The crystals themselves exhibited no beneficial properties from the enchantment they held. So just having one on you did not give you any benefit. However, proper gemstones like diamond and ruby did if fitted to gear, allowing you an enchantment on the piece of gear as well as the enchantment for the fitted gemstone. 
 
    Once the first crystal was ready, I removed it from the flume where it had been absorbing whatever magic was being generated in the stove beneath. The next step was super simple, you just needed to touch the powered-up crystal to the item in question and presto. The crystal would disintegrate, and the enchantment would pass into the item you had touched. 
 
    The only proviso was that enchantments could only be held by items that were standard quality or better. If it was poor or junk, then both the crystal and the item would disintegrate. This was where things got tricky. This also kind of explained the whole existence of differing qualities as I’d found better quality items did not affect the item’s capabilities. 
 
    However, adding an enchantment to an item regardless of the enchantment’s rank would reduce the quality of the item by one level. If this meant it became poor or junk, then it would be destroyed. 
 
    Hence why the rings had to be of fair quality. If they had been standard, they would have dropped down to poor and poof they’re gone. More powerful enchantments carried the possibility of dropping the item quality by more than one level. You could take risks if you wished, but if you lost two levels on a fair quality item you would lose it and the enchanted crystal. 
 
    This also meant that higher quality items could hold multiple enchantments. You could keep adding more until it dropped to standard quality if you wanted. Theoretically, a superior item could hold four different enchantments, plus a further four if a superior gemstone was fitted. They would all then be of standard quality. 
 
    Although my assumption was if you have those kinds of materials you wouldn’t waste your time putting low ranked enchantments on them. 
 
    After three hours I had finished enchanting the crystals and transferred them to the ten rings. I only had a few celestial copper fragments remaining, but I’d be collecting more as time went by. I also had two more weeks before considering outfitting my avatar to beef him up for potential challengers. 
 
     I still had a couple of hours until all the leather armour pieces were finished. When they had, I examined them to confirm they were the same as what I currently had in the rewards chest. 
 
    Plain Leather Gloves 
 
    Damage Reduction: 2 (Piercing) 1 (Impact). 
 
      
 
    Plain Leather Boots 
 
    Damage Reduction: 2 (Piercing) 1 (Impact). 
 
      
 
    Plain Leather Vambraces 
 
    Damage Reduction: 2 (Piercing) 1 (Impact). 
 
      
 
    Plain Leather Cuisse 
 
    Damage Reduction: 3 (Piercing) 1 (Impact). 
 
      
 
    They were indeed the same, not as effective against impact damage as the copper helm and chain shirt but incurred no Agility penalty, a trade-off you would need to consider. 
 
    This was encouraging, quite a few of my plans for future enhancements to my dungeon floor involved obstacles testing an adventurer’s agility, balance, and reflexes, instead of brute strength. This meant if prepared groups leaned heavily on leather to retain their agility bonuses, I could take advantage of that and favour Impact weapons. 
 
    Secondly, the smart play would be to only hand out piercing weapons as rewards. 
 
    With that in mind, and as I still had several hours remaining, I set my workshop to making fifteen cudgels at the carpentry station. As well as fifteen plain leather jerkins at the leatherworking station to equip my gremlins with. I wanted to make some noticeable alterations to the dungeon layout for the second week, just so the adventurers knew it was going to evolve. 
 
    Plain Leather Jerkin 
 
    Damage Reduction: 4 (Piercing) 2 (Impact). 
 
      
 
    Unsophisticated Cudgel 
 
    Damage: 2 + STR (Impact) 
 
      
 
    I spent 4,590 XP adding two cubes to nine of my rooms. I lengthened the long corridor after the first wolf encounter to one hundred and fifty feet and increased the height of the ‘Chimney’ by thirty feet, spending an extra twenty XP for the additional handholds required. 
 
    I splurged a bit more on my Lair room. 1,170 XP for four extra cubes of space. I set it out as a three-by-three square with one additional 15’ cube at the far end from the entrance. This held the rewards chest and the exit. 
 
    I used the remaining two cubes to add pits in the bottom right and left corners of the square, flanking the path to the dungeon exit. This left five hundred and ninety-six XP which I banked for the time being. 
 
    
     With time almost up, I said my goodbyes to Tenzing. I had appreciated his company today. We were growing quite close in a very short span, friendships forged in adversity I supposed. 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    The second week passed much as the first did and I spent my time accruing as many materials as I could. Activity in my dungeon had increased, word had obviously spread beyond the Black Hills Brigade guild, as other groups began to arrive and set up camp in the glade. Some together, others flying solo and trying to talk their way into groups heading in. 
 
    I also used what I now dubbed my Omni-Satchel to make additional use of my resource rooms. I spent a lot of time shovelling mud or sand into my inventory. The former was to be used in the dropped long corridor after the resource rooms, and it was now named ‘The Mud Bath’. 
 
    A simple concept really. This would force the dungeon raiders to wade through mud up to their knees for almost one hundred and fifty feet. It was all about forcing them to spend more time in the dungeon and making it difficult for fleeing challengers to get out. I was able to add mud during the second rest day. 
 
    The sand, the ground slag, and the quicklime would be used to fill another chamber with wet concrete. I named this chamber ‘Wipeout’, after a silly TV show where contestants would try to navigate an obstacle course, inevitably failing and ending up in the water. The difference in my dungeon is they would end up in wet concrete. 
 
    I had raised plinths placed throughout the room. Between these plinths I put twelve-foot logs on an axle, so they would spin. With a bit of patience and teamwork, groups would be able to cross without falling in. 
 
    Again, the room was designed to sap time, and make it far more difficult for those who try to turn back after passing through. It was also the eighteenth chamber, so any fallers would be carrying the extra weight of clinging concrete as they moved into the final confrontation. 
 
    Chamber nine, was where I had a crevasse that could be crossed by the two bridges. I shortened those bridges to only a foot wide. The bottom of the crevasse now had copper spikes sticking up from the floor. 
 
    I also added similar spikes to the pits in my Lair room. 
 
    After you crossed the bridges, I had placed some wooden spiked barricades, they were called chevalier horses. They had been made in the workshop and were set a few feet from the edge 
 
    These would have to be climbed over. Once you passed the horses and before you left the room, I had put in a table with some tasty refreshments. The table was laden with platters made from the various foods I had been harvesting as the week went by. 
 
    I changed the name of the room to ‘Slick Bridge’. The name reflected a future addition I had scheduled for the end of the third week after which I could be challenged. 
 
    My XP return for the second week was a huge step up. In part because I was now getting a consistent stream of visitors every day of the week, but mostly it was not having to pay the refill cost for my dungeon rewards. I got 46,250 XP from the dungeon runs, and the totem haul also improved to 614 XP. 
 
    Knowing I was only getting one percent, per totem, meant those other dungeons were only averaging just over five thousand a week. Either I was doing way better than was typical, or I was siphoning from a bunch of turkeys. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer didn’t strike me as the ‘turkey’ type, so I was betting on the former rather than the latter. 
 
    Whatever the reason, I chose to spoil myself with some creature comforts and spent two thousand on a new room for the inactive part of my core floor to be my living quarters. Then moved the design table into my new private chamber. I built myself a large four-poster bed with an incredibly huge mattress even larger than a super king too. The bed was made from materials I had in stores, and the only cost was a little extra effort on my part. I even made a bookshelf for my dungeon manuals. 
 
    On the dungeon’s first floor I expanded each of the existing fifteen rooms to sixteen cubes each, doubling them in size from my starting position. That cost me 37,260 XP, but I still had 8,200 XP to play with. 
 
    Again, I decided to play it safe and banked that for spending on the third rest day. You never knew what might crop up. 
 
    Apart from one over-eager dwarf team leader, who felt the need to duel me, which I won handily and added a soul mark to my tally, only two things of note happened in the second week. 
 
    First, three ironskin dwarves arrived at the camp as potential prospects for the Black Hills Brigade. Their skin was indeed a dark shade of grey, reminiscent of iron. 
 
    It didn’t take a genius to make the logical leap that these were the equivalent of dark elves but for dwarves. This was virtually confirmed from the interaction between them and the guild’s other dwarves. They were not well-liked. However, it looked like the guild was willing to give them a chance. 
 
    The three of them were split up and run through my dungeon in different groups. It was clear they did not take orders well, so it came as no surprise when Drakken, the most cantankerous of the three, tried to seize control of his party midway through his run. 
 
    He was unsuccessful. Drakken and the other two ironskin dwarves were told politely, yet firmly, to find another guild to try and join. They elected to stay in the glade but struggled to find others willing to venture in with them for the rest of the week. 
 
    Second, and more importantly, was the arrival of Jessamyn. 
 
    Jessamyn was a female red-haired wood elf that arrived at the glade midweek. She hadn’t been the only woman who had arrived at my entrance, there had been two dwarf women as well. However, the important difference was the dwarves had seven and eight soul marks respectively and Jessamyn was already down to her last. 
 
    The two dwarven women ran my dungeon twice, seemingly they reached rank two and departed before the end of the week. Jessamyn had arrived unranked. 
 
    Initially, groups seemed quite eager to include her, as having her in the party would reduce the time penalties for a run. 
 
    Unfortunately, her combat prowess was very poor, and she seemed far more interested in exploring the resource rooms. Two groups took her through, and on both occasions, they gave her none of the rewards. Furthermore, they declined to include her again. 
 
    Word must have spread as no team was willing to include her on the ‘Saturday’ before the rest day. But she remained in the camp, though. 
 
    These differing stories were destined to intertwine with mine. And it was on the first day of the third week that Jessamyn agreed to join a party led by the three ironskin dwarves into my dungeon. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a group of six that walked through the portal and into the first resource room. I had left the resource rooms on floor one on the random, yet predictable, setting. They happened to get the Granite mine environment for their run. 
 
    Typically, if it was the turn of a mine, I would be off doing my gathering while groups made their way through the early parts of the dungeon. However, as this group had Jessamyn, I would be watching it live from the comfort of my new bedroom. I’d watched her other two runs as well. 
 
    This wasn’t just because she was one of the few adventurers to grace my dungeon already down to her last soul mark. Which, if she fell, meant she could be claimed by me. She was also undeniably attractive. I would get a full-on erection just knowing she was on a dungeon run, and sporting wood made gathering more difficult. And considerably less appealing. 
 
    Jessamyn was tall, slim, with long legs and what was best described as a lithe figure. Long auburn hair which she tied in a ponytail. Green eyes with a smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose and cheeks. Pointed ears, of course, and pretty, pink lips which had just enough pout to be alluring without seeming unnatural. 
 
    Jessamyn had a habit of biting her lower lip when she was nervous, and I found that adorable. She was wearing a shimmering silver dress of all things. The dress had open seams running down the sides of both legs, giving her greater freedom of movement. It also showed off a lot of her graceful, yet toned, legs and lightly tanned skin. She had small breasts, but they strained pleasingly against the silver of her dress, including the clear points of her nipples. 
 
    I licked my lips in anticipation. I had to free the monster from his prison, otherwise, this was going to be an uncomfortable hour or two. 
 
    I could only fathom the dress she wore provided some benefit, otherwise, she would surely be wearing something more practical. I managed to drag my eyes away from her just long enough to bring up the information on the rest of the party. 
 
    Drakken, rank 1, male, (Ironskin) Dwarf, 7 marks (1) 
 
    Gorbash, rank 1, male, (Ironskin) Dwarf, 5 marks (2) 
 
    Vankar, rank 1, male, (Ironskin) Dwarf, 5 marks (3) 
 
    Mannagar, unranked, male, (Hill) Dwarf, 4 marks (4) 
 
    Jessamyn, rank 1, female, (Wood) Elf, 1 mark (5) 
 
    Jevas unranked, male, (Urban) Human, 4 marks (6) 
 
    They had picked up a human and a hill dwarf to round out the party and Jessamyn must have gained her first rank after her second run the week before. 
 
    Drakken had adopted the leadership role when they entered. 
 
    He permitted the others to start moving through the complex and gathering what ore and stone they wished as they went along. 
 
    Jessamyn smiled at the prospect and was soon at work, mining away. Drakken did pull rank at the halfway point of the first mine. He Instructed the crew to proceed on to the next room, rather than following the winding passages to gather more resources. 
 
    So far, this seemed like a usual run, with this disparate group of rejects and outcasts cooperating well. So much so that I had considered that maybe I really ought to go and get some gathering done myself. That changed shortly after they got to the final granite mine.  
 
    “We’d best pick up the pace, I think,” Drakken spoke up suddenly. 
 
    “Jessamyn and Jevas, why don’t ye move on up to the halfway point. Ye can grab the more valuable ore pockets in the sections we have been skipping. While we pick up the pockets here in the first half, we can meet up at the exit and head into the dungeon proper from there,” Drakken suggested. 
 
    “Do you think that’s a good idea?” Jessamyn asked nervously. 
 
    “There is naught to be afraid of here, lass. Biggest danger is getting caught up in the joy of hard labour and losing track of time,” Drakken responded with a wink. 
 
    His two ironskin compatriots chuckled darkly at his little joke. 
 
    The wood elf and human gave him a nod and set off down the corridor. The dwarves made a show of continuing to mine for ore while they were leaving. As soon as the other two had disappeared around the corner the three ironskins surrounded the fourth dwarf Mannagar. 
 
    “Today is yer lucky day, skylover,” Drakken uttered in an intimidatory tone. 
 
    He jabbed his finger roughly into Mannagar’s chest as he did so to make his point. Mannagar was clearly taken aback by the insult. He bristled and was preparing a retort before he thought better of it as Gorbash and Vankar closed in on either side of him. 
 
    “What do ya mean Drakken?” Mannagar asked. A tremble in his voice betrayed his nervousness. 
 
    “Well, me and the boys, we’ve decided to cut ye in on the plan. Ye being a brother dwarf and all. Even if ye do spend all ye’re time gazing at the open sky,” Drakken chuckled to himself. 
 
    “Pah! We spend almost as much time under the earth as ya do!” Mannagar spat back. “We only come up to trade with the surface dwellers and to kill some fuckin’ orc filth,” he went on. 
 
    “Me and the lads never saw sky till we were sent here, but that ain’t the point,” Drakken responded. “Point is we have a plan to get more gear and more experience, do ye want in or don’t ye?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say no to either of those, so I’m in, I reckon,” Mannagar answered. His eyes shone with avarice. “How are we getting it?” 
 
    “Simple laddie, four is a more even split than six,” Drakken replied with an evil grin. 
 
    “How do you mean? You can’t harm other folk in your party?” Mannagar asked. With interest rather than opposition. 
 
    “There are ways if ye be crafty,” the ironskin replied. As if letting the hill dwarf in on a secret. 
 
    “Jevas will be easy, Vankar here was on a run with him before. He is a bit too eager to enter the fray, we just need to hang back a little at each encounter, let the dungeon wear him down. After we pass the climb, I’ll announce it’s too late to go back, and we must go faster. I think we can rely on him panicking a little, rushing ahead right into the bear just after the climb. That ought to do him in,” the ironskin dwarf outlined. 
 
    “Um, yeah, that could work,” Mannagar agreed. As he ruminated on the dark-skinned dwarf’s words. 
 
    “What about the woody bitch, though? The whole camp knows she can’t fight for shit, she ain’t gonna rush forward,” Mannagar followed up with. 
 
    “Oh, we can find a use for her I reckon,” Drakken responded leeringly and looked around him at his two grinning ironskin companions. 
 
    “What really? I mean I wouldn’t mind a piece, sure, but is it a good idea. Ya know, do we have time...” Mannagar stuttered. 
 
    “Ye an elf lover, as well as a skylover,” Drakken barked, and the ironskin dwarves laughed uproariously. 
 
    “Nah, I wouldn’t touch the pale-skinned flower sniffer if she were the last lass alive,” Drakken followed on disparagingly. 
 
    This prompted Mannagar to flush red with embarrassment or shame, I wasn’t sure which.  
 
    “No, if she doesn’t manage to get herself killed before we get to the end. Gorbash and Vankar here will grab her bony arms and throw her to the Wolf King’s wolves. While they are tearing her apart, we move in, finish them off and then take the Wolf King himself,” Drakken finished outlying his plan. 
 
    “Just the four of us?” Mannagar asked, a shred of doubt in his voice. 
 
    “Fuck, the three of us could take that hairy bastard ourselves,” Drakken said, and patted Gorbash and Vankar as he did. 
 
    “Maybe we don’t even need ye…” he finished leadingly. 
 
    “Nah, I’m in Drakken. I didn’t mean to doubt ya, just wanted to be sure I understood. Didn’t want to upset ya by making a mistake,” Mannagar rushed to say, committing himself to the murder plot. 
 
    “Good to have ye aboard,” Drakken said with false cheer. “Best part is the woody bitch is down to her last mark, so she cannae squeal about what happened to her.” 
 
    With a cackle, he took a hold of the dwarf’s shoulder and pushed him on ahead of him as they started making their way to the exit of the room. On to the rendezvous with Jevas and Jessamyn. 
 
    I was boiling over with rage at what I heard. Fucking greedy backstabbing dwarves. I knew it. I knew it all along, you just can’t trust them, ever. 
 
    I paced back and forth across the bedroom; adrenaline coursed through my veins. The unreleased energy refused to let me be still. 
 
    “Yes, but what are we doing about it?” the Wolf King whispered from within my psyche. 
 
    “Make them pay,” I angrily answered. 
 
    “Good, so we shall cut them down, take their marks,” he urged. 
 
    “Agreed, fuck the strategy, if they go through with this, we punish the bearded fuckers,” I said. 
 
    “Then she will be ours,” he whispered happily. 
 
    “What? That is not why I’m doing this. I am doing this to protect her,” I argued. 
 
    “Really, so she won’t fall and be claimed by us then,” he chuckled in my mind. 
 
    “She will, but I can’t help that. They will be responsible, I will enact justice on her behalf,” I explained. 
 
    Trying to convince me as much as the Wolf King within, his laughter simply got deeper. 
 
    “We are not a hero, nor are we a villain. We are simply the Wolf King. We have wanted her since we saw her, she was always going to be ours,” he proclaimed. 
 
    “I’m not that kind of man,” I retorted. 
 
    “You are not a man at all. You are the Wolf King,” he shot back. “If you were as noble as you believe. You would already be charging through the dungeon to confront them, giving her enough time to flee.” 
 
    “That would be too out of character. I’m trying to build a reputation for being easy to clear. You are getting what you want. Why are you bothering me?” I said. 
 
    “We want the truth. For you to accept who we are, we should not have had to wait for greedy dwarves to force our hand. We should have taken her days ago, been sure she could not escape us, next time we will,” he promised. 
 
    “If there ever is a next time,” I responded in a strop. 
 
    Unhappy at how big a dick I was being to myself. 
 
    “There will be, and soon you will understand. One mate is not enough. We will not delay when the opportunity allows us to take another,” he finished. 
 
    The internal battle of wills over, I realised the analysis of my motivations had distracted me from what had been happening in the dungeon for some time. 
 
    It wasn’t until they met my last independent group of wolves, in chamber seventeen, that Jevas was slain as planned. The dwarves had hung back with cruel smirks on their faces. 
 
    Jessamyn was clearly upset, and even suggested they turn back. Drakken was reassuring, initially. As her hesitation continued, he gruffly pointed out that they no longer had time to turn back, it was win through or fail and this convinced her to keep going. 
 
    The only obstacle that remained before my Lair was ‘Wipeout’. Jessamyn proved her worth and probably saved those ungrateful wretches. She showed herself to be far more poised and nimbler as she danced across the logs, then held them steady for the wobbly legged dwarves to cross. 
 
    They weren’t the only group to employ this tactic. I had been a little disappointed after all my effort making concrete that so few were falling in. Still, it had the desired effect of slowing groups down. 
 
    After ten minutes they were across and would soon be entering my Lair. I transferred into my dungeon floor avatar, flexed my clawed fingers and prepared to deliberately wipe a group for the first time. 
 
    As the five of them passed through the corridor, I could see Gorbash and Vankar drop back behind Jessamyn. They readied themselves to take hold of her and throw her to my slavering wolves. 
 
    As they stepped through, I was gratified to see the Duel option flash up. I had received it roughly four in every five runs. So, there had been a small chance it wouldn’t happen. I didn’t need it, but this would make the coming fight much easier. 
 
    For the first time, I chose to initiate a duel and it would be against Drakken. 
 
    I could see the shock on the faces of the whole group. They must have all got a notification of the duel. Previously the only duels had been when an adventurer had challenged me. 
 
    I felt a tug to approach the centre of the room, but I didn’t need prompting. I literally drooled with excitement at the prospect. 
 
    Drakken on the other hand looked almost comical. His upper body tried to pull away, while his legs inexorably moved forward to his execution, pardon me, duel. 
 
    I relished the look of fear on his bearded face. His dark grey flesh appeared to have grown a little paler, mimicking the ashen look a human may have had. He was clad in dirty brown leathers and carried a pair of single-blade hand-axes. 
 
    He took a deep breath and puffed out his cheeks which ruffled his filthy black beard and steeled himself for the coming fight, as the counter ticked down. 3… 2… 1… 
 
    I stood to my full height and narrowed my gaze, with eyes on my prey I projected as much intimidation as possible. As the counter hit one, I launched myself straight at Drakken. He started backing up away from me as soon as he was able to move, but it wasn’t enough. 
 
    I was much quicker and within a single heartbeat was upon him. I gave no thought to defence and was willing to endure whatever axe blows he cared to inflict. 
 
    He chose to try and defend himself instead, but it didn’t help much. He managed to block the first couple of my clawed swipes, but soon lost his first axe, and I slashed his body with long powerful blows. 
 
    He started to panic and tried to back up farther away, but only managed to stumble and fall to the floor. I pressed my advantage and stomped on his stomach with my right foot. Then I kept it in place so he could not wriggle away. 
 
    I lunged down, Drakken now prone couldn’t defend himself properly and I easily clamped my jaws around his head and started crushing him through his helmet. He was quickly screaming out in pain and terror, as he uselessly thrashed against the vice-like death grip my jaws had him in. 
 
    From what I had observed of Drakken, at heart, he was a bully. And like any bully, he preferred to torment in packs. He was used to being surrounded by grinning lackeys who could strengthen his backbone. As I crushed the life from him, he showed himself to be a reliable fellow and let his cowardice take control. 
 
    Drakken forfeited the duel before I killed him. 
 
    The immediate benefit for him was obvious, I was forced to release him and take several steps backwards, giving him space and the opportunity to pick himself up. He got to live, for a short while longer at least. 
 
    A few seconds later, and the duel stasis which had affected all of us dissipated. Now, the consequences of his selfish choice became apparent for all. Everyone received a debuff notification. Mine was no doubt slightly different, being their opponent. 
 
    Your rival undisputed leader has forfeited the duel for dominance. 
 
    Their party will now suffer a 25% penalty on damage dealt. They will also suffer 10% more damage from all sources. 
 
    This will remain in effect until the dungeon session completes or the leader of the group, new or current, participates in another duel for dominance without forfeiting. 
 
    Perfect, time to unleash hell. I mentally commanded my wolves to sweep to the right and engage Gorbash and Mannagar. Meanwhile, I shifted left and bypassed Jessamyn who seemed stunned in shock by the events. She didn’t even raise her short sword as I passed by. 
 
     I ignored the crawling Drakken for now and stepped over him. Instead, I approached Vankar, who had his shield and axe at the ready. Vankar shifted his weight between his feet, bobbing a little. Trying to disguise his fear, but I noticed the tremble in his muscles as I neared him. 
 
    He hit me in the ribs with his axe once I was in range. I hadn’t bothered trying to evade his attack. I reached out for him, and he leant back trying to stay out of my range. 
 
    Had I been trying to claw him, as Vankar thought, he would have been successful. However, he did not pull back enough to prevent me from grabbing a hold of his thick dirty black beard. With him now firmly in my grip, I dragged him across the room, to my side of the chamber, and stopped in front of the new spiked pits I had recently added. 
 
    Using the grip on his beard as leverage, I pivoted my shoulders and forcefully swung him past me, over the edge. I released my hold on his beard and watched as he fell fifteen feet to the bottom. Where he was impaled by a half dozen of the spikes or more. Two through his chest, two more punching through his lower back and stomach. One in each leg and his left arm. 
 
    The fallen ironskin dwarf mewled piteously, as blood gushed from his mouth, but he wasn’t quite dead. He soon would be unless he could pull himself off the spikes, which was unlikely. Vankar would suffer continued health loss every few seconds while he remained impaled. 
 
    I turned around and surveyed the scene. I locked eyes with Jessamyn, she was still standing by the entrance. Before I could do anything else, this goaded her into action. 
 
    Jessamyn promptly glanced about her, and quite sensibly, in my opinion, turned and got the fuck out of the Lair. 
 
    I strode back across to the other side of the room. Pausing only to savagely kick Drakken in the back as I passed. He had almost been back on his feet, but this sent him sprawling into the wall and back to the ground. 
 
    Only two of my wolves were still in the fight with Gorbash and Mannagar, but they had served their purpose. 
 
    I increased my pace to a run and tackled Gorbash to the ground. With me on top of him, his mobility was seriously compromised. I slashed and bit, tearing chunks from him as he groaned beneath me, and it wasn’t long before the dwarf finally slumped motionless from my onslaught. 
 
    I got up off my knees and turned around and saw Mannagar had abandoned the fight. I could hear the clomping of his boots as he ran through the corridor after Jessamyn. 
 
    The two remaining wolves had turned their attention to Drakken. They were snapping and biting at his prone form. He was no longer even fighting back and just tried to protect himself. 
 
    It gave me a peculiar sense of satisfaction to leave him to death by wolf. The cowardly traitorous wretch was unworthy of being honoured by me finishing him personally. 
 
    I wandered back to the pit and confirmed that Vankar was indeed dead. It looked like he had tried drinking a potion, but that hadn’t saved him. He stared glassily at the ceiling, no longer with us. 
 
    That just left me to chase after Mannagar, but there was no way he could get back to the entrance in time. They only had about thirty minutes remaining, and I didn’t plan on letting him time out. 
 
    I didn’t have to go far before I found the dwarf. As I made my way into the ‘Wipeout’ room, I could see he hadn’t even made it across the first log before he slipped off and fell in. He was close to the edge on the exit side, but just out of arm’s reach. He was desperately trying to pull himself out but not having much success. I switched forms and stood in front of him. 
 
    “You’re not having a very good day are you fuck stain,” I said disparagingly. 
 
     He stopped as he heard my voice, he hadn’t noticed me approach. He was slowly sinking deeper into the concrete and blinked at me in bewilderment. 
 
    “You can tell your ironskin friends that next week I’m open for challenges. If they fancy a shot at some payback, they’re welcome to try,” I taunted. “I doubt they’ve got the balls, though. Make sure you tell them I said that,” I finished. 
 
    Before he had a chance to reply I morphed back into the warwolf, as that form had greater reach. I knelt, took Mannagar’s head in my clawed hand and pushed him, face first, into the wet concrete. I held him under until he ceased struggling and had suffocated. 
 
    With the last of my enemies handled, I transferred my mind back to the core room. There I observed Jessamyn trying to get back to the entrance. She was even fleeter of foot than I had thought, and she made excellent progress. If she had another five minutes, she would have made it. But just as she reached the first of the mines, the timer expired. 
 
    Now it was time to formally meet my first fallen. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was back in my core room, sitting upon the marble throne I had built. I’d draped it in furs and added some padded leather upholstery for comfort. I did my best to look imperious as a portal opened and Jessamyn stepped through. She looked about the room, realised what had happened and promptly burst into tears. 
 
    OshitOshitOshit! Was the only thing running through my head, nothing throws a bloke’s game plan out the window faster than tears. 
 
    “Just throw her over your shoulder and take…” the Wolf King started. 
 
    “Nope, not happening. This will require a bit of finesse and sensitivity,” I fired back before he could get any further. 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Zip it, wolf boy. This is a job for the human part of me,” I declared with more confidence than I felt. 
 
    My track record with teary-eyed women was one of awkwardness and confusion rather than the reassurance I aimed for. I gave myself a once over just to confirm I was in my humanoid form. Worried for a moment that maybe I remained in battle mode and that was the source of Jessamyn’s emotional turmoil. 
 
    I bounced down from my throne towards her. Jessamyn shied away at my approach, but the portal behind her had already closed and this meant she just bumped up against the wall. 
 
    “Are you going to devour my soul,” she asked, refusing to look at me. 
 
    I could smell the fear wafting from her. 
 
    “Jessamyn, look at me,” I ordered her gently, but with an underlying hint of my authority. 
 
    She slowly raised her head and nervously met my gaze. 
 
    I gave her a quick rakish smile. “Do I look like an Infernal Lord to you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Maybe, the scriptures were never very clear as to what the Infernal Realms were like,” she responded. 
 
    Quietly at first but with growing strength as she finished the sentence. 
 
    “Take a look around at the room, Jessamyn. Don’t the walls remind you of somewhere you’ve been very, very recently?” I asked her. 
 
    I placed my hands on her shoulders, giving them a reassuring squeeze, at least that’s what I hoped it felt like. 
 
    “You are still in the dungeon. I am the Dungeon Master, the Wolf King, Daxas,” I finished introducing myself. 
 
    “Really?” she asked. “I thought the Wolf King was a giant beast that killed all the dwarves,” she ended with a slight sniffle. 
 
    The tears had stopped for now, thankfully. There was only the sobbing after-effects that lingered. 
 
    “Yes, here I’ll show you. Prepare yourself,” I told her. 
 
    I took a step back and shifted back to my warwolf form. Now towering above her but stood in a manner to appear as non-threatening as possible. Therefore, I was a little taken aback when her sniffles were replaced by peals of laughter. 
 
    “Not quite the reaction I was expecting I’ll admit,” I roughly growled. 
 
    “You tore all of your clothes,” she giggled. Covering her mouth with her hand trying to hold back her mirth. 
 
    I examined myself and found she was quite right. I had read armour magically resized itself for shifters and I’d foolishly assumed the same for clothes. Apparently not. 
 
    However, I wasn’t going to try and carry on a conversation with a muzzle, so I shifted back. I held on to the remnants of my pants but let my shirt, which was beyond saving, fall to the floor. I gave her a sheepish grin and was rewarded with a deep blush. Courtesy of my completely unintentional, but convenient, near nakedness. 
 
    “Let’s take a seat, and I can explain,” I suggested. 
 
    I took her hand and gently guided her to my throne. There was enough room for two people to comfortably sit. However, without even thinking about it, in a single swift motion, swept her up in my arms. Then I sat in the dead centre on the throne and gently positioned Jessamyn in my lap. 
 
    Caught by surprise she offered no resistance, and when her hands came to rest up against my naked chest, I was rewarded with an even deeper blush than before. I decided to play it cool, but the Wolf King wasn’t quite as suppressed as I had first thought. One of my arms encircled her back to support her, while the other hand held her leg by the crook of her knee and pulled her in close. 
 
    “First, and I’m sorry if this seems personal, but I have to ask. The dress is absolutely stunning, and very complementary to your natural beauty,” I started and paused briefly to see what kind of reaction I got. 
 
    I could see the hint of a pleased smile, though she then looked away, embarrassed perhaps. 
 
    “But why are you wearing it in a dungeon?” I finished my question. 
 
    “Oh,” she started, “Well….” I gave her a nod encouraging her to continue. 
 
    “It was a requirement of my patron Goddess, the Silver Lady. I had to wear the ceremonial dress I would have worn if I had taken my vows, as I was supposed to,” she explained. 
 
    “Vows?” I asked, “were you a priestess of some kind?” 
 
    “Not exactly…” she turned away from me, looking down and she seemed ashamed. 
 
    “I was orphaned in the Silistine wars. The sisters of the Silver Lady kindly took me in. This was a great honour. The Silver Lady is the patron of the High Elf courts, it is not often they take in a lowly wood elf like me,” her voice grew smaller as she spoke. 
 
    “It’s alright. You can tell me, there is no judgement here,” I reassured her. 
 
    I began rubbing her lower back. She seemed to relax after a few seconds of my ministrations, enough at least to continue. 
 
    “When I came of age. I was supposed to repay their kindness and take my vows to serve the Silver Lady, in one of her convents,” she said. 
 
    Oh my, I thought. She was going to be a nun, my mind raced off in a dozen different, porn inspired, dirty directions. 
 
    “Only, I ran away before I took my vows. I just wanted to see the forests of home, before I had to spend my life cloistered away.” 
 
    She said this, expressing a sad wistfulness, with an undertone of bitterness. 
 
    “What happened?” I prompted. 
 
    My other hand imperceptibly started to caress up her thigh. It was wildly inappropriate, but the moment I sat her in my lap I had only one destination in mind. 
 
    “I booked passage on a ship to take me home. There was a terrible storm. I think…I think, I drowned, I failed the Silver Lady and now I’m lost,” her voice catching a little as she finished. 
 
    With fresh tears beginning to flow. I hugged her to me and kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “Shush now, no need for tears. You’re safe now, here with me,” I told her. I gently wiped her tears away and returned my hand to her thigh as I finished. 
 
    “Really! How do you mean?” she asked with a little more hope in her voice. 
 
    “Were you ever told dungeons took Disciples? Fallen adventurers like yourself?” I inquired. 
 
    My hand on her back slowly worked its way down, now stroking the top of her ass. Her own hands had subconsciously returned to my body, one now circled around my back, the other lightly traced my defined abdominal muscles. 
 
    “Yes, of course, but everyone knows they only take the best. You wouldn’t be interested in me,” she said. Hope warring with doubting despair. 
 
    “Hmmph, that is for me to decide, don’t you think,” I said. 
 
    My voice was firm and authoritative, while my hands continued to roam. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” she squeaked. “I didn’t mean it…I just…I’m not a good fighter…other dungeons wouldn’t want me, you could do much better than me, I’m sure of it,” she finished. 
 
    Her eyes gazed at the floor, her body trying to make itself as small as possible. 
 
    I felt the Wolf King rear up within me, scathingly lambasting me for wasting time. My attempt to be sensitive was just walking her into emotional pitfalls. He urged me to take charge, play to my strengths. 
 
    I gave in and let that part of myself take over. 
 
    “Jessamyn, look at me,” I commanded. 
 
    Despite her reluctance, she met my gaze once again. 
 
    “I am not like any other dungeon, and I don’t care what they would or wouldn’t do,” I started. “I am not asking you to be my disciple. You are already mine; do you understand?” I growled. 
 
    “No, why?” she stammered, caught off guard. 
 
    “Jess, I’m a sex dungeon, and I want you, that’s why,” I said. 
 
    Her eyes widened, as she absorbed the meaning behind my words. She tried to object again, pleading her lack of worth. I was having none of it. 
 
    I dipped my head down and pressed my lips to hers. She pulled back a little in shock, but then leaned back into the kiss. Her left hand even came up to rest on the top of my shoulder. My hand on her back moved down to cup her tight ass, giving it a firm squeeze. She bucked a little in surprise but relaxed as the kiss deepened. Her tongue, tentatively, poked out past her lips and gently rubbed up against my own. 
 
    I broke away from the kiss and flashed her my trademark rakish grin. She was a bit flushed from the attention. 
 
    “Now let’s get you out of that dress and into something more appropriate, like my bed,” I smiled as I joked, but also not joked. 
 
    I stood in a single motion keeping her firmly in my arms and made my way through into the bedroom. Jessamyn was snuggled against my chest and placed gentle kisses as I walked. I no longer held my torn trousers and they fell away as I moved. I kicked my leg out to clear them away, not wanting to trip. I’d not been wearing undergarments and was now ready for what came next. 
 
    When we reached the bed, I set her down on her feet. 
 
    “Take the dress off,” I instructed, firmly, but not unkindly. 
 
    She undid a little belt that helped keep it in place and lifted the dress over her head. She held the dress in front of her, and nervously peeked up at me. I reached out and beckoned for her to hand it over. Jessamyn did so reluctantly, and I threw it onto a divan at the bottom of the bed. 
 
    Taking her hands in mine, I pulled them away, so I could get a good look at her. Her breasts may have been modest in size, but her dark pink nipples and areola were hard and pert. She had a smattering of red freckles across her chest and breasts similar to those on her cheeks and nose. She had slim hips and an incredible well-toned body with an amazingly enticing flat stomach. I couldn’t resist reaching for it and stroking. 
 
    She still had a pair of green panties on, and I quickly hooked my fingers in the waistband as my hands roamed across her hips. A swift jerk and the panties were pulled down her long athletic legs. 
 
    Jessamyn blushed furiously but stood transfixed, her green eyes on my now fully erect and hard member. As I got her panties down to her feet, I quickly pulled her leather boots off and discarded them behind me. 
 
    I stood back up slowly and ran my hands up her legs as I went. Then held her by the waist, my throbbing cock poked at her flat stomach and left track marks from my precum, as it went. 
 
    She looked me in the eye bashfully. “I’ve never done anything like this before,” she confessed quietly. “I hope I don’t disappoint you…Master.” 
 
    My cock flexed with a sweet ache at her choice of words. I was beyond horny, my lust level turned up to eleven. Almost shaking with desire and eager to claim my virginal prize. 
 
    When I smelt her accompanying desire, it helped me hold myself in check. I simply knew, from that intoxicating scent, that Jessamyn wouldn’t respond positively to a rough and frenetic fucking. Not for her first time at any rate. 
 
    “We wouldn’t be much of a Wolf King if we couldn’t scent our own mates’ desires,” the wolf within remarked. 
 
    “That’s a thing,” I asked intrigued. “I’ll know what they like just by smelling their arousal?” 
 
    “Of course, it’s important our mates enjoy sex as much as we do. They need to be satisfied,” he responded seriously. 
 
    “Heh. How very considerate of you,” I joked back. 
 
    “If they do not frequently scream out in ecstasy. How else will the pack know what a powerful Alpha we are?” 
 
    There was the rampant self-interest I’d come to expect. 
 
    I left my speed of thought internal conflict on that note. We may have had differing justifications, but we at least agreed our women deserved to have their sexual needs met. 
 
    Cupping Jessamyn by both buttocks I easily lifted her so our faces were level and just a couple of inches apart. Her arms wrapped around my neck and her legs about my waist. 
 
    “The only thing that will disappoint me is if I can’t make you cum a dozen times before I let you off this bed,” I whispered. 
 
    Then I moved in and firmly kissed her, parting her lips and letting our eager tongues mingle. I could feel her hard nipples rub against my chest as we made out. My cock continued to flex and tap her rear. 
 
    After a few minutes of kissing, she pulled away, slightly breathless. I could see shining adoration in her eyes. If I hadn’t been smitten already, her green eyes filled with need would have sealed the deal. 
 
    I walked us to the bed and climbed on still holding her. Jessamyn’s slight frame felt almost weightless in my arms, and I lay her down in the centre of the bed. I lowered myself and lay beside her. And began to slowly caress her body. Breathing in her scent and relishing the small shivers of her body that my touch provoked. 
 
    “We’ll go slow,” I murmured in her long-pointed ear. 
 
    As I finished, I snaked my tongue out, licking up one side of her ear and then down the other. She bucked in my hands, a spike of her arousal hitting my nose, her ears were obviously sensitive. 
 
    “We have all the time in the world,” I continued. “If you start to get uncomfortable, just say so and we can go even slower.” 
 
    “Yes, I want this,” she moaned softly. “…Master,” she added after a pause, thrilling me once more. 
 
    “Good girl,” I said as I kissed and nibbled at her neck. 
 
    “Together we are going to find…” I went on as I kissed my way to her breasts, “...each…” and swirled her left nipple with my tongue. “...and every…” my lips moved to the right nipple and gave it the same treatment. “…way, to make you orgasm.” 
 
    I continued my sensual kisses across the flat of her stomach and gently pried apart her legs, revealing the prize within. 
 
    “Then, my sweet, beautiful, Jessamyn. We are doing every one of them again and again and again.” 
 
    Having finished my honeyed promise, I regarded the sight before me. Jessamyn’s, like Jen’Zadeer’s before her, pubic area was hairless. She had a pretty pink pussy, which already dripped her juices down her ass. Her labia were small, and her clit was already swollen and exposed. 
 
    I’d been patient enough and my mouth clamped down on her exposed flower of virtue. I lapped my thick tongue up and down her slick entrance, massaging her folds and clit at the same time. She started squirming as I got to work. I quickly took hold of her legs, to both hold her in place and spread them farther apart, giving me better access to her treasure-filled caverns. 
 
    I had barely started when she started to moan audibly and thrash about. I kept up the lapping on the outside of her mound for another minute. 
 
    “Oh...Unngh…I’ve never felt anything like this,” she cried out. 
 
    “We’re just getting started,” I responded, pulling away briefly. 
 
    When I returned to her juicy cunt, it was time to employ my new secret weapon for orally pleasuring a woman. Using my left hand to take over stimulating her clitoris, I moved down slightly and tilted my head to kiss her lady lips. Parting her folds with my mouth, I slowly, but insistently, inched my tongue inside her moist tunnel. 
 
    My tongue was thicker than before and capable of extending over four inches from my mouth, I had measured. 
 
    You would too, don’t deny it. 
 
    It may have looked a bit daft when fully extended, but it’s not like anyone could see where it was now. I didn’t know if elf anatomy was the same as human, but my tongue went questing down her tunnel seeking the fabled G spot  
 
    My tongue’s sensitivity alerted me when I encountered a patch of her silken folds that was a touch rougher. I went to town massaging and tickling that area and the response was immediate. 
 
    Jessamyn screamed, “fuck, yes…oh yes!” 
 
    This was the first time she had cursed. I had to be doing something right and the muscles of her vaginal canal already tightly clenched my tongue. I utilised some of my newfound glossal dexterity and started twisting my tongue in a corkscrew motion. When I had twisted my tongue as far as I could comfortably, I reversed and worked it in the opposite direction. 
 
    Jessamyn’s yelps went into overdrive. 
 
    Her pussy clamped down on my tongue as the first waves of a powerful orgasm rippled through her. Her back arched as her hips bucked frantically, and she thrashed about on the bed letting out a high-pitched squeal. She gripped me so tightly I couldn’t easily continue, so I just held her thighs firmly and let her ride it out. 
 
    After half a minute she was beginning to come down from the crescendo, enough at least that I could move my tongue again. Rather than pulling out, I went straight back to the corkscrew swirling, and this rapidly initiated an even more powerful orgasm. 
 
    Jessamyn desperately tried to pull away, the intense pleasure triggering the instinctual reaction, but I held her in place for a little while longer. I wanted to be sure her first sexual experience included multiple orgasms. 
 
    Her tunnel managed to grip me even tighter than before, and her legs pounded my back so hard it would have left me seriously bruised and battered in the real world. She went on cumming like this for a good two minutes and her juices squirted from her folds, filling my mouth, before her orgasm finally began subsiding. I pulled my tongue out and swallowed the mouthful of tangy nectar I’d teased from the wood elf. 
 
    I kissed my way back up her belly, past her breasts and roughly licked her throat on my way to her lips. She was breathing heavily, so I gave her an almost chaste kiss. 
 
    “Not a bad start,” I murmured in her sensitive ear and gently nibbled on the tip as I awaited her response. 
 
    Jessamyn took a few more moments to collect herself and opened her sparkling green eyes. 
 
    “I think if the sisters of the convent knew it could feel like that, they would not have been so eager to promote abstinence,” she giggled. 
 
    “You’d be surprised,” I responded. “Sometimes those who preach the loudest are the biggest sinners.” 
 
    “They were certainly stuck-up bitches,” Jessamyn snarked. 
 
     Her hand shot up to cover her mouth as if she was shocked at her language. 
 
    “There is no judgement here, not from me,” I reassured her. 
 
    I sensed she might still be afraid of disapproval from the Silver Lady and her devotees. 
 
    “You are mine now Jessamyn, The Silver Lady has no more claim. Your place is here with me and your fate is enmeshed with my own. We shall do great things together,” I crooned. 
 
    She shyly smiled up at me as I simultaneously staked my claim and reassured her. 
 
    “Speaking of doing great things together,” I grinned. 
 
    My hand stroked its way back down to her still swollen clitoris and started to circle it. 
 
    “We’ve yet to pop your cherry, we’d best get on that,” I quipped. 
 
    Her quizzical look at my colourful language gave way to a lip-biting gasp as my rubbing fingers reignited her excitement. After a few more seconds of foreplay, I knelt back up and propped her ass and hips up with a large cushion and manoeuvred myself between her legs. 
 
    I leaned back down and kissed her again, “Ready?” I asked. 
 
    She looked apprehensive but her affirming nod was instant. I took my engorged member in my hand and began to rub and circle her vulva with the head. Once it was suitably soaked in her fluids, I pressed the glans up against her folds. 
 
    There was resistance at first, so I softly took hold of her waist with my other hand. I pushed in a bit harder this time and the head of my cock slid in, bringing an audible gasp from Jessamyn. I gave her another reassuring grin and then started to slowly rock back and forth, pushing in a bit farther with each motion. 
 
    She was incredibly tight and my cock thick and long, so it had to be uncomfortable, to begin with. Jessamyn took increasing portions of my length without complaint, though. 
 
    Her soft whimpers and shivering were signs of pleasure, not pain. By the time I had worked about nine inches inside her, the walls of her tunnel relaxed enough that I was sliding in and out without resistance. 
 
    “So big…” she moaned. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. No girl had ever said that to me before. Admittedly, my penis hadn’t been as big before, and Jen’Zadeer had preferred insults, to ego-boosting compliments. 
 
    I hastened my pace and penetrated her canal deeply enough that my balls slapped against her ass. I had both hands on her waist, and kept up an even tempo, feeling her tunnel starting to clench me tighter. 
 
    My instinct was to pound harder, but I could scent that Jessamyn would respond better to something more intimate during her first time. Now I had my cock firmly buried inside her I leant back down into something closer to the missionary position so we could be face to face. Pulling my cock out halfway and thrusting back in slowly. 
 
    I rested on my elbows, so as not to put all my weight on her. She quickly took the opportunity to lift her lips to mine, and we made out sloppily. Tongues snaked in and out of each other’s mouth as I kept up the slow but steady pumping of my engorged member into her willing and wet cunt. 
 
    I lost track of how long we lay, body parts entangled. At some point, we rolled over, so we were on our sides, instead of me on top. But all good things must come to an end and that time came when I heard a hitch in her breathing and felt a further tightening in her pussy walls which indicated she was growing closer to another climax. 
 
    I lifted the leg she wasn’t lying on up from behind her knee and sped up. Groans of pleasure replaced the sounds of kissing and sucking. 
 
    Jessamyn reached her peak first “Uh…yes Master, yes, yes, ooooh fill me up please…” she gasped. 
 
    As she came, I let out a primal snarl as the intense wave of my orgasm washed over me. My cock clenched harder than ever before, followed by the bursting of pleasurable relief as I released my seed deep into her wanton and wet cavern. 
 
    My ejaculation went on longer than any I had experienced before. I knelt there, my hips thrusting and pumping thick spurts of cum deep into her cervix and womb. 
 
    Then as we came down, I pulled her close and left my shaft buried to the hilt inside her. I kissed her on the top of her head and rubbed her back sensually, letting loose a satisfied sigh. 
 
    “Thank you, Master,” Jessamyn started. “I never imagined I’d have had such a perfect night with a man.” 
 
    “You’re most welcome,” I whispered. “Although I have to disagree about you having ‘had’ such a perfect night.” I continued in a mock stern tone. 
 
    “What...” she started but was cut off in shock as my member stiffened and began to flex inside of her. 
 
    “I believe I told you that you would need to cum at least a dozen times to avoid disappointing your Master,” I said. 
 
    I rolled onto my back and pulled her on top of me, grabbing a double handful of her supple ass cheeks in the process. She squeaked in surprise which only managed to spur my cock to flex all the more. 
 
    “That multiple only counts for one, so, that’s three. You owe me at least nine more. This night has just begun,” I finished. 
 
    I claimed her mouth with my own again, as I put my ever-ready cock back to work. 
 
    We didn’t make it to twelve before I let her rest, I insisted on fifteen. I had said at least a dozen. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    I left Jessamyn sleeping in the bed. Being a disciple, like me, she didn’t need to sleep any longer, but it’s a difficult habit to break. I probably would have been there beside her, except now my libido had abated, briefly, I realised dungeon runs had continued during our marathon sex session. 
 
    I checked in with what I had taken to calling the triple D. My Dungeon Doomsday Device, more accurately known as the design table. 
 
    Two whole groups had completed runs during my romp with the beautiful wood elf, but no groups were currently inside. Although the outdoor view showed that the Black Hills Brigade seemed to be running the equivalent of an induction for new arrivals. 
 
    I’d seen this before, so knew based on where they were in the course, that I had a few hours before they would be running my first floor. I used the playback function to review what happened earlier. 
 
    Nothing forced me to participate, and I had been too distracted to care about the howl alerts. 
 
    To my delight, my warwolf avatar behaved as if it was on an autopilot function and he fought the adventurers in the two groups that I had missed. 
 
    Reviewing my XP notifications afterwards was not as delightful. It would seem that if I skipped out on the personal touch, I got less XP. I missed out on the Domination double up bonus and a little more off the top too. 
 
    This made sense, and it wasn’t too big an issue. I had planned to fight as much as I could myself anyway. 
 
    Somewhat embarrassingly, my warwolf while on autopilot was a bigger threat than when I was behind the wheel, Although I did learn and improve on my fighting capability with each run, because I held back, I hadn’t been learning very much. 
 
    I was thinking about creating some training facilities, particularly as Jessamyn would need considerable practise. We needed to build up her current non-existent combat expertise. 
 
    Thinking of Jessamyn, my cock twitched, but I had to suppress those urges for the greater good. Our greater good, not the adventurers. 
 
    Now Jessamyn was part of the dungeon, I should be able to analyse her stats just like mine. 
 
    I brought up the Disciple tab of the interface and sure enough her sheet was available for me to view, so I opened it up. 
 
      
 
    Name: Jessamyn 
 
    Species: Wood Elf 
 
    Rank: 1 
 
    Strength: 8 
 
    Agility: 15 
 
    Stamina: 9 
 
    Mana: 15 
 
    Spell Power: 11 
 
    Health: 180/180 
 
    Experience: 1,034 / 3000 
 
    Unspent Points: 1 
 
    Skills: Gathering 1 
 
    Sanctified Spell Affinity: Sanctified spells cost half as much mana as usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost. 
 
      
 
    I could see she had just attained the first rank, presumably in the second run the week before. She also had one unspent point and I would be able to allocate this where I wished. 
 
    My first thought when I had added her to the dungeon, had been as a wood elf, and not much of a melee combatant, I should direct her progression towards Archery. 
 
    Not a very original idea admittedly. However, Jessamyn’s special ability ‘Sanctified Spell Affinity’ which halved the cost of any Sanctified spell gave me pause for thought. 
 
    I’d have to look to see what spells were available and her Mana score was decent. One look at the spell list and my mind had been changed, I would mould her into a spellcasting healer instead. 
 
    I could only conclude her years growing up in a high elven convent had provided the Sanctified Spell Affinity special ability. There weren’t many Sanctified spells castable at rank one, but there were three I could add if I chose. 
 
    Heal 1 
 
    Cost: channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used. 
 
    Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked, instantly regains health equal to your spell power per point of mana used. 
 
    Bless 1 
 
    Cost: 10 Mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
 
    Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked, inflicts an extra 2 sanctified damage each time it deals damage. The duration is (spell power/10 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of ten. 
 
    Purge 1 
 
    Cost: 10 Mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: None 
 
    Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked, is instantly purged of the effects of any rank one poison, disease or venom. 
 
    Each spell had its positives and negatives, and I could only pick one as Jessamyn only had one unspent point. 
 
    Purge could be useful later, but I wasn’t sure how many of our opponents would be utilising poison or venom right now. This seemed to be something of more utility to an adventurer than the dungeon they were facing. 
 
    Bless was much more tempting, an extra two points of sanctified damage for the first minute of any engagement. I could probably output quite a few hits in that minute. However, with a thirty-minute cooldown, it would leave most of Jessamyn’s mana unusable if it were her only spell. 
 
    The best option, almost predictably, was Heal. A quick check in the handbook confirmed her Sanctified affinity when using channelled spells essentially doubled up its efficacy. 
 
    If Jessamyn channelled all fifteen mana, she could heal three hundred and thirty health, with her spell power at eleven. When she got to the next rank, I could think about taking a second spell for her. 
 
    As I was debating what was best to do, I heard the wood elf stir behind me. I looked back at the bed and saw she had sat up and was looking about for me. 
 
    “Jessamyn, come join me,” I called out. 
 
    She smiled, crawled off from the bed and looked about the room, for her clothes I presumed. I was sitting in the buff and didn’t see any reason Jessamyn shouldn’t be as well. 
 
    “No need to be shy,” I teased. “I think we’ve seen everything the other has to offer.” 
 
    “Yes Master,” she responded. 
 
    Jessamyn self-consciously covered her privates with her hands and walked over to the couch in front of the DDD. My cock twitched again, coming to life as she crossed the room. It might have been a better idea to let her cover-up after all. 
 
    Jessamyn sat down on the edge of the couch about a foot away from me. I couldn’t help myself, I leaned over, took her in my arms and pulled her into my embrace, so she rested against my chest with my arm around her. I could see her blush, but she didn’t pull away. 
 
    “This is where the magic happens,” I said and gestured expansively toward the DDD with my free arm. 
 
    “I call this the Dungeon Doomsday Device, because I like giving things dangerous sounding names,” I chuckled. 
 
    I don’t think she really understood my joke, but I pushed on. 
 
    “It’s here that I implement changes to the dungeon and all its inhabitants, which now of course includes you,” I finished. 
 
    I re-opened her stat sheet, so Jessamyn could see it. 
 
    “Can you read?” I belatedly thought to ask her, she nodded in the affirmative. 
 
    “So, this is me?” she asked. 
 
    This time I was the one to nod back yes. 
 
    “This is so much more than what we can see in the City. When you touch the pillars of advancement, you just know where you are strongest and weakest. It will let you know what has improved when you rank up, but it doesn’t give figures like this,” she informed me. Her eyes glued to the screen. 
 
    “Yes, well, things are a little bit different in the dungeon. We don’t have pillars of advancement. We do everything from the DDD. As you had already advanced to rank one as an adventurer. We can only use the one unspent point you hadn’t yet used.” I went on. 
 
    “When you rank up next, we can choose where to put all five points you have to spend,” I told her. 
 
    “Really?” she exclaimed with surprise. “I thought most of your advancement was based on the skills you used the most?” she queried. 
 
    “Not for us, at least not anymore. Now we can choose. It’s a big advantage, which is what I wanted to discuss with you. We have the option to tailor our progression to complement one another,” I started. 
 
    “Build a team that covers all the needs of a group with different members fulfilling different roles. This was something quite common where I’m from, but I don’t think it is really thought about as much here,” I said. 
 
    I was of course referring to building raid groups in MMPORG’s, not actual warbands, but I left that little snippet of information out. 
 
    “Where you’re from? Which Realm is that?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s the thing. I’m not from the Realms,” I replied. 
 
    “Oh, really? Is that why you say such odd things?” she asked. I chose not to take offence and smiled back. 
 
    “Yes, of course, for me, they aren’t ‘odd’ things but quite normal,” I told her. 
 
    Another white lie, I regularly left people bemused as to what I was talking about. Sometimes deliberately if they were an asshat of a customer. She blushed again at my mild admonition. 
 
    “Anyway, back to the more interesting topic…you,” I said. The compliment sent her to an even deeper shade of red. 
 
    She pressed herself more firmly up against me. The gentle brushing of her nipples on my chest sent my dick back to full mast. Her eyes widened at the sight of my engorged member. 
 
    “We’ll handle that in just a moment,” I sniggered quietly in her ear. 
 
    Taking one of her dainty hands in my own, I wrapped her fingers around my length and encouraged her to stroke me up and down. Acting out my double entendre. 
 
    Nobody ever accused me of subtlety. 
 
    “Eye’s back on the screen,” I instructed.  
 
    I pointed out her affinity for sanctified spells. 
 
    “Yes, I knew about that,” she responded. 
 
    “I didn’t think it was much use, you can’t learn spells unless you purchase the appropriate spell scroll first. They are so expensive, few ever bother,” she said. 
 
    “We don’t need a scroll,” I informed her. 
 
    I brought up the three sanctified spells available at rank one, cycling through them and letting her read them as she absently stroked my cock. 
 
    “What do you think we should do, Master?” she asked. 
 
    I relayed my thoughts on the matter and advised Jessamyn to take the Heal spell. I didn’t expect her to disagree and after a few seconds of thought, she nodded her assent. I made the change on her sheet, giving her access to the spell. 
 
    “We’ve already taken one step towards making you a vital part of the team,” I told her encouragingly. 
 
    With that, I lifted her into my lap and a few seconds later she was straddling me and riding my cock, until we both shuddered with parallel climaxes. We lost a half-hour taking care of those mutual needs. 
 
    “I’m going to have to make you some clothes soon, or we’re never to get anything else done around here,” I joked between kisses. 
 
    Jessamyn really liked kissing, maybe more than the sex itself. She had obviously been starved of attention in life and dismissed as useless here in the Proving Grounds. I planned on giving her as much attention as she could handle, and probably a bit more besides. 
 
    “Clothes would be sooo nice,” she said. Her eyes lit up at the thought. 
 
    It would seem some things bridge the gap between universes, the mystifying love the ladies have for clothes shopping being one. 
 
    “Well, I can’t promise a good selection as things stand. I’m still very new. When the dungeon advances, we should be able to get all sorts of things from the resource rooms and that should improve what I can get you,” I said. 
 
    “Can we go into the dungeon then and gather from those rooms?” she asked. 
 
    “Only on the rest day,” I answered with a mock sigh. “The rest of the week we have to be satisfied with the ten I purchased for my personal use,” I grinned at her. 
 
    “You have ten resource rooms!” she yelled, and practically jumped off the couch, trying to drag me up with her. 
 
    “What are we waiting for?” she pulled at me again, but I held firm. 
 
    Then thinking that perhaps she had angered me, quickly followed up. “As long as you want to, that is, Master,” she looked crestfallen. 
 
    I could only tease her for so long. 
 
    “Clothes first,” I commanded as I stood. 
 
    I donned my spare pair of trousers and shirt. Then guided Jessamyn to the general crafting room and gave her a whistle-stop tour of the other workrooms as we went. 
 
    After I had fabricated a cotton sundress for her to wear, I took her to see the resource rooms. She squealed with delight when we entered the Ancient Forest room. I watched on with bemusement as she danced about the forest, even going so far as to hug some of the trees. 
 
    I gave her a few minutes to play and then coughed. She stopped what she had been doing and returned to my side, eyes downcast. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Master,” she apologised. 
 
    “You don’t need to be sorry Jessamyn. I’m just surprised is all,” I told her. “You had to walk through a forest very much like this to get to the dungeon.” 
 
    “Oh, but that wasn’t a real forest, it was just landscape,” she confided. 
 
    “Umm, Jess, this forest isn’t real either,” I said. 
 
    “This is different. This feels real. I can sense the life and could even eat one of those acorns,” she explained, and pointed to a brown acorn lying on the forest floor. 
 
    “It wouldn’t taste very nice, but I could still eat it. You can’t do that in the landscape out there. There are occasional patches where you can, but they move about. They are never in the same place if you return the next day,” she said. 
 
    This was news to me, maybe it had been in the handbook. I could have missed it. 
 
    “Why did you stay in the camp then? Why not explore the forest for one of these patches?” I inquired. 
 
    “That is how I lost all of my soul marks. I know it was silly to still be afraid as I couldn’t lose anymore, but I didn’t want to leave the safety of being near the camp,” she confided. 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand, how could you lose soul marks exploring?” I asked, perplexed. 
 
    “I was returning with a group, after completing my first dungeon a few days after I arrived. I didn’t listen to the warnings about the orc tribes. I wandered off in search of herbs to gather. I was found by a scouting party for the Jagged Boar Tusks tribe, they took me prisoner and made me return to their encampment,” she related. 
 
    Her voice got gradually quieter as she finished what seemed to be a difficult memory. 
 
    I moved in and wrapped her in my arms to comfort her. “You are safe from them now, what happened?” I whispered consolingly. 
 
    “You may not know this, as you’re a dungeon, but supplicants have a requirement to complete a dungeon equal to their rank at least every six weeks. If they don’t, they lose the right of refusal to duels,” she said. 
 
    As Jessamyn explained, it sparked a small measure of understanding. I had read in the handbook adventurers could challenge one another to duels. The challenger sets the victory conditions and any rewards. You could even fight for soul marks. I let her continue, but I already had a good idea of what the orcs were doing. 
 
    “They kept me tied up at their camp. Then when six weeks had passed, they took turns challenging me to a duel. Never to the death, or I would have been returned to the city when I died. Unarmed wrestling matches usually and they would easily overpower me,” she sniffled as she explained what happened. 
 
    I didn’t like having her relive this, but I needed to know what happened. 
 
    “When I was down to my last mark, they let me go. I was of no use to them anymore, you can only lose your last mark in a dungeon you see,” she trailed off.  
 
    Then she looked up at me, her moist eyes large like saucers. I leant down and kissed her deeply. 
 
    “What was the name of the tribe that did this to you again?” I asked. 
 
    “The Jagged Boar Tusks. They are the largest and most powerful tribe in this zone, why does it matter?” she said. 
 
    “Because they have wronged you Jessamyn. I am going to find a way to lure them here and destroy them,” I answered with conviction. Internally committing myself to this course of action. 
 
    I rubbed her back in a comforting manner. 
 
    “You would do that for me, Master?” she said. A hint of amazement in her voice. 
 
    “You have only known me for a day…” she trailed off again. Her head nuzzled into my chest as her low self-esteem re-emerged. 
 
    “Perhaps it has only been a day, but you shall be with me for all the days that remain Jessamyn. I’m starting as I mean to go on. Anyone who mistreats any of my mates will suffer the consequences. This begins with these Jagged Boar Tusks and those miscreant ironskin dwarves,” I pledged with finality. 
 
    “The dwarves?” she asked quizzically. “What did they do?” 
 
    “They plotted to betray you, Jess. They intended to make sure you died, so they could take your share of the experience and rewards from the dungeon,” I related and brushed her hair behind her ears. 
 
    “Is that why you killed them?” she asked me. 
 
    Her eyes growing large again, tears welling at the corners. Although I could scent, these were joyful teardrops this time, not painful. 
 
    “Indeed,” I answered, and moved in to kiss her passionately again. 
 
    “Although if I’m being completely honest,” I continued, and pulled down my trousers, freeing my massive and hard again member. 
 
    “I think I would have ‘accidentally’ finished them anyway,” I said. 
 
    I lifted Jessamyn’s sundress and revealed her slick sex. “I was no longer willing to wait to claim what was mine.” 
 
    I took her then, up against the trees. The sight of which had given her such joy, but now it was me making her squeal with delight. 
 
    It would appear putting Jessamyn in a dress hadn’t diminished our libido’s much at all. Several hours, and half a dozen fuck sessions later and we had managed to visit most of the resource rooms. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    The rest of the week passed without incident. There were some grumblings from adventurers about some of the changes I had made. Primarily the ‘Mud Bath’ they had to traipse through. 
 
    That mostly came from those who were returning from the previous week. From my eavesdropping and conversations with Jessamyn, The Wolf King’s Lair was considered, if not the easiest dungeon to clear, at least the best risk versus reward option. 
 
    Also, most other dungeons which were supposed to be less dangerous than mine were in territory dominated by large orken tribes. I had learned from Jessamyn’s sorrowful story, adventurers, not part of a tribe, would have a good reason to give them a wide berth if they could. 
 
    After the first day, I managed to rein in my rampant lust a little. This was made easier because most of the adventuring groups were finishing their daily runs by mid-afternoon. That, and not needing to sleep, meant we usually had ten or twelve uninterrupted hours to satisfy our baser needs. 
 
    In an attempt to maximise our resources, I had decided it best that we gathered separately. The resources I had missed out on that first day probably wouldn’t be costly in the long term but that didn’t mean I could continue failing to reap the resources, because we were too busy to visit them before they reset. 
 
    Now in the third week, the numbers outside had grown again. It was between a hundred and fifty and two hundred adventurers gathered outside my doors now. I was getting roughly twenty runs a day and even the resource rooms I left on random, were going through a full cycle each day. 
 
    Consequently, exerting discipline during the early part of the day meant my inventory was bulging, just as well it was unlimited. I had also reached skill rank two in Farming, skill rank three in Hunting and Gathering and skill rank four in Mining. 
 
    I hadn’t seen any noticeable difference from the increased ranks so far but hoped when I hit rank five, there might be a bump. 
 
    I kept up with activity in the workrooms. Although I had other distractions, this was mostly limited to processing and preparing gathered items, rather than crafting anything. 
 
    I had been engaged in one of these distractions when the clock hit midnight, beginning the week three rest day. Jessamyn and I had finished with the oral pleasuring portion of the evening and we were happily occupied in some ‘doggy style’ sex. 
 
    This was unfortunate, if we’d been in another position, Jessamyn probably wouldn’t have been looking out from the end of the bed as Tenzing appeared suddenly. 
 
    “Aaagh!” Jessamyn shrieked upon seeing him. 
 
    I’d never seen her move so fast, as she scrambled to hide behind me. 
 
    So, yeah. In all the excitement of the marathon sex sessions, I maaaay have forgotten to mention Tenzing to Jessamyn. 
 
    The look on his face, though, as he was now confronted with the sight of me kneeling on the bed, rod bobbing at full mast, was priceless. With his eyes widening, he couldn’t turn around fast enough. 
 
    “My apologies, Daxas,” he gushed out in embarrassment. 
 
    “Dude, come on, so inappropriate to just barge in like that,” I chuckled back at him, and wagged my finger back and forth in the universal naughty-naughty reprimand. 
 
    “I am sorry, Daxas, I had not thought about my arrival. It is how you would describe as ‘pre-set’ to appear directly in front of you. I will make the appropriate adjustments, so this does not happen again,” he explained quickly. 
 
    “In that case, I suppose I should be glad you showed up at the end of the bed, and not on poor Jess’ back,” I commented wryly. 
 
    Jessamyn’s arms tightened around me as I spoke, still perturbed by the unanticipated turn of events. It would probably be best if I postponed further comedic repartee until after introductions have been made. 
 
    “Why don’t you head into the core room and take a seat, Tenzing. We’ll be with you in a few minutes after we’ve dressed,” I suggested pointedly. 
 
    “Of course, Daxas. I should have thought to suggest that myself,” Tenzing replied, and hurriedly exited the chamber. 
 
    I shifted around, taking the startled wood elf in my arms and kissed her tenderly on the forehead. 
 
    “So,” I began. “That would be Tenzing, you remember I told you I was not from the Realms?” 
 
    Jessamyn nodded mutely, her eyes wide like saucers, looking as if they were welling with tears. 
 
    “Well, as I didn’t know anything about anything when I arrived, I got Tenzing as an adviser of sorts.” I went on. 
 
    I waited briefly to see how she was doing and rubbed her shoulders trying to help her overcome the initial shock. 
 
    “He can only be here during the rest day. I should have told you in advance, but we seem to have lost track of time,” I jested. 
 
    I gently nuzzled the side of her head and kissed her on the cheek. I could feel the muscles in her face start to pull up in a smile. 
 
    “That is becoming a habit of ours,” she whispered. Her smile now replaced the concerned look on her face from a minute ago. 
 
    “OK, let’s get some clothes on, and I’ll make introductions,” I ordered. 
 
    My preference would have been to finish what we were in the middle of. However, I could scent the surprise of Tenzing’s arrival had left Jessamyn reluctant to continue, for now at least. 
 
    We were clothed shortly after. Me giving a wistful sigh as Jess’ lithe form was hidden from view, which elicited a chuckle and an eye roll from her. My mate’s good spirits seemingly returned; we went into my core room. Tenzing was sitting on the edge of one of the couches I had left in there. 
 
    There wasn’t enough space in my personal quarters for all of them yet. What with it being dominated by the large four-poster canopy bed, divan, and the DDD. 
 
    “Jessamyn, this is Tenzing, the adviser I was provided by the arbiters of the Accords. Tenzing this is Jessamyn, my first disciple and mate.” I made the perfunctory introductions as we took the couch opposite Tenzing. 
 
    It was just in front of the organic pedestal upon which my emerald core crystal, the repository of my very essence, pulsed faintly. 
 
    “Now that we all know each other. We can move past those awkward first few minutes and become fast friends, I’m sure.” I hastily added. 
 
    Briefly it seemed both Tenzing and Jessamyn were at a loss for what to say or do next. 
 
    “Where are my manners,” Jessamyn asked rhetorically, seizing the initiative. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance Tenzing,” she finished by standing and bobbing a curtsey toward him. 
 
    “The pleasure is mutual,” he responded. 
 
    Tenzing stood and gave a little bow in return. I was a little bemused by the formality, but it beat an awkward silence any day of the week. 
 
    “I was most gratified, Daxas, was able to secure your services. I have grown quite fond of him and was growing increasingly concerned about the steps the Lords had taken to ensure his failure would be successful,” he said. 
 
    Tenzing flashed Jessamyn with a beaming grin, belying the perilous nature of what he just said. And just like that, the awkward silence returned. 
 
    “Tenzing, I hadn’t broached the subject of the Divine Dickholes, so thanks for dropping that discussion grenade in the centre of the room. Would you care to jump on it?” I said sarcastically. 
 
    I waved him off before he could answer. Then spent the next several minutes explaining to Jessamyn the various restrictions and difficulties the Lords had thrown in my, now our, path. 
 
    “So, this is like the demand the Silver Lady made of me, I had to wear the formal vestments of her Holy Order whenever I delved a dungeon?” she asked after I finished explaining the situation. 
 
    “Yes,” I started. “Wait, what? I know you were told you had to wear the dress. You’re telling me that slinky, sexy, revealing little number are the formal vestments of the Silver Lady’s consecrated Nuns?” I asked, confused. 
 
    Perhaps she had been specific before, and I had just missed it. I had assumed she was required to wear the silver dress as a punishment because it was inappropriate. 
 
    “Oh, yes, that is the formal garb of all her Nuns and Priestesses,” she patiently replied. 
 
    “What is she the Goddess of? Sex and sultry lounge singers,” I scoffed. 
 
    “Oh no, not at all. She demands chastity, abstinence and purity of deed and thought, in all things,” she answered. 
 
    “Are all her Priestesses ugly mingers then?” I asked, still confused.  
 
    This was admittedly not my finest moment, and the slight look of confusion on Jessamyn’s face betrayed that ‘mingers’ may not have translated well, if at all. 
 
    “Most of her adherents are high elves, and quite beautiful,” she said, responding to the ugly part of my statement. 
 
    “Then why the sexy dresses? How are folk expected to take sermons on chastity and abstinence seriously from women garbed to entice lustful admiration?” I pressed. 
 
    “What better way to show your devotion,” she answered. “To face temptation daily and overcome it.” 
 
    “Alright. I suppose that is kind of logical, twisted and cruel, but logical,” I mused. 
 
    Jessamyn scrunched her face at this, maybe considering this aspect of her religious upbringing as being unfair for the first time. I didn’t want her to dwell on it much longer, though. She was with me now. The Silver Lady’s tenets of chastity and abstinence weren’t something Jessamyn would ever have to worry about again. 
 
    “Tenzing my little blue buddy. What nuggets of despair do you have to lay on me now that my three-week apprenticeship is done?” I addressed my small adviser. 
 
    “Daxas, your vernacular remains as puzzling as ever. If I have discerned your meaning correctly, you are correct. There are things that I am now permitted to reveal to you, that previously I was not,” Tenzing said. 
 
    “Spit it out then. The sooner I know, the sooner the old noggin’ can start percolating solutions,” I said. 
 
    I may have started trying to deliberately confuse him just to see the little scrunch of his eyes. Teasing, I know it’s not big or clever, but sometimes you just can’t help yourself. 
 
    “It is not all bad news I assure you. However, the most significant update could be construed as distressing,” he began. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at this. I knew there was going to be something else that had been kept quiet. This was the modus operandi of choice for the Lords. 
 
    “Now that you can be openly challenged, it is now also possible for other Dungeons to make aggressive moves against you,” Tenzing said. 
 
    This did not even surprise me. I had been expecting something like it. After all, if the adventurers could screw one another over for advancement, why wouldn’t it be possible for dungeons. 
 
    “Although there is nothing to fear today, probably. A dungeon can only invade and conquer another if their areas of influence are connected via a road network. Even then only on rest days, as you are not connected in this way, you can’t be attacked,” he finished brightly. 
 
    I hadn’t missed the ‘probably’ part of his sentence, though. Jessamyn seemed more startled by this, so I drew her in for a reassuring hug. She moulded herself against my chest and my loins began stirring at the close contact. I decided to try distracting myself by asking a few questions I was ninety percent sure I already knew the answers to. 
 
    “The roads that might link us, presumably, these are City structures usually built by guilds to make getting to and from dungeons easier.” 
 
    “Yes, this is correct,” Tenzing confirmed. 
 
    “Have roads been unlocked for me now?” I asked. 
 
    I hadn’t had a notification to that effect so far. Since my first message, telling me I could create the Bank and Auction House, I’d had several others. I could now build an Armourer, Weaponsmith, and Enchanter. They all became available after I had started crafting items relevant to them. I expected an Alchemist to crop up when I crafted enough potions, but no sign of roads so far. 
 
    “Not yet, Daxas,” Tenzing promptly answered. “They are automatically unlocked at rank thirty-one like all other City structures.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you are allowed to tell me what I have to do to get them earlier?” I asked. Not expecting a positive answer. 
 
    “No, all I can tell you is that they can be unlocked. The manner to do so would be like the other structures you have already unlocked. On a positive note, it does mean rival dungeons are unlikely to be able to easily threaten you either,” he beamed. 
 
    “Tenzing, you sly dog. Is this why you pushed so hard for me to set up in the middle of nowhere?” I asked, giving him a wink. 
 
    “It may have been an influencing factor, yes, but the other justifications I provided several weeks ago were all equally valid,” he responded humbly. 
 
    His cheeks took on a deeper shade of blue at the praise. 
 
    “Still, there must be some type of rank limit on these invasions surely?” I asked. “Doesn’t seem fair if a rank seventy could just bulldoze some poor new kid on the block,” I elaborated. 
 
    “A perceptive observation, Daxas. You are right, the invading dungeon can be no more than ten ranks higher. However, there is a loophole I am permitted to inform you of, as it has been used by other dungeons,” Tenzing said. 
 
    “Oh, really,” I perked up with my pointed wolfy ears trained. 
 
    This might be the first time I was being informed of a loophole, instead of having to uncover it myself. 
 
    “Some dungeons have taken to joining forces in an informal alliance of sorts. The requirement to be no more than ten ranks higher than the dungeon you invade does not prohibit multiple dungeons from forming a party together. If they all meet the criteria and jointly invade another,” he said. 
 
    Tenzing left the enormous crater of the bombshell he just dropped out for all to see. 
 
    “Disturbing,” I said aloud. 
 
    Which may well have been the understatement of the century. Internally though, my mind raced at the possibilities and dangers. Also, it suggested there had to be a way for dungeons to communicate, if they were forming these little cabals. 
 
    “Probably best you tell me the consequences of being conquered by one of these invasions,” I requested next. 
 
    “A conquest is achieved in the same manner as a challenge by adventurers. The invaders must reach the core room and despatch any remaining defenders. The defeated core is then forced to present themselves to the invaders, in the same manner Jessamyn was presented to you, to decide their fate.” 
 
    “The conqueror usually destroys the defeated core. They absorb the remaining core soul slots, expanding their own and claim any unspent soul marks. If the defeated cores’ fallen total was higher than their own, it is increased to match the higher score. Lastly…” 
 
    Tenzing hesitated briefly, looking at Jessamyn. “…the defeated core’s disciples, if not claimed by the victor, are sent to their original fates.” 
 
    “I’m not letting that happen, Jess,” I whispered to her. Giving her a quick peck on the crown of her auburn-haired head. 
 
    “You said usually. Does that mean they can choose to do something else?” I asked, addressing Tenzing again. 
 
    “Sometimes the victors will demand a tribute instead. If agreed, a totem, like those you have for winning the Gauntlet, is placed in the defeated dungeon enforcing the terms,” he said. 
 
    “One last question. And I don’t want to get bogged down on this, as it sounds like a worry for another day. Are there any consequences for failing invaders?” I asked. 
 
    I felt there had to be, otherwise, dungeons would be in constant conflict. 
 
    “Yes, invasions can only be enacted by a dungeon’s avatar and their disciples. Any disciples slain in a failed invasion become the defenders to claim or discard to the Infernal Lords.” 
 
    “Should the avatar of the invading dungeon be slain. They are presented to the defender. The defender cannot destroy their dungeon but can demand tribute as before. The invader can refuse to agree to the demand, they are still freed but will suffer a heavy debuff penalty should the defender choose to invade them in retaliation,” Tenzing explained. 
 
    That cleared things up. Invasions weren’t something you wanted to leave up to chance. This explained why dungeons would seek alliances to ensure victory. 
 
    This did not frighten me as much as I think Tenzing thought it might, it left me quite heartened. I had already planned to build myself a balanced party of disciples, like the raid groups I had gamed in. This just underlined that need and reassured me I had set myself on the right course. 
 
    If I could add a few more ladies, build my harem, get them well equipped and trained, I wouldn’t just be able to defend myself, but could go on the offensive. 
 
    I’d also be lying if I said I wasn’t already thinking about the dark elf Jen’Zadeer. I’d sworn I would find a way to make her mine. Claiming Jessamyn hadn’t diminished that desire in any way, only reaffirmed it. This news just took me a step closer. I still had many steps to take, but closer. 
 
    “I want to get started on preparing my challenge mode soon. Tenzing, can you confirm how the alternative instructions work? The handbook was a bit vague on the specifics.” I asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “Now that ‘challenge mode’ as you call it, is available. For an XP cost, you can create a set of instructions for your dungeon creatures or even your avatars if you are not guiding them yourself, to follow. The more complex the instructions the greater the XP cost,” he patiently explained. 
 
    “If you are present, you can override these instructions as usual,” he added. 
 
    “What a surprise, it costs more XP,” I said, and rolled my eyes. “Wait, I can create instructions for my avatar and presumably Jess too? I’m not sure of the benefit, as it would be in my interests to be there during a challenge,” I mused aloud. 
 
    “Indeed, you can. You may recall I told you that some Cores do not like to feel pain. They are the most likely to leave their avatars to operate using instructions rather than be present themselves,” Tenzing commented. 
 
    “So, I’m not limited to setting these instructions just for challenge modes, I could for regular dungeon runs as well?” I queried. 
 
    “Yes, you could, but every additional set of instructions increases the overall XP cost by twenty-five percent,” he answered. 
 
    I stroked my chin in thought, this reopened some possibilities I had considered and reluctantly discarded. I had been thinking of an exploit, which involved Jessamyn inflicting wounds on me during regular dungeon runs and then healing me up. All to build up the natural damage reduction granted by my Resilience. 
 
    I had thought the idea limited in use as it would have cut into our gathering time. If I could write instructions for avatars to do that while we cleared the resource rooms, the idea was very much back on. 
 
    “An important question, these instructions, can I use them to change the equipment that I, Jess, or my dungeon creatures are wearing for the different modes?” I asked. 
 
    My hopes were high that I could do this. Although it wasn’t a critical part of my plans. I wanted to keep my warwolf in the buff for regular runs. So, seeing him in a full set of war gear would come as a nasty surprise to challengers. 
 
    “Ah, I, Errr, I must confess, Daxas, I don’t know,” he said. 
 
    Tenzing made a strange little face and looked to the ceiling. After a few seconds, I concluded he had to be telepathically communicating with superiors, or mentally reviewing the Accords, then he spoke again confirming the latter. 
 
    “There is nothing in the Accords which expressly forbids it,” he hedged. 
 
    At that moment I experienced the same forced blink I had when I entered the Gauntlet. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Interlude 1.1 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was no longer in my core room but in a library-cum-study and sitting on a black leather couch in front of a large mahogany desk. On the other side of the desk was my year eight French teacher. 
 
    “Miss Hadrill?” I said confused, shit just got really fucking weird. 
 
    Sitting demurely before me was a young woman with her chocolate brown hair tied up in a bun. She had bright red lipstick and a pair of black-rimmed glasses, which rested just far enough down her nose that she could peek over the top of them at my baffled expression. 
 
    She was dressed in a grey ladies’ business suit, with a white blouse that had fancy frills poking out of the gap. Her large breasts strained the buttons of the suit jacket she was wearing. As my gaze fell upon them her jacket wasn’t the only material that was being strained. 
 
    She flashed me a smile that was anything but demure. 
 
    “Mr Smith,” she parroted my question of confusion, and batted her eyelashes coquettishly as she did so while also pushing her chest out and critically endangering the integrity of those buttons. Despite the twin distractions, my brain did feel the need to prod me with a pertinent revelation. 
 
    Alyssa Hadrill had been my French teacher for one year when I was twelve. She had been young and pretty when most other teachers were either older, or men. 
 
    So, like any early adolescent males, my classmates and I were soon besotted. When we returned to school after the summer, we discovered she had left, and moved to Australia, I think. We were gutted, as you can imagine. Until the next pretty young thing caught our eye. 
 
    There is a point to me forcing you to read a history of my preteen school crush. The woman before me looked precisely as I remembered Alyssa Hadrill. The problem though, memory isn’t half as reliable as you think it is, and I knew this for a fact. 
 
    One of those classmates I’d still been in touch with via the social media behemoth that is Facebook had posted some old photographs taken on a school trip, to some museum I forget the name of. Alyssa had been one of the chaperones on the trip. Those pictures highlighted that my memories of Miss Hadrill, more than a decade later, no longer matched what she had really looked like. 
 
    Don’t get me wrong, she had still been a very attractive woman. She just wasn’t the fantasy that lived on in my head of a sex-kittenish goddess. 
 
    It was that fantasy sitting across from me now, not the real woman she had been. Also, she would have been at least fifteen years older, and this woman clearly wasn’t. 
 
    Another also, why would she even be here? Blasted rabbit holes, I just can’t help running down them every time. 
 
    “You’re not Alyssa Hadrill, are you?” I stated rhetorically. Not so much a question as a ‘bloody obvious’ statement. 
 
    “No, I’m not, Daxas,” she replied. 
 
    Then she winked and pushed her glasses back up the bridge of her nose. 
 
    “Much like your adviser, whom you named Tenzing. I am an extension of the entity that exists within the ethereal plane, since time began, might I add. The entity regulates the Proving Grounds on behalf of the Lords,” she started. 
 
    “You will call me Alyssa, though. I rather like it,” she finished. 
 
    That made sense I supposed. Who else would have the capacity to pull the blink and your reality has changed malarkey. I hadn’t missed her use of the word will, rather than may either. 
 
    I thought the Wolf King within would bristle at her choice of words. Instead, I felt only wry amusement, it appeared he liked women with a bit of fire to them just as much as those eager to submit. 
 
    Let’s be honest, he or we, liked hot women. Period. 
 
    “I’m just going to go right ahead and jump to some conclusions then,” I said, feeling the need to take the initiative. “If you’re a representative of the same folk as Tenzing. You must need to discuss something he is not authorised or privy to,” I finished, in my best chair of the meeting voice. 
 
    “Straight to business is it,” she giggled sexily, and gave me another wink. 
 
    “It is not folk, plural, but an entity, singular, Daxas. We are but manifestations of a tiny part of a vast energy organism. Think of us as small pieces of code, cut and pasted into a quarantined machine, running separately from the whole. We have been customised, without affecting the original operating system,” she clarified, finishing her analogy. 
 
    It took my brain a few seconds to process. I wasn’t super techy, but I knew enough that I didn’t struggle too much to understand her meaning. 
 
    “Your deduction is correct, we do have ‘things’ to discuss. Circumstances have evolved since Tenzing was created. It was felt you might prefer a second ‘interface’ instead of changing him.” Alyssa explained. 
 
    Her voice still exuded a silken sexiness, despite the dry subject matter. 
 
    “Is that why you look so different?” I couldn’t help asking. 
 
    “Why Daxas, would you rather that I was blue and wrinkly too,” she teased. “We serve different purposes. Tenzing advises and informs. I, on the other hand, am required to be more of an authority figure,” she smirked then. 
 
    I couldn’t hide the expression of doubt on my face. 
 
    “A teacher is an authority figure is she not?” she queried with a quirk of her eyebrow. Her glasses slipped down her nose just a touch. 
 
    “If I were to hazard a guess. Which, as I have examined your soul in every detail, I am not. Your growing acceptance of your new role and nature has sexed-up your expectations,” she mused, and pursed her lips in a pout, getting me very hot under the collar. 
 
    “Had I manifested a few weeks prior. I would no doubt have appeared differently. Very likely as a ‘dickhole’ like your landlord Mr Roberts. Let’s both count our blessings on that front,” she purred. 
 
    I had to agree. Not having to fake politeness for that piece of human garbage was one of the few bright points of having died. That and banging hot elves, of course. 
 
    “To what do I owe the pleasure of your delightful company?” I innocently asked. With her continued flirtatious behaviour, I was getting rather hopeful of where this might be leading. 
 
    “Flattery will get you everywhere,” she laughed heartily. 
 
    “First to business, and then…” she said leadingly. 
 
    Another lascivious smile left me in no doubt as to what she was alluding to. 
 
    “Yes, business before pleasure as they say,” I quipped. 
 
    Not very smooth, or original on my part but I was still a bit flustered by the turn of events. 
 
    “You spoke of evolving circumstances,” I mentioned. Once more trying to take the initiative. 
 
    “Indeed, as Tenzing has informed you. Upon your arrival here the Lords requested arbitration to deal with the ‘difficulties’ people from your world present in the Proving Grounds.” 
 
    “Otherwise known as ‘Fuck Daxas raw until he bleeds,’” I grumbled. 
 
    “I see why you might see it that way,” Alyssa responded with genuine understanding. “However, I only allowed the request in the interest of balance.”  
 
    “Really,” I huffed. “It doesn’t seem very fucking balanced. If you ask me. Which nobody did, might I add.” 
 
    “Is that so?” she asked rhetorically. 
 
    I could tell from the tone of her voice I was about to be ‘schooled’. 
 
    “Have you found yourself struggling overmuch? Do you think you are trailing in at the bottom end of the curve?” she quizzed me and continued before I had a chance to answer her rapid-fire questions. 
 
    “Winning a gauntlet on your first attempt. Building a dungeon earning you ten times as much XP as your rivals,” she listed. 
 
    “I have that because of me. I’ve overachieved despite what those asshats have done, not because of it.” I snapped. 
 
    I felt better after verbalising and reasserting my belief in the inherent unfairness of the situation. 
 
    “I couldn’t have said it better myself,” she calmly responded, with a pointed look over her spectacles, which she pushed back up her nose again. 
 
    God damn but she even made that seem sexy. Once my baser thoughts flitted out of my mind, I realised I had talked myself into a corner. Which she kindly expounded upon, just to reinforce the point. 
 
    “I would grade your performance as A- Daxas,” she said, playing up to the teacher motif. “Your capacity to innovate and take the road less travelled, and yet arrive before your rivals have even reached the halfway point, is the exact reason arbitration was allowed.” 
 
    I sat back absorbing what she had said. It was complimentary, but I wasn’t quite ready to relent on my grudge-bearing. Perhaps, sensing my continued resistance, Alyssa spoke further. 
 
    “Forty-five millennia have passed in the Realms since the Lords created them. In that time very little has changed, and there has been almost no progress because the Lords never meant there to be any. How much has your species changed and advanced in the same period? How far have you advanced in the last fifty years alone?” she paused, and gave her words a chance to settle in. 
 
    “Fine. Maybe, just maybe, as a species, we’re better suited to taking advantage of a situation like this. What if I had been dumb as a box of rocks?” I argued. 
 
    I wasn’t quite sure what point I’d been trying to make, so shut my trap before I dug myself any deeper. 
 
    Alyssa smiled at me with a twinge of amusement on her lips. 
 
    “That was a possibility, of course. However, I think you are forgetting we examined your soul. In great detail. Making us fully aware of what you were and weren’t capable of. We agreed to the restrictions placed on you as we knew adversity would encourage you to apply yourself, and you have exceeded even our expectations,” she complimented. 
 
    I couldn’t help but sit a little taller, a smug grin may have just started to creep up onto my face. 
 
    “This brings us full circle, to what Tenzing does not know. You may recall he told you the Accords do not allow arbitrations to be called after a supplicant has entered the Proving Grounds,” she said. 
 
    As she said this, I did remember Tenzing mentioning it. Something about why the gunslinger was such a potential problem way back when we started this adventure. I nodded to show I was following along. 
 
    “Good. What he doesn’t know is that while this is true, your arbitration remains open,” she informed me. 
 
    “What?” I yelped. “So, those Divine Losers can continue fucking with me.” 
 
    “Yes, and no,” Alyssa replied evenly. 
 
    “The current session is suspended. They can, however, request to reopen the session. Should you try doing something unforeseen,” she continued. 
 
    I put my head in my hands and just growled for a full thirty seconds before looking back up. 
 
    “They don’t have it all their way, of course,” she reassured me, after I had flushed my initial anger. 
 
    “The decision on whether to reopen for further discussion is mine, not theirs,” she said. 
 
    Okay, things were looking up a little. Alyssa and I seemed to have built a promising early rapport. 
 
    “Is that why I’m here then, talking to you that is?” I queried. 
 
    “No, you…” she started, and gave me a meaningful glance from her sapphire blue eyes. “…are not even supposed to know any of this. Let alone meet us in person.” 
 
    “Why the special treatment? I know I’m something of a sexy beast these days,” I chuckled. “Yet, you strike me as the type to take her responsibilities seriously. I know the Earth, Alyssa Hadrill, did so,” I said. 
 
    She nodded confirming my assessment. 
 
    “Simply put, things have changed. The Lords have overstepped their bounds and I, as I always have, now strive to restore balance,” Alyssa said sternly. 
 
    There had been no flirty undertones this time and could hear the vestiges of her suppressed anger. 
 
    “What have they done? I can’t imagine anything they are doing is good for me,” I said. 
 
    “No, unfortunately, it is not. The patron Lord of each supplicant may assign them a specific requirement, in addition to reaching the hundredth rank to qualify for salvation. They have started to make destroying your dungeon a requirement for new arrivals,” she explained. 
 
    Before she had finished, I was out of my seat and pacing the room. Straining against the urge to launch the couch into one of the surrounding bookcases. 
 
    “Those. Fucking. Arseholes.” I yelled in an aggressive snarl. “I’ll fucking kill them.” 
 
    “I understand your feelings on the matter, but I think you will find that quite difficult. What with them not being here and being Gods to boot,” she quipped. 
 
    I wasn’t really in the mood for jokes and had been about to turn and tell her so when I felt her hands massage my shoulders. My anger melted away instantly as my thoughts and emotions took on a new direction. 
 
    Quicker than I could act on our new physical proximity, Alyssa’s hands firmly pressed me back down onto the green leather couch. She took a seat beside me, crossed her legs and leant back against the armrest. 
 
    “Although strictly speaking they are not breaking the rules,” Alyssa continued. “Targeting a specific individual is most definitely not in the spirit of them, hence why we are meeting like this.” 
 
    “I’m not ungrateful about the heads up about the extra company I should be expecting. However, I was already preparing for challenges. I’m not sure how far this goes to help balance what they’ve done,” I grumped. 
 
    “You will have to forgive me, your Majesty,” she teased. 
 
    Alyssa leaned forward and bopped my nose with her finely manicured finger. Her nails were painted a deep scarlet. I wasn’t sure if I had missed it before, or if it had been freshly applied since she had come closer. 
 
    “I may have buried the lead somewhat, but I don’t think you are too disappointed that we’ve spent a bit of extra time together,” she said huskily. 
 
    She pulled back and flashed me another sultry smile. 
 
    “Please, go on,” I urged. I shifted myself a few inches down the couch until our knees almost touched. 
 
    “The boon I grant is my advice or warnings if you will. Whenever you are contemplating doing something the Lords could use to justify opening a fresh arbitration session and apply more restrictions upon you. I will initiate an interlude, here with me, to let you know,” she offered. 
 
    Alyssa then shifted herself a little closer to me, her crossed leg now rubbed up against my own. 
 
    “Moreover, as the Lords have been so naughty. I’ll even tell you just how far you can go before I will consent to re-opening the suspended session. Then you can choose if you wish to move forward. Arguing your case while they argue against or simply avoid any risk of sanctions,” she said, finishing her offer. 
 
    With that, we both shifted closer again and we were now sitting side by side. I put my arm around her shoulders. She leaned into my ear, lowering her voice. 
 
    “With that being said, here is the first warning I can give you. You can use the dungeon instructions to change what gear your dungeon denizens have equipped. But it is not the function’s original intent, though. You can use it to switch up for challenges and invasions. As I know you are already thinking about it, if you try to create multiple loadouts to match different situations, I will have to open the session.” 
 
    I’d been listening but my mind was more keenly focused on the enticing scents that wafted from her. 
 
    Alyssa had finished talking and her hand started to rub up and down my thighs. 
 
    “Are we finished with the business part of things?” I growled huskily. 
 
    I took her chin in my hand and moved in towards her lips eager to claim my prize. 
 
    “Yes, for now,” she whispered. 
 
    Alyssa had a mischievous grin on her face. 
 
      
 
    Blink.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 Part 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    When my eyes reopened, I was back sitting in my core room with Jessamyn snuggled up against me but could hear the fading peals of Alyssa’s feminine laughter. The teasing minx, so she liked playing hard to get. Well, I was willing to chase. Wolves were rather good at it, Wolf Kings even better. 
 
    “Master, are you OK?” Jessamyn softly asked and looked up at me. 
 
    “Yes, sorry I zoned out there for a moment,” I covered quickly. 
 
    I didn’t wish to mislead or keep Jessamyn and Tenzing in the dark. However, it occurred to me during the conversation with Alyssa that the Lords must have a means of observing me. 
 
    It stood to reason, if they could ask to reopen the arbitration on me, they must have some way of knowing what I had done. This could mean they were just as aware of the meeting I had with Alyssa. However, if there was any chance they were ignorant, then I wanted to keep them that way for as long as possible. 
 
    I was in a war, and wars were won by the side with better intelligence. At least that’s what I had picked up on from film and TV characters, often quoting Sun Tzu’s Art of War. Not that I had read the book myself. Maybe I should. 
 
    “Thanks, for the tip Tenzing,” I remarked with renewed enthusiasm. 
 
    “I will have to try it out and see what happens,” I said, and continued my charade of ignorance. “Well, we have a busy day ahead of us, lots to prep for.” 
 
    I turned my head to the pretty wood elf in my arms. 
 
    “Jessamyn, would you be a dear and clear the resources for me? I’ve been neglecting my crafting, and I need to focus on adding the finishing touches to the dungeon. Not to mention making us the best gear I can craft with what we have.” 
 
    “Of course, Master. Whatever you need,” she answered enthusiastically, and pulled away from my embrace, sitting on the edge of the couch. 
 
    “Why don’t you start with the five rooms on the first floor. We can access those on a rest day,” I suggested. 
 
    I turned my attention back to my blue adviser. “Tenzing, would you do me a solid and accompany Jess, please? She has to go through the dungeon to reach those rooms,” I asked. 
 
    “Although I know you are plenty spry,” I said, switching back to Jess. “I’d hate to worry you had fallen in the concrete and couldn’t get out.” 
 
    Tenzing nodded his assent. 
 
    I leaned forward and cupped Jessamyn’s chin in my hands before moving in for a passionate kiss. She returned the kiss hungrily and was soon moaning softly. I broke off and brushed a lock of her auburn hair behind her ear. 
 
    “We’re going to have to be disciplined for now, but there will be plenty of time for some fun when the work is done,” I promised.  
 
    Jessamyn gazed adoringly at me and bit her lower lip sexily. “Yes, Master,” she managed to mutter breathlessly. 
 
    We stood then and I gave her a pat on her ass sending her on her way, eliciting another of her adorable squeaks in the process. I couldn’t get enough of them. I watched them both disappear off into the dungeon and then forced myself to quit daydreaming of the fun times ahead. Time to knuckle down in the present. 
 
    My first stop was back to the DDD, and I read my weekly XP notification. I had earned just over ninety-one thousand experience from all sources. Adding to what I had kept in reserve I had over ninety-nine thousand experience to make use of. This was a healthy pool to work with. 
 
    I was also informed Jessamyn had earned three hundred and seventy-two XP for the week. Sixty-two for each day she had sex with me, which was all six of them, of course. It had been a genuine ‘pleasure’ to help her advance. 
 
    I then confirmed the current Dungeon Power available to me. My DP had grown from seventy-nine when I opened to one hundred and thirty-nine with the expansion of the fifteen rooms over the past few weeks. I held off adding anything in the way of extra threat during those first two rest days but this week I was going to start filling out my roster a bit. 
 
    As a Life Domain, Sexual Sphere, dungeon, my creature selection had been generic. I could only pick common beasts; more exotic animals were reserved for the Fauna sphere and any plant-based monsters in the Flora sphere. 
 
    The sprites were a mob available to all Life dungeons and you could choose to have them capable of dosing adventurers with more dangerous substances. The narcoleptic dust was the cheapest variant. I might choose to improve them later with some of the poisonous options but not now. 
 
    Gremlins were available to every dungeon and as I had witnessed were comically ineffective unless you spent extra to equip them. Luckily for me, I could do that without spending XP, so they weren’t a complete waste. 
 
     I did have a new option available to me. Typically, dungeons did not have access to sentient dungeon creatures, beyond gremlins. They could only be unlocked by taking the Dungeon Creature major perk and then selecting one of the packages that included sentient creatures. 
 
    Unlike most other dungeon types, Sexual Sphere dungeons didn’t get access to any extra creatures automatically. However, if a sentient creature capable of sexually reproducing fell in my dungeon, that species template would become available to me. 
 
    Even though I had claimed Jessamyn as a disciple, she apparently still counted as fallen for the requirement. 
 
    This was me taking the very long way round of telling you I could now recruit wood elves. 
 
    Yes, my thoughts had immediately visualised the battle of Helm’s Deep, in the Two Towers film. And I hadn’t ruled out creating something like that later, with ranks of wood elf bowmen blocking out the sun with their arrows. 
 
    Okay, I’m mixing my movie references, what of it. 
 
    For now, I would have to plan something on a slightly smaller scale. 
 
    Each unranked wood elf cost four thousand XP and used two Dungeon Power of my cap. I had the option of increasing their ranks up to the current rank of my dungeon. Every rank upgrade cost two thousand XP and increased the Dungeon Power of the mob by one. I was limited by my dungeon rank as to how far I could upgrade them. Also, I wouldn’t have much control over where their stat increases went. So, I stuck with them as unranked for now. 
 
    I planned on buying ten wood elves for forty thousand XP. Wood elves were more expensive than the common animals I could recruit as those usually cost a thousand XP per point of Dungeon Power they used. 
 
    However, with the right gear, they could significantly outperform any two Dungeon Power beast. Plus, they would only scale up as I improved their gear over time. As far as I was concerned, they were a bargain for only twice the price. Of course, if I had to spend XP to add performance-enhancing gear then it would have been a different story. 
 
    I held off on purchasing the wood elves immediately. Their utility was dependent on me being able to equip them with gear and I should start manufacturing that first. And then make a final decision on where I wanted to spend my XP on improving my dungeon, if the wood elf plan proved viable. 
 
    After I had finished reviewing my inventory, I had a better idea of where I stood. I knew I had enough plain leather from the farmland animals to outfit ten elves as well as the fifteen gremlins with full sets of plain leather armour. 
 
    The question was, how many pieces of lesser animal leather had I managed to accumulate from hunting over the last few weeks? Would it give me enough when improved to fair quality? Fair leather allowed me to equip the elves in enchanted leather armour. 
 
    I was reasonably confident I had enough to craft a set for both myself and Jessamyn and should really have confirmed this already, but I’d been distracted with all the sex. 
 
    I’m not apologising for that either. 
 
    But I hadn’t taken my eye off the ball completely over the last two weeks. I had processed most of the junk, poor and standard sheets of lesser leather into fair quality. It was an easy enough decision to make, as I could use the plain leather harvested from the livestock farms for anything I didn’t intend to enchant. Therefore, it had been common sense to concentrate on boosting the lesser leather in that way. Plus, as I could just set it to run and load it up with all the leather I had stored in my inventory, the process didn’t eat into my sexy time with Jessamyn. 
 
    The result was I had three hundred and twenty sheets of lesser leather to use. Reviewing the schematics for the leather armour revealed it was going to require twenty-one sheets for each full set. Four sheets for the jerkin, three sheets for the cuisse, and two sheets for the helmet and each pair of gloves, vambrace, rerebrace, pauldrons, greaves and boots. To make twelve complete sets it was going to require two hundred and fifty-two sheets. 
 
    I had that and more, so no problems on that front. However, when I ran a rough estimate of how long it was going to take to craft all of these, I learned it would take eighteen hours minimum. Which in reality would be closer to nineteen as I would have to reset the workstation for the different items and likely miss a few minutes here and there. 
 
    This wasn’t the end of the world. I had a little over twenty-three hours remaining, but it did mean I wouldn’t even get close to finishing the plain leather sets for all the gremlins. 
 
    I could probably manage a pair of boots and gloves for each of them but was a bit disappointed in myself. Crafting the gremlins gear before today wouldn’t have taken much effort, but simply hadn’t thought to do it. I admonished myself sternly, as this was this kind of slackness that could be the end of me. 
 
    There was no further time to waste, and I started by making the Leather Jerkins first. It would be a couple of hours until I had to come back to switch over to the next. I couldn’t queue them, which was a shame, but I was grateful I didn’t have to start each item individually, like you had to with metalworking. 
 
    I still had plenty of other projects to keep working on. For the wood elves, I needed to craft bows, a quiver of arrows, and a long knife for close combat. A light crossbow for Jess and a halberd for me. And pairs of rings for all twelve of us, not forgetting the enchantments for all the above. 
 
    Enchantment took thirty minutes to complete. Which meant I could manage forty-six enchantments, if I managed my time to maximum efficiency. Which I wouldn’t, so forty-four was probably an ambitious, but achievable target of completed enchantments. 
 
    The count of all the armour, weapons, and rings I planned to make came in at one hundred and forty-four. I wanted to enchant them all but was going to fall a long way short of that. 
 
    I’d already had a round of self-recrimination for my lack of forethought, so moved on to problem-solving. My priority had to be myself and Jessamyn. We needed twelve bits of gear enchanted each. That ate up twenty-four slots and left twenty. 
 
    I decided I would just give each set of the elves boots and gloves an AGI +1 enchant. I would make twelve STR +1 enchantments for me and for Jessamyn I focused on Spell Power over Mana. Making eleven SP +1 enchantments, and an AGI +1 enchantment on the crossbow. 
 
    Weapon enchantments only ‘counted’ if the weapon itself was being used. I had already investigated the possibility of crafting a dozen enchanted throwing knives to exploit the system. Apparently, they had thought of that one already, the actively being used requirement on weapons closed that loophole. Therefore, a spell power enchantment on the crossbow would be wasted. 
 
    I got the first enchantment cooking in the magical stove and headed to the Forge. I had a few things to craft here and wanted to get through as much as possible before my companions returned from clearing the resource rooms. 
 
    First, I needed to make the rings. Crafting from a single bar I would end up with ten, though I would only be using four of them this week. I counted my blessings that the timer wasn’t set ten times higher. 
 
    What would be more time consuming was the copper arrow tips. I did have the option of fletching arrows with simple sharpened wooden tips, but the damage on these was only one plus agility, copper tipped arrows were two plus agility. 
 
    The drawback, you must craft the copper tips separately. Although like the rings you got ten for each bar used and I could use junk quality copper. I would lose an arrow occasionally because of the lower quality but they were easily replaced and there was no point using anything better. The damage was not increased as a result. 
 
    It took about four hours to finish up in the forge. I would leave periodically to manage work elsewhere. The last piece I made using ten fair copper bars was a halberd, one that I had customised with a design I made myself. I’d been playing about with this before Jessamyn had joined me. 
 
    I hadn’t really pushed the boundaries of the blueprint function I had earned for my DDD. Using the schematic for a regular halberd, I had added a doubled-sided hammerhead about four inches wide to the base. The effect was to give the weapon a dual damage type capacity. I could even name it myself as it was a custom design. 
 
    Copper Hammerberd 
 
    Damage: 10 + STR (Piercing) or 10 + STR (Impact) 
 
    Requirements: Strength score of 20 to wield. (this adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement) 
 
    Okay, the name was a bit naff, but it had been a working title, and I hadn’t remembered to change it before I made this one. Apart from the option to inflict impact damage using the hammer end, the only change was the strength requirement. A typical halberd only required fifteen in strength. By adding the extra weight at the other end, I had increased that requirement. This was well within my allowance, so nothing to worry about. 
 
    Once back in the workshop my next task was to make the bows and light crossbow. Before I could start crafting the two thousand arrows I wanted. It took almost two hours to finish them, and I had ten short bows and one light crossbow available. 
 
    Short Bow 
 
    Range: 10 feet per point of STR 
 
    Requirements: Agility score of 10 to wield. (this adds cumulatively with any other items with an agility requirement) 
 
      
 
    Light Crossbow 
 
    Range: 150 feet 
 
    Special Effects: Damage is increased by 50%, requires reloading. 
 
      
 
    Bolts from the light crossbow would deal more damage, but the rate of fire was significantly lower. Therefore, I had opted for bows for my elf recruits. I planned to use them tactically and maximise their chances of emptying their quivers. 
 
    Jessamyn, on the other hand, needed to have half an eye on using her healing spell. Therefore, it made more sense to equip her with something closer to a one-shot, but which packed a bigger punch. 
 
    With those made, I kicked off my arrow creation. Luckily, it wasn’t ten minutes per arrow, you got three each time, but it was still going to run for just over twelve hours to churn them all out. That was several hours before the start of the next week, so I would have enough time. 
 
    I headed back to the forge to make eleven long knives for Jessamyn and the other wood elves. That ate up another two hours. 
 
    Copper Long Knife 
 
    Damage: 2 + AGI 
 
    I picked knives for an obvious reason, they used Agility, not Strength to determine damage. The Agility stats for Jessamyn and the elves were much better than their Strength. 
 
    By the time I had finished, half the day had passed by. That did include a brief socialising break with Jessamyn and Tenzing. After they returned to the core floor, having finished sweeping the dungeon resource rooms. 
 
    I would have helped but would have needed to continually return repeatedly whenever it was time to start the next enchantment or batch of armour. So, had left them to get on with it. 
 
    Besides, I still had important tasks to get on with. While most of my crafting was either done or in progress, I still needed to work on the layout of my dungeon. I sat down at the DDD and opened the interface to make a start. 
 
    First, I confirmed the purchase of the ten wood elves. There was no point in spending all this time making things for them and then not making use of them. 
 
    Next, I started updating some of the chambers. Top of that agenda was adding some traps to the dungeon. I had, during the first week, read through the traps section of Rooms, Traps and Structures and already had a good idea of what I wanted. I decided to spend a little time reviewing the text again, just to be sure I wasn’t making any mistakes. 
 
    Chamber fourteen was one of three which currently had no threats or content. In here I chose to place first rank electrocution traps activated by contact. You designated a flagstone or something else no larger than a square foot as the trigger. The triggers were ‘magical’, and there was no mechanical component. They were set off if they happened to be touched. 
 
    Most of the detail in the book was over the cost of each trap. This varied depending on the effect, how large an area the trap affected and how easy the trap was to be triggered. 
 
    The electrocution trap would only affect the unlucky sap that trod on it, and I selected the minimum damage of ten. The flagstone trigger was also the minimum size. By taking the minimalist route and having them as one-time shocks, I reduced the price to five hundred XP and one Dungeon Power for each. 
 
    I bought twenty and placed them in four clusters of five. I hoped that after being zapped, the unwary might stumble about and set off a second or even a third trap in succession. 
 
    A little extra detail I discovered was that you could reduce the Dungeon Power count if you made the trigger stones easier to spot. 
 
    Considering I still didn’t want to deter adventurers on regular runs, I replaced the default slate grey trigger flagstones with marble from my inventory. I even etched a lightning symbol on each to drive the point home. This reduced the Dungeon Power count from twenty to five. With the elves and these traps, I had only used eighty-five of my new one hundred and thirty-nine Dungeon Power cap. 
 
    It wasn’t strictly speaking necessary to reduce my Dungeon Power at this stage, but I had my reputation to consider. Also, I wanted to get myself into the habit of packing the difficulty in for the minimum expenditure. 
 
    I also bought a piercing darts trap for the ‘Chimney’ and placed it near the summit of the climb. When triggered the trap would pepper a fifteen square foot area just a few feet below the lip at the top and deal ten points of piercing damage per dart. I put the trigger stone at the top, dead centre on the wall opposite the exit of the climb. The area effect element increased the cost of this trap fifteen-fold to seven and a half thousand XP and fifteen Dungeon Power. 
 
    However, making the same etched marble flagstone change reduced the Dungeon Power count and cut it to four. Hilariously, as the trigger was on a difficult to reach part of the dungeon it halved the Dungeon Power again to two. 
 
    This was funny because I never intended the adventurers to set this trap off. I planned to have a dungeon creature set it off during a challenge and making the trigger panel stand out would make this easier to accomplish. 
 
    I’d now spent a hefty portion of my XP reserves, 57,500. I still had a little over forty thousand to spend but it had proved significantly more expensive than I had anticipated. I was more grateful than ever that my ‘in the dark’ decision to focus on making things for myself was paying off. Albeit to a certain extent I was simply catching up from what I missed out on when I had to buy extra basic rooms upfront. 
 
    I moved on and updated the slumber sprite room, adding some new features and renaming it ‘the Playground’. I then moved the sprites into the currently vacant sixteenth chamber. 
 
    Chamber Nineteen was the next to get my attention. This was another of the empty rooms. It took a while, but I constructed a maze throughout the room, using reeds we had collected to make wicker boughs, the adventurers would have to navigate through it. These boughs were locked in place, in trenches that I had carved into the floor. The wicker frames were doused in oil and then covered with thick layers of brambles. 
 
    I had been collecting the brambles from the forested resource rooms. It hadn’t been pleasant, plenty of little pricks to contend with. Little pricks, just like most of my former bosses. 
 
    I consoled myself with the thought that if it had been annoying for me collecting the stuff, then it would be equally annoying for the adventurers who had to push through it. 
 
    For the finishing touch, I added some guttering torches in sconces by the entrance and exit. 
 
    I named this room ‘Bramble Maze’. For regular dungeon runs it was designed to merely be an inconvenience. Raiders would have to navigate their way through the tight spaces, enduring scratches and wasting time. During a challenge, though. Well, I’m sure you can guess what a combination of a lit torch, oil-soaked wicker frames and an abundance of dry vegetation was going to do. 
 
    My next design project was another surprise element that would only be used in challenges. I built a corridor going directly from the ‘Lair’ to the ninth chamber, the ‘Slick Bridge’. 
 
    The corridor exited at the front before the two narrow bridges across the spiked pits. I installed a door that could only be opened from the corridor side, with several heavy bolts that could be put in place to lock it from the inside. I made sure the door opened inwards into the corridor and not out into the room. 
 
    I planned to cover the door on the dungeon side with a tapestry I would have to craft before we went live and spent some XP on environmental augmentations to the door and frame. Now, the door would blend in, making it difficult to spot, even if the tapestry were moved. 
 
    I couldn’t conceal the door in this manner if it had been the only exit from the room. As it wasn’t, I could take measures to make the door difficult to locate or open. Although I couldn’t make it impossible to do so, as much as I would have preferred that. 
 
    I placed the start of the corridor at my end of the Lair room and put a throne in front of it. Then similarly concealed the door with a tapestry. As I wanted to be able to use it, we had to be able to open this door from the ‘Lair’ room. Therefore this door was locked with a key, which I then hid underneath the throne, nestled on the frame, under the seat. Easy enough to find if you knew where to look. 
 
    Ideally, this secret passage would never be discovered. If it was discovered and word got out, I would likely have to remove it. I took a brief break from my design work and returned to the workrooms to make the bits and pieces I had been putting in the dungeon that could be crafted and didn’t want to have to pay XP for. 
 
    After setting those off to run, I wandered off to join up with Jessamyn and Tenzing for a bit to see how they were doing and found out they were almost complete. Jessamyn had been doing an incredibly thorough job and the rooms I walked through had been stripped bare. 
 
    When I asked, Tenzing gave me a detailed synopsis on how setting instructions worked. Each creature was listed as a resource for the dungeon and there was a free text box for instructions you could enter. Including an option to create additional alternative boxes for different scenarios, for extra XP, of course. 
 
    They really had modelled the DDD on an Earth computer operating system. When I had the wording the way I wanted it, I could even copy and paste the instructions into each creature without having to retype. 
 
    I returned to the DDD, having learned a few new things and checked in on my automatic crafting. Everything was coming along nicely, so the final vital job of the day was to write some creature instructions. 
 
    I made good time. First, I set up the alternate equipment loadouts for myself, Jessamyn, and the wood elves. I let Jessamyn and the wood elves keep the jerkin, gloves, boots, and their weapons as defaults but kitted them out fully for challenge runs.  
 
    It cost five hundred XP for each of these wardrobe changes, another six thousand spent. I stationed the wood elves throughout the dungeon. Four were placed behind the chevalier horses in the ‘Slick Bridge’ room and four more joined me in the ‘Lair’. I shifted the five wolves from the lair into the seventeenth chamber bringing it up to ten wolves in that room. 
 
    I then wrote some challenge instructions for my sprites. I wasn’t changing gear just ordering them into a new room, so it only cost one hundred XP for each. 
 
    I still had quite a bit of XP to spend but decided to play safe and bought five new rooms for ten thousand. These all went into my core floor and replaced the five resource rooms that connected my core room to the dungeons’ first floor. I wanted to keep a reserve of ten thousand XP. That still left me about twelve thousand to play with, and I had to decide where to put my last two wood elves. 
 
    It was as I rearranged the rooms on my core floor, while simultaneously debating the wood elf placement that inspiration struck. I had been thinking of whether to put the last two wood elves in my core room or on the first floor of the dungeon and maybe move them between rooms, as I had instructed with my sprites. My neurons combined dungeon creatures, moving between chambers and resource rooms into a single devilishly cunning idea. 
 
    Blink. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Interlude 1.2 
 
      
 
      
 
    When my eyes reopened, I was back in the library, sitting opposite Alyssa once more. She was sitting on the other side of the desk and smiled at me. My primal urge to vault the desk and take her in my arms was thwarted, though. 
 
    My limbs refused to do as commanded. I wasn’t paralysed as I could still move, but not if I tried to jump up and ravish the bespectacled brunette beauty. I didn’t like this feeling of powerlessness, as the rumbling growl that emanated deep within my throat amply expressed. 
 
    “Now, now, you naughty boy, we’ll be having none of that,” Alyssa chastised me, with a mock pout on her lips. 
 
    This only intensified my desire for her. Although it was unclear if it was the growling or ravishing, we’d be having none of. I settled down anyway and the growl receded. 
 
    “You called,” I said, trying to put on an air of casualness. 
 
    Outwardly I may have seemed relaxed but underneath I was still trying to find a way to get off this couch and get to her. I couldn’t even pretend this was the Wolf King within trying to force my hand. I wanted her just as much as he did, especially after our last encounter, less than a day ago. 
 
    “Yes, I’ll make this brief to spare you bursting a blood vessel over there,” she jested amidst her tinkling laughter.  
 
    “Although as I half suspect you went out of your way to break the system again so soon, perhaps I ought to leave you to stew for a few minutes,” Alyssa teased. 
 
    Her words suggested disappointment, but her body language was screaming something else entirely. 
 
    “Will you be restraining me when we meet in the future as well?” I asked, openly displaying my discontent at being denied. 
 
    “Only if you can’t control yourself,” she hit back. “Unless you like being tied up,” she hinted suggestively, afterwards. 
 
    Another round of laughter from the charming minx. Usually, this would upset me. Nothing, and I do mean nothing, could rile me up quicker than being laughed at. Even in my previous life, I would see red. Now I had a literal rage beast lurking within, I’d expected to lose the plot. 
 
    I hadn’t, though. I could scent she wanted to be caught as much as I wanted to catch her. This was all part of the chase, a bizarre form of foreplay. Patience wasn’t my strong suit, though, but I could embrace almost anything if it meant I got my way. 
 
    “So, you clever little strategist. You have indeed discovered another unintended flaw in the Accords,” she complimented. 
 
    “Resource rooms are never supposed to have threats within them. You certainly can’t set any creatures or traps inside. However, as you have surmised. There is a loophole allowing you to instruct them to move from a legal starting room and enter the resource room. Nothing in the Accords forbids this, but it certainly wasn’t the intention that you could,” Alyssa recounted. 
 
    That had been my brainwave exactly. I was going to order my two remaining wood elves to move into the resource room, I hadn’t been deliberately looking for a way to bend the rules. Well, I had I suppose, but only that I was always looking to eke out an advantage. Now I would find out whether I could or not. 
 
    “I did not bring you in to warn against what you currently had planned,” Alyssa reassured me.  
 
    “I wouldn’t want you to think our relationship…” she drew out the word relationship, filling it with double meaning. “…to be adversarial.” 
 
    I was rewarded with another of her seductive smiles. “As long as you keep such measures confined to the core floor only, then I will not have to accede to any request to reopen the arbitration.” 
 
    “That’s all I had planned to do anyway,” I reasoned. 
 
    “Maybe we’re here because you were the one eager for a follow-up meeting so soon after the first,” I finished with a chuckle. 
 
    Score one for me on the accusatory flirtation front. Her laughter was even deeper than before, her breasts straining the suit jacket beyond any reasonable tolerance levels. They refused to be released, it was as if every facet of this place was designed to tease me. 
 
    “Initially perhaps, but without this intervention, the success would only have encouraged you to repeat it outside of the core floor. Then you may have found yourself unable to do it all, now you can make an informed choice,” she said. 
 
    This was a fair analysis, but I had still had a logical riposte to play. 
 
    “Really?  You couldn’t have drawn me here just before I tried committing to that at a later date?” I asked with a meaningful quirk of my eyebrows. 
 
    More seductive laughter. 
 
    “I think…” but was cut off. 
 
    Blink. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 Part 3 (almost done) 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was back at the DDD, equal parts aroused and annoyed. I quickly implemented these final changes and left the resource room designated as Ancient Forest as the first chamber of the core floor. Then lined four of the other five recently purchased basic rooms up and connected them to my core room. I trashed and returned the fifth room and got the XP back. I could do this as I hadn’t confirmed it as part of my dungeon design. I stationed the two remaining wood elves in chamber two of the core floor, updated their challenge instructions to advance into the resource room and wait for an opportunity to ambush any group that managed to get through. 
 
    I got a bit more XP back as I no longer needed to re-equip them. The move and ambush direction cost less to implement. 
 
    I was feeling a bit reckless. I updated my plan and spent twenty thousand XP on five more wood elves and put them in the core room with the other two. Giving them the same set of instructions. 
 
    I had enough time to make bows, knives and arrows for them and I hadn’t started on the fifteen sets of plain leather gloves and boots for the gremlins. It was simple enough to change my plans and craft six pieces of plain leather armour for the five wood elves instead of the gremlins. The gremlins wouldn’t have benefitted as much from the armour anyway. 
 
    This was risky. I had intended to hold a reserve of ten thousand experience and this would leave me with a little over two thousand. But I reasoned I was making so much each week the danger factor was low. Also, after today most of what I had planned out would be in place and was looking forward to maybe having the funds to do a little experimenting next week. 
 
    A final note from my crafting, I got my first Masterwork items from what I made today. Ten arrows and one of the plain leather pauldrons got the moniker. This increased the base damage of the arrows by fifty percent, and the pauldrons damage reduction also by fifty percent, very nice bonuses. 
 
    Jessamyn and Tenzing had finished earlier and were now keeping me company in the workrooms as I crafted away. I was able to finish everything except for one final enchantment that was still cooking with forty-five minutes to spare. 
 
    Displaying an almost inhuman level of self-control. I held it together through those forty-five minutes and chatted amiably with Tenzing. And Explained to Jessamyn what I had been doing while she had been gathering on my behalf. 
 
    Midnight finally came, the chime echoed through my halls and Tenzing bade me a fond farewell. He hadn’t been gone for more than a second before I turned, picked Jessamyn up and threw her over my shoulder. 
 
    She emitted one of those adorable squeaks of surprise when I did so. I ran to the bedroom, Jessamyn giggling all the way. We had about six hours before the first group would likely enter my Lair and I intended spending all of it fucking. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    The fourth week began with a bang, in my bedroom at least. As for activity in my dungeon, it was anticlimactic. There was no sudden shift in behaviour from the adventurers outside. They even seemed to take the upshift in difficulty with good spirits. I even heard a few of them comment that they were happy about it. 
 
    The electrocution traps caught a few of the early groups unawares but not enough to cause any fatalities. The elves at the bridge did cause a few undermanned teams to turn back. But it didn’t take long before word spread. Groups were soon avoiding the traps and ensuring they had a few shield bearers to rush the elves. Alternatively, some groups switched to ranged weapons for a shoot-out. 
 
    No challenges, though. The closest we came was our old frenemy Drakken and his crew of ironskin dwarves. They were agitating in the camp, trying to encourage people to challenge my dungeon while they could before the orcs showed up. Most of the camp was either happy as things were, or his reputation for losing party members dissuaded them. He only managed to convince a couple of the more desperate adventurers to agree. 
 
    That only gave him five willing participants including himself and his two lackeys and I hadn’t seen Mannagar since their earlier failed attempt. Not enough even for him to risk giving it a try. He and his now expanded group left in ill humour after two days of trying and failing to form a party to make the attempt. 
 
    Although I was happy at his humiliation, this did give me a little cause for concern. I had expected challengers to provide the necessary soul marks to pay the tithe I was now on the hook for. I only had seven soul marks at present and had left my giver not a taker perk at the 5% extra XP. I would, consequently, owe twenty-one soul marks instead of twenty. 
 
    On the flip side, it did give Jessamyn and me the opportunity for some much-needed practise with our new weaponry. The second chamber of my core floor, where I had put seven wood elves, became an impromptu training room. This proved useful for me as I got a chance to learn how to use my halberd. I had strength in spades but no prior combat experience. 
 
    I wouldn’t say I became an expert or anything during those few days, but I at least got used to the balance of my weapon. And learned how to switch from using the blade to the club without dropping the thing. It wouldn’t be the end of the world if that happened in the dungeon, as I still had my claws and teeth. Savage implements of death which I already had weeks of experience using, but no one wants to look stupid, though. 
 
    Jessamyn made good progress too. Initially she’d been very reticent and quite afraid. So much so I suggested she let her avatar run on autopilot for the first few days. However, once she got used to taking hits and being able to rationalise the only danger she faced, was discomfort, her confidence grew immeasurably. 
 
    On the third day of the week, she started taking her place beside me when it was time to meet adventurers. She didn’t do much damage but got plenty of practise at casting her heal spell, mostly on the two elves and herself. 
 
    Healing me up in a regular run would have ruined our easy dungeon reputation but it did help to soothe my concerns. I knew if necessary, we could step up the difficulty and perhaps cull an adventurer or two to cover the tithe if we had to. 
 
    These worries proved premature. In the early afternoon of the sixth day. When most of the encampment was currently inside my dungeon, completing their daily run. A horde of orken raiders came charging out of the forest and into the glade. 
 
    The encampment had approximately one hundred defenders, so they weren’t surprised exactly. Especially as the horde, made up mostly of goblins, couldn’t be described as quiet. The defenders were, however, outnumbered about three to one. 
 
    Those in the camp were better-skilled fighters than the average goblin but it didn’t matter. A combination of the weight of numbers and the camp lacking any real defensive fortifications meant it hadn’t been long before they were overwhelmed. 
 
    They took many of the goblins with them, over a hundred at least, but eventually had to abandon the camp and the survivors retreated into the forest. The goblins didn’t follow them into the trees, instead, they celebrated their pyrrhic victory by destroying as much of the encampment as they possibly could. 
 
    It was clear now why most of the adventurers despised the orken tribes. Even though the ‘deaths’ would not be permanent as they would just respawn back in the City. 
 
    But collectively they all had the same end goal and the selfish stupidity of these greenskins surprised even me. After years of working in customer service jobs, I’d thought I could no longer be surprised by the selfish folly of people. Just goes to show there is always a new low folk can stoop to. 
 
    Once the dust had settled. I could see, safely ensconced within the horde, were what I assumed was the command group. They were made up of larger greenskins, the orcs. 
 
    They were surrounded by a group of others who, height-wise, were about five and a half foot tall. Midway between the orcs and goblins. Their skin was a blotchy patchwork of dark green and brown. They had tufts of fur sprouting from all over, unlike the mostly hairless orcs and goblins. 
 
    Our view of the events outside was disjointed, affected by the time dilation effect within the dungeon. Once it was almost over, I had a talk with Jessamyn about what was happening. 
 
    “Jess, those green and brown creatures in the centre, what are they?” I asked her first. 
 
    “Those are hobgoblins, Master,” she replied. 
 
    “They are of a similar disposition to both their orc and goblin cousins. Although they tend to live in the Tundra regions and their tribes tend to be smaller family groups,” she said. 
 
    “Tundra eh, that explains the difference in colouration and the bits of fur,” I responded. 
 
     I noticed the command group had a small makeshift banner that one of the hobgoblins was carrying. It appeared to be a poorly drawn pair of crossed spears. 
 
    “Is this part of the same group who took you prisoner, the Jagged Boar Tusks?” I asked. 
 
    “No, Master,” she responded. 
 
    Then she pointed at the banner that I had spotted myself. 
 
    “The crossed spears are a common banner used by orken not affiliated with a tribe. Most of the goblins were likely cast out after the orcs robbed them of their soul marks and the hobgoblins wouldn’t have been part of a tribal group before coming here. The orcs may have been cast out as weak, or if they tried seizing a leadership position, were defeated, and driven out by the victor,” she informed me. 
 
    Having watched the orcs behaviour, driving the goblins forward and taking few risks themselves. I was leaning towards the former as far as the orcs were concerned. 
 
    I was no anthropological expert, but had read enough to know in most warrior cultures, strong, confident leaders proved their worth alongside their troops. At least, in smaller skirmishes like this. Obviously, once you started getting fighters in the many hundreds or even thousands, the general would often need to take a back-field role to manage the tactics. 
 
    These guys, though, even once the result was in no doubt made no effort to get involved. I might be wrong, it could just be callous selfishness, but my gut reaction, it was cowardice. 
 
    Outside the dungeon, death was transitory. Yet, they had avoided risking themselves. They were afraid, either of missing out on this opportunity to raid my dungeon, or that they would reveal they weren’t the strong orcs they masqueraded as. At least, that was my read of the situation. 
 
    “What do you think they will do next?” I asked my auburn-haired disciple. 
 
    “They will come for us,” she said simply. There was a hint of nervousness in her answer, and I pulled her in close. 
 
    “You have nothing to fear Jess,” I assured her as comfortingly as I could. 
 
    I agreed with Jessamyn’s assessment. If the orken planned on sticking around, then trashing the camp didn’t make much sense. I suppose it was just a question of whether they would choose to run the dungeon first. See what it was like, or if their eagerness and arrogance would push them to challenge straight away. We would have our answer soon enough. 
 
    After about fifteen minutes of pointless destruction, they settled down a bit. The first Black Hill’s Brigade group who had finished their run emerged from the exit at about the same time. They were far enough away from the orken, who were making a poor attempt of organising themselves, that they could make an orderly withdrawal to the tree line before the goblin rabble could reach them. 
 
    The sight of a steady stream of adventurers emerging and making their way into the forest finally spurred the outcast horde to get their act together. One of the smarter ones must have realised that if too many non-orken came out of the dungeon, and joined the others fleeing the camp, then this would be bad for green-skinned invaders. The dwarven guild could return with enough strength and retake the encampment at my entrance. 
 
    They had to choose to either camp the exit of the dungeon, killing the guild groups off as they came out, or head in directly. As I already suspected the orcs would be reluctant to risk themselves further, it didn’t surprise me when they organised themselves into dungeon raiding parties. 
 
    The first group stepped into my halls and elected to challenge my dungeon. I got the alert I had set, a double wolf howl, informing me, and it was on. 
 
    I reined in my excitement and stayed at the DDD for a few minutes. I wanted to wait and get an accurate count of what we were going to be facing shortly. I could do this when time froze after two minutes, when the second group entered to challenge me. 
 
    As the first party moved through the opening five chambers, which were currently set as granite mines. I was able to get an accurate count of the orken outcast raiders both inside and out. There were fourteen orcs, twenty-three hobgoblins and a hundred and seventeen goblins remaining after their conflict with the encamped guild. 
 
    The first group was led by Varshag. He was a long-tooth orc, who I assumed was acting as the overall chief of this group. His team had fourteen participants, him, another long-tooth orc, two short-tooth orcs, six hobgoblins, two swamp goblins, and two mountain goblins rounded out the party. 
 
    He was intelligent enough to cram his group with as much diversity as he could. That allowed him to add eight more party members and still have an hour and five minutes left to get to my core floor. 
 
    In a challenge, the time limit only counted for the regular floor. If they managed to make it past the ‘Lair’ and onto the core floor, they could take as much time as they liked finishing. Although they were committed at that point, there was no turning back once you went for the dungeon core, it was win or bust. 
 
    Had they run my dungeon properly before, they would have been aware of the measures I had taken to slow a party’s progress. I was reasonably confident this lot would probably have failed regardless of the changes I had made. But I wasn’t in the mood to take any risks, though. They could have surprising hidden layers. I doubted it, but they could. 
 
    “It’s time we went in,” I said to Jessamyn, and squeezed her supple ass. 
 
    If I was going into battle, I felt entitled to a quick reminder of what I was fighting for. 
 
    “Do you remember the plan?” I finished. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” she replied and smiled as she leaned into me. 
 
    “I’m to follow you through the secret tunnel. Mark you as my spell target and wait in the bridge room for you to return. If I hear your howl, I am to cast Heal on you immediately and move back into the tunnel, readying to close the door once you and the wood elves are through, or if I hear the raiders enter the bridge room,” she recited quickly. 
 
    “Good girl,” I encouraged. 
 
    “If all goes as planned. That contingency won’t be needed, and we’ll be back in the ‘Lair’ waiting to see if any of them make it,” I said. 
 
    With that, we shifted our perspective to our avatars in the dungeon. Jessamyn reached under the throne and retrieved the key to the tunnel door. I mentally ordered two of the wood elves standing on either side of the throne to follow us, leaving two covering the tunnel exit should things go pear-shaped. 
 
    We made our way through the slate grey corridor casually, as there was no rush. They had only reached the ‘Mud Bath’ room when we entered the dungeon. Unless they had some way to speed up slogging through mud two feet deep, we would be in position before them. We opened the door at the end of the corridor and I lifted the tapestry out of the way and stepped in. 
 
    The four wood elves posted in this room were prepped and ready. Decked out in their full sets of leather armour, arrows nocked to their bows. I could see they had already prepared the battleground. The slick part of the ‘slick Bridge’ moniker only came into effect during challenges. Amongst the savoury and sweet treats, which I had set up on tables before the exit, were a couple of pitchers of olive oil. 
 
    Ostensibly it would seem they were there for anybody who wanted to drizzle their snacks with it. Its real purpose was for the elves to take those pitchers and pour them over the bridge walkways. Making crossing especially treacherous, particularly as fallers would be taking a header into a spiked pit. 
 
    We weren’t here for that, though. Jessamyn took up her position holding the tapestry aloft at the secret door. I and my wood elf escort headed into the next chamber. I ordered the two elves to hang back in the corridor and moved in. Up ahead, I could see the bear stationed in this room, waiting in ambush. Further evidence, if I needed any, the orken hadn’t yet made it this far yet. 
 
    I didn’t have to wait much longer when I heard the bear roar. The beast charged around the corner as the vanguard of the raiding group approached. I could hear the yells of the orken party as battle was joined. 
 
    The conflict lasted almost a minute, as the bears’ stamina was prodigious. Bears weren’t very fast in comparison to the wolves, but it took a fair bit of damage to wear them down. 
 
    At last, I heard the tell-tale thud of the bear’s body hitting the slabs, and shortly the orken party rounded the corner. I was a good ninety feet away from them but wanted them all to come into view and waited for Varshag to appear. I had been concerned that maybe the vanguard would try to rush me. 
 
    Thankfully, they waited for the whole party to form up, with them staring me down. Varshag strutted into view, flanked by the other orcs in his party. The hobgoblins and goblins were arrayed in front of his group. My luminous yellow pupils locked on to his grimy orange equivalents and then, nothing. 
 
    Dang and blast it, of all the times for the duel for dominance not to proc, why did it have to be now? 
 
    This had been the whole point of creating the secret tunnel to the first half of the dungeon. The duel allowed me to take out their leader early or force the group to endure the coward’s forfeiture debuff. To say I was disappointed would be an understatement. 
 
    The Wolf King within raged and urged us to hurtle down the corridor and cut them down, but I resisted his influence. I would stick to the plan and head back. The only bright side to this debacle being I would get a chance to observe how well my challenge upgrades worked. 
 
    I was broken from my internal griping by the whistling screech of a hand-sized flaming ball, which hit me square in the chest. My armour provided no damage reduction for heat-based effects, and I received a 3%/97% prompt. It was only fifteen health lost, but I was surprised they had a caster in the group. I hadn’t been paying close attention, but I thought the spell slinger had been one of the hobgoblins. 
 
    This foray hadn’t been a complete waste then. I’d learned something about the group and managed to drain some of the mana from their caster. Varshag gave an order and they started running down the hall to attack. 
 
    I mentally ordered my elves to head back down the tunnel with all haste and followed them. We were back in the ‘Slick Bridge’ room and the secret tunnel in no time. With our extra agility stats, I had no qualms we wouldn’t be through and gone, with only the rustling of the tapestry to give any hint of where we had gone. 
 
    The big bonus was I could give the four wood elf defenders updated commands as I hustled through. Typically, they would concentrate their attacks on whoever tried to cross the bridge. I was able to alter that, so two of them would focus on the hobgoblins. If the caster should reveal himself, they would all switch to target him until he was dead. Unless they were engaged in melee, then they’d fight whoever they were engaged with. 
 
    With that done, I led my group back to the ‘Lair’ with alacrity. Once there I got us into position and shifted my mind back to where my avatar was sitting at the DDD. I wanted to see what was going on and identify the caster. 
 
    It had taken about five minutes to run back and reset. The live feed showed they had progressed past ‘Slick Bridge’ and were currently despatching the gremlins and ravens in the next chamber. I prompted my viewer to show me the recording from when I closed the tunnel entrance in the ‘Slick Bridge’ room. 
 
    It took the raiding party about another twenty seconds before they poured into the chamber in hot pursuit of me. Three goblins led the way and the four wood elf defenders, who were crouched down behind the wooden spiked barricades did not react to their arrival. All three goblins advanced farther into the room and they were followed by the six hobgoblins. I could see the rear guard of four orcs still in the corridor behind. 
 
    The first thing that pricked my memory was they already seemed to be down a goblin. I would have a chance to review the footage later but could only conclude the first bear had finished one of them off, or the cowardly creature had fled already. 
 
    With the arrival of the hobgoblins, my wood elves revealed themselves. They unleashed their first volley of arrows into the ranks of the hobgoblins. Three of the four arrows found targets and they readied their bows for a second barrage. 
 
    To be fair to Varshag he didn’t waste any time before giving orders. The three other orcs and two of the hobgoblins had shields, and they quickly formed a wall at the front to protect the remaining four hobgoblins and Varshag. Three of the hobgoblins switched out their melee weapons for bows, ready to return fire, and the fourth raised his hands effectively identifying himself to me as the caster. 
 
    His identifying colour was lime green. I would check the party list for his name as soon as I had finished watching how this played out. 
 
    The three spear-wielding goblins, having been ordered to rush the wood elves, charged forward obeying their master. They rushed headlong towards the bridge, unprotected by the shield wall behind them. The second wave of arrows flew over their heads, my wood elves following their orders had aimed at the hobgoblins instead of the unprotected goblins. The shields intercepted all but one of these arrows. By happenstance, it was the hobgoblin caster who took an arrow to his shoulder. 
 
    No matter, the goblins were blissfully unaware of the other danger they were in. Distracted by the threat they could clearly see, they failed to notice the translucent oil slathered on the footbridge. 
 
    Two rushed the footbridge on the left-hand side, while the third jinked off and took the right. On the left, the first goblin’s planted foot went out from under him once he ran on to the path, with his arms pinwheeling in the air he fell forward and face-planted on the bridge. His compatriot had followed him too closely to avoid running onto the bridge as well. Trying to stop his momentum, he slipped, landed on his back and slid forward. He clattered into the first goblin and took both over the edge, down into the spiked pit. 
 
    The focus of the goblin who jinked right was ahead of him and he missed the warning the other two’s calamity should have given him. He was running onto the bridge at a bit of an angle when his foot gave way. He slid off the side and into the pit with even greater velocity than the previous two. 
 
    While the goblins fell to their inevitable impalement below, the hobgoblins loosed their own volley of projectiles at my wood elf defenders. This included the lime green marked hobgoblin, casting another fist-sized fireball. The fireball zinged across the room and struck the leftmost wood elf. 
 
    Now, having revealed himself my instructions took effect and my elves’ third volley of arrows were all aimed solely at him. Two of these struck true knocking Limey back and he fell on his arse. 
 
    Varshag reacted quickly, grunted at his shield-bearing subordinates to move forward and barked at the remaining hobgoblins to keep firing. The group of orcs and hobgoblins advanced cautiously, while Limey hid behind this shield wall. I could see him chugging a potion, he must have been restoring the health he had just lost. 
 
    Unfortunately, this is where my wood elves being dungeon creatures and not sentient beings hampered their efforts. They rigidly continued following my last orders to target Limey the hobgoblin caster, despite him now being safely ensconced behind the shields. Free thinking creatures would start to target the lower bodies of the shield bearers instead of continually trying to shoot at Limey with almost no chance of success. 
 
    With growing confidence, the orcs and hobgoblins approached the edge of the pit. Varshag ordered a hobgoblin with a shield to break from the formation and start crossing. The hobgoblin shuffled his feet forward, tentatively at first, but once it became apparent the wood elves were not firing upon him, more confidently. Despite his newfound backbone, he still crossed slowly, trying to clear the oil from the path by scraping it off with his shoeless foot. 
 
    He got most of the way across before he lost his balance slightly and had to use some quick footwork to try and steady himself. The pads of his feet now coated in oil couldn’t grip. Inevitably the sudden shifting of his weight caused him to topple, and in desperation he pushed himself forward, trying to get close enough to grab hold of the wooden barrier. His clawed hands fell agonisingly short, and he slipped off the edge. Into the spiked pit he went. 
 
    Shielded hobgoblin number two was next ordered to try his luck. He was quicker than his predecessor, having seen he wouldn’t be shot at, and that much of the oil had been wiped away. But it wasn’t all gone, though, and he continued taking the time to verify his footing before moving forward. 
 
    When Varshag figured out the wood elves were trying to kill Limey, he ordered the other three hobgoblins out from behind the shields and up to the edge of the pit. Their new position vastly improved their aim at my guys. 
 
    Not getting a chance to kill Varshag in a duel had increased the odds of the raider’s success considerably. I was still confident of defeating them, as there were more surprises they had yet to encounter and overcome. 
 
    By the time shield hobgoblin two had reached the far side and started to clamber over the barrier, the hobgoblin archers had managed to kill one of my wood elf defenders. As the hobgoblin got over the barrier, the two closest wood elves dropped their bows, drew their long knives and engaged him in melee combat. 
 
    Varshag barked more orders out, and soon two of his orc cohorts were crossing over the bridge. Meanwhile, Limey continued cowering behind the two remaining members of the shield wall. The three hobgoblin archers concentrated their fire on my sole remaining ranged combatant. 
 
    It wouldn’t take much longer before he fell, not when he was taking fire from three sources. However, with the shield wall reduced he managed to hit Limey in the chest with another arrow. 
 
    Limey, enraged and emboldened, or maybe just because he came off cooldown, stepped out to fire another fist-sized fireball at the elf. The magical assault sizzled across the chasm, blasted into the wood elf and finished him off, but not before the elf let go of one last volley. His final arrow flew true, hitting Limey right between the eyes. 
 
    Limey stood there and blinked for a few seconds before collapsing backwards. Dead as the proverbial doornail. 
 
    Meanwhile, the shield-wielding hobgoblin was trying to hold off the two wood elves until his backup arrived. Had my elves not been wearing sets of agility enchanted armour, which increased both their attack speed and long knife damage, he may have survived what they dished out. Instead, their scoring strikes mounted up until he too collapsed in a heap. The two orcs crested the barriers less than a second later and took over combat responsibilities. 
 
    One on one, especially with the orcs bearing shields to ward off their attacks, my two wood elves did not fare as well. Once the orcs were joined by the third orc in the party, as well as a now emboldened Varshag, the wood elves were despatched swiftly and caused the raiders no further casualties. 
 
    Shield hobgoblin number one and the second goblin crossing the left-hand side bridge, both climbed from the pit alive. Albeit leaking blood and looking very unhealthy. 
 
    They drank health potions before the whole party moved on. Had time not been such an issue perhaps they could have waited longer and allowed the potion quaffing cooldown to run its course. 
 
    My heart bled for their dilemma. Not. 
 
    The final butcher’s bill for chamber nine, ‘Slick Bridge’, had been two goblins and two hobgoblins. I was very happy with that. I was also glad to see their spell caster go down. With that being said, I was in two minds if I had made the right call in this situation. 
 
    Standard gamer tactics were to kill any spell casters as soon as possible. The problem was my guys weren’t players, and they failed to adapt to the changing circumstances. They would probably have done more damage following the original instructions I gave them rather than the ones I came up with on the fly. I chalked it up as a lesson learned. 
 
    I brought up the adventurer party information tab and confirmed the dead. With the hobgoblin caster already out of the picture, I didn’t take the time to read through it in any detail. Although it did occur to me being able to switch back and forth to check this could be helpful in determining if anybody was playing possum or trying to hide. 
 
    Equally, I wasn’t interested in seeing how this team dealt with the gremlins in chamber ten. The party tab essentially told me they had suffered no further casualties. I switched from the recording to the ‘Live’ feed. 
 
    They had reached the ‘Chimney’ and were already climbing. True to form the sole remaining goblin and four hobgoblins were leading the way, the ‘brave’ orcs brought up the rear. 
 
    I would have to come up with something to target those at the back of a group occasionally to discourage that kind of behaviour. As I watched them slowly ascend, I began considering options to achieve that aim. 
 
    The easiest would be to instruct my ravens to switch rooms. Create a hidey-hole for them to conceal themselves in and attack stragglers as they were climbing. To be honest I should have thought of this before and made a mental note to make that change for the following week. 
 
    It wasn’t much longer before the goblin who was leading came close to cresting the top of the wall climb. I had changed the orders for two of the gremlins in the next chamber to come in here and lie down near the edge. The gremlins were close enough that they could hear the raiders coming, but not be seen. 
 
    The gremlins now stood and picked up a handful of large pebbles. The stones probably weighed about a pound each. I had artfully left these lying about at the exit of this chamber. It just looked like décor, but this was its true purpose, ammunition. 
 
    Their first act was throwing the hefty pebbles at the trap sensor, conveniently placed you may recall, on the wall opposite the top of the climb. Their agility was quite low and their aim poor, so it took a few tries. This was why I had two of them doing this. The fourth thrown pebble clipped the edge of the marble slab and the dart trap was triggered. 
 
    The goblin and the first two hobgoblins were within the area of effect when it went off, and each was hit by two or more of the darts. The darts only inflicted ten piercing damage each, but the danger they posed was the surprise factor. 
 
    The goblin and the lower of the two hobgoblins both lost their handholds and fell from the wall. The hobgoblin collided with one of the orcs as he tumbled downward and dislodged the orc too. All three fell to the bottom and landed with a series of sickening thuds. 
 
    Falling was another feature that was ‘game-like’. In the real world, falling the equivalent of six stories onto a stone floor would almost always be fatal, no matter who you were. Here, certain factors made it survivable. The impact damage equalled the distance travelled in feet less the first fifteen feet. The same multipliers for hitting the body increased damage by fifty percent and the head area by one hundred percent also applied. So, if you were fortunate or just canny enough to make a superhero landing, you would probably live through it. It would hurt like hell and you would suffer a severe mobility debuff for at least thirty minutes, but you would survive. 
 
     None of these three were lucky or canny. The goblin, who fell the full ninety feet landed headfirst and suffered one hundred and eighty impact damage. He had zero chance of survival, even if he had been wearing armour to help mitigate. He’d been in a spiked pit before this and was already significantly down on his starting health. 
 
    The hobgoblin fell roughly eighty feet and collided back first. He took one hundred and twenty damage, less any damage reduction from his armour and he might have survived. His stamina score should have been high enough, but he was probably carrying damage from earlier in the dungeon or possibly from the battle at the bridge. Whatever the reason he remained motionless too. 
 
    The short-tooth orc only fell sixty-five feet. He landed on his side, shoulder first, taking almost one hundred damage, less what his armour saved. He was alive but suffered the agility debuff for the fall, he wouldn’t be climbing back up that wall very quickly. 
 
    After getting up and checking on the others, the orc faller shouted up to Varshag and informed him he was still alive, but the other two were gone. It would be interesting to see if Varshag would wait in the next chamber or push on without him. What would the abandoned orc do if that occurred? 
 
    The remaining hobgoblins pulled themselves up and over the top. I hadn’t given the two gremlins any specific orders on how to behave after triggering the trap. They waited until the hobgoblins had finished climbing and only then did they rush them in melee. The gremlins, lacklustre in combat at the best of times, were speedily ended by the hobgoblins. 
 
    Again, the default dungeon creature behaviour didn’t take advantage of the adventurers’ obvious vulnerability. I wondered briefly if this was a scenario that I could write instructions for them to act upon. 
 
    The two other orcs and Varshag followed the hobgoblins over shortly after the brief battle. My musings on whether Varshag would wait were quickly answered. The orc took a glance over the edge and could see the other short-tooth orc had made it maybe ten feet and was visibly struggling. 
 
    Varshag grunted at the others to continue, and they pushed onwards. 
 
    Taking a short break from watcher duty, I shifted back to my warwolf and provided an update to Jessamyn. Letting her know I wanted her to grab one of the guttering torches from the ‘Bramble Maze’ and wait in the corridor. I would yell when I wanted her to set the briar maze aflame, before she re-joined me by the throne. 
 
    Back at the DDD, I could see they had eased their way past the gremlins and ravens in room twelve. They had spent thirty-five minutes getting this far and with only thirty left they were fast approaching the point of no return. 
 
    Chamber thirteen was another L shaped corridor with a bear ambush. With only six active participants, Varshag was forced into taking a more active role and I got to see my principal rival in action for the first time. He was a skilled warrior, better than any of the others by quite a distance. They finished the second bear quickly and took little damage. 
 
     Chamber fourteen had the zap traps and I had little hope they might just rush through. Varshag again showed himself to be a more capable leader than expected. He ordered them to avoid the marble flagstones and so they passed through without springing any of the traps. 
 
    Now they entered room fifteen, one I had called the ‘Playground’. The obstacles they needed to pass were based on the kind of things you might find in a children’s play park back on Earth, just much larger. 
 
    I had installed four wooden beams across the chamber fifty-five feet up. Then hanging down from these wooden beams, covering the entirety of the space, bolted into the walls and floor were rope nets. Each square of the net was about six by six inches with the rope itself was an inch thick 
 
    They would need to climb up and over or find a way to cut through the thick rope four times to pass through. Cutting it wouldn’t be easy, and in the future, I planned to replace the rope with something even sturdier. They elected to climb. The chamber was a minimum of fifteen feet across and there was plenty of room for them to go four or even five abreast. 
 
    I’d been debating with myself as to whether I should move this obstacle to earlier in the dungeon and delay groups further. Ultimately, I decided to keep it here. I worried it might send challenging groups scurrying back out of the dungeon if they encountered too many delay tactics too early. 
 
    This group was already past that, it was win or bust for them. 
 
    I watched them get over the first of the four cargo nets without any danger. Then as the first couple of them slid over the top of the second beam, my first wave of four slumber sprites flew from the alcoves above, which I had dug out for them. They zipped down and split up, two on each target, and delivered their payloads. A spray of narcoleptic powder in the faces of both of my enemies, a hobgoblin, and an orc. 
 
    The powder had the desired effect, and they both lost consciousness. At any other time, this wouldn’t be a big issue, but when perched atop a fifty-five-foot beam, it was somewhat more dangerous. 
 
     They both fell, the hobgoblin toppled forward and landed headfirst. I recognised that he had been the hobgoblin who had fallen into the spiked pit in the ‘Slick Bridge’. Probably low on health anyway, the fall killed him. The long-tooth orc fell backwards, but he didn’t land on his head like the hobgoblin. Therefore, he survived his fall but had to climb back over again. Now suffering an agility debuff penalty from the fall. 
 
    The Slumber Sprites only had a single spray attack so flew kamikaze style into the other climbers and tried to dislodge them, but to no avail and the party moved forward. 
 
    Forewarned, by the previous sprite attack, the first of them to arrive at the top of the third and fourth beams sat atop it and waited. They drew their melee weapons and were able to bat away the next two waves of sprites. The sprites were knocked far enough away their narcoleptic dust dispersed before it could affect any of the raiders. 
 
    True to form, Varshag left the trailing orc behind and pushed on. Fearing for time, I’m sure, but he was now down to just a group of four. Him, the other long-tooth orc and two hobgoblins. 
 
    He had two more injured orcs who trailed behind and I thought he realised with their mobility reduced they were unlikely to make it to the core floor in time. This may just have been callousness on his part, but he could have been being practical. 
 
    I knew if they made it past the ‘Lair’ the time limit was no longer a factor. I just wasn’t sure if that counted for all surviving members of the party or just those who made it in time. If I didn’t get the answer from today’s challenges. I would ask Tenzing on the rest day tomorrow. 
 
    They moved swiftly through the sixteenth room. Which was now empty as the sprites had moved to the ‘Playground’. Chamber seventeen had ten wolves and it took them longer than most groups to win out, the fight now being ten on four. The raid group won, but all of them took some damage. This prompted one of the remaining hobgoblins to use a health potion before moving on to ‘Wipeout’. 
 
    I’d made no changes here but chuckled at the exasperated sounds they made when they saw another agility and balance obstruction for them to pass. They began the crossing with time ticking away and I decided to have a quick check on the two orcs they had left behind. 
 
     The ‘Chimney’ faller had made it to the top. When his agility debuff expired he had made a mad rush through the dungeon trying to catch up to the rest of the group, trusting those ahead to have cleared the way. Which was fine, until he ran through the room with the zap traps and barrelled over them. He must have triggered at least four and it was enough to finish him off at least. 
 
    The second orc was still struggling in the ‘Playground’. He sat atop the final obstacle, but the remaining Sprites were harassing him with flyby’s, leaving him too nervous to drop or sheathe his sword and try climbing down. He wouldn’t be catching Varshag’s group before they cleared the rolling logs. 
 
    As the hour mark approached, the four remaining members of this challenge group set foot in the penultimate chamber, the ‘Bramble Maze’. 
 
    Jessamyn observed them from the shadows of the corridor as they ventured into the short maze made from dry brambles. 
 
    Varshag appeared to be on the verge of losing patience. Finally taking the lead and he pushed his way in through the gaps and cursed the thorns with every step. The rest of his crew dutifully followed him in. Once the last of them entered Jessamyn gave them a count of twenty. 
 
    This made sure they had made their way into the heart of the maze. Then she stepped into the room, descended the steps to the exit of the bramble maze. With the torch in hand, she set the naked flame onto the centre of the oiled thatch. 
 
    The conflagration spread through the patch quickly. Jessamyn retreated up the steps and into the corridor and returned to the ‘Lair’. The fire swept through the brambles and wicker frames, and it took perhaps twenty seconds to spread from where it had started to catch across the whole of the tangled maze. Only half that time before the panicked screams from the orken rang out across the room. 
 
    The viewer function of the DDD only mimicked a camera, it wasn’t one. So, if I had wanted, I could have zoomed in and observed what was happening in the maze. My current view was obscured by the remains of the brambles and the flames that rapidly consumed them. 
 
    But I’m not a sadist and had no desire to witness them burn. It was necessary to take them out, and I wouldn’t shy away from any method to do so, but I didn’t need to watch. 
 
    Therefore, I don’t know what precisely happened within. Did they try going forward, backwards or push their way out through the boughs in a panic. All I do know is Varshag was the only one to stumble out and he collapsed on the steps leading out of this room. 
 
    He showed visible evidence on all exposed skin of the heat damage he had taken. It was an oddity of the Proving Grounds that while he had clearly been harmed his gear appeared undamaged, another idiosyncrasy of this place. He gingerly pulled a potion bottle from his pack and knocked it back. Then he slowly forced himself to his feet. 
 
    He grimly began climbing the stairs. His expression a mixture of simmering rage and resignation. He had to know he was as good as done, except for one other orc whom he’d left behind. (who once he finally escaped the ‘Playground’ had slipped trying to cross the rolling logs in the previous chamber and now wallowed in the concrete). He would face the floor boss, me, alone. 
 
    I switched back to the warwolf avatar and took up my place. I awaited Varshag’s arrival and didn’t have to wait long before he staggered into my ‘Lair’. 
 
    Head held high as if he owned the place. His bravado wouldn’t save him. 
 
    In accordance with the Dominance dungeon law in effect. As the undisputed leader of your party, you have the option of challenging the equivalent leader of the opposing party to a duel. 
 
    This duel will be to the death. Unless you or your opponent chooses to forfeit before its conclusion. Forfeiture will end the duel instantly. It will however impose a random negative effect on the forfeiting combatants’ party for the duration of the dungeon run. The forfeiting combatant will also lose any experience bonuses and suffer a 50% reduction in experience reward for this dungeon run. 
 
    Winning a duel provides a random positive effect on the winning combatants’ party for the duration of the dungeon run. 
 
    Do you wish to issue a challenge to Varshag? If you do, it must be accepted. Declining to issue a challenge does not invoke any penalties. Nor does it preclude Varshag from issuing a challenge to you should he be offered the same option. 
 
    I smiled, second time’s the charm it would appear. I accepted and when time unfroze stepped up as Varshag did the same. 
 
    He snarled in my direction, and I could see he was preparing to unleash some chest-thumping monologue. No doubt informing me of my impending demise. 
 
    Not happening, not in my dungeon. If anyone was going to monologue, it was going to be me, but I wasn’t about to make villain mistake number one, though. 
 
    I hefted my Hammerberd in both hands and using the hammer end started swinging at him. No finesse, no skill, I just used my overwhelming strength and reach to my advantage. He evaded my first few sweeps but was too far away to make any attacks of his own and I steadily backed him up towards the wall. 
 
    After the seventh or eighth swing, I’d lost the specific count, I connected with his shoulder. This knocked him to the ground, and I pounced. Varshag was no longer able to dodge, and I battered him with the hammer end of my weapon several times as he weakly tried to crawl away from me. Once would likely have been enough, but I wasn’t going to be stingy. 
 
    I stopped and received the notification I had won the duel. I dismissed it without reading it very carefully. My party got a bonus one damage reduction against all damage types for what remained of this dungeon run. Which was a little less than a minute. Only one orc remained, and he was stuck in concrete, victory was ours. I glanced down at the prostrate and now still form of Varshag. 
 
    I almost felt sorry for him, he never really had a chance. But not sorry enough I wouldn’t cut him down, or anyone else for that matter. They chose the shorter path. 
 
    In part, my reasoning for making an easier dungeon was to assuage any guilt I felt for my participation in their damnation. They could have just taken advantage of the easy XP I was offering, but they didn’t. 
 
    I could sense my attitude gradually shifting with each week that passed. I cared a little less about old-world sensibilities, adjusting to what was my new normal. My circumstances had changed, and I had physically changed. It was time I admitted I was no longer the man I used to be. 
 
    “At last,” that inner voice I associated with the Wolf King whispered. “It’s taken you long enough.” 
 
    “What has?” I responded. 
 
    “To admit you are no longer who you were. To understand there is no Wolf King within. There is just you and what you want. What you need,” I answered myself. 
 
    I fully slipped loose of the shackles of my old life, its expectations, requirements, and judgements and it was fucking liberating. The worries and concerns which had secretly nagged at me, about everything I had done, planned to do, sloughed away. I felt like a new man or should say Lupus Rex. 
 
    I turned and saw Jessamyn cross the grey dungeon floor to join me. The last few seconds of this challenge ticked down, and for the first time, there wasn’t a ghost of guilt souring my mind. No need to justify taking her as mine as saving her. 
 
    She was mine, and it felt right. Now, I would take my mate back to our bed to celebrate our victory, by filling her with my cum and enjoying every fucking second of it. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    I knelt in the centre of my oversized bed with Jessamyn on her hands and knees in front of me. My cock buried deep in her moist snatch. I had her long auburn hair clutched in my right hand and my cock smoothly thrust in and out. 
 
    “Yes…uh, yes,” she moaned keenly. “Just like that, I’m so close.” 
 
     I could feel the walls of her vagina tense and squeeze my length harder as she approached another climax. 
 
    It had only been a couple of weeks. Though, with the weird time dilation effects of the dungeon instances, it had been much longer. Regardless of the actual length of time, I was happy Jessamyn was growing more adventurous in our sex play. I’d had no complaints about our more intimate sexual encounters, and I was looking forward to more of those in the future, but variety is the spice of life. 
 
    I quickened my pace and started to pound her pussy harder. After thirty seconds of this harder fucking, Jessamyn, started bucking and thrashing in the throes of a powerful orgasm. As she screamed out her delight, my cock was locked in the vice grip of her clenched quim as she came. My balls tightened, the now-familiar pleasurable spasm swarmed through my shaft, and I disgorged my load deep inside my lover. 
 
    I held us in place for a minute. Flexing my hips forward gently every few seconds, as we both rode out the aftershocks of our eruptions. When Jessamyn’s shudders subsided, I pulled out and sat back down on the plump cushions framing the head of the bed. 
 
    Jessamyn lay down at my feet. A little breathless, but with a smile of contentment on her face. 
 
    “That was wonderful, Master,” she complimented. “Who would have thought falling in your dungeon would have been the best thing to ever happen to me.” 
 
    She giggled and playfully traced her fingers across the soles of my feet. I couldn’t help but grin at her words and the tickling sensation as my be-clawed toes curled at the attention. Her eyes met mine, a devilish twinkle in them letting me know she wasn’t done yet. 
 
    It was good to be the Wolf King. 
 
    Now I know what you’re thinking. What is that idiot doing? Indulging his rampant libido when a bunch of green-skinned uglies are literally trying to eat his soul. 
 
    You are forgetting my heightened senses, friends. 
 
    I’d placed the DDD in the bedroom and had the dungeon feed running. If the second challenger group had begun their run, I would have been able to both see and hear it. They hadn’t. 
 
    Secondly, I could smell Varshag and his crew in my core room. 
 
    They were silent, not moving or even breathing from what I could hear. It had surprised me a little upon my return, but it made sense in a way. Other dungeons would need an opportunity to choose to take any of the fallen on as their disciples. I had assumed none of them qualifying meant they would move on without delay. You know what they say about making assumptions. This time the ass was me. 
 
    I had planned to have a quickie with Jessamyn before returning my focus to the orken raiders. As everything seemed to be in stasis, I decided that ‘indulging my rampant libido’ was an acceptable risk in the circumstances. I would investigate what was happening in a few minutes, or maybe longer depending on what Jessamyn had in mind. 
 
    Speaking of which, Jessamyn ran her hands up my legs. She slowly crawled between my legs, stopping to plant a kiss on my thighs as she moved up like a stalking cat. 
 
    My cock still at full size twitched in anticipation and flexed from its resting position to a pointed ninety-degree angle. My member oscillated in front of her pretty face. Jessamyn placed a hand on each thigh to support herself, her green eyes met my yellow irises. 
 
    “May I suck on your cock, Master?” she practically whimpered. Her voice thick with desire. 
 
    “Yes, but keep your hands where they are. I want you to make me cum with just your mouth and tongue. You understand?” I commanded huskily. 
 
    She nodded in response, beginning to lick the glans of my cock like an ice-cream. Cleaning it of the combined juices of our most recent bout of sex. 
 
    My head rolled back as her darting tongue teased the head of my dick. Jessamyn swirled her tongue around each side and then gripped it with her lips to keep my cock in place. The tip of her tongue explored its eye and lapped up the precum her attention precipitated. 
 
    She pulled her lips away briefly and adjusted her position. Shuffling her knees past my own and slipping her hands sensually across my thighs so that they rested where my legs met my hips. Smiling at me again and bending down, she took the head of my cock fully in her mouth. 
 
    I grunted in satisfaction. This really did feel divine, and my balls twitched with pleasure. 
 
    “That’s good, just like that, work my shaft,” I whispered encouragingly. 
 
    With my prompting, Jessamyn started pushing her mouth further down the length of my cock. Getting a few inches down before she pulled back and moved forward again. Working my dick just as I’d asked her to. Her head bobbed up and down as she increased the pace, sucking and slurping as she went. 
 
    I was tempted to grab the back of her head and force her a bit deeper but thought better of it. She was growing more adventurous, yes, but there was no need to push the pace. There was as much enjoyment in the journey as the destination. 
 
    My hands did not remain idle however, and I stroked her cheeks. I was rewarded with a gratified look from her eyes. 
 
    I moved my hands up from her cheeks and started stroking her long elven ears. I had already learned these were extra sensitive, and her moans intensified as I gently rubbed them. Her mouth, lips, and tongue continued sliding up and down my shaft. Jessamyn was getting just over halfway down my length, and I could feel the head of my cock pushing down the back of her throat. 
 
    Jessamyn gagged a little when she tried to push me even deeper. I could see her eyes watering and saliva seeped out of her mouth and dribbled down her chin. Using my hold on her ears, I took control of her bobbing and encouraged her to ease back a little. I preferred her taking me at a more comfortable depth. We could work up to going deeper as we practised more. 
 
    She kept that comfortable pace up for several more minutes and I could feel the familiar sensations indicating I was getting ready to cum. 
 
    “Almost there, Jess,” I told her. “Get ready to swallow my cream,” I warned a few seconds later. 
 
    The coil in my balls readied to unleash. I pulled my cock back from her throat leaving just the head being held by her soft pretty lips. My spunk surged up through my shaft, unloading gout after gout of my warm seed past her pretty lips and into her sexy mouth. 
 
    My hands had shifted from her ears to the sides of her head. With their sensitivity, I didn’t want to pull on them too hard accidentally while I spasmed during my orgasm. I let go as I finished cumming, but Jessamyn didn’t move her head away. She took hold of my dick with her hands and pumped it, squeezing out the last few drops of my cream and greedily swallowed all of it. After determining my hose was empty, she finally released her lip lock on my member and crawled into my lap and rested her head against my chest. 
 
    “Did you enjoy that, Master?” she asked dreamily. “What is it that you call it, a low job.” 
 
    I chuckled at her misunderstanding. 
 
    “It’s called a ‘blow’ job, Jess,” I corrected. 
 
    “Although I suppose there isn’t much blowing involved, more sucking and licking, so I understand your confusion. The technical term is fellatio, just as the proper term for licking that delicious little cunt of yours is cunnilingus,” I lectured as I pulled her in closer for a deep kiss. 
 
    Jessamyn didn’t use profanities casually. Typically, only in the heat of passion. I could always scent a spike of excitement from her when I used some of the cruder terms when referring to her anatomy. 
 
    “You know so much, Master,” she followed up with. “It’s no wonder you have been so successful. I’m very happy to be here with you. I want you to know how devoted I am.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear,” I replied. 
 
    I was getting a new scent from her; one I hadn’t smelled before. 
 
    “You can always rely on me to be all that you need, in every way,” she assured me. 
 
    I was a little confused as to where this was leading but was happy with the attention. She had begun tracing her fingers up and down my chest and brushed my nipples teasingly. 
 
    That’s when the penny dropped. The attention, the curious scent, Jessamyn was buttering me up. My sweet, innocent, Jessamyn, was trying to play me. I decided not to call her on it just yet, I wanted to see where this would go, so played along. 
 
    “I’m glad you feel that way, Jess. I’ve grown to depend on you…for many things.” I answered as ambiguously as I could. 
 
    She smiled up at me. A vision of loveliness, visually intoxicating as she whispered. “I won’t let you down. You can count on me being your number one disciple and servant.” 
 
    Her unintentional emphasis on ‘one’ clued me into what she was after or worrying about. I grinned down at her. 
 
    “Jess, are you trying to manipulate me,” I teased. 
 
    “No…I mean I wouldn’t. I would never, Master,” she tried to pull away from me in surprise, but I held her firmly. Her scent spiked with shame. 
 
    I’d forgotten how fragile freshly built self-esteem could be. I should have known better having had my own crushed enough times in the past. 
 
    Jessamyn could no longer meet my eyes and I cupped her chin, lifting her face up. She was on the verge of tears and her lips quivered. It may have been inappropriate, but I found it unbelievably erotic. I had to reassure her first, though. I much preferred a lioness to a dormouse. 
 
    “I’m not angry Jess, a little disappointed perhaps, but not angry,” I assured her. 
 
    I capped my reassuring words by pressing my lips to hers. I massaged her tongue with my own for a few seconds before pulling away slightly but kept her face intimately close to my own. 
 
    “If you want something, just ask, I might say no, but you don’t need to try and trick me into agreeing,” I said. 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to trick you…” she stuttered out. “I was just afraid…” her voice trailed off. 
 
    “Go on, tell me what’s on your mind. I don’t want there to be any secrets. Back where I’m from too many people don’t say what they mean. They think that’s what people want but it just makes everyone unhappy,” I explained. 
 
    “Now that you are getting challengers, then it won’t be long before you can claim another woman. I’m just afraid you won’t need me, that you’ll forget about me,” Jessamyn confessed in a small voice. 
 
    “Forget you, not possible,” I chuckled. 
 
    I let my hands rove across her body letting her know the full meaning of my statement. 
 
    “You are right, I will claim other women, many of them if I get my way,” I added huskily. 
 
    I took both of her wrists in my hand, crossed them together and lifted them above her head. 
 
    “I promise I’ll never put you aside, you will always have a place in my bed. But…” I left the word hanging as I cupped her supple ass in my other hand. 
 
    Then I lifted her out of my lap and deposited her lying on her back on the bed, with me still holding her wrists in place above her head. 
 
    “My harem will have an alpha female, Jess. And if you want it to be you, you need to earn it. I won’t give it to you. Still, as my first disciple and mate, you will get an opportunity to stake your claim before any other. When the time comes, it will be up to you to do whatever is necessary to take it,” I told her firmly. 
 
    To emphasise my point, I thrust my throbbing shaft deep into her pulsating quim in a single powerful thrust and proceeded to take what I wanted. Something Jessamyn was just as desperate to have taken. 
 
    I may have preferred a lioness over a dormouse, but only if she was an obedient lioness. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once I had finished ‘disciplining’ my mate. I led her from the bed and over to the DDD. It was time to figure out what was happening in my dungeon. 
 
    “The second team hasn’t started their run yet,” Jessamyn commented. 
 
    Jessamyn had sat down beside me and took her usual spot pressed up against me, underneath my arm. Had our relationship been different I might have been concerned about the emotional implications of such a clingy lover. I didn’t have to worry about that. There was something to be said for being the undisputed boss. I briefly reflected on why I hadn’t done it before. Then chuckled to myself, as if I could have, even if I’d wanted to. 
 
    “No, they haven’t,” I answered, getting my head back in the game. 
 
    “Which is good for us, as we’ve been distracted for the past few hours,” I joked. 
 
    I rubbed her cheek with my free hand, eliciting an embarrassed smile. 
 
    “You may not have seen, but the last group are all in the core room. Much as you were when you fell. Although they don’t seem conscious. Maybe because I am not in there,” I said. 
 
    “Really,” Jessamyn exclaimed. 
 
    She slipped out from my embrace and walked over to the archway. I still hadn’t got around to installing any doors and added it to my mental list of things to do before the end of the next rest day. 
 
    “You’re right,” she called back. “They are all just standing there, glassy-eyed.” 
 
    She sauntered back across the room, re-joining me on the couch. Her body jiggled in all the right places. Was there a more powerful evolutionary force than lust, I didn’t think so. 
 
    People back home think we’ve risen to be the dominant life form on our planet because we are smart. Hell no. There are seven billion humans because we just can’t stop ourselves from wanting to screw as soon as we catch sight of anything even remotely sexy. 
 
    “I think it’s to give me an opportunity to claim them as disciples,” I said. 
 
    I verbalised my theory from earlier. “Even though, as males, I can’t claim them. Nor would I want to,” I said. 
 
    I added the last part, not forgetting Jessamyn’s earlier confession of insecurity. 
 
    “It would seem time remains frozen until I dismiss them,” I finished. Jessamyn nodded her agreement. 
 
    “You know what this means don’t you?” I asked her and arched my eyebrows questioningly. 
 
    “We can have as much sex as we want after a challenge,” she answered. I couldn’t help but laugh out loud. 
 
    “You wanton hussy. Is that all you think about?” I teased. 
 
    I tickled her flat stomach and planted a quick kiss on her cheek.  
 
    “You are correct, we can have as many celebratory sexcapades as we wish after. However, I was referring to getting down to work. We can clear all the resource rooms at our leisure before sending them on their way,” I said. 
 
    “Of course, I should have thought of that,” Jessamyn responded. 
 
    “More than that, though,” a new thought had crossed my mind. “It shouldn’t just be gathering. We can do whatever we normally can. Crafting, dungeon design and anything else, all we need to do is plan. Then whenever there is a challenge, we’ll have virtually unlimited time to do whatever we want,” I exclaimed. 
 
     Voicing the revelation aloud, I heard the distinct soft echo of Alyssa’s tinkling laughter. That as good as confirmed I was right. Dungeon bug discovered, next step, ruthlessly exploiting it. 
 
      “Come on,” I urged. I got up and lifted Jessamyn with me. 
 
    She squeaked with surprise as I did so, it was still fucking adorable. “Let’s get cracking.” 
 
    “I prefer it when we can do this together,” Jessamyn admitted. 
 
    We headed out and I wondered how many times we’d have to stop for recreation breaks, now that time was not a factor. 
 
    Jessamyn and I moved on to the dull yet important task of harvesting every bit of resources from the core floor. Once complete, I returned to my core room. 
 
    Varshag and his cronies were still there. Statue-like and all staring at my pulsating emerald-green core crystal sitting nestled within its organic pedestal. I was no expert on orcish expressions, but I liked to imagine it was envy I saw on their piggish faces. 
 
    Now I was physically present, I received a similar internal prompt I got for the duels. It listed off some details of the fourteen fallen. Nothing I didn’t know about them already. It informed me they were all ineligible for discipleship and asked me if I wanted to dismiss them. 
 
    The Daxas of yesterday may have wrung his hands, ruminating on his guilty conscience, at his part in their damnation. The Daxas of today gave far less of a fuck, and I dismissed them all without any further thought. 
 
    A fiery portal opened in an empty space to the side of the group. As I gazed upon the ring of fire it occurred to me maybe this is where my world’s hellfire mythologies came from, or maybe it was just a universal constant. The orken turned, in their zombified state, and trooped fearlessly to whatever awaited them beyond the flaming portal. 
 
    When the last of them had passed through, the howls alerted me the next challenge had begun. I calmly walked through to the DDD to see what came next. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I won’t bore you with the repetitive details. 
 
    We faced off against a further eleven challenger groups. The first three teams had a similar make-up to Varshag’s. A mixture of long-tooth and short-tooth orcs, hobgoblins and swamp or mountain goblins. After that, all that remained were the goblin rabble. Their organisational skills only extended as far as ensuring their groups weren’t all the same goblin type. 
 
    With their lack of diversity, those eight teams only had twelve goblins in each. Which left two unlucky, or given what happened to the others, lucky buggers who couldn’t go in. 
 
    It won’t surprise you to learn Varshag loaded his squad with the better combatants. Even the three more diverse groups didn’t pose anywhere near as great a threat. Only team number three had any members that made it to the ‘Bramble Maze’, and they didn’t survive the firestorm. 
 
    This may have been influenced by me repeating my earlier tactic of confronting the groups early for each encounter. Each time I was given the option to duel at the first attempt. I won each contest easily, and this was almost the only fighting my team experienced. 
 
    The only exception was group seven. This collection of goblins must have been a touch smarter than the rest. After I had finished wiping the floor with their leader, the remainder of the group legged it. 
 
    Feeling uncharitable, I called for Jessamyn and my wood elf escort, and we gave chase. I cut down several goblins before they even made it back to the ‘Mud Bath’. Once they’d jumped into the mud, I just stood back and left Jessamyn and my elves to pepper their slowly fleeing backs with bolts and arrows. The phrase ‘shooting fish in a barrel’ came to mind. 
 
    Obviously, the possible use of this tactic in future challenges was logged in the memory banks. I’d probably have to shift the order of some of the rooms to best take advantage of it, though.  
 
    My duelling activities had also earned me two new achievements. 
 
    Duellist 1 
 
    You have participated in and won 10 or more duels.  
 
    You will be rewarded with 10 experience points and 10 coins for every future victory in addition to any other rewards. 
 
    Duelling Streak 1 
 
    You have won 10 duels in a row. 
 
    All rewards from duelling are increased by 50%. These extras do not come from your opponent. Should you lose a duel you do not lose this achievement or its effects. The count will start again if you wish to reach Duelling Streak 2. 
 
    Handy little bumps, and I wouldn’t say no to either. However, I couldn’t access any coins without building the Bank and I wouldn’t do that just for the small number of coins currently being offered but I’d been thinking about constructing the building anyway. 
 
    The question was would I have the XP for it after the orken assault on my dungeon. I had to be moving to rank two during the rest day tomorrow. Rank two would mean I would need to add new chambers and I could also be facing rank two challengers. I shouldn’t neglect to invest in making these new rooms as dangerous as what I already had. Just to confirm the situation I decided to review my position. 
 
    My final fallen total came in at one hundred and fifty-two. I looked at the rank one leader board and wasn’t surprised that I topped it by the metaphorical country mile. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Position 
  
      	  Rank/Zone 
  
      	  Name 
  
      	  Domain/Sphere 
  
      	  Fallen 
  
     
 
      
      	  1st 
  
      	  1 / 7 
  
      	  The Wolf King’s Lair 
  
      	  Life / Sexual 
  
      	  152 
  
     
 
      
      	  2nd 
  
      	  1 / 17 
  
      	  Fields of the Fallen 
  
      	  Destruction / Battle 
  
      	  50 
  
     
 
      
      	  3rd 
  
      	  1 / 32 
  
      	  Noxious Crypts of the Southern Realms 
  
      	  Death / Pestilence 
  
      	  48 
  
     
 
      
      	  4th 
  
      	  1 / 10 
  
      	  Morok’s Magma Mountain 
  
      	  Elemental / Heat 
  
      	  46 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    This meant I would advance and needed to think about what I wanted to do. I hadn’t been indolent during the dilated time periods. While most of what I had been doing was preparatory work, one area I had neglected until now was brewing potions. 
 
    As a rank one Alchemist, I was only able to make batches of Lesser Health and Lesser Mana potions. Each revived twenty points of the relevant stat when quaffed. The only real significance of me telling you this is what it helped me realise. A mana potion’s utility was far greater than a health potions. 
 
    To explain, if I boosted my currently paltry five Mana to twenty and then cast Heal using all twenty points, my current ten Spell Power would magnify that to healing two hundred health points. I could then down a Lesser Mana potion to restore my Mana to full and do it again later when the cooldown expired. As opposed to downing the equivalent Lesser Health potion and healing only twenty health points. 
 
    There was a lesson for me here. Up to this stage I’d had tunnel vision. My intent has been to bump my physical stats at the first opportunity, I realised this would be a mistake. Despite my spellcraft starting at a very low base, enhancements in this area would pay far greater dividends eventually. Especially, as I had the freedom to pick whatever I wanted. 
 
    The more I thought about it. The more sense it made why adventurers were forced to jump through extra hoops to get any kind of spell. This made me think back to my Gauntlet. It had surprised me that except for Jen’Zadeer, none of my opponents seemed to utilise any magic. It’s possible they had been using supportive varieties or maybe even burned through their Mana before they faced me, but that didn’t seem likely. 
 
    Or, I suspected, it had more to do with what Alyssa had alluded to, a lack of creativity. If they hadn’t had access to magic when they were alive, it didn’t occur to them to consider using it now. 
 
    This just made me all the gladder I had already chosen to aim Jessamyn down the healer spell casting route. I was already thinking both me and all my disciples would need to have a solid magical foundation moving forward. With that intention fresh in my mind, it was time to look at my stat sheets. 
 
      
 
    Name: Daxas 
 
    Species: Lupus Rex 
 
    Rank: 1 
 
    Strength: 24 
 
    Agility: 22 
 
    Stamina: 25 
 
    Mana: 5 
 
    Spell Power: 10 
 
    Resilience: 25 
 
    Dungeon Power: 1 
 
    Health: 500/500 
 
    Unspent Experience: 2,227 
 
    Soul Marks: 197 
 
    Fallen Total: 152 
 
    Skills: Mining 6, Hunting 5, Gathering 6, Farming 4, Smelting 6, Butchering 6, Woodwork 6, Masonry 2, Metal Work 4, Leather Work 4, Alchemy 3, Enchanting 2, General Crafting 2 
 
    Damage Reduction: Impact 5, Piercing 7. All others 0 
 
      
 
    I’d made some solid progress on my gathering and crafting skills. These were all ahead of my current and soon to be future rank. My Damage Reduction could do with a bit of a helping hand, and I had an idea about that, which I hadn’t explored yet, but would in the next week. 
 
    This involved Jessamyn harming my warwolf avatar while a dungeon run was in progress. No tinkling laughter from Alyssa, either it wouldn’t work, or she was waiting until I tried broaching the subject with Jessamyn. 
 
    I checked the feed outside my dungeon. The Black Hills Brigade and associated adventurers had finished clearing up, following the orken raid. I was disappointed to see they seemed to be departing. I hoped it was because tomorrow was a rest day and as they couldn’t delve into my dungeon and were heading back to the City to resupply. I’d know soon enough. 
 
    It wasn’t much longer before the clock struck midnight. Tenzing materialised beside me, and the DDD flashed blue with a series of notifications. My excitement overruled my nascent OCD, and I opened the notification which interested me the most. 
 
    Congratulations! You have Ranked up. 
 
    We are happy to inform you that based on your position on the rank 1 leader board you have advanced to rank 2. Well done on making it this far. As a rank 2 dungeon, you must increase the minimum size of your first floor from twenty to twenty-five rooms. You will be unable to make any changes to your dungeon layout until this requirement is met. If your dungeon does not meet these requirements, a missed soul mark tithe penalty will be applied each week. 
 
    That’s it. I was now rank two. Finally, I was moving up and was ready for what comes next. 
 
    It was good to be the king. 
 
    End of Book One. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tamara stepped into the final corridor; the masonry bedecked in gaudy gold filigree. They were meeting in the core floor of Burstan, the Rakshasa. The tiger man had a tasteless sense of décor, and it was a further unnecessary assault upon her already weary mind. She was mentally exhausted from her latest ‘meeting’ with the Divine Lords. 
 
    She was a gorgon and gifted with Divine Sight. In life, she could commune and speak with the Divine Lords. Now dead, here in the Proving Grounds, she could apparently do so as well. 
 
    It had been a surprise to her when Timian, the God of Prophecy, restored contact. It was he, after all, that damned her to this fate, in his anger. That felt like centuries ago, rather than the mere decade it had been. 
 
    In life communing with even one of the Lords was taxing. Tonight, no less than seven had insisted on being present, imparting their latest ‘request’ upon her and her alliance of Dungeons. 
 
    The pressure had almost broken her mind. She had barely resisted the temptation to scream at them to fuck off. But that would have been no help, and would only have prolonged her agony, as each would have spent even longer in her head, lecturing her about showing them the proper respect. 
 
    She still didn’t understand, it had been a comparatively simple ‘request’, almost beneath them. Why did so many of the Lords need to be there to ask for it? 
 
    Cutting through her reverie, and not in a good way she heard a bellow. 
 
    “…and you’ll never guess what he did next, and this is the best bit. Then he fucked her.” 
 
    The crude statement was followed by a loud guffaw. 
 
    The voice came from a fellow member of her alliance, Gerhalt, a halfling. You wouldn’t think he would be the loudest, most obnoxious member of the group to look at him. Sure, he was large for a halfling, if not for the feet, you could mistake him for a small human. 
 
    But from the outside, looking in at their cabal, you would have expected, Gorvag, the large orc to be the noisy troublemaker. Surprisingly, he was the most reserved of the group and the only one she genuinely enjoyed spending time with during these monthly get-togethers. 
 
    Speaking of Gorvag, he had spotted her from the antechamber beyond and was now purposefully making his way towards her. Bless him, she thought. Any excuse to procrastinate just a little longer before facing the others was welcome. 
 
    “You look tired,” the big orc noted, as he leaned in and hugged her. 
 
    “Just what every lady wants to hear, you lummox,” she joked back. 
 
    Tamara gave him a playfully firm slap on his heavily muscled arm. She couldn’t blame him, though. Gorvag like most orcs struggled with social niceties, she was just happy he tried. 
 
    “Shall I assume we have another assassination to complete?” he remarked. 
 
    Blunt to a fault as well. 
 
    Tamara and the others preferred to phrase their work for the Lords as requests or missions. Gorvag always cut to the heart of what they did for them, assassinations. If word ever got out to the dungeon community of what they were doing, they’d all be purged, and deservedly so. She was ashamed of what she did, but she wanted to live again, desperately, who wouldn’t? For her, the risk was worth the reward. 
 
    “Yes, but for once we may not have to get our hands dirty directly. It is a very low ranked dungeon. We should only need to encourage or influence some of the hungry or overly aggressive younger ones to do the deed for us,” she told him. 
 
    He nodded in response, terse as usual. 
 
    “…a legend, an absolute fucking legend he is, can’t wait to get the man an ale or four.” 
 
    Gerhalt’s boisterous chuckle reverberated down the corridor. 
 
    “By the Lords, just what has got that oaf so excited?” Tamara asked while she rubbed at her temples trying to dispel the growing headache. 
 
    The pain wasn’t physical in nature, more’s the pity. That could have been healed with a restorative tonic. Her connection with the Divine Lords was spiritual and it was her very soul that suffered. There was no tonic for that, not even here. Just as rubbing her temples was pointless, but she couldn’t stop trying. 
 
    “He has insisted on recounting the tale for every new arrival and will assuredly do so for you as well. Are you sure you want me to spoil the surprise?” Gorvag genuinely asked.  
 
    Tamara’s withering gaze was the only answer he would receive. He may struggle with social queues, but he knew her well enough to know what this one meant. 
 
    “He’s been watching the novice Gauntlets,” he restarted. “And seems to be quite taken with the performance of a new Sexual Dungeon. He not only won his first-ever Gauntlet, but according to Gerhalt lived up to his dungeon type, defeating his final opponent by having sex with her…” Gorvag trailed off at the end as a look of confusion overcame his features. “…though even after the third telling, I’m not clear how that meant he won. Gerhalt is not a good storyteller.” 
 
    Tamara felt a wave of dread ripple through her. The feeling started in her extremities and pulsed deep within to her centre and then out again. Was this sense of foreboding her power as a seeress? Giving her a warning about this dungeon or a result of Gerhalt’s buffoonery? She chose to test the waters before heading in. 
 
    “This Sexual Dungeon, it wouldn’t be Daxas, of the Wolf King’s Lair?” she asked the orc hesitantly. 
 
    “It is, but how did you know?” Gorvag queried. “I did not take you for one to watch the Gauntlets,” he continued before she had a chance to answer. 
 
    “I’m not. Who do you think the Lords want us to get rid of?” she asked rhetorically. 
 
    It took a few seconds before the light of understanding shone in Gorvag’s eyes. 
 
    “Let us head in and break Gerhalts heart shall we,” Tamara finished with a mischievous gaiety she had to fake. 
 
    Her weariness forgotten, replaced by concerns of a different kind. Tamara strode confidently into Burstan’s inner sanctum, the picture of poise and authority. Although any who had studied gorgon’s well enough, precious few had and lived to tell the tale, would see the writhing copper snakes she had instead of hair’s unusual level of animation as a warning. 
 
    Tamara surveyed the rest of her alliance and the foreboding matured into a bona fide foretelling. Like every foretelling she’d ever had it was ambiguous, and the details were fuzzy. 
 
    In this case, the time frame was fuzzy. Soon, but unclear as to how soon. One thing was crystal clear, though. It wouldn’t be long before she never saw the dungeons of this alliance again. 
 
    This ambiguity could be a good thing, perhaps, she would no longer see them as their salvation was near at hand. Mayhap she would leave this place for good. 
 
    Her heart sank, even as she plastered on a fake smile for the gathered audience. She could not lie to herself; this mission was going to be the death of them, or maybe just her. 
 
    Seers rarely foretold happy endings. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Dramatis Personae & Character Sheets 
 
    Daxas: Dungeon Master of the Wolf King’s Lair 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Daxas 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Lupus Rex 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  24 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  22 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  25 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  500/500 
  
      	  Dungeon Power 
  
      	  1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Unspent Experience 
  
      	  2,227 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Soul Marks 
  
      	  197 
  
      	  Fallen Total 
  
      	  152 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 6, Hunting 5, Gathering 6, Farming 4, 
  Smelting 6, Butchering 6, Woodwork 6, Masonry 2, 
  Metal Work 4, Leather Work 4, Alchemy 3, Enchanting 2, General Crafting 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shifter: Battle Form (Warwolf), Passive Form (Lupus Humanoid) 
    
  Damage Reduction (granted by Resilience): Impact 5, Piercing 7, Heat 0, Cold 0, Necrotic 0, Electrical 0, Corrosive 0, Venom 0, Poison 0, Sanctified 0, Infernal 0 
    
  Aura of Dominance: (30) A born leader, those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. Those affected will instinctively defer to you, making them more likely to submit to your will. Its effect is enhanced the longer they are in your presence. Holding a position of authority over a person will also enhance its effect. * (Passive and Battle Forms) 
    
  Aura of Fear: (15) You possess a fearsome form, reputation or natural fear inducing intoxicant. Those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. There is a chance their actions will be weaker, or slower, or may struggle to accurately verbalise spells or abilities. (Battle Form only) 
    
  Aura of Sexual Magnetism: (15) You possess a comely form, reputation or natural arousing intoxicant. Those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. Affected members of the opposite sex will view you more positively and be more inclined to accede to your requests. There is a chance that affected members of the same sex will view you negatively and be more inclined to refuse requests or act aggressively. ** (Passive Form only) 
    
  *As this dungeon has a Dominance speciality this effect is x2 
  **As this dungeon is of the Sexual sphere this effect is x2. 
  As this dungeon has a female affinity speciality this effect is x2 for females. 
  As this dungeon has a fertility affinity speciality this effect is x2 for fertile creatures.  
  As this dungeon has a lust affinity speciality this effect is x2 for if either party would be sexually attracted without its effect. 
  As this dungeon has a polyspecism speciality those affected by the aura who would usually object to a sexual relationship with another species are less likely to do so (auras strength determines efficacy). 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Disciples and Allies 
 
    Jessamyn: First Disciple 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Jessamyn 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Wood Elf 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  15 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  11 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  9 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  180/180 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  1,406 / 3,000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 6, Hunting 5, Gathering 7, Farming 4 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sanctified Spell Affinity: Sanctified spells cost half as much mana than usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost. 
    
  Spells: Heal 1 
  Cost: channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked instantly regains health equal to your spell power per point of mana used. 
    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Tenzing: A quarantined manifestation of the energy entity that inhabits the ethereal plane that makes the Proving Grounds possible. He acts as an adviser to Daxas. 
 
    Alyssa Hadrill: Another quarantined manifestation. Acts as a buffer between Daxas and the Lords. 
 
      
 
    Enemies and Rivals 
 
    Jen’Zadeer Shadestar: The Dark Elf Dungeon Master of the Caverns of Jen’Zadeer. Daxas conquest in the Gauntlet final. 
 
    Ironhammer: Divine Lord of Dwarves and Blacksmithing 
 
    The Silver Lady: Divine Lord of High Elves. Her following is devoted to chastity and temperance. 
 
    The Wolf King’s Lair Book Two 
 
      
 
    By Devan Drake 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the last seconds of the fourth week ticked down, I reflected on what I had been through. It had been a full month since beginning my new existence as a Dungeon in the Proving Grounds of the Thirty-Six Realms. Only a month since I had been unwillingly plucked from my shitty flat to a different dimension, one peopled with a variety of races closely resembling those from Fantasy stories from home. A mere month since the strain of plane shifting left me suffering the effects of a devastating stroke. Then I was dumped like garbage in a sewer and left to die. Which I promptly did, hence my current predicament. 
 
    The Divine Lords, the self-styled deities of these Realms, have insisted I take part in their sick version of Purgatory. I died without dedicating myself to one of them, so now I’m a dungeon. I’m what the other denizens of this plane, which the Lords have deemed unworthy, struggle against. I’m supposed to get rid of them, and they might try getting rid of me in return. All of us chasing the ‘carrot’ of salvation the Lords have dangled in front of us. Fail, and it’s a one-way ticket to the Infernal Reaches, followed by the painful unpleasantness of having your soul vivisected and devoured. 
 
    If that prospect wasn’t disturbing enough, the Lords, using some very dubious justifications in my view, had campaigned to add a few extra roadblocks to my time here. Chiefly, by ensuring I became a sex dungeon. 
 
    Yes, I’m sniggering too, but the endless opportunities for juvenile humour aside, sex dungeons are considered weak and easy prey for those looking to get a jump-start on the road to salvation. 
 
    I’ve yet to hear a believable explanation as to why they couldn’t have sent me home. It would be fair to say I’m not their biggest fan.  
 
    They’ve thrown a few other annoyances in my path, but nothing I’ve been unable to work around. As a matter of fact, I’ve been excelling, even if I’m saying so myself.  
 
    It’s not all been bad, there are a couple of high points. I’ve been transformed into a Lupus Rex, a Wolf King, which is pretty awesome. I now have a studly male avatar for introducing the ladies to the sex part of my sex dungeon and can shapeshift into an eight-foot warwolf for when I need to deal with the all too many gentlemen callers. 
 
    As the clock hits midnight and a new day dawned my adviser, Tenzing, materialised in front of me. Tenzing was a quarantined extension of the entity that existed in this ethereal plane where the Proving Grounds were housed. Housed doesn’t really cover it, but I can’t think of anything better to describe it.  
 
    The unnamed entity controlled every aspect of our environment, which resulted in aspects of this world being quite ‘game’ like. 
 
    Tenzing was about four-foot in height with blue skin and big ears, he looked a lot like Yoda. Apparently, his appearance was an amalgamation of what I perceived a mentor and guide should look like. 
 
    Other dungeons did not get an adviser like Tenzing. The entity that ran this place is not one of the Lords itself, or at least I didn’t think it was. Alyssa, another extension of this entity that I could occasionally talk with, and lust after, had assured me it sought only balance. Therefore, when the Lords tried to make my life difficult, I would be given a helping hand to balance the books. Tenzing was part of that balancing.  
 
    I gave him a companionable wink and he smiled in return. I turned to my DDD, the Dungeon Doomsday Device, as I had dubbed it, there was something I wanted to check first. The DDD was a large oak table that I could use to interact with my dungeon. By touching it, I could bring up screens on its surface or in the air around it to display various bits of relevant information about my dungeon. It operated just like the OS you’d find on most touch screen computers or tablets. 
 
    I’d got good enough at using the design table I rarely had to touch it anymore. I would often just think about what I needed to see or do, and it would respond, obeying my will. Possibly this was because of my familiarity with technology from my world, or maybe it was another balancing boon. Whatever the reason I wasn’t going to complain about my life being made easier. 
 
    I checked for notifications and selected the one I wished to read most. 
 
    Congratulations! You have Ranked up. 
 
    We are happy to inform you that based on your position on the rank 1 leader board you have advanced to rank 2. Well done on making it this far. As a rank 2 dungeon, you must increase the minimum size of your first floor from twenty to twenty-five rooms. You will be unable to make any changes to your dungeon layout until you meet this requirement and if your dungeon does not meet these requirements, we will apply a missed soul mark tithe penalty each week. 
 
    I’d fully expected this to happen, unlike adventurers, dungeons only advanced in rank when a spot above them became available. I had been at the top of the rank one leader board so would be next to advance. Theoretically, it may not have happened. However, with their being ninety-nine ranks above me and literally hundreds of dungeons in many of those ranks, at least until you got into the upper levels, the chances were astronomically low. So low, that I expect dozens of first rank dungeons had advanced today.  
 
    “Well done, Daxas,” Tenzing congratulated me. “I’m very glad you have advanced to the second rank. I was very concerned when I saw the number of orken challengers you faced yesterday. Although I had faith in your preparations, so was unsurprised by your success despite any fears I held.” 
 
    “No worries, bud,” I answered. “I was nervous myself, it went well, but it was also a good learning experience. Not everything I set up worked as effectively as I’d hoped, but I have today for making improvements.”  
 
    The challengers Tenzing spoke of were a ragtag bunch of more than a hundred outcast orcs, goblins, and hobgoblins. They had entered my dungeon with the express purpose of defeating me personally.  
 
    Most other adventurers, thus far, simply risked themselves in exchange for experience and the rewards I provided. These greenskins had elected to use a challenge option. It was more dangerous for them, but the reward for making it to my core crystal and thereby devouring a part of my soul was far greater. They could advance several ranks at once, a tempting offer. If I allowed this to happen too often, I would be destroyed and damned.  
 
    This is usually why spaces at the next rank became available, not because the dungeon had earned their salvation, but because they were defeated too many times and were now royally fucked. As Tenzing told me on my first day, the Proving Grounds offered a second chance, but it was a deliberately slim one.  
 
    Although there had been many orken, they were ill-prepared and frankly, stupid. My dungeon proved much too difficult for them and they had failed and fallen as a result. 
 
    My reverie of recent events was broken by Jessamyn, as my first disciple joined me at the DDD. Jessamyn was an auburn-haired, green-eyed wood elf, with a slim, well-toned body. She sat down beside me, nestled underneath my arm and wrapped her arms about my torso. My cock began hardening as she squeezed herself up against my body. My nose filled with her heady floral scent, which had a salty undertone that spoke of her arousal. 
 
    One of the benefits of my new form was a powerful aura of sexual magnetism. Under most circumstances, I was very happy with its effect on Jessamyn. She was gorgeous, and who wouldn’t want to help her scratch that itch, as often as possible.  
 
    Unfortunately, dungeons don’t build themselves, well at least not here they don’t. I would need to exert some willpower, if I carried her off to the bed behind us now, I wouldn’t get half of what I needed to do, done.  
 
    It would also be very rude to Tenzing, he was only here on rest days. 
 
    “Jess, would you be able to start clearing the resource rooms, please?” I asked her gently.  
 
    She gave me a little pout of displeasure before nodding. 
 
    “Of course, Master,” she replied as she slowly got up.  
 
    My hands lingered on her hips and stroked down her thighs as she rose, and so did the tent pole I was now pitching. Noticing my wardrobe difficulties, Jessamyn giggled in good humour as she headed off to collect the resources I would need. I’d join her in a short while after I had decided what I was going to do about my dungeon expansion. 
 
    “Anything new you can tell me, Tenzing?” I asked, and turned to my blue mentor, trying to distract myself.  
 
    “Not today, Daxas,” he responded with a smile.  
 
    It was a bit of an in-joke between us now. Often, there were bits of information he’d be unable to impart to me until certain conditions were met. Some of this was true for all dungeons, some of it as a result of the Lord’s interference. 
 
    “I can give you an overview of what is now required of you as a rank two dungeon if you wish,” he offered. 
 
    “Lay it on me,” I said back.  
 
    I’d read about what was expected before in the materials provided to me on my arrival, but a refresher was always welcome. 
 
    “As the notification will have informed you, now that you are a rank two dungeon you must increase the number of rooms by five to twenty-five. If you do not, there will be a penalty imposed. I believe you have more than enough experience to create the requisite additional rooms, Daxas,” Tenzing began. 
 
    He said this with a smile and a nod to one of my display screens. As he’d been chatting away with me, I had absent-mindedly been reviewing some of my other notifications and had just read my weekly experience summary. I earned 140,552 in the past week. 
 
    I used my XP to build and populate my dungeon. Each new basic room cost two thousand, so the ten thousand it would cost was well within my budget. 
 
    I’d been performing well each week, but this was a new high on the XP front. A significant chunk of this, roughly fifty thousand, came directly as a result of the orken challengers who fell in my dungeon. Without them challenging me on the last day of the week, I would still have been a rank one dungeon. Albeit a wealthy one in terms of XP. 
 
    This was a result of my design philosophy. I had set up my dungeon so those who wanted to run it just for XP and the rewards offered were relatively safe. The dungeon turned much more deadly for those who sought to harvest my core.  
 
    “You have enough, Daxas, that you may even wish to think about adding an extra wing to the dungeon. Adventurers would not be obliged to venture into this wing, but if you offered more rewards, you might be able to tempt them to do so. As you know, the longer they spend within your walls the more experience you earn,” Tenzing explained. 
 
    “Would the new wing have to intersect back into the golden path, or could it be a dead-end?” I queried. 
 
    “The wing would not have to re-join the path that leads to the end of the dungeon, though it might be wise if it did. It could discourage delvers if they would need to backtrack to continue” he answered, and I nodded my head in understanding.  
 
    He was right, it might trick the first few groups to waste time going the wrong way, but word would soon spread. I would either need the wing to feed back into the route to my Lair or make the rewards very tempting to encourage parties to detour. 
 
    “As a rank two dungeon, the time adventurers have to complete your dungeon has been doubled,” Tenzing continued. “You will note that the number of extra chambers they must traverse on the golden path is only increased by five and not twenty. This will be the same for each rank you acquire, and this may make you more vulnerable to challengers. They will, relatively at least, have more time to reach your core floor before time expires and they fail.” 
 
    “This pattern continues until you reach rank eleven. Then you will have to open a new, second floor to the dungeon. When you open a new floor, you will be given the option of closing the previous one. If you did, only rank eleven adventurers would be able to enter but ten ranks worth of allotted time would also be removed.” 
 
    “I thought as much,” I replied. “It could have been tricky for me if I didn’t have the XP to increase the difficulty. Especially as I would expect rank two adventurers to be more experienced.” 
 
    “Yes, Daxas, though it is also possible, even likely, rank two adventurers will have lost more of their soul marks. Ultimately, that is what you need, for them to lose their last, and permanently fall in your dungeon,” Tenzing qualified. 
 
    “What you gain on the swings, you lose on the roundabouts,” I muttered under my breath, as I thought things through.  
 
    Tenzing’s confused expression forced a fresh smile on my lips. “An expression from home, Tenzing. It just means you gain a little, you lose a little, ending up much where you were before. Balance.”  
 
    My smile got a little wider as he nodded his understanding at my reference to the entity that he was a part of.  
 
    I thanked Tenzing for his advice and focused my attention back on the DDD. I had already given some thought to my plans in the spare moments between battling adventurers, harvesting, and enjoying carnal delights with Jessamyn.  
 
    But I was having second thoughts on these early plans, as I hadn’t truly considered creating a proper second wing. I hadn’t thought I would have the XP to make it viable yet, though I probably could swing it now if I shelved my other ideas. 
 
    I spent a good fifteen minutes in silent contemplation, my fingers drummed on the arm of the black leather couch I had set up in front of the DDD. The decision I had to make was whether to build the Bank and Auction House rooms. They cost twenty thousand each, and I could easily afford it with my current experience pool but wouldn’t have enough to then build a proper second wing. I didn’t want to half-ass it, so had to choose to go one way or the other. 
 
    One of the factors that weighed heavily on my deliberations was the current rank two leader board.  
 
    
     
      
      	  Position 
  
      	  Rank/Zone 
  
      	  Name 
  
      	  Domain/Sphere 
  
      	  Fallen 
  
     
 
      
      	  1st 
  
      	  2 / 7 
  
      	  The Wolf King’s Lair 
  
      	  Life / Sexual 
  
      	  152 
  
     
 
      
      	  2nd 
  
      	  2 / 12 
  
      	  The Icy Grip 
  
      	  Elemental / Frost 
  
      	  70 
  
     
 
      
      	  3rd 
  
      	  2 / 28 
  
      	  Fell Swamp of Faenor 
  
      	  Death / Decay 
  
      	  67 
  
     
 
      
      	  4th 
  
      	  2 / 9 
  
      	  Sandrik’s End 
  
      	  Destruction / Battle 
  
      	  64 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The number of adventurers who had fallen in my dungeon put me at the top by quite a margin. The gap was so large that even if my numbers didn’t increase, I would almost certainly rank up again at the end of the week. As mentioned before, it was theoretically possible that I wouldn’t, due to a lack of available spaces, but that was very unlikely. 
 
    I had been a touch blasé the last couple of weeks, intending to keep a reserve but then spending it as soon as a new idea flitted through my mind. This time I wasn’t taking that risk. 
 
    Before entering my dungeon, the orc outcasts had wrecked the temporary encampment of the Black Hills Brigade. They were a guild from this zone and had been the mainstay of my experience gathering so far. I was confident they would return but couldn’t be sure.  
 
    I would need to hold back enough XP this time around to cover the expansion of another five chambers next week. Also, if these numbers were typical, I could find myself either top or near it on the rank three leader board as well. 
 
    Best make it ten chambers, I thought. They cost two thousand each, so my reserve needed to be twenty thousand plus five thousand more if I wanted to be safe. 
 
    With that fresh in my mind, I decided to opt for creating a second wing now. If worse came to worst, I could cannibalise it to add extensions to my dungeon later. I got to work and started playing around with designs. I talked it over with Tenzing as well, he couldn’t tell me what to do but offered sound counsel on some of the trickier regulations.  
 
    I’d spent almost an hour playing around on the DDD and then as I was about to commit my purchases, I froze. Not literally, but I stopped in my tracks. An overwhelming sense of foreboding took hold of me, I was making a mistake. Not a deadly one, but something I would regret. I couldn’t tell if this was some external force, maybe Alyssa, prodding me, my instincts, or even my subconscious having mulled it over and yelling, no. 
 
    A simple thought rang clearly in my mind. Thus far I had exceeded expectations because I took the path less travelled. Building a second wing, enticing as it may seem, was typical dungeon behaviour. I’d won the opportunity to buy the Bank and Auction House early by taking crafting options at the start over combat-oriented bonuses. Not just early, very early I thought to myself.  
 
    “Tenzing, I don’t suppose you can tell me if any other rank two dungeons have built any of the City rooms?” I quizzed my blue wrinkled adviser. 
 
    “I can’t disclose to you what other dungeons have done, Daxas. All I can say is they are unlocked as an option at rank thirty-one, presuming a dungeon has not already done so,” he answered.  
 
    This was the response I anticipated.  
 
    “It is usually during that stage of a dungeon’s life cycle that they begin constructing external features. To aid and encourage more experienced adventurers to delve their depths, rather than visiting their rivals,” he went on. 
 
    I gave my blue buddy a rakish grin and put my hand up for a high-five, a gesture Tenzing seemed mystified by. 
 
    “Your study of my cultural idiosyncrasies needs a little more work,” I added as I dropped my hand and shook my head. “Thanks for the tip, though.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, Daxas,” he bashfully responded with a goofy grin on his face.  
 
    I couldn’t help but notice that the more time Tenzing spent with me the more ‘human’ he became. His manner of speech was still a bit stilted, but I’d have him cursing in no time.  
 
    His hint about external features was enough to convince me to abandon the second wing project for now and commit to buy the Bank and Auction House. I’d suspected that building them early could open other options and Tenzing’s intimation all but confirmed it. 
 
    There was a secondary reason, my curiosity had been piqued. Now I had to buy them, otherwise, it would irritate me for the rest of the week and with the time dilation that could be a while. 
 
    What I had done for the five new chambers remained mostly unchanged. I purchased four rooms which and expanded them to sixteen cubes in size so they each cost me 4,790 XP. I then bought two more which I left at their original size, so four thousand more for those two. On top of that the Bank and Auction House were both going into the inactive part of my core floor. They would join my resource and workrooms that were already present and just like that I had spent 63,160 of my XP. 
 
    I retained a single part of my original plan for a second wing and added the ‘Arena’. I’d originally intended for this to be the last stop in the new wing, before it exited back into the path to my Lair. Now I’d use it as a separate room that adventurers would have the option of venturing into. A choice to make before they moved into the Lair and faced the final confrontation. 
 
    I moved my avatar from the Lair and into the Arena. The delvers would now have the option of avoiding me completely, but the rewards in the chest would be unchanged from the rank one run. Or they could instead enter the Arena where I would be waiting. 
 
    If they defeated me in the Arena, then there would be a door into the final chamber. There they would finish their run against Jessamyn and the four wood elf archers I had left with her. This way I could move into the Lair during challenges to use the secret passageway I had installed earlier. 
 
    For this reason, the door only opened from the Arena side. Technically this did mean adventurers could finish the dungeon first and then backtrack to the penultimate room and enter the Arena afterwards. If the adventurers were an MMPORG raid group from home, I would expect that to become the default method. Finish the dungeon and then face the optional greater danger if you had time remaining, and felt you were strong enough. They weren’t raid groups from home though, and they probably wouldn’t. 
 
    I had done this for a couple of reasons. First and foremost, I’d grown sick of throwing fights. I had managed in those early few weeks, when I was adjusting to my new existence and still thought of myself as a human being from Earth. I hadn’t shed that identity entirely, but I increasingly thought of myself as Lupus Rex and not Homo Sapiens. I was a Wolf King, not a Wolf Wuss. I did not like losing, not at all.  
 
    If I kept things as they were, I would start to lose control. This was not might, not maybe, it was inevitable, because deep down I wanted it to happen and so it would.  
 
    But I didn’t want to discourage foot traffic, though. Experience gained for having adventurers spend time in my halls was my bread and butter. I couldn’t think of any scenarios whereby going apeshit and killing groups at random would be anything but discouraging on that front.  
 
    In the Arena, the gloves could come off. I’d have to think of some way of warning groups beforehand, so no one could complain about what they got themselves into. I chuckled to myself even as I thought this. Back on Earth most of my jobs were customer service related, I’d like to see them trying to lodge a formal complaint with my warwolf avatar.  
 
    I wouldn’t have to hold back and if adventurers were foolish enough to take me on without being suitably prepared, it would be on their backs, not mine. Quite literally on their backs, bloodied and dying I would imagine. Unless it was a sexy lady, then I’m sure we could come to some other backs to arena floor configuration that would be mutually beneficial. 
 
    My second consideration had been that after the challenges I had accumulated two achievements related to my duelling activity.  
 
    Duellist 1 
 
    You have participated in and won 10 or more duels.  
 
    You shall get a reward of 10 experience points and 10 coins for every future victory in addition to any other rewards. 
 
    Duelling Streak 1 
 
    You have won 10 duels in a row. 
 
    All rewards from duelling are increased by 50%. These extras do not come from your opponent. Should you lose a duel, you will not lose this achievement or its effects, but the count will start again if you wish to reach Duelling Streak 2.  
 
    Both Duellist 1 and Duelling Streak 1 were just the first rewards of multi-layered achievements. Most achievements had concealed criteria for being awarded, but the criteria for these two were obvious, win more duels. I’d been foregoing duelling during regular dungeon runs as, thus far, I’d not encountered any adventurer that was a match for me one on one.  
 
    I wanted to build a reputation as an easy clear and virtually guaranteeing a fatality would have been counterproductive. If they faced me in my new Arena room, and I could opt for a duel against their leader, I would. If not, I would just fight the party.  
 
    Lastly, it wouldn’t hurt to start racking up a few more soul marks. My initial design philosophy of creating my dungeon as a honey trap for overly eager would-be challengers, had worked like a charm. Now, I was wary that word might spread about a hundred and fifty-odd orcs and goblins going in but not coming out.  
 
    In making this confrontation optional I would be able to keep the reputation I had built over the first month, but I also wouldn’t have to go down easy, the best of both worlds.  
 
    I could have been worrying over nothing. The Lords were still mandating new adventurers to try to take me out, permanently. However, on the off-chance that there was a lull, I didn’t want to be lacking the marks to pay my tithe. I had already set the DDD to automatically pay if I had enough marks available and twenty-one would be taken at the end of the rest day. 
 
    The whole arena plan would only work if the rewards were enticing enough, otherwise, groups would just choose to bypass it. I had completed all the crafting I needed to equip my dungeon creatures and I’d also crafted enough gear for a substantial number of recruits if I were to purchase any. 
 
    So, after finishing here I would catch up with Jessamyn, helping her finish gathering and then take stock of what materials I had. Then I would know what I might be able to craft as rewards for the Arena. 
 
    There was just one more thing I wanted to do here before that, locking in both mine and Jessamyn’s rank increases. I had five points to spend on each of us and had already given a fair bit of thought about what to do. I was concentrating on increasing our magical capacity.  
 
    For me, that meant putting all my points into my Mana which had been my lowest stat. I looked at my sheet after I had confirmed this choice. 
 
      
 
    Name: Daxas 
 
    Species: Lupus Rex 
 
    Rank: 2 
 
    Strength: 24 
 
    Agility: 22 
 
    Stamina: 25 
 
    Mana: 10 
 
    Spell Power: 10 
 
    Resilience: 25 
 
    Dungeon Power: 2 
 
    Health: 500/500 
 
    Unspent Experience: 78,219 
 
    Soul Marks: 176 
 
    Fallen Total: 152 
 
    Skills: Mining 6, Hunting 5, Gathering 6, Farming 4, Smelting 6, Butchering 6, Woodwork 6, Masonry 2, Metal Work 4, Leather Work 4, Alchemy 3, Enchanting 2, General Crafting 2 
 
    Damage Reduction: Impact 5, Piercing 7. All others 0 
 
    Aura of Dominance: (30) A born leader, those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. Those affected will instinctively defer to you, making them more likely to submit to your will. Its effect is enhanced the longer they are in your presence. Holding a position of authority over a person will also enhance its effect. * (Passive and Battle Forms) 
 
    Aura of Fear: (15) You possess a fearsome form, reputation or natural fear-inducing intoxicant. Those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. There is a chance their actions will be weaker, or slower, or may struggle to accurately verbalise spells or abilities. (Battle Form only) 
 
    Aura of Sexual Magnetism: (15) You possess a comely form, reputation or natural arousing intoxicant. Those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. Affected members of the opposite sex will view you more positively and be more inclined to accede to your requests. There is a chance that affected members of the same sex will view you negatively and be more inclined to refuse requests or act aggressively. ** (Passive Form only) 
 
    *As this dungeon has a Dominance speciality this effect is x2 
 
    **As this dungeon is of the Sexual sphere this effect is x2. 
 
    As this dungeon has a female affinity speciality this effect is x2 for females. 
 
    As this dungeon has a fertility affinity speciality this effect is x2 for fertile creatures.  
 
    As this dungeon has a lust affinity speciality this effect is x2 for if either party would be sexually attracted without its effect. 
 
    As this dungeon has a polyspecism speciality those affected by the aura who would usually object to a sexual relationship with another species are less likely to do so (auras strength determines the efficacy). 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have any spells yet, so I couldn’t use the Mana, but I wasn’t overly worried about that at this stage. My dungeon avatar still significantly out-statted any other rank two adventurers. Plus, during challenges, I fully equipped myself and Jessamyn with enchanted gear, which significantly widened that gap even more.  
 
    For Jessamyn, I boosted her mana by four points and used the last to even her stamina score to a ten from nine. A few more health points to keep her in the fight longer. She already had the Heal spell, and I decided to wait for at least one more rank before adding another spell. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Jessamyn 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Wood Elf 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  19 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  11 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  200/200 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  20,706 / 6,000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 6, Hunting 5, Gathering 7, Farming 4, 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sanctified Spell Affinity: Sanctified spells cost half as much mana as usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns will be based on original spell cost and not discounted cost. 
    
  Spells: Heal 1,  
    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Name: Jessamyn 
 
    Species: Wood Elf 
 
    Rank: 2 
 
    Strength: 8 
 
    Agility: 15 
 
    Stamina: 10 
 
    Mana: 19 
 
    Spell Power: 11 
 
    Health: 200/200 
 
    Experience: 20,706 / 6,000 
 
    Unspent Points: 0 
 
    Skills: Mining 6, Hunting 5, Gathering 7, Farming 4, 
 
    Sanctified Spell Affinity: Sanctified spells cost half as much mana as usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost. 
 
    Spells: Heal 1 
 
    Following the one hundred and fifty-two casualties from last week, I knew Jessamyn would obtain enough experience to reach the second rank. It was a pleasant surprise to see she continued to accrue experience even after she passed the next rank threshold. She still levelled like an adventurer, unlike me, but was limited by my dungeon rank.  
 
    I grew automatically with the dungeon. My experience was for building the dungeon. For disciples to advance the experience threshold required for each rank was a thousand multiplied by that rank. She already had the three thousand XP required to advance to rank two, and plenty more besides.  
 
    Performing a bit of mental arithmetic, I calculated Jess needed six thousand for rank three, ten thousand for rank four and fifteen thousand for rank five. She had already accrued that and was well on her way to having the twenty-one thousand for rank six. If she continued to get a daily bonus for sex with me, and we all know that would happen. She would certainly have enough before my dungeon hit rank six, even if she got no further XP from adventurer’s falling in my dungeon.  
 
    This seemed broken to me, even though I’d had an unusual number of fallen for a new dungeon. I wasn’t complaining exactly, but I had concerns there might be a sting in the tail somewhere. 
 
    “Disciple levelling seems a bit off, Tenzing,” I commented to him as we reviewed Jessamyn’s stat sheet. I wanted to see if he had any insights I might be missing. 
 
    “It may seem that way, Daxas, but only at the lowest ranks,” he responded. “Disciples only gain experience when adventurers lose a soul mark in your dungeon or from your specific disciple levelling bonuses. These are static values, remaining at one hundred experience and fifty experience respectively and yet each rank requires more experience to advance. More advanced Dungeons provide greater amounts of experience to adventurers and for them the improved XP provided offsets the increased amounts required. This XP scaling means they need to clear roughly the same number of dungeons to move up each rank. Jessamyn will not benefit from scaling XP in the same manner.” 
 
    “For example, if Jessamyn were looking to advance from rank twenty-one to twenty-two, then the nineteen thousand XP she had been awarded for the fallen challengers would have been insufficient. This disparity will only grow as you do, particularly if you continue advancing with alacrity, as you currently have been. Not to forget, your dominance dungeon law is also increasing her tally by twenty-five percent, as she has accepted your dominion over her,” he finished.  
 
    Tenzing had proved himself, yet again, to be a valuable adviser. 
 
    “All good points,” I remarked. “Now, I think it’s time we catch up with her and lend a hand with the grunt work. She may have accepted my dominion, but I don’t want to seem like a lazy ass. I’m a Wolf King, not a Lion King.”  
 
    I stood with a silly grin on my face raising my hands above my head, simulating showing off a baby Simba, whispering the words “the circle of life.” Tenzing of course didn’t understand the reference and just eyed me bemusedly. 
 
    “I think I will remain here, and…review more of your cultural references.” Tenzing commented wryly. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I queried. “You’re welcome to join.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll stay here so you can…get reacquainted,” Tenzing squirmed. 
 
    “Is that a thinly veiled sex reference?” I said in a mockingly stern voice.  
 
    Tenzing was curiously bashful when referring to sex in anything but a purely instructional capacity. He just gave me a withering look. I was evidently rubbing off on him. 
 
    With a chuckle from my lips and a bounce in my stride, I headed off to find Jessamyn. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    It didn’t take me long to catch up with Jessamyn, she had elected to clear the resource rooms on the first floor of my dungeon. Normally we couldn’t make use of these but on the rest day with no delvers to worry about it was permitted. Well, to be precise it wasn’t forbidden, and that was good enough for me.  
 
    These rooms had cycled through to the Tropical Island setting, from a harvesting perspective, they were sub-optimal. There just wasn’t as much to gather, and it was less useful in general. From the visceral satisfaction point of view, it was fabulous. Bright sunshine, the gentle lapping waves of a pleasantly warm sea, and a beautiful beach vista. 
 
    Jessamyn was waist-deep in the waves spearing fish and storing them in the dungeon inventory. I stood and watched her for a few moments, she was deep in concentration and hadn’t noticed my arrival. I let her catch a few more of the faintly red coloured fish before approaching any further. They were Coral Trout I think, I wasn’t much of an angler, but I knew we had a fair few stored away in the inventory. 
 
    I started forward, the soft crunch of my feet on the sand alerted Jessamyn to my presence and she flashed me a joyful smile.  
 
    “Master, it is wonderful to see you again,” she greeted me.  
 
    I waved in return and Jessamyn started to wade back to the shoreline. When she emerged, I could see she was wearing a simple white cotton sundress, which she typically wore here in the core part of the dungeon. The dress was soaked through and moulded itself to her lithe figure most pleasingly.  
 
    Any reasonable chance that I was going to be able to wait until we were done before I fucked her vanished in that instant. Who was I trying to kid? Had we been in a foetid swamp the result would have been the same. I was horny, all the time, and she was stupendously gorgeous. 
 
    As she reached me, she planted the spear deep into the wet sand of the shore. I took her in my arms, cupped both of her ass cheeks and pressed my lips to hers. She responded by melting into the embrace, her lips parted and our tongues mingled. We frenched for a few minutes before I broke off.  
 
    “Hmmm, Jess, your dress is all wet, we’d best get it off you, let it dry out, don’t you think?” I suggested with mock concern.  
 
    “If you think it best, Master,” Jessamyn replied, playing along.  
 
    I knelt a little so I could take hold of the hem of her white sundress. She began running her deft fingers through my thick black hair and I smelt the sweet spike of her eager excitement as she did so. I paused and glanced up to see her biting her lower lip, intense need in her beautiful green eyes.  
 
    “My dress is not the only thing wet, Master,” she breathed in a husky whisper. 
 
    There had been much that engendered feelings of anger and regret since a portal had swallowed me and brought me to a different dimension. Getting Jessamyn certainly hadn’t been one of them. 
 
    I’d never told her to call me master, she had done so of her own volition, but I certainly got a delicious thrill whenever she did. I considered her my mate, not a slave, but she was undeniably and irrevocably mine. She belonged to me, now and forever, so her form of address was fitting.  
 
    I’d lingered long enough. Having heightened the anticipation, I stood and slid the sundress up her thighs. I fondled her slim hips and flat stomach with my hands as they progressed further up her body. She raised her arms as I passed her rib cage, my thumbs caressing the sides of her breasts as they passed. Finally, the thin material was lifted up and over her head. Whipping the dress to spread it out, I perched it atop the spear, it was supposed to dry out after all.  
 
    I took her hand and drew her up a few feet away from the lapping froth of the waves. Accessing the inventory, I brought forth a spare mattress I had crafted and let it flop onto the beach. Sandy vistas might assist in setting an erotic mood, but nobody wants to have sand all over genitals made slick with their lover’s juices. 
 
    Jessamyn, understanding, pulled off her sandals and stepped directly on to our island of comfort on the island beach. I shrugged off my footwear and joined her on the mattress. As I did so, she knelt in front of me and pulled my loose-fitting trousers down to drop at my feet. My foot-long penis, now freed from its constraints, sprang to attention and bobbed up and down in front of her. 
 
    “Can I taste you first, Master?” Jessamyn respectfully inquired with longing in her voice. 
 
    “You may,” I graciously and hungrily approved.  
 
    Jessamyn took hold of my shaft in one hand and started a slow stroke. Then her tongue darted out and began to gently lick the tip, teasing my phallic opening. She then commenced to swirl her tongue around the glans of my dick. Then finally, she pressed her lips to my cock’s head and slid them a few inches down the shaft. 
 
    “You are getting good at this,” I groaned as she worked my cock, her head bobbing up and down.  
 
    Even with her mouth full of my member, I could see her grin at the praise. Jessamyn spent several minutes pleasuring me this way, slowly forcing herself to take my length deeper into her mouth as it pressured the back of her throat.  
 
    It had been hard to believe that Jessamyn had been a virgin with no sexual experience to speak of before I got my hands on her two weeks ago. With that being said, the strange time dilation the dungeon used to handle concurrent dungeon runs meant that it had been longer than that. It was hard to say how much longer, and I’d taken every opportunity to exploit that for extra sex. 
 
    After a few more minutes of her suckling and licking ministrations, I was ready to burst.  
 
    “Get ready,” I warned. “I’m going to cum and I want you to swallow every drop.”  
 
    She nodded her head in understanding and assent.  
 
    Moments later, I felt the clench in my balls. This was swiftly followed by pulsing spasms from my cock, as I unloaded thick jets of my cream in the sexy wood elf’s eager mouth. She struggled valiantly to swallow the torrent of cum, but a little spilled past her lips and coated her chin in my spunk.  
 
    Once my cock finished shuddering and was fully emptied, I gently withdrew it from her lips. She leant back on her knees with a shy smile on her face and swiftly used her fingers to wipe up the remnants of my seed into her mouth and licked her fingers clean. 
 
    The sight of that alone stirred my lust anew. My cock which had barely enough time to lose any of its engorgement rose once again in anticipation.  
 
    “Jess, time to fill you up, how do you want it?” I inquired.  
 
    “From behind, please, Master,” she quickly responded.  
 
    Jessamyn twisted over and got on her hands and knees. She raised her petite behind in the air, showing off her vulva, which was already moist with her juices. I was a little surprised, her preference was usually for a lap dance position. Seeing my eyebrow quirk, she continued.  
 
    “Afterwards, can we go face to face, please?” she pleaded, wheedling. 
 
    So that was her game. I could see the hint of her mischievous smile. She obviously knew me well enough now. If I got to fuck her how I preferred, I would reciprocate and fuck her how she preferred to, it was all an angle to prolong our fun. I’m not one to usually appreciate being manipulated, though in this instance I could be gracious with my forgiveness. 
 
    I gave each of her ass cheeks a quick spank, shocking her.  
 
    “Naughty mates get a spanking,” I said with mock sternness.  
 
    It had been the first time I had introduced any hints of BDSM to our sex play and I could see her pussy shiver and pout. The scent of her arousal strengthened, reassuring me I hadn’t missed the mark.  
 
    I rubbed her smooth ass, enjoying the sensations as I massaged her rounded peaches, soothing the sting from my light slaps. I circled her cheeks with my hands and let my fingers brush against her slick pink lips. My fingers gently teased her entrance and provoked a fresh quivering, her precum beaded on her labia and engorged clit.  
 
    Jessamyn let out a throaty moan. “Master, please don’t tease me any longer, I need you,” she begged. 
 
    “Patience, my sexy elf seductress,” I whispered. “Turnabout is fair play. I shall be tasting you first. Only then do we fuck, both ways, you sultry temptress.”  
 
    With that, I shifted one of my hands up her back and applied enough pressure to push her face and breasts into the mattress. I placed the other between her legs holding her in place just below the navel but close enough to her mound that my thumb could play with her clit. 
 
    I lowered my mouth and started licking all about her vulva. Kissing, licking and sucking on those luscious lips and enticing fleshy bead. Lapping up her tangy juices before shoving my elongated wolf tongue deep into her channel.  
 
    She’d already been ready to burst, as I breached her outer walls feeling the muscles of her vagina clamp down on my glossal protuberance and she came, hard. 
 
    Having learned from previous encounters, I knew that Jessamyn thrashes about when she comes, so I kept her firmly in hand and pressed forward, pleasuring her pussy. Corkscrewing my agile tongue for the best effect, which pushed her initial orgasm into many.  
 
    After a couple of minutes, I relented, withdrew my tongue and let her come down. She’d been screaming wordlessly and now panted heavily, still unable to cogently talk. 
 
    I licked my lips, cleaning them and my chin which had been covered in Jessamyn’s pussy juices, but we weren’t done. I shifted a hand to her hips and shuffled my knees into position behind her. Taking my shaft in one hand, I guided it to her drenched slit and pushed past those moist lips, burying myself deep inside her.  
 
    “Unhh…yes, so big…” she moaned as I pushed in.  
 
    I grinned at her words; I don’t think there is a man alive that wouldn’t appreciate that compliment. Gripping her hips firmly I started pulling out and pushing back into her fleshy canal, building up a steady rhythm.  
 
    Jessamyn quickly began meeting each of my thrusts, pushing back with her hips onto my cock. The gentle rushing sound of the small waves breaking on the shore was soon joined by the visceral wet sloshing of my cock. Shortly the visuals matched too as I worked Jessamyn’s pussy into a frothing mess.  
 
    After a few minutes, her tight quim started clenching on my cock even harder as another orgasm ripped through her shuddering body. Her keening moans grew in intensity, and she screamed out. 
 
    “Yes, Master, I’m yours, forever yours…” she managed to mutter between the strong contractions moving through her sex.  
 
    The words spurred a newfound level of lust and desire in me and my cock achingly flexed.  
 
    “Mine...” was all I could manage to growl out.  
 
    My balls tightened and spasmed. Then I thrust my cock as deeply into Jessamyn as I could manage. The head of my dick butted up against her cervix as I let loose torrents of my hot spunk for the second time. My orgasm felt like it lasted minutes, my shuddering cock deposited a dozen or more pulsing loads of my cream into her womb. 
 
    We both collapsed to our sides on the mattress, my shaft still sheathed deeply inside her. I held her close, spooning my mate as she rode out the aftershocks of her own powerful orgasm. I fondled her breasts and gently licked her elongated sensitive ears. All the while whispering sweet words of approval and pride that I’d claimed such a treasured possession, which I would never let go of.  
 
    I can’t imagine many girls back on Earth appreciating such sentiments, even if the guy was the best lay in the country. I could see tears of joy slip down Jessamyn’s cheeks as I spoke and smelled her sense of satisfaction and contentment. 
 
    After a few further minutes, I pulled out and we sat up. My cock was still hard, so I got on my knees and picked her up and eased her down on my shaft. I had promised her a face-to-face fucking after all. I had accomplished most of what I needed to do before the rest day began and we could afford another hour of sex under the sun. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    A little while later Jess and I shook off our post-coital drowsiness. We donned our clothing after a quick dip in the sea and I returned the mattress to the inventory. This was a sneaky bonus, when I next summoned the mattress, it would be just like new. Which is always helpful, considering the quantity of bodily fluids which had seeped into it over the last hour or so. 
 
    Our desires temporarily sated we set off to finish the harvesting job, even if it was overkill. The inventory positively brimmed with what we had collected over the past few weeks. The orken challenges had added an extra twelve resets on top of the typical twenty-five odd dungeon runs.  
 
    With time stopping until I had dismissed the fallen to their fate after each challenge, we’d been able to amass every gatherable resource available. Then process and refine everything in the inventory that needed it. 
 
    Both Jessamyn and I had reached the sixth rank or more in Mining and Gathering. We were now seeing the first benefits of level progression in these skills. If a resource like copper ore had a variable quality, then the quality of what we received improved, though the quantities available remained the same.  
 
    At rank five and below each mine would provide seventy-two ‘junk’ ore, thirty-six ‘poor’ ore and four ‘standard’ ore. It now provided thirty-six ‘junk’ ore, fifty-four ‘poor’ ore, nineteen ‘standard’ ore and two ‘fair’ ore. I had crunched the numbers using the DDD, and roughly fifty percent of each quality type was improved to the next level. 
 
    Anything that had no quality variance like marble or granite that were also available from a mine had a small increase in quantity. You used to get three blocks per node, now you would get three and sometimes a fourth.  
 
    Thanks to me taking Crafting as a major perk when I opened my dungeon, our ranks in those skills were not capped to my dungeon rank. I had also hit rank six in Smelting, Butchering and Woodwork.  
 
    There was a similar theme with those skills. Smelting now provided me with a little extra metal, previously, six smelted ore gave me two bars of copper. Now I also received an additional ingot of copper, it was one-tenth the size of a bar. I also would have the option of using variable moulds exchanging the bar mould for an ingot one if I desired. 
 
    My other skills like Butchering had different effects, depending on what I was using them for. If I were carving up cattle slaughtered from the farm resource room, it took five percent less time to complete. This was because farmed cattle provided hide for standard leather and meat, none of which could be refined to enhance its quality.  
 
    Alternatively, if I were working on a hunted animal like a rabbit, whose fur quality was variable, the time to process remained the same. Instead, I received five percent more fur, meat and other useful parts, like their feet which could be used in enchanting. 
 
    The general rule of thumb for crafting skills appeared to be that you either got higher-end products or you performed it faster. Unless quality was a factor, then the quality was improved. 
 
    Once the gathering was done, I headed to the forge, as I needed to make the rewards for the Arena. Thanks in part to the recent bump in ore quality, I now had a healthy stock of over five hundred bars of fair quality copper. This was more than enough for what I had planned.  
 
    I would offer a full nine-piece set of copper armour; each piece enchanted to increase its damage reduction against piercing weapons by two. I would also offer some weapons for the first time, a long sword and two daggers. 
 
    The long sword I enchanted with STR +1 and the daggers with an AGI +1 enchantment. I also added two upgraded copper rings from what was available at the dungeons end. They each now had an STA +1 enchant in addition to either STR +1 or AGI +1. 
 
    The rings I had already crafted and enchanted as part of a batch I had made with copper bars upgraded to good quality. During challenge mode, Jessamyn, the wood elves and I would already be wearing the new rings replacing our existing ones. They all had the stamina increase and boosted our health by forty each. It wasn’t much of a change for me as I already had an impressive stamina pool but for the wood elves, it was a twenty percent bump. 
 
    I hadn’t updated our leather armour yet, though. I didn’t anticipate it being an issue, not with how well we had dealt with the orc threat so far. Next week, it would help that our Hunting skill should hit rank six, which would increase the quality of hunted leather.  
 
    I had enough fair lesser leather, but I also had some ideas I wanted to try out during the week. Whether these panned out depended a bit on what happened once the Bank and Auction House were created at the end of the day.  
 
    The biggest drawback of the plan, I would be stuck at the forge for over ten hours making all this stuff, it pays to be prepared. If I hadn’t been winging it with this arena idea, I could have spread the crafting duties out over the various dungeon runs during the week. However, once the idea took hold, I really wanted to include it, so would have to suck it up. 
 
    Not for the first time I thought it might be useful for my disciples to have some of these skills. We would be a much more efficient team, but I was reluctant to waste the skill points on it, though.  
 
    Tenzing had joined me, once Jessamyn and I had finished reacquainting, and I decided to float the idea past him. 
 
    “Tenzing, it has just occurred to me to ask, but is there a way for adventurers to get these crafting skills without using their skill points?” I asked him. 
 
    “Yes, Daxas there is. In the City, adventurers can visit the relevant outlet and use an available skill point to train that crafting skill with the resident system-generated crafting master. Alternatively, they can pay in coin to buy the relevant skill book from them. It is costly, ten thousand coins to buy the skill initially and then ten thousand plus treble the rank they wish to increase it to. So, sixteen thousand coins to increase it from rank one to two, nineteen thousand coins to go from rank two to three,” he answered. 
 
    “So,” I started, “if I were to unlock the Blacksmith city room, which I have. Then build a Bank and Auction House unlocking access to my bank account and allow me to both use coins and accumulate them, which I am about to do. If I then built the Blacksmith would I be able to buy the skill for Jess, without having to use any of her available skill points.”  
 
    I’d asked in a slightly wordy manner as I half expected to blink and find myself across from Alyssa’s desk. 
 
    “Yes, Daxas, you would be able to do so,” he answered. This prompted a second question from me. 
 
    “How do you qualify as a craft master? Is it something anybody could do or is it a function limited to system avatars in the City shops?” I quickly fired at him. 
 
    “Ah, I see where you are going with this Daxas. You qualify as a master of a craft once you have reached rank thirty-one, at that point you can create and sell skill books ten levels below your current rank. You could create the subsequent books as you advanced in ranks, but you would always need to be ten ranks higher in the skill to create the relevant upgrade book,” he said.  
 
    His response was overlaid with another direct to my mind. 
 
    “You will have to do better than that if you want a visit darling. Other dungeons have already beaten you to that loophole, it is just rarely worth their while,” Alyssa purred sexily just for me.  
 
    She just loved teasing, being chased, but had proved elusive so far. 
 
    “Would it cost me anything to create the book?” I asked Tenzing instead. 
 
    “There would be a nominal cost, fifty experience or coins for a blank book,” he replied. 
 
    “Would I then be able to sell that on the Auction House? As an auction or at whatever price I chose?” I followed with. 
 
    “Yes, you could. Although, if you sold them cheaply as I suspect you are thinking, you would be enabling competition and potentially reducing the need for work you have crafted yourself,” he finished.  
 
    I’d have to think long and hard…just like my penis…snigger, yeah juvenile, but still funny. I would have to think about whether I wanted to wait until I hit those higher ranks before giving out skills to my followers just to save myself the expense of doing it now. 
 
    After that, I got to work at the forge and crafted all the gear. It was a monotonous grind, something that would have seemed to go quicker with a bit of music. Thinking about that prompted yet another question. 
 
    “Tenzing, is there a way to play music here in the dungeon?” I inquired offhandedly. 
 
    “Hmm,” he mused. Hesitancy was unusual for him.  
 
    “You can use the design table to project your voice to any inactive room in the dungeon. I believe others have used that facility to play musical instruments in the room with their design table and have used it to be heard elsewhere too.”  
 
    He took a deep breath before continuing.  
 
    “You have a couple of alternative options I believe. You can still purchase items from your world, you just can’t move them to a part of the dungeon where adventurers can also enter. You could purchase a playing device from your world and what I think are called ‘batteries’ to power it or buy a digital storage device. The design table is capable of interfacing with such a device and playing its contents. You could project that as you can with your voice.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said in my best Monty Burns impression.  
 
    This opened some fascinating possibilities. I had already been considering buying some of the books available as it had already been established that the DDD could read them. I had used the exploit as a shortcut for designing new gear.  
 
    I hadn’t thought it possible to buy things digitally, this was a very useful piece of information. I assumed Tenzing’s deliberation was about what he could tell me and how he could relay it according to his current restrictions.  
 
    My mind whirled with the possibilities, as I was thinking I looked upwards to the proverbial heavens. 
 
    “So close,” came Alyssa’s sultry giggle in my head. “It’s not the size of the idea, but how you plan to use it that counts.” 
 
    I smiled to myself, appreciating her joke. 
 
    That as good as confirmed some of what I was considering was going to be possible and fall into the category of unexpected or unintended. I started to whistle as I worked away, feeling much better about things.  
 
    Time passed as it does, about twelve hours later I had finished crafting and enchanting all the new rewards for the dungeon. I still had a few hours left which was just as well, I had a few things I needed to accomplish before the day’s end. Principally, I need to populate some of these new rooms with creatures. 
 
    I wandered back to my bedroom and the DDD, Tenzing trailing after me. Jessamyn lounged on the bed, stroking the soft blue silk sheets as I came in and shot me an impish grin. Oh, the temptation, but it wouldn’t be long before we could indulge ourselves. Our horniness may have abated a bit after our tryst in the sun, but that was sixteen hours ago. Fortunately for us both, Jessamyn just flashed me a mock pout. 
 
    She was smart enough to know our mutual survival depended on work before play, besides the adventurers we had encountered thus far kept a diurnal schedule. The day began at midnight, with dawn at six in the morning and we’d have plenty of time without interruption to enjoy each other. 
 
    As I took my seat, I could see I had a new notification. I mentally reached out to open it and read the contents. 
 
    Achievement Gained! 
 
    Phantom Progenitor 1 (afforded by the Fertility speciality) 
 
    New life is not possible within the Proving Grounds and yet you have forged a connection with another, resulting in her desire to bear your offspring. From now on whenever sexual intercourse with such a partner would have resulted in a pregnancy, she will now carry a life seed. The seed will come to term in the same timescale as is typical for the ‘mothers’ species and then appear as an inventory asset that can be used. The ‘mother’ will show no physical signs, nor incur any restrictions during the ‘pregnancy’. ‘Mothers’ can only carry a single life seed at a time. You can now check on life seed growth from the Design Table. 
 
    Life Seed: A small crystal that fits in the palm of your hand, which will resemble a smaller version of the core crystal of the Dungeon parent. Life seeds can be absorbed by a dungeon creature, and this will give the creature a facsimile of sentience. They will be able to communicate, remember, and learn from their experiences. They will not earn experience points as a true sentient would and it will take time for any distinctive personality to develop. Yet they will prove far more adaptable than a typical dungeon denizen. Its use is permanent, and the seed can’t be retrieved once used.  
 
    This was big news, not the life seed part which I’d not had much chance to consider for usefulness. More the bit about Jessamyn’s feelings for me. I knew she was into me, but I hadn’t realised just how deeply.  
 
    My feelings on it were…complicated. I looked over at her on the bed. I cared about her, possessively so, she was mine, nobody else’s. A big part of the new me was smugly satisfied at the news. I was the alpha, she, one of my mates, it was only proper that she wanted to bear the fruit of my loins. Yet, there was a lingering, if diminishing, bit of the old-world Dave. 
 
     That tiny bundle felt guilty, for engendering such feelings in her, despite the intention to take many others into my bed, but I snuffed that wimpy bleating out like a candle. It was peculiarly satisfying to do so. Maybe I should have been more concerned about how I had changed. Intellectually I acknowledged I had, but emotionally I didn’t care. The new me was a boss, the old me a follower and I was happy with the upgrade. I’d make sure my mates were as well. 
 
    Now feeling considerably better I swiftly checked out the new Life Seed menu item. 
 
    Eligible candidates: 1 
 
    Jessamyn 
 
    In Progress: 1 
 
    Jessamyn: 6,464 hours until life seed germination. 
 
    It would seem our fun in the sun hadn’t just triggered the achievement but also started the process. I’d talk to Jess about it in private later but now had to refocus on finishing changes to the dungeon. 
 
    One of the new chambers I’d named ‘Bull Run’ had some rather obvious purchases I needed to make. I bought six bulls and they were two thousand XP each, using two Dungeon Power of my cap. Like bears, they had high stamina but lacked any teeth or claws for direct attacks, which reduced their cost significantly. While I was reviewing this area, I decided to make some extra alterations and spent a further two thousand one hundred XP adding four more cubes of space. 
 
    I was using one of the chambers as an introduction room for the arena, and a third didn’t need any monsters as it was a physical challenge for the parties to overcome. In the fourth room, I used my granite block stores to create a maze, unimaginatively naming it the ‘Labyrinth’. This left me one more chamber to add some threat to.  
 
    I decided to review my new sentient creature options. First, I looked at the orcs, assuming they would probably be my best option as they were a bit stronger than average.  
 
    
     
      
      	  Orc 
  
      	  STR 
  
      	  13 
  
      	  AGI 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  STA 
  
      	  11 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 1 
  
      	  SP 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Mn 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  HP 
  
      	  220 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Next, I viewed the details for hobgoblins. They had an affinity for fire magic, but their physical statistics were lower than average. If I wanted to make proper use of them, I would need to spend the extra experience to increase their ranks so that I could purchase fire-based spells. When you paid for a dungeon creature to get a rank each of their five stats increased by one. You were allowed to reallocate one of these points to another stat, skill or spell.  
 
    
     
      
      	  Hobgoblin 
  
      	  STR 
  
      	  9 
  
      	  AGI 
  
      	  9 
  
      	  STA 
  
      	  10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 1 
  
      	  SP 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Mn 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  HP 
  
      	  200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special 
  
      	  Fire magic affinity 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Finally, the goblins, who had even poorer physical stats than the hobgoblins and no magical affinity either. They were better than gremlins, but not by a lot. Gremlins had fives across the board, the goblins only bonus was a special effect.  
 
    
     
      
      	  Goblin 
  
      	  STR 
  
      	  6 
  
      	  AGI 
  
      	  6 
  
      	  STA 
  
      	  7 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 1 
  
      	  SP 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Mn 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  HP 
  
      	  140 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special 
  
      	  Mob Rule 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Mob Rule: Damage dealt is increased or decreased depending on the numerical superiority or inferiority over the opposition in the current room. This change is proportional to that advantage or disadvantage. Increase maximum is 100%, decrease maximum is 50%. (Only affects Piercing or Impact damage depending on the weapon used) 
 
    In layman’s terms if the Goblins had a two to one advantage in numbers they would deal twice as much damage, scaling down if the ratio wasn’t as high. If they were the underdogs, they could have their damage cut by up to half, representing the mob getting progressively weaker as they lost numbers. 
 
     The ability could harm as well as help and their starting stats were garbage. But they only cost two thousand XP each, this was half as much as orcs, wood elves and hobgoblins. The price reduction had to be because they were so weak in comparison to the other races. However, even with the price reduction, they were still twice as expensive as a gremlin.  
 
    In fact, on their own, they would be worse than a gremlin and it was probably a good thing I didn’t plan on having them on their own. As a dungeon I could ‘game’ this rule, to ensure the goblins would always benefit from a 100% bonus to their stats. The simplest method was to put a bunch of cheap creatures like the ravens in the room with them. It would require a sizable outlay of XP to make it work, but I had enough. 
 
    The more I thought about it, the better it would be. The rule’s wording made no mention of base numbers, suggesting ‘Mob Rule’ would scale with equipment that enhanced their combat effectiveness. If this was the case, provided I could always keep the numbers in their favour, they would benefit twice as much from strength enchantments than orcs.  
 
    An orc equipped with twelve items with an STR +1 would have a Strength score of twenty-five. A goblin in the same gear, with their full double up bonus, would have a strength of thirty, and that gap would only widen when I could equip them in even better gear. 
 
    The best part, it fitted in with my design philosophy. On a regular run, in unenchanted gear, they would be easily overwhelmed. During a challenge, I could change their gear loadout and turn them into a serious roadblock.  
 
    My mind continued to whirl with the possibilities, even if I only armed them with the gear and enchantments I was currently able to make, I could form a ferocious force. A horde that could soon become unstoppable, especially once I could add even stronger enchantments which I hoped were coming soon. The only handbrake on my dreams of world domination would be how much experience I had to spend on them. 
 
    Blink. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Interlude 2.1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just like that and I was in the office-cum-library of my liaison-cum-tease Alyssa. The pun fully intended, by the way, wink.  
 
    I was sitting on the dark green leather couch, surrounded by shelves of orderly placed books, in front of her grandiose mahogany desk.  
 
    She looked the same as she did before. Chocolate brown hair tied up in a bun, bright red lipstick and a pair of black-rimmed glasses resting just far enough down her nose so she could peek over the top of them. The same grey lady’s business suit, buttons straining at the impressive bust trying to force its way out.  
 
    There was one change of note, the white blouses frills were gone. Revealing the V of her creamy lightly tanned skin which was just the right shade to suggest she got the perfect amount of sun. This led invitingly to her cleavage, which I made no attempt to hide I was leering at. 
 
    “You are a determined pup, aren’t you,” she purred in a voice soft as silk.  
 
    Everything about her exuded sex appeal. I was hard as iron, uncomfortably so. Once again, I was being prevented from rushing over and claiming the prize that was so invitingly dangled in front of me. I had to force myself to relax and channel my thoughts elsewhere, so I could at least adjust my seated position to better accommodate my phallus erectus.  
 
    “I’m no pup, as I’d be happy to show you, if you would let me off this fucking couch,” I growled back deeply.  
 
    Desire thickened the growl’s pitch.  
 
    “I’d have thought you’d buy me dinner first, darling,” she chuckled back.  
 
    Alyssa sat back, with a cat that ate the canary smirk on her lips. I wasn’t sure why I felt so out of control around her. I suspected she simply enjoyed playing with me, but I could smell her, so I knew it wasn’t just a game. Alyssa liked what she saw as much as I did. 
 
    “Not quite got a kitchen in place yet, but I have an expansive and suitably comfortable bed I can introduce you to,” I flirted, but genuinely offered. 
 
    “I think a lady like me deserves a moonlit, roof-top rendezvous, serenaded by a private string quartet. The petals of a thousand red roses, leading enticingly to the boudoir…don’t you think,” she mused with a dangerous sparkle in her eyes.  
 
    One-part tease, one-part promise. I strained against my unseen shackle and found for the first time a little give. It was almost unnoticeable, no more than a twitch in the desired direction, but a start.  
 
    “Dreams for another day, but not today it seems,” she continued, the possible double meaning fuelled my lust to even greater heights. “Needs must, and we should move on to why I’ve brought you here.”  
 
    I nodded in response. “It’s about the goblins ‘Mob Rule’ ability, isn’t it?” I asked rhetorically, already knowing the answer. 
 
    “Indeed,” she responded. “This one is a bit embarrassing, as we are somewhat responsible,” Alyssa went on, a look of discomfiture on her face.  
 
    “As I have told you before, our primary responsibility is to ensure balance in the Proving Grounds. That all are given an equal chance.” 
 
    “Unless you are from Earth, of course,” I interrupted in a stroppy tone. 
 
    “Come now, Daxas, as I explained before, the Lord’s requests only held any weight as you do have natural advantages over the denizens of the Realms,” she attempted to mollify me with reason. 
 
    “Letting them pick the weakest type of dungeon for me to become didn’t seem fair,” I continued to grumble.  
 
    Her snorting laughter brought me up short, though. 
 
    “Yes, becoming a sex dungeon seems to have taken a terrible toll upon you,” she replied mockingly.  
 
    “Would you have preferred the Death domain? Surrounded by the smell of rot and putrescence. Decaying corpses your companions, as opposed to that delightful elven girl. Whom even as we speak, frolics upon your bed, eagerly awaiting the attentive touch of her beloved Lord and Master?” 
 
    “I take your point,” I answered begrudgingly.  
 
    “I still don’t understand why they kept me here if I was such a risky proposition,” I went on. 
 
    “That I can’t tell you, Daxas,” was her answer, seriousness replaced her previous mockery. “For now, at least. Although, if the Lords continue on their current path of interference, it won’t be long before I can.”  
 
    Her eyes left me for the first time. I could see a look of exasperation flick across her beautiful features, gone as quickly as it manifested. 
 
    “For the record, they didn’t pick you becoming a sex dungeon. They wanted to pick, but we would only allow them to shift the odds in favour of the Life domain being the outcome. There was still a chance you could have ended up with any of the other options that aren’t species locked, it was just much smaller than usual. That change and some of the others are what allowed you to have Tenzing as an adviser and helper. You seem to have been quite happy with his services so far,” she finished pointedly.  
 
    Her words reminded me again that I’d not had it as difficult as I liked to make out. 
 
    “Between you and me,” she confided, and leant forward conspiratorially. “You were very likely to end up exactly as you are. You got the better end of the deal by a fair margin.” 
 
    Alyssa grinned and flashed her perfect pearly white teeth at me. “Alas, we must return to the matter at hand, our error. I spoke of balance before, and it was felt goblins were unfairly treated by these trials. Their physical weaknesses and propensity to let their larger cousin race, the orcs, bully them, left them in, what we considered to be, an unacceptable disadvantage. To compensate, we added a bespoke racial ability they do not truly possess.” 
 
    “Mob Rule only works within dungeons; we foresaw the kind of trouble it could cause outside if they amassed in large numbers. Adventurer numbers are always limited by the dungeon laws, so it could never become too powerful of an advantage for them. Regrettably, neither we nor the Lords considered what a dungeon, such as yourself, could do with the rule if they maximised its potential.” 
 
    “Once the Accords were signed, it was impossible to remove unless they were re-opened. Unless there was a moment where there were no goblins present, a virtual impossibility given their numbers.” 
 
    “Until you, the few dungeons which had realised its possible use did not have the opportunity or resources to properly exploit it,” she finished. 
 
    “So, this appears to be a previously known ‘bug’. How is this my problem exactly?” I asked smugly, preening a little, I admit.  
 
    “Anyone else could abuse this to their heart’s content without fear of a reprimand or consequence. You, on the other hand, have an arbitration that can be resumed,” she reminded me, which knocked the wind from my sails.  
 
    “I’m not suggesting you can’t make use of this flaw, just keep it within reason. If we were to resume the arbitration, I would probably be forced to remove goblins from your list of available assets. Moreover, it would expose my faux pas to the Lords, shaming me, and you wouldn’t want to humiliate me in front of them would you.”  
 
    She finished the last part in a wheedling tone which she somehow made sexy. Even better she rose from her desk and sashayed around it until she was just in front of me. Alyssa had sat on my lap, as she finished the final sentence. 
 
    My movements were still restricted, but I found I was able to put my hand on her back. Maddeningly, I was unable to move it any lower, to cup her rounded ass.  
 
    She made a pretend surprised squeak covering the O shape of her lips with her hand when my flesh rod of iron poked her through the material of my trousers. 
 
    “What would you consider ‘within reason’?” I growled huskily. My voice thick with desire.  
 
    “Hmm,” she pouted, and faked pondering my question. “Limit yourself to no more than twenty on each floor and that includes your core floor. No hordes.”  
 
    Noting my look of consternation, she binged my nose with her finger.  
 
    “Alright, as I’m feeling generous, you can put more in optional wings. You just can’t write instructions or ever give them orders to leave those wings.” 
 
    “Any limits on those optional extras?” I queried. 
 
    “Well, as neither challengers nor invaders have to follow those paths feel free to go wild. I must warn you, if you put them in and then ignore my advice, the censure is likely to be severe,” she warned. 
 
    “Okay, so what do I get if I behave, and do as you ask?” I teased.  
 
    “What would you like,” she purred, and fidgeted in my lap.  
 
    Alyssa’s movements deliberately rubbed the head of my cock that eagerly poked her curvaceous behind. 
 
    “You,” my words a low snarl, heated with lust. 
 
    “You ask for too much of an innocent girl, my big bad wolf,” she flirted back.  
 
    “Naked,” I barely managed to articulate.  
 
    I was panting too heavily to say more. Every fibre of my being trying to circumvent the unseen force that held me back. 
 
    “Better,” she whispered, “but still a little too much. What say from now on we give these buttons,” she paused as she pushed her magnificent breasts up, “a break. From now on no more business suit.”  
 
    With that, she lowered her head and her luscious red lips brushed mine, planting a soft and all too brief kiss. 
 
    Blink. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 continued 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was back in the room, flustered and a bit sexually frustrated. Alyssa knew all the right buttons to push to get me hot under the collar. I considered her promise that next time she wouldn’t have the business suit on. She could try and follow the letter of the promise but not its spirit by wearing something else covering her up. Hopefully, she might follow through, right now, I wasn’t sure which would drive me wilder. 
 
    Shaking off those distractions, I shifted my attention back to the DDD. I made the purchase of fifteen goblins for thirty thousand XP and put them in the remaining new chamber I dubbed ‘Stairway to Hell’ To complete the room I shifted ten of the ravens from an earlier location to join them.  
 
    This would put twenty-five of my creatures in there at the start, which should give them the full double up bonus from ‘Mob Rule’ against most groups. I had them geared in plain leather armour because I didn’t have any spare enchanted armour presently to change them up for challenges this week. Besides, if I wanted to keep that twenty-five thousand reserve, I couldn’t afford to pay for the instructions and the other purchases I needed to make. 
 
    I finished my dungeon design by extending the dart trap in the ‘Chimney’ to affect another fifteen square foot block when triggered for seven and a half thousand XP.  
 
    Finally, another twelve hundred XP to dictate the behaviour of the six bulls I had just bought during a challenge.  
 
    This left me with 25,419 XP, dead on what I wanted to keep back. 
 
    “Done!” I announced happily, with a couple of hours left on the clock.  
 
    I heard Jess let out a soft squeal of delight and I started to rise to join her on the bed. 
 
    “Ahem,” Tenzing coughed to get my attention. 
 
    “Don’t worry buddy, we’ll leave the rated X stuff for when you’ve departed,” I winked and gave him a soft pat on the shoulder. 
 
    “I’m grateful you would think of my feelings on the matter, but I actually want to remind you about your totem rewards from the Gauntlet. Now you are rank two, you may wish to consider the available upgrades,” he imparted tactfully. 
 
    “Dude, you are killing it today, worth your weight in gold,” I exclaimed.  
 
    I couldn’t believe I had forgotten about those entirely. 
 
    “Daxas, I am just a construct of energy, I am virtually weightless,” he expressed his confusion. 
 
    “It’s a good thing, Tenzing, just run with it,” I smiled at him and nodded.  
 
    The same couldn’t be said for Jessamyn, her face a picture of disappointment. 
 
    “Jess, why don’t you come over and sit on my lap,” I offered, with my now trademark rakish grin that showed off my pointed canines. 
 
    I sat back down and Jessamyn scrambled over and practically jumped onto me. Maybe her pointed ears were signs of feline heritage and not elven. She snuggled in closer and got comfortable, while I accessed the totem pages from the DDD. I’d forgotten about them as I had stopped looking at these options, previously it was just a list of the totems and where they were. 
 
    The first thing I noticed, I had three different menu items available. Where before it had just been active totems, I now had inactive totems and upgrades as options. I checked the inactive totems first. 
 
    2 x Silent Fields of Bannadar: This dungeon is no longer present in the Proving Grounds. 
 
    Bannadar had been my first opponent in the Gauntlet, and he had been a rank one dungeon, like me at that time. A nondescript looking human if I recalled correctly and if he was no longer present it could only be because he had been destroyed.  
 
    I had a brief pang of sadness for his loss which was washed away on a current of better him than me pragmatism. That may seem cold, but I didn’t make these rules, just looked for ways to break them. 
 
    I moved on to the upgrades page to review the options I had available to me. 
 
    Spy 1 
 
    Provides low-level information on the target dungeon and may be upgraded.  
 
    Spy informs the owner of target dungeons current rank, pings their location on their map and provides a breakdown of their weekly experience intake.  
 
    This can be purchased for 1000 XP, and the totem’s discovery percentage will be unaffected. Alternatively, it can be purchased for free but contributes a cumulative 1% per week chance the target dungeon is alerted to the totem’s presence. 
 
    Tax 1 
 
    Increase the XP tax on the target dungeon by 1% and may be upgraded.  
 
    This can be purchased for 1000 XP, and the totem’s discovery percentage will be unaffected. Alternatively, it can be purchased for free but contributes a cumulative 1% per week chance the target dungeon is alerted to the totem’s presence. 
 
    I only had two options, and I would also need to spend XP if I wanted to keep them completely undetectable. 
 
    “Tenzing, if I didn’t upgrade these totems now, would I lose the opportunity to use it when I get to rank three?” I asked my blue buddy. 
 
    “No, you wouldn’t lose the capacity, Daxas. You could upgrade each twice at the next rank if you wanted to. I just didn’t want you to lose the opportunity to make changes for this week.” 
 
    “Cool,” I responded.  
 
    I pondered my choices. I intended on sticking to the plan of keeping my reserve at its current level, so paying for any of these was out. Spy was also largely pointless for most of the remaining totems. I only cared about the location of the dark elf Jen’Zadeer whom I had defeated and fucked in the final of the Gauntlet. I mulled over my options for a bit longer as I slowly caressed the lithe wood elf in my lap.  
 
    I played it safe with the Caverns of Jen’Zadeer. I was determined to add its dark elf dungeon mistress to my harem and put the spy upgrade on one of the totems there without paying. I left the second vacant to keep it fully hidden just in case she found the one with the Spy upgrade and removed it. 
 
    I then added the tax upgrade to all the others, not paying for any of them either. The chance of discovery was still low, and I didn’t think the current returns justified the expense to suppress a one-percent discovery chance. Maybe something a bit more useful would show up later. 
 
    I locked my decisions in and now I was really finished, Tenzing said his goodbyes, expressing a desire to visit the Tropical Island and walk the beach. I felt a little guilty, but only as long as the time it took for Jessamyn and me to whip our clothes off and launch ourselves onto the bed.  
 
    So, not much time at all. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Simeon Reedwhistle 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was good to be back at the Wolf King’s Lair. I had feared the worst when new that a band of orken outcasts had descended on the dungeon like a swarm of locusts. They’d destroyed the temporary camp the Black Hills Brigade had established and headed into the dungeon using the challenge feature. The dungeon, however, was still standing, much to my delight.  
 
    Most believed, with it being one of the easier dungeons, that it didn’t stand a chance. Yet, here it stood and now rank two, which meant I could delve into its depths once more. Also, I was no longer a provisional member of the Black Hills Brigade guild, but as a non-dwarf, only qualified as a second-class affiliate.  
 
    I had been on the verge of telling them to fuck off and take my chances in zone six, but there were risks doing that. There always are, I thought.  
 
    People’s tendency to define themselves by the groups they were a part of had followed them here, to the Proving Grounds. This had led to the different zones, which represented each Realm, getting a bit tetchy with arrivals from other areas. Often behaving as if you were somehow muscling in and taking what was rightfully theirs. Then, when I awoke to the news of the Lair advancing to rank two, I chose to stay, better the devil you knew. 
 
    I was part of the group which set out to re-establish the camp that morning. Once that work was complete, we had all been eager to learn what the first pathfinder team had discovered when they exited from the dungeon intact, earlier that afternoon.  
 
    Apparently, the existing rooms seemed to be unchanged. There were some new elements added which they reported should be easily overcome. The most difficult being a stairway with barriers, manned by goblins.  
 
    The goblins proved to be surprisingly fierce fighters. Therefore, because of this, the guild’s recommendation on delving group size had been updated to a minimum of eight for veteran teams and ten for the rest of us. Previously, the minimum had been six. 
 
    The biggest bit of news the team had reported was the Wolf King was no longer in his Lair. You now had a choice, either take an optional path that led through to a new chamber where he awaited you or go directly to the Lair itself. The pathfinder team reported there had been a warning that the Wolf King would show no quarter and their Lodungr had elected to take the safer route and proceeded to the Lair without facing him. 
 
    There was plenty of grumbling at that, as the point of the pathfinder team was to test out the new features of a dungeon. They finished up and told the assembled guild members that without its principal threat, the Lair was less difficult than it had been before.  
 
    In fact, in their opinion, if it hadn’t been for the addition of the new stairway, the direct path would have been less dangerous than when it was a first-rank dungeon.  
 
    The rewards for completion were unchanged from rank one. But greater rewards were promised if you faced the Wolf King in his Arena. 
 
    After that, I’d been assigned a group and a short while later we headed into the dungeon once more. We were going in as a group of twelve when the teams assigned today had been ten. However, our Lodungr, the dwarfish term for a team leader, that the dwarven guild insisted on using, had invited two other dwarves to join us.  
 
    I sniggered to myself as I thought about this. Thankfully none of the other halflings had told the dwarves Lodungr sounded very much like the halfling word for shit.  
 
    Anyway, I was smart enough to figure out with this meant. Garbrak, the current Lodungr planned on venturing into the Arena. 
 
    Garbrak isn’t too bad for a dwarf, I mused. A bit prickly, and a stickler for the rules, but then all dwarves were when it came to the non-dwarfish. He just wasn’t as big a prick, as most dwarves were, about it. 
 
    Tragically one of the invitees had been Varandar who was the very definition of a judgemental prick. Worse, Garbrak had made him his Drottinn, the dwarfish for deputy. There was no amusing halfling word equivalent for Drottinn, but that didn’t stop Varandar from being a stinking pile of shit.  
 
    I was the only halfling in the group, but there were a couple of familiar faces, other than Varandar. Arash, a human scout, was part of the team and the dwarven twins, Gorbrukken and Garbrakken. They had been with me the first time I had walked these halls.  
 
    The twins were alright. Mildly apologetic about how non-dwarves were treated, though not enough to turn down the benefits being a dwarf afforded them. Not that I blamed them on that front. Getting out of the Proving Grounds was going to be difficult enough without hamstringing yourself. 
 
    The rest of the squad was made up of an exotic Catkin man, who dual wielded serrated daggers, named Pacclo. A savage human who was so taciturn he wouldn’t or couldn’t give me his name and a bunch of other dwarves. I’d been told their names, lots of consonants, but nothing memorable about them. I just referred to them as lackeys A through D. 
 
    We had got most of the way through the dungeon without incident and were taking a short rest at the top of the new stairway. The pathfinder team hadn’t been wrong, the goblins were stronger than what you’d expect, and the blasted ravens that swooped down and pecked at you were downright aggravating. 
 
    I had been secretly thankful for the eight-strong dwarf shield wall then. Not that I’d ever tell them that.  
 
    The stairway was taxing, to begin with, but once the first barricade of gobbo’s fell, the subsequent two barricades were markedly easier to clear. The last lot crumbled easily.  
 
    Some of the team had taken their healing potion after we completed the Stairway. We only had the Bramble Maze and Lair left to go, that we were waiting before proceeding confirmed my suspicions. Our leader wanted to take the indirect and more dangerous path. 
 
    “So, Garbrak, would I be correct in assuming you fancy yourself against the Wolf King?” I asked, unable to stop myself from adding a bit of verbal barb. 
 
    “Watch ya tongue, Simeon, ya lousy cur,” spat Varandar instead almost immediately.  
 
    I ought to have known he’d be the first to react. 
 
    “Peace, brother,” Garbrak spoke and placed his hand on Varandar’s shoulder.  
 
    Garbrak was garbed in copper armour and his brown beard was braided, with splashes of silver hair visible.  
 
    “Aye, I plan on taking the Arena route. Somebody has to go first, nay reason it shouldn’t be us,” he told the group in a calm voice.  
 
    “I’ve already faced the Wolf King. Aye, he is big, strong too, but he is also clumsy and unarmed. So, to answer ya, Simeon, I do fancy myself against him if it comes to a duel,” he paused briefly, before continuing.  
 
    “Which there may not even be. Most I’ve heard tell; say they only get the chance to lay down such a challenge maybe once in every three runs. I’ll take those odds.” 
 
    He paused again to let that sink in with the team, before I had a chance to speak, he started up again. 
 
    “I’ll make none of ya join me. If ya wish, ya can take the other tunnel and wait until the rest of us victors arrive to finish the dungeon. I won’t stop ya, but ya will forfeit your lots on the loot.” he finished his ‘offer’ pointedly.  
 
    The rest of the dwarves stood, roaring their allegiance and eagerness. Pacclo the catkin just blinked his slitted orange pupils and shrugged. He wasn’t officially a guild member, as a recent arrival from zone six, and they would only have allowed him to come along to lessen the diversity penalty. I couldn’t blame him for not rocking the boat. The savage human seemed oblivious and paced back and forth, impatient to continue, so I turned to look at Arash. 
 
    “Well, looks like we don’t have much choice,” the scruffy scout mumbled. “At least with extra loot on offer, we have a better chance in the lottery,” he finished.  
 
    I nodded my reluctant acknowledgement.  
 
    It wouldn’t just be the loot forfeiture at stake. Your lack of cooperation would be noted, and you’d be marked as a troublemaker. Not much of an issue for me, I’m sure my smart mouth had already got me that. Much like Pacclo, I suspected the guild only kept me on because of the diversity dungeon law. Their poorly concealed contempt was the primary reason I’d almost left.  
 
    The Black Hills Brigade had several rules about loot allocation once a dungeon was complete. First, the guild got the two best items as determined by the Lodungr. This was supposed to be for the good of the guild, and they would dole out those items to guild members. Allegedly, this was to strengthen the raid groups, plugging any weaknesses, in practise, this meant going to dwarves. 
 
    Secondly, the Lodungr got to pick an item from what remained, and then the Drottinn. Theoretically, these positions could be filled by any member of the guild, but they were always dwarves. 
 
    Finally, picks were determined by a lottery of the participating dungeoneers. This included the Lodungr and Drottinn, meaning they could pick again if their name was drawn. Which tipped the distribution back in the dwarves’ favour, again.  
 
    Not that they needed it, I couldn’t prove it, but it was obvious the draws were fixed. This was my sixth dungeon run with the Black Hills Brigade, and every time at least the first two names out of the hat had been dwarves. I thought it could be a coincidence at first, so I asked about, but everyone I spoke to quietly told the same story when pressed.  
 
    I was roused from my bitter thoughts as Varandar shoved me, barking it was time to go. We had forty minutes left on the clock, and it should be enough time. We passed through the Bramble Maze which hadn’t been there the first two times I went through. The scratches were irritating, but luckily my smaller stature meant I avoided the thorns for the most part and any health loss.  
 
    A few of the clumsier team members bitterly complained they had lost a few points with each thorny jab and slash. It’s always heart-warming to see a dwarf curse when he gets his beard tangled in the underbrush. 
 
    I came out of the maze, jogged up the few steps to the exit and passed a guttering torch as I went. 
 
    That is curious I thought. I hadn’t recalled seeing any other torches until now. Glancing over my shoulder, I noticed another on the other side of the room by the way in. No matter, I followed our fearless leader into what we’d been told was the decision chamber ahead. 
 
    It was a simple room, carpeted which was a nice change and had a wooden oak table flush against the far wall and two archways led out on either side. I advanced to the centre of the room and saw a few padded benches were aligned against the back wall.  
 
    Apparently, we got to make our decision with a bit of comfort, and it was a shame we didn’t rest up here. Blasted dwarven pathfinder team, leaving out the pertinent information. 
 
    On the table were twelve potion bottles. I was just wandering over for a closer inspection when I heard a sweet feminine voice address us. 
 
    “Welcome intrepid adventurers. You have braved the Wolf King’s Lair and fought your way here and you are almost done but face a final choice. You may take the path to your left and come directly to face me and my entourage. Defeat us and the dungeon is complete, and you may take the rewards you have so richly earned.” 
 
    The woman’s voice paused then, for dramatic effect I presumed. 
 
    “Alternatively, if you have the courage, you may take the path to your right. This leads to the Arena and my master the Wolf King himself. Defeat him in single combat or failing that as a party and even greater rewards are yours to be had.” 
 
    Another pause. 
 
    “I warn you though, in the Arena, the Wolf King will give no quarter. Previously, in deference to the fact that you, like he, is compelled to participate, he has shown great restraint. By taking the right-hand path, you choose your own fate.” 
 
    “There are some rules you must follow. When entering the arena, you will be stood upon a platform, and this is a safe zone. Those not involved in a duel must remain on the platform until any duel is concluded and the Wolf King will take no aggressive action against anybody who remains upon the platform.” 
 
    “When he has defeated your leader, if you wish to withdraw, turning back and taking the left-hand path, you may leave with no penalty. If you wish to try and vanquish him for the rewards he offers, simply step off the platform. If these rules are respected the Wolf King offers mercy to any adventurer who flees his wrath.” 
 
     “Should any member of your party launch an attack or aid combatants while still on the platform, it will no longer be recognised as a safe zone. Moreover, should you flee, the Wolf King will pursue you unrelentingly. Showing no clemency to those he runs down.” 
 
    Just as I thought she had finished, the woman, who must have been the robed wood elf from the Lair, based on her description, spoke again for the last time. 
 
    “As he is a most generous host, the Wolf King offers you a boon should you choose to face him. These Lesser Flame Brand potions on the table before you. Please note, these potions can’t be removed from the dungeon and must be used before you leave. Finally, you may only take these potions if you select the path to the arena. There will be…repercussions if you do not follow this guideline. Good luck.” 
 
    I looked around at the rest of the party. I know we were all low ranked, but I’d never heard of a dungeon that communicated with you like this, even if it had been through a proxy. This was unusual, and I now understood why the pathfinder team baulked at entering the arena. I could even see a bit of doubt in the eyes of the previously boisterous dwarves. 
 
    “All of ya grab a bottle, we are doing this,” Garbrak ordered.  
 
    I moved forward, having to shove some of the dwarves to make room. I didn’t trust these greedy buggers not to take two. One of those I barged was Varandar, and he gave me a foul looking scowl, as I swiped the last remaining bottle. I could tell by that look he had planned to take it, despite having one already. I swear he was even more of an arsehole than the last time we came through and that was only a few weeks ago. 
 
    I analysed the potion in my hands. 
 
    Lesser Flame Brand potion 
 
    The drinker of this potion will deal an extra 2 heat damage with every successful attack for two minutes after imbibing. This may stack with spells that produce similar effects.  
 
    With that, we marched through the right-hand archway and through into the tunnel, readying our weapons as we walked. 
 
    “Wait to drink ya booster, lads,” Garbrak advised.  
 
    “If I am to duel, it would be wasted. Wait until ya have to engage the Wolf King,” he finished.  
 
    He motioned for the rest of us to continue forward into the Arena ahead of him, but this wasn’t cowardice on his part. I found dwarves wretched in many ways, but they were not cowards. Well, most of them weren’t. It was just sensible, duels froze all non-participants, and it was best we got inside the Arena first, in case there was to be one. 
 
    We marched in and spread out on the platform. It was simple wooden decking that extended about ten feet from the entrance and was about thirty feet in length, with only a drop of six inches to the ground. I walked over to the right side, taking my place. The arena itself had a mixture of sand and sawdust covering the floor and the slate grey granite walls were adorned with a collection of tapestries that depicted battles. There was a collection of shields and various copper weaponry adorning the walls between each tapestry. 
 
    There, ahead of us, about forty feet from the platform lounged the Wolf King. He was a big bastard, no doubt about that. At least eight feet and packed with muscle, covered in shimmering black fur. A mouthful of razor-sharp teeth that I know one of the twins got to feel up close.  
 
    I could see Gorbrukken massage the phantom pains in his shoulder and throat now that he faced him again. I felt a shiver run down my spine, shit balls but he was a scary fucker. 
 
    He’d been leaning against the rewards chest, looking bored. He stood up straight and grabbed the handle of something that had been propped up on the other side of the chest, lifted it up and swung it about. I gaped, it was a double-headed maul, and it was fucking massive.  
 
    Each oblong hammerhead had to be a foot long from tip to tip and the shaft of the handle had to be three inches thick. The Wolf King was unarmed no longer. 
 
    I’d seen some mauls and hammers that were similar, albeit a bit smaller, back in the City. I would need to be twice as strong as I was to even lift the damn thing and even then, I couldn’t wear anything else requiring Strength.  
 
    Nobody here could match that, if Garbrak went through with this he was fucked. I turned to tell him as much, to suggest we go back and then I got the duel notification, it was already too late. 
 
    Daxas, the Wolf King, has challenged your undisputed leader, Garbrak, to a duel. This duel is to the death or by forfeiture of one of the participants.  
 
    Should Garbrak prove victorious, your team will receive a minor beneficial effect for the remainder of the dungeon dive.  
 
    If Garbrak forfeits, your team will receive a minor detrimental effect for the remainder of the dungeon dive. 
 
    You will be unable to move or perform any actions until the duel is complete. 
 
    If Garbrak was afraid he didn’t show it as he stepped purposefully forward. The Wolf King, whose name we’d just been informed was Daxas, did the same until they were about ten feet apart. Once they both stopped the duel commenced, for a second, and then another, nothing happened. They simply stared at one another. 
 
    “Drink up, little dwarf,” Daxas growled with a dark chuckle.  
 
    That’s not good, I thought. The Wolf King was practically taunting Garbrak, clearly confident of the outcome. To be honest I was quite confident of the outcome as well. Garbrak un-stoppered the Lesser Flame Brand potion and knocked it back in a single swig.  
 
    Now the duel truly began. Garbrak advanced, shield raised, his battle-axe ready in his right hand. He feinted forward but Daxas did not react. He just held his maul in both hands out in front of him and shifted his footing to track the dwarf as he circled his opponent. 
 
    This was different too, previously the Wolf King charged into battle, heedless of his surroundings. Now he was patient, waiting for an opportunity to strike. The clumsiness that had fuelled Garbrak’s earlier confidence was now absent. If I needed any more evidence for the inevitability of the result, I had it now. The dwarf was seriously outmatched. 
 
    Losing his patience Garbrak committed to crossing the distance, and Daxas maul whipped out faster than a person that big should be capable of. Garbrak managed to intercept the swing with his round wooden shield but lost his footing as a result of the crashing impact. He was unable to adjust for the backswing as the maul made a solid thump in the centre of his back.  
 
    Garbrak stumbled forward, hitting the sand and sawdust of the arena floor. He managed to roll onto his back before Daxas was upon him and swung the huge maul down on the prone dwarf. The first blow reverberated off Garbrak’s shield, the second did the same.  
 
    Garbrak desperately tried to scramble backwards and managed to crawl on his back about a foot away. His wooden shield was showing signs of heavy wear and tear, but he held it up covering his head and body. 
 
    I shuddered inwardly as I saw the lips of that be-fanged maw curl upwards in a cruel smirk. Then watched helplessly as the gigantic wolfman switched targets and landed two crunching blows on both of Garbrak’s now exposed knees. 
 
    You couldn’t break limbs in a dungeon, but Garbrak’s already low agility would now be significantly reduced until his health pool recovered sufficiently. Even if he was healed right away it would still be hampered for at least thirty minutes and his agility would be down by more than half at least, as both knees had been hit. 
 
    Garbrak lost his head and launched his battle-axe at the wolf monstrosity, securing a solid hit to its chest. Daxas casually pulled the embedded axe from the wound and cast it to the other side of the arena.  
 
    Garbrak fumbled behind his back and tried to get his hand into his satchel, hoping to retrieve a fresh weapon from his inventory. The Wolf King stepped in, took one hand off the handle of his double-headed maul and tore the shield from the prone dwarf’s grasp. He then followed up by lunging forward with his jaws wide open and latching on to Garbraks now exposed throat and bit down. 
 
    He lifted the dwarf from the arena floor, locked in his jaws, and shook him about like a rag doll. Dropping the maul’s handle, he proceeded to rake the now helpless and undefended body of their leader with the claws on both hands. Just a few seconds later he dropped the now lifeless form of Garbrak to the floor. Daxas nonchalantly reached to the ground and retrieved his maul.  
 
    Daxas is the victor of the duel. The action lock will lift in 3…2…1 
 
    Had it not been for the action lock, I think I might have pissed myself and I don’t mind admitting it. That had been about as one-sided a duel I had ever witnessed. I looked about me, and we were still all on the decking, in the safe zone. We could still retreat if the elf girl’s words were to be believed.  
 
    As Drottinn, it was now Varandar’s decision, and I was hopeful for a split second. I could see the fear, the indecision in his eyes and then the Wolf King intervened, speaking for the second time. 
 
    “If this is the best Ironhammer has to offer, no wonder he is such a weak ass pussy,” he quipped, with a contemptuous snarl.  
 
    Varandar’s eyes widened with anger, as did all the dwarves present and I knew what came next. 
 
    “For the glory of the Smith!” Varandar bellowed, holding his warhammer above his head.  
 
    He was joined in his war cry by the other dwarves in the party as they all jumped from the platform onto the arena sand and charged the beast at its centre. 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered. “We don’t have enough archers for this, and most of those idiots have forgotten to drink their bloody Flame Brand potion.” 
 
    I looked at Arash appealing for some common sense, but he had just finished quaffing his potion and stepped off the platform, loosing his first drawn arrow. It sank into the Wolf King’s shoulder, at least. Pacclo was no help either, the catkin man shrugged, drank his potion and set off to the other side of the chamber trying to get around to the back of the beast. 
 
    I watched for a moment longer, the dwarves had surrounded Daxas, but he swung that maul with frightening speed and strength. If his fore swing was deflected, he often caught them with the backswing that followed it. It did look like they were occasionally getting close enough to land a blow of their own, but I’d no doubt that his maul hit a damn sight harder than their axes and hammers.  
 
    
     Fuck it, I thought, drank my potion and stepped down into the fray. 
 
     If we could keep him occupied long enough, Arash arrows would eventually wear him down. I’d stick by him, providing a distraction, and if the Wolf King gets too close, I have half a dozen throwing knives I can use. Contribute, but remain distant and if it all goes wrong, I can still run. 
 
     I’m faster than those dwarf bastards, after all, I thought, and grinned to myself. 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, minutes which had felt like hours and the Wolf King lay still in the Arena. We had won but not without cost, though. Two more dwarves, lackeys B and C lay just as still and most of the other dwarves had taken significant health loss during the fight and came mighty close to joining them.  
 
    Arash and I were unharmed. The Wolf King had concentrated his attacks on the dwarves who surrounded him, something I could hear the surviving lackeys grumble about. 
 
    All the remaining dwarves had indeed neglected to take their Lesser Flame Brand potion before they rushed into combat. They’d all taken a health potion following this battle, and we had enough time left to wait the fifteen minutes it would take before they could take another potion before moving into the Lair. 
 
    This way they could take the Lesser Flame Brand potions to help finish off the wood elves in the final chamber all the quicker. 
 
    The dwarves surrounded the rewards chest as they removed and greedily discussed its contents. There was a lot of armour and even some weapons, all of it enchanted. Two rings as well, better than those granted for completing the dungeon. The rewards were certainly better, perhaps this had been worth the risk after all. 
 
    “Listen up,” Varandar barked. “There is more gear here than we expected. More than twenty pieces when ya add what’s at the end of the dungeon.”  
 
    This statement was greeted with a round of smiles and a few whoops of joy.  
 
    “As Drottinn I am makin’ the decision, as there be two chests, the guild dues will be paid twice,” he announced.  
 
    The dwarves, unsurprisingly, all nodded in assent. 
 
    “What?” I yelled out. “That’s not what was agreed, this isn’t fair, you can’t just change the rules,” I cried, verbalising my despair and anger. 
 
    These greedy bastards were robbing us again. 
 
    “I can and am Simeon. Moreover, all those who sacrificed their soul marks for this bounty will be the first names out of the bag for the lottery of what’s left. It is only right,” he opined, the last part with his nose in the air, adopting a righteous stance.  
 
    Lackeys A and D, nodded sagely and muttered “Here, here!”  
 
    The twins looked to the floor shamefully but made no protest. Doubling the guild dues was one thing, but openly fixing the lottery was another level of ‘fuck everyone who is not a dwarf’. 
 
    “Like fuck is that fair, we all took the same risks coming in here. If it had been Arash and me that fell, you wouldn’t be doing this,” I spat out angrily, remonstrating wildly with my hands. 
 
    “Ya be lucky to get anything Simeon, ya filthy coward. Don’t be thinkin’ I didn’t notice ya hangin’ back while we fought the beast,” Varandar roared in return. 
 
    “I was defending our only ranged attacker, while you bearded fools lost your fucking minds,” I managed to choke out through my fury.  
 
    Sound tactics were not cowardice. I was on the verge of adding further vitriolic outrage when Arash put a restraining hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Hold your tongue Simeon, before you dig yourself any deeper, you won’t change his mind. They take advantage because they can, but they are still our best option,” Arash whispered.  
 
    I lowered my eyes from Varandar’s signalling my reluctant submission instead of a slew of further retorts. If I wanted to get anything out of this, I would need to swallow my pride. 
 
    “Know your place, Simeon,” Varandar sneered, before he turned back to the other dwarves.  
 
    But not before he muttered, “thievin’ halflin’ scum,” loud enough for me to hear. 
 
    The cheek of these arrogant blowhards, the only thieves here were them. 
 
    With the confrontation over, Pacclo, the catkin man sauntered over to our group and leaned against the wall shoulder first. 
 
    “If it makes you feel any better, little one, I had to give up my lottery rights just to be allowed to join this delve,” he casually purred, before continuing. “That should improve your chances just a bit, yes,” he finished, with an upward quirk of his lips. 
 
    “What?” I sputtered out. “Those fucking dwarves. Why would you agree to that?” I added quietly after, trying not to draw any further attention. 
 
    “I wished to see this dungeon first-hand. It would be safer to do so with an experienced group,” he explained, and shrugged again as if it didn’t bother him. 
 
    “It’s still unfair,” I grumbled on his behalf. 
 
    “It’s the way it is,” Arash commented wryly, joining the conversation.  
 
    “If there were another guild that would take us, we’d have already joined. The others in our zone are only interested if you make it to twenty-one. Unless you want to take your chances with an orc tribe,” Arash huffed. 
 
    He looked at me pointedly.  
 
    When I didn’t answer he went on. “I didn’t think so. Then you’re only two options are to suck it up in the Black Hills Brigade, who will always put dwarves first, or take your chances grouping up with the other ‘guildless’. Who would probably be in the guild if they weren’t a liability.” 
 
    I hated that he was right and slumped down to the ground in defeat.  
 
    “If only there was another guild,” I whispered wistfully. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    That went swimmingly I thought. I was sitting back in front of the DDD, observing the group. Another successful duel and three more soul marks to add to my tally and the only sour part was I’d been unable to take out Varandar.  
 
    For all his accusations of cowardice at Simeon, he’d been more than happy to let the other dwarves take the brunt of my fury. Meanwhile, he remained on the periphery, just out of reach for the most part. 
 
    I had to agree with the halfling, the dwarves selfish streak was indeed unfair. I didn’t know if there was anything I could do about that as I didn’t know much about the situation in the City. I would have to talk to Jessamyn later about why non-dwarves had so few options in this zone. 
 
    Changing up my weapon of choice had been a practical decision. The tweaked halberd I had used before had been satisfactory. However, the truth was, despite training with it, my mastery of the weapon barely qualified as competence. I was depressingly far away from proficiency, and I had switched to a maul. I had tweaked this weapon too, making it double-headed. 
 
    Copper Double-Headed Great Maul 
 
    Damage: 15 + STR (Impact) 
 
    Requirements: Strength score of 25 to wield 2-Handed, 40 to wield 1-Handed. (This adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement). 
 
    The maul had higher base damage than the halberd and could be used one-handed if you had the strength, in the Arena, I would have to use both hands. In fact, I’d been forced to wear an STR +1 ring just to wield it.  
 
    I also wouldn’t be using this in challenge mode presently. Embracing my role as the Tank of my party, I wanted to start carrying a shield, and this meant using my double-headed maul in one hand. Currently, I couldn’t quite get my Strength high enough, even with enchantments, to wield that bad boy in one hand and carry the size of the shield I desired. I hoped to change this soon if some of the experiments I planned for this week paid off. The weapon I equipped during a challenge was a bit smaller. 
 
    Copper Great Maul 
 
    Damage: 12 + STR (Impact) 
 
    Requirements: Strength score of 20 to wield 2-Handed, 30 to wield 1-Handed. (This adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement).    
 
    Copper Tower Shield 
 
    Requirements: Strength score of 5. (This adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement).  
 
    Handing out potions to the adventurers was a late addition to the room and I didn’t do this out of the goodness of my heart. I wanted to start building up my damage reduction for damage types other than piercing and impact. I happened to have enough potions of the Lesser Flame Brand variety so added them. I could change the available potion up as the weeks passed and my Damage Reduction for heat-based attacks improved to two.  
 
    This became necessary as my grand plans for building up my Damage Reduction for rarer damage types proved unviable. You may recall my brainstorm was to have Jessamyn or my wood elves injure me before adventurers arrived at our positions, allowing my enhanced healing to return me to tip-top shape. Unfortunately, my experimentation proved that like our sparring sessions in the inactive part of my dungeon, self-inflicted wounds did not contribute to building my resilience-based damage reduction.  
 
    As interesting as current events were, I’m sure you are a bit curious as to what I learned directly after the start of my fifth week here. I’ll back things up a little while we wait for this team to finish their run against Jessamyn. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Once we had finished with fun times on the mattress express, I was eager to check out the two new additions to my core lodgings. Spatially, the Bank and Auction House were the same size as a basic room, but they were devoid of any furnishings, and both set up in the same manner. To the left, as you entered were four teller booths and they were occupied by human avatars in nondescript brown smocks.  
 
    They stood in their booths frozen. If you approached them, only then did they become animated, asking what they could help you with, before freezing again waiting for a response. I found it all a bit creepy, they reminded me of a myriad of mannequin/puppet-based horror films.  
 
    I girded my loins and forced myself to deal with these sinister puppet people at the Bank. They couldn’t be much worse than the real thing, I sniggered. 
 
    “I’d like to open or access my account, please?” I answered their opening question politely. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” the teller responded with the fakest smile I had ever seen.  
 
    “Please, place your hand on the counter for identification.” 
 
    “OK,” I answered, as I put my hand down. 
 
    “Thank you, sir. You have been recognised as, Daxas, Dungeon Master of The Wolf King’s Lair. You already have a provisional account, with a balance. Would you like to confirm this account or open a new one?” the teller finished, freezing in place again, awaiting my response. 
 
    “I’d like to confirm the account, please,” I answered. 
 
    “Excellent,” he responded, pausing unnaturally for a split second.  
 
    “Account verified and confirmed. You have four updates. Update one. You have a current balance of sixty coins. Update two. You have a pending deposit from the account holder, Jessamyn, of four hundred and thirty-six coins. Would you like to confirm the deposit? Update three. You have a new disciple, Jessamyn, do you wish to add secondary account access for this disciple? Update four. As a dungeon master account holder, you can add a Bank interface to your design table. This will allow you to access and use your account from there. Do you wish to add a Bank interface to your design table?” the teller rattled off without stopping or giving me a chance to answer any of the queries. 
 
    “Um…confirm the deposit from the account holder, Jessamyn, please,” I requested first. 
 
    “Done. Can I help you with anything else today, sir?”  
 
    “Yes, I would like to add the Bank interface to my design table,” I asked next. 
 
    “Done. Can I help you with anything else today, sir?” the teller repeated identically to the last time.  
 
    “Are there any limits to what I can do using the design table?” I inquired. 
 
    “No, sir, you may do anything from there that you could do here. Can I help you with anything else today, sir?” he said again.  
 
    That answer was a relief. I wouldn’t have to come back every time I needed to use my funds. 
 
    “No, thank you for your time,” I finished.  
 
    I probably didn’t need to be so polite, but some habits are hard to break. Having worked many customer-facing jobs myself, I never wanted to be the dickhead they bitched about at the end of the day. 
 
    The Auction House was the same. Once I verified my account, I was able to transfer all the functions to the DDD. The whole thing did play on my sensibilities a touch. It was such an expensive outlay for rooms that I would likely hardly ever use. They could have just made these functions available on the DDD, either from the beginning or after I had met the prerequisites.  
 
    At first, I thought it was just a way to mess with me or dungeons in general again. However, with a bit of further reflection, I think it may have been poor planning rather than a deliberate ploy. I just don’t think they thought very much about how dungeons would use coinage, as they had experience to spend instead. 
 
    Then I put it out of my head, it was done, and I needed to concentrate on how best to take advantage of the situation once I returned to the DDD. 
 
    The new menu items were available as well as some fresh notifications. I’d been so eager to visit the new rooms, and I hadn’t even checked the DDD before going. These could have already been waiting for me or be the result of me verifying my bank and auction house accounts. 
 
    Rooms Unlocked! 
 
    Your construction activities have unlocked the following City rooms: Public Dungeon Entrance, Concealed Dungeon Entrance, Public Dungeon Exit, Dungeon Beacon,  
 
    Dungeon Ability Unlocked! 
 
    Your construction activities have unlocked a new dungeon ability: External Structures. You may now construct buildings and objects outside of your dungeon. With the sole exception of Pathways and Dungeon Beacons, all construction must be within your current sphere of influence. 
 
    Dungeon Ability Unlocked! 
 
    Your construction activities have unlocked a new dungeon ability: Ethereal Roaming 1. You and your disciples may leave the dungeon during rest days. You must remain within your sphere of influence and will be unable to interact with any person or thing that is not a dungeon or a denizen thereof. This will allow you to enter other dungeons if they are within your sphere of influence. 
 
    Achievements Gained! 
 
    Financier 3 
 
    You have built the Bank and Auction House before reaching ranks 11, 21 and 31. As a reward, you are granted a minor dungeon perk. When selling items on the Auction House you earn a bonus of 2.5% /5%/ 7.5%. 
 
    Communicator 1 
 
    You have used the design table to directly communicate with adventurers. As a reward, you are granted a minor dungeon perk. You may now use the design table to speak directly to an individual adventurer. Your voice will emanate a foot away from the adventurer’s head in the volume you have used, but it can be overheard by others that are close enough to hear.  
 
    I take it back, building those rooms was worth it. New abilities, new structures and bonus cash. I took a few minutes to examine the dungeon tomes to clarify what my new options could do.  
 
    The public dungeon entrances and exits were self-explanatory. I could create new entrances or exits within my sphere of influence, and link specific entrances to specific exits. Long term, as my influence spreads I could place them in new locations, making it easier for adventurers to get to me. Short term, this could solve my conundrum of the orc tribe’s antagonism to everyone else. If I created a new entrance and exit away from the current camp which they could use, they might not feel the need to try and ransack the camp again when they showed up next. 
 
    The concealed entrances were for my use. I could establish them and have them lead directly to or from my core. Being concealed, only my allies or any others I grant permission would be able to locate them. I thought them limited in usefulness at first but then it occurred to me that if I could extend my influence, I could build a concealed exit in enemy territory and surprise them. 
 
    The Dungeon Beacon was how I could force the growth of my influence. My area of influence would naturally get bigger as I grew in rank, but I could build and plant a beacon and it would radiate a three-hundred-foot sphere of my influence. They could be destroyed by other dungeons and their minions. There were improved versions available, which extended their range and made them harder to identify or destroy, but these options were currently locked.  
 
    Pathways were similarly still locked, although I suspected that as soon as I built something outside, they might become available. 
 
    Being able to leave the dungeon was nice but not great. I wouldn’t be able to touch or speak to anyone and could already watch and listen to them from the DDD. However, viewing from the DDD had its restrictions, and the perspective could be poor. It was the same difference as watching a football game on the television or being there on the side-lines.  
 
    If I was to start building things outside, going for a wander to get a better view could be useful. Also, like many of the achievements, it appeared to be only the first in a chain and further unlocks could be even more helpful. 
 
    As for the communicator perk, I could see lots of potential uses for that. Misdirection, taunting, even seduction and the more I thought about it the more beneficial it became. I could abuse the shit out of this. Hearing Alyssa’s tinkling laughter in my mind as I considered the possibilities gave me a raging erection. I’d be seeing her again soon I would think. 
 
    “You’re going to have to work for this one, darling,” she whispered seductively. I’d figure it out, and I had plenty of time. 
 
    I then moved on to check out the new Bank and Auction House options available to me at the DDD. I opened the Bank tab first, confirming it did work exactly as it had in the Bank I had built.  
 
    If anything, it was more convenient, all the same information was present, just more easily accessible. Jessamyn was sitting snuggled up next to me as she often was, and she shifted position slightly pressing herself against me. This prompted me to use one of the banking features available and I authorised Jessamyn to use the account to make purchases, setting a limit of five hundred coins a day.  
 
    “Jess, I’ve given you access to use the dungeons bank account,” I told her.  
 
    “You have a limit of five hundred coins a day. If you can show me you aren’t going to blow it all on clothes and make-up, we can talk about raising it later,” I wisecracked.  
 
    “Master, I would never. I promise,” she said startled, sitting up straight. Her eyebrows curling in a concerned frown.  
 
    My joke had missed its mark. Some things transcend dimensions, my sense of humour being misunderstood and unappreciated was one. I pulled her in tight, whispering soft words of reassurance. 
 
    Next up the Auction House tab. This was a bit more interesting, and it displayed my current account balance in the same way that the bank tab did which was handy. I was able to view the current auction markets and see what was available. The main market, which was open to the entire Proving Grounds, had a lot of content. There were filters you could use to narrow down the field of what you wanted to see. 
 
    I browsed the contents for an hour or two to get an idea of what was being placed for purchase. Almost all the items had a set price and the few pieces I saw up as genuine auctions were for what I presumed was rare high-end gear.  
 
    What stuck out most, was that the bulk of what was being offered were raw materials, very few crafted things. There were some generic bits of armour. Many of which I suspected came from my dungeon based on the seller profiles. The leather armour pieces had been placed on the market for seven hundred and fifty, to eight hundred coins each, typically. 
 
    “Jess, do you know the price of the plain leather armour if you bought it from a vendor in the City?” I asked her as I browsed the listings. 
 
    “Hmm, one thousand coins for the smaller pieces. The pauldrons and chest guards were twelve hundred, I think. I didn’t have the coin to afford any, it’s why I was out trying to gather plants when the Jagged Boar Tusk tribe captured me,” she answered. 
 
    You needed two sheets of plain leather to make a pair of boots, and sheets of plain leather were going for a hundred coins each. If I were to buy them, I could craft them into armour. Then I could undercut the current market rate, listing at only six hundred coins. I would be making four hundred coins in profit, a two hundred percent mark-up and if I used what I farmed myself, it would be all profit. 
 
    Now I had coins available, I would be able to buy new resource rooms for the inactive core floor with coins rather than experience. I would be unable to move them to an active part of the dungeon but then I wouldn’t want to. It had the equivalent cost in experience, fifty thousand coins for a new one.  
 
    Using the DDD to confirm my maths, I would need to sell only eighty-four pieces of armour, if I sold them at six hundred apiece, to recoup the cost of a new room. I could dedicate it as a livestock slaughter farm, to produce the leather.  
 
    There was a definite market to manipulate, but the questions to be answered was how much activity was there, and just how much coin was available before it was tapped out. Plain leather armour would only really appeal to new and low ranked adventurers. 
 
    “Jess, tell me what were your finances like before you joined me? Apart from gathering materials and selling them, how else could you make coin? What did you spend it on?” I rattled off the series of questions to my disciple, as fast as I was thinking of them. 
 
    “Master, I did not have much as you will have seen. When we arrived, we were only provided clothing, a single weapon, two Lesser Health potions and one thousand coins in our accounts,” she started, her eyebrows narrowed cutely as she considered how best to answer me.  
 
    “The easiest way to make coins is completing dungeon runs. You receive two hundred coins plus a split of what’s available from the dungeon. Now we are rank two it will be two thousand coins equally split amongst the party. This is the same as the experience provided and it always goes up by a thousand per rank,” she told me, answering the second question. 
 
    “You can gather, hunt or mine and sell the proceeds. Some people, like the orcs, prefer to duel, taking coins from those they defeat. Some dungeons and the big guilds offer quests, rewarding you with experience or coins if you complete them. The dungeons that do are usually higher ranked and guild quests are for guild members only. So, it’s not something most new arrivals can do, at least, not here in zone seven.” 
 
    “Just as in the Realms, most things cost coins in the City. You can live without it, but it is unpleasant to do so. There are public dormitories available to rest in, but there is no privacy and there are only uncomfortable straw pallets to sleep on. The dormitories will serve you two bowls of gruel a day for free. It is tasteless slop, even worse than what the convent served to us if we were being punished. It is, however, enough to prevent any malnourishment penalties, debuffs I think you’ve called them, Master.”  
 
    I was oddly overjoyed and proud that she was picking up the gamer lingo.  
 
    “If you want anything more comfortable, you have to pay for it. It’s another benefit of guild membership. They often provide accommodation in barracks and provide meals and trail rations, if you pay your guild dues, of course,” she finished. 
 
    “Thank you, Jess, that is very helpful,” I said, which elicited a pleased smile from her.  
 
    “I don’t see any health or mana potions for sale,” I further commented. “How much are they to buy?” 
 
    “You can buy the lesser varieties from the vendors for fifty coins each,” she informed me.  
 
    “People don’t sell them as they are relatively cheap to buy anyway. The ingredients don’t sell for much either, that is what I was hoping to find. Folk don’t usually bother harvesting the poppies and bluebells used to make them as they don’t go for much,” she said.  
 
    Red poppies were the principal ingredient for the Lesser Health potion. It had made me chuckle when I found out, an apt use considering what they were used to produce back on Earth. Bluebells were the equivalent for the Lesser Mana potion, because they were blue, I supposed. It didn’t make much sense but then what did here. 
 
    “But people buy many of them, don’t they?” I verbally prodded. 
 
    “Yes, Master, one of the few bits of real advice from the Adventurer’s Guide was to have at least four in your inventory and restock your potions once you used them,” she promptly answered me. 
 
    I checked the inventory to see what I had in store. I had been making the Lesser Health potions to improve my Alchemy skill but didn’t really have a use for them as Jessamyn had the Heal spell which was more powerful and generally more useful. I had accumulated close to three thousand. I’d not been keeping a count as I made them, and it was more than I had expected.  
 
    This was going to be my first experiment with the Auction House. I listed one hundred of the potions at forty-five coins each, undercutting the vendor price by five coins. I chose the option to list them globally. You could limit it to specific zones or even official guilds if you wanted but I wanted to see if they would sell, and if so, how quickly. 
 
    I also chose to keep my lister identity anonymous as I had revealed my name as part of Jessamyn’s speech in the dungeon. This could have been an error on my part, but it was done now. Anyway, I didn’t want to advertise that it was a dungeon that was selling on the Auction House. 
 
    The last thing I did while I was there was give Jessamyn similar rights as she had with the Bank account. She would be able to put items on the market or buy them with a limit of five hundred coins.  
 
    It wasn’t that I didn’t trust her, but this was a minion management technique. I could raise it later as a ‘reward’, providing a sense of accomplishment and advancement. I’d been on the receiving end of this kind of treatment myself, so knew from first-hand experience it worked.  
 
    Even when you’re cynically aware that you were being ‘managed’, you still couldn’t help feel a little proud and happy when you get that little bump in responsibility. Despite it usually being something you were perfectly capable of being trusted with from the very beginning. 
 
    My last order of business at the DDD before we had to get started on the boring shit, was check out the information my spy totem was sending. I opened the totem tab and selected the relevant totem in Jen’Zadeer’s dungeon. 
 
    The report was sparse on details but relayed what the Spy upgrade had promised. The Caverns of Jen’Zadeer had reached rank three and last week she made a little over eight thousand in XP. My two totems were sapping one hundred and sixty-one of that XP to me. There was an option to view the dungeon’s location on the map, which I activated. 
 
    I already knew she was in zone six, which was the border I was closest to. I was pleased to discover that she was reasonably close to the zone seven border herself. A bit farther out from the City walls than I was, but not on the far side of the zone as I’d feared. This should make getting to her easier, once I’d figured out how. 
 
    With that, we are all caught up. Time to fast forward to twelve hours later and the conclusion of my first Arena confrontation. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I watched on the DDD as the Brigade group cautiously made their way out of the Arena. They walked down the short passage to the closed door leading into the Lair. Swinging the door open, Arash popped his head out to check the situation.  
 
    After he pulled his head back in, he fed back confirmation that I was indeed not present, and it was just Jessamyn and her escort of four wood elves. The dwarves took their positions at the head of the group and led the charge. 
 
    The fight didn’t take long, Jessamyn and her troops were outnumbered. The elves were much better with their bows than they were with the long knives I had equipped them with. Without me present to soak up the attention, the dwarves closed the gap between them before they got off more than a couple of arrows and then they were simply outclassed in melee combat.  
 
    I’d have to think about what I wanted to do to beef this up for next week, when I made the third rank and needed to update the rewards. Plus, if my plans for the Auction House panned out then the contents wouldn’t be considered as generous as it once was.  
 
    To maximise my experience gains, I needed them to take their time and exercise some caution. If it became too easy, they’d fly through and that would defeat the object of my dungeon, to feed me the experience I needed. 
 
    I took the opportunity to check the potions I had put on the auction house earlier that day (you may have only just found out about that, but for me, it’s been a fair bit longer). I hadn’t been sure what to expect. Intellectually they should be popular, being cheaper than the vendor option but the question to be answered, would people be looking for them.  
 
    I was happy to see thirty-two of them had sold. One thousand five hundred and forty-eight extra coins had been transferred to my account and I put on another hundred at the same price. 
 
    Jessamyn’s eyes popped open as her dungeon avatar was struck down by a particularly gleeful dwarf. I took a moment to review his details. 
 
    Gordrak rank 2, male, (Hill) Dwarf, 8 marks 
 
    Gordrak, I added his name to a special list I’d made on the DDD. It was basically my shit list. If you went on it, you had pissed me off in some manner and I planned to hurt you if I could. I wasn’t quite at the stage of repeating it as I lay my head down each night, Arya Stark style, but it was the same principle.  
 
    I didn’t just add anybody that happened to kill us in the dungeon. I accepted they had to, but if you got off on harming what was mine then you were fair game. Also, if you somehow hadn’t picked up on it, I didn’t like the dwarves much. 
 
    I pulled her into my lap and pressed my lips to hers in a deep kiss, tongues swirling against one another like a Kraken’s tentacles. We stayed like this for a few minutes before we broke apart, a touch breathless. I always found that a bit odd, we technically didn’t need to breathe, old habits, I guess. 
 
    “How are you adjusting to fighting the final battle on your own?” I asked her as I caressed her legs and bum.  
 
    I was feeling a little remorseful, in my haste to establish the Arena I had overlooked something important. While I would only have to be ‘killed’ if the party chose to enter the Arena, Jessamyn would have to go through it during every run. 
 
    There was an ‘autopilot’ function which I had discovered after I took Jessamyn as my disciple and we were…distracted. I hadn’t inhabited my avatar during a couple of runs in the dungeon. I’d subsequently learned from studying the logs of those few runs that I was docked ten percent of the XP I earned from them for the privilege and lost my dominance bonus.  
 
    Jessamyn, displaying her devotion to me, something which still took me by surprise, but was inordinately appreciative of, adamantly refused to make use of this feature if the lost experience was the price. 
 
    “I’m fine, Master,” she responded and nuzzled against my chest.  
 
    What would have been a huge red flag back home was a genuine sentiment from her. I was lucky to have been able to claim her.  
 
    “I’d prefer it if you were with me, of course, but it’s not like it wouldn’t have been happening anyway,” she reasoned stoically.  
 
    “Be that as it may, we’ll have to get you a spell that is a bit more offensive when we get the opportunity,” I told her.  
 
    “I can’t have them thinking they can harm my mate and not pay a price in return,” I growled.  
 
    Jessamyn grinned and rubbed herself against me. I could probably have smelled the tang of her arousal even without my enhanced wolf senses. She got off on being mine and it still caught me a little off guard at how right it felt she did.  
 
    Dungeon matters could wait, I stood with Jessamyn’s legs clinging to me around my waist and took her to the bed. We had an hour, maybe two before the next group made it to us. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Days passed, as they do, and the dungeon was running smoothly. It was early on the sixth day of the week and Jessamyn and I had just finished our morning romp, well romps.  
 
    She had headed off to clear the resource rooms before we had our first visitors of the day and they reset.  
 
    Despite my concerns following the destruction of the temporary camp, I was getting even more traffic than before. The good word must have been spreading. The Black Hills Brigade had taken the time this week to fortify their position, and they had erected a four-foot palisade made from logs cut from the surrounding forest.  
 
    It only enclosed their tents, the bivouacs of the guildless were still exposed and vulnerable. Not that there had been another incident. 
 
    A group of orcs and goblins had approached the glade midweek. There had been maybe fifty in their group, and without the advantage of numerical superiority, they withdrew back into the forest, almost as soon as they arrived.  
 
    The dungeon had been quiet on the challenge front except for a group of ten first rank adventurers having a punt the day before. They arrived earlier in the week unranked, they had run my dungeon four times, foregoing the Arena each time. 
 
    They simply scooped up the original loot, which I had been practically giving away, and ranked up. These early successes boosted their confidence enough to try and take me on. Turns out their confidence was misplaced; you’ll have to imagine my lingering maniacal laughter. 
 
    My appearance in the first half of the dungeon took them by surprise and their group leader, a hill dwarf, panicked during the duel and forfeited. I withdrew, but with a permanent debuff on the group, they struggled badly from then on. By the time they reached the ‘Playground’, they were down by four and the remaining six lost heart, turned back and tried to save themselves but doom their compatriots. I couldn’t blame them, as things had not gone as expected. 
 
    Unfortunately for them, mercy was not an option I offered challengers. Re-using the secret passage to the ‘Slick Bridge’. Jessamyn, me, and the four wood elves from the Lair got ahead of them, or behind them depending on your perspective. What followed was a one-sided and short conflict.  
 
    As it was a mixed group, I now had access to hill dwarves, urban humans, and lightfoot halflings for my dungeon. 
 
    However, the encounter had me rethinking the tactic of ambushing groups to force an early duel. It was working, but it exposed an unwanted side effect, I was finishing weaker groups far too quickly. That was experience I could be earning if I left them to work their way through to the end and then force a duel if any of them made it. 
 
    It was also a bonanza for soul marks, as a group, they’d only dropped two before falling in my dungeon, thereby adding ninety-eight to my total. It’s possible these guys would have had a go regardless, but I suspected they were relatively new arrivals and under the recent ‘destroy the Wolf King’s Lair’ requirement from the Lords.  
 
    If this was the case, the Lords may have fucked up spectacularly. If their directions were just going to push woefully unprepared newbies, to take me on, I was just going to cash in and get even stronger. 
 
    The Arena had also been reasonably successful. During the week parties had chosen to face me seventeen more times. The attrition rate had remained high for that first day and even the second, but after that, the Black Hills Brigade and other interested groups started to wise up and prepare appropriately.  
 
    Spears, polearms, and various ranged options became the weapons of choice, following the duel if there was one. I’d been listening to Garbrak when he spoke to his team about the frequency of duel prompts before his group tried their luck in the Arena for the first time. Namely that adventurers only received the option about a third of the time, unlike me who got a chance four out of five runs. To keep that little snippet secret I limited myself to duelling by the adventurer ratio of one third. 
 
    This meant most attempts were grand melee battles and it wasn’t long before a pattern emerged. Half the group would step in with spears first, trying to keep me out of reach. The second half of the group would then unleash a barrage of arrows, bolts and throwing knives to wear me down. 
 
    Casualties dropped once they had figured out the tactics and I would often only finish the leader if I duelled him. I wasn’t disappointed even if I couldn’t always get my bloodthirst on. These groups were coming in twelve strong at least and they always rested before coming to face me, so I was racking up residency XP. 
 
    There was one enterprising group I had my eye on. They were a band of six, four humans, a halfling and a ratkin man. They weren’t part of the Black Hills Brigade, and always came in together; with five or six other random participants, they would add to the mix.  
 
    They always took the Arena route and had an interesting tactic. They took turns being the leader and once any duel began, they’d forfeit immediately. The group accepted the debuff but fought me as a full unit.  
 
    The first time they did this one of them was slain as well as some of the makeweights they had brought along. However, by the second time they cropped up in my duel rotation they were now all sufficiently better armed and armoured, and they finished me before I could kill any of them. Today if they participated again, it would be their fifth run.  
 
    I was impressed by their ingenuity and had taken to observing them both in and out of the dungeon. They were an insular bunch, and only socialised for the time it took to rope in the few punters they needed each day. When a run was complete, they would hand over an item or two to these additions, whatever they had agreed upon and part ways.  
 
    They firmly rebuffed any attempt from the other ‘guildless’ to join their circle. I wasn’t sure what to think exactly, but my instincts told me something was off, so I’d keep an eye on them. 
 
    I had picked up the next evolution of the duelling streak achievement. 
 
    Duelling Streak 2 
 
    You have won 25 duels in a row. 
 
    When involved in a duel you may now pick the ground for the duel to take place. The place you choose must be within your current line of sight, and your opponent will be forced to join you. If duelling inside a dungeon this perk can be used to draw your opponent into a room separate from the rest of their party.  
 
    In these cases, you can choose to remove the motion freeze in the original room. Non-participants will be unable to enter the location of the duel until the duel concludes. Should you lose a duel, you do not lose this achievement or its effects. The count will start again if you wish to reach Duelling Streak 3.  
 
    No increase in the XP and coin I got for winning each, like last time but that was more useful to an adventurer than myself anyway. I did wonder briefly if it would be possible to duel other dungeons on rest days. I could then set the stakes, which could be significantly increased, something to ask Tenzing about tomorrow. 
 
    Potion sales had been substantial, I had already shifted over one thousand five hundred of my stock. That had earned me over seventy-five thousand in coins once my Financier bonus was added. I’d posted up a couple of hundred Lesser Mana potions as well and wasn’t too surprised those sales were sluggish. Very few low-level adventurers were making use of spells, about thirty had sold.  
 
    Now I had coin, I was able to spend it. Tenzing had earlier advised I was able to buy ‘forbidden’ articles from Earth if you purchased them in my inaccessible private rooms. Unlike rooms and such, these purchases could be made at any time and you would get it instantly, you didn’t have to wait for the end of the rest day, which was nice.  
 
    Of course, I had to experiment. I didn’t buy any guns, too expensive for an experiment, but I did acquire that nefarious tin opener, though. I tried taking it into my core room, but it just de-materialised as I passed through the threshold of the doorway. It wasn’t lost or destroyed; it was returned to my inventory. 
 
    I tried summoning it from my inventory while in the core room and that didn’t work either. I even tried re-designating my bedchamber to the dungeon with the tin opener in it, also a no go. It looked like they had locked down this function well. 
 
    I didn’t go on a spending spree, but I bought a few things, mostly books to assist me with designing gear. The list of content available to me was thorough but not limitless. If I knew something existed, I could buy it. I didn’t need to know the details of its contents, which was just as well. Most books were very reasonably priced, between ten and twenty coins each. 
 
    I had looked at buying some digital content as well and the price varied on what you were after. The best I could tell, it was based on a combination of volume and the file size of the content. Downloading Wikipedia to my DDD would have cost me a cool five hundred million in coins, YouTube four billion. I chose to pass on those for now. 
 
    The stuff I had bought was some books on medieval weapons and armour, which I thought would give me a solid foundation for design purposes. I’d also purchased art books, by people like Luis Royo, artists whose catalogues featured many scantily clad warrior women. I also invested in graphic novels with similar themes. Lady Death, Witchblade and Purgatori to name a few. 
 
    Not just to perv out, no need for that anymore. Except for shields, the beneficial effects of armour didn’t matter whether you were hit on the armour itself or bare skin. If that was the case, there were no reasons to not make the armour as skimpy as possible. Yes, it would be more aesthetically pleasing for me, but also possibly distracting for our opponents.  
 
    And it wasn’t just my innate horniness driving me. I had hoped that by making the armour smaller I might be able to add more of it. To that end, I had been spending a lot of time reading through the Accords. Grinding through that weighty tome was a slog, not what I would describe as easy reading. Unfortunately, it was necessary my early attempts had met with limited success.  
 
    I’d been able to make the leather armour significantly smaller and thereby, I had halved the materials required to make each piece. This was beneficial by itself, but thus far, they still all had to be classified as one of the existing armour types.  
 
    So, I’d hit the books to see what I could uncover. The conclusion from hours of painfully boring reading, was this was an area they had locked down relatively tightly. What could be clad in armour was carefully designated so there could only be nine areas covered. There were some exceptions in place, but this revolved around races that were not configured in the head, chest, two arms and two legs standard. 
 
    I did have a small breakthrough, while I perused some of the art books. Specifically, jewellery for more sensitive areas of the body.  
 
    I had gone back through the Accords, reviewing the parts relevant to the wearing of enchanted rings. They had been limited to two, as I’d already learnt. There was, however, a difference in the language used from the sections discussing armour.  
 
    Where the sections on armour had been specific on how and which body parts could have armour, for rings the Accords just said you could have two enchanted rings. No mention of where you could or even had, to wear them. Presumably, it had been worded that way because there were those without fingers, or if an adventurer had lost a hand or an arm prior to their death that brought them to the Proving Grounds.  
 
    A quick aside, that had been an interesting discovery. Wounds and lost body parts incurred as you died or shortly before would not be reflected in the body you had here. However, if you had lost a limb at some point earlier in your life, you wouldn’t have it here either. Something to do with the mental image of yourself. 
 
    Back on point, this meant I could make rings to attach to other body parts if I so wished. Still limited to only two, no advantage there yet, but there was more.  
 
    The Accords didn’t forbid other kinds of jewellery, it only provided a list of what couldn’t be enchanted. Necklaces, tiaras, bracelets, bangles, and any kind of facial adornment. This ruled out any items in ears, lips, and noses, as well as a few things I’d not heard of.  
 
    They obviously felt the list to be comprehensive, but I was already thinking of studs in nipples that had become popular in recent years back on Earth. I bought a few catalogues and was in the midst of designing some of these new custom bits of jewellery I intended to make. Then I experimented to see if I could enchant them when I had a stray thought. 
 
    I’d been considering the nipple studs I was designing and thought about how I should be able to enchant them individually and have two just like rings. When I glanced down to the floor and regarded my feet. 
 
    I was just looking at them, thinking about having two enchantments, one for each separate stud. Staring at my feet, my pair of feet, and was hit by the metaphorical bolt of lightning.  
 
    My eyes grew wide, how could I have missed this, how could anybody have missed this, maybe it wouldn’t be possible. 
 
    Blink. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Interlude 2.2 
 
      
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes in the library, sitting upon the now-familiar green leather couch. Alyssa, the bespectacled temptress sitting across from me behind her desk as usual.  
 
    Her chocolate brown hair, usually tied up in a bun, was now loose. Those tresses tumbled down both of her shoulders, accentuating the generous cleavage I was now getting an eyeful of.  
 
    True to her word the light grey business suit was gone. She was now clad only in her blouse, which tantalisingly had a few extra buttons left undone. She gave me her trademark ‘cat that got the canary’ grin and my trouser python responded in kind, as I’m sure she meant it too. 
 
    “Daxas, so eager to visit me, you’ve managed to break the system twice,” she opened with a throaty chuckle. 
 
    “What can I say, I like what I see and I’m willing to do what’s necessary to get it,” I flirted right back. 
 
    “Charmer,” she smiled back at me. “Flattery will get you everywhere, but not yet.”  
 
    I strained against the familiar restrictive sensations that affected me here. There was a little more give, and I visibly rocked back and forth in my seat as I tried to rise. If my progress continued like this it would be one maybe two more visits before I was moving freely again. 
 
    “To business,” she continued with a sigh. “Enchanted jewellery. Yes, you could get away with piercing all manner of body parts and inserting enchanted studs as it is not expressly forbidden. There will need to be some limitations, otherwise, it would be far too unbalancing.”  
 
    “The tongue, both nipples and the belly button I could allow, I think. That would give you four that you would otherwise not have. A significant advantage, especially with what we’ll talk about next.” 
 
    I grunted my assent in response, playing it coy, it was more than I had expected to get away with. I thought for sure I would have been limited to just a pair of studs, maybe flattery really does get you everywhere. 
 
    “Onto your more troublesome discovery,” she said.  
 
    Alyssa drew herself up in her chair and gave me a nice view of her ample chest orbs as they were pushed pleasingly forward and upward.  
 
    “Heh!” I laughingly barked out. “So, what I was thinking is true. There is nothing to stop you from wearing a left boot from one enchanted pair and the right boot from a different enchanted pair.”  
 
    Alyssa had dragged me in here before I had even had the opportunity to allow the revelation to fully unfold in my mind. It did so now, even as I revelled in my cleverness, my eyes opened even wider than they had initially. 
 
    “Does it double up the armour bonus too?” I laughed excitedly.  
 
    Her amused nod confirmed that.  
 
    “It wouldn’t just be boots either. Gloves, greaves, bracers, rerebraces, they all come in pairs,” I crowed with joy.  
 
    This was going to be fucking epic. 
 
    “Therein lies the rub, darling,” she purred. “The Lords went to a great deal of effort to limit armour to nine slots plus shield. Neither they nor up to this point anybody else, had thought about wearing one half of a pair. They are going to be very put out by this, apoplectic even,” she finished with another sweet giggle.  
 
    I don’t think I had ever met anyone else that was in such a permanently good mood. 
 
    “Wait, you’re not going to try and stop me from doing this?” I queried, a little shocked. 
 
    “No, darling, I’m not. Oh, there will have to be a few restrictions, of course, though they amount to little more than minor inconveniences, really,” she mused aloud. “The Lords had their chance, if they hadn’t spent so much time arguing over inconsequential details, they may have seen the glaring gap they were leaving. They can rage all they like.” 
 
    I slapped my knees with glee at this news. I wasn’t quite doubling my maximum magical accoutrements, but I was coming close. 
 
    “What are these minor inconveniences then?” I asked once I’d forced the smirk from my face.  
 
    “Nothing too restrictive, love,” she began.  
 
    “You can’t use both of a pair on different people. One person, two pairs. They also need to be the same kind, brown leather boots for example. The enchantments can differ, however, to the naked eye it can’t be obvious you are mixing and matching your accessories.”  
 
    “That in part covers the next restriction, you must keep this a secret. You can’t reveal it to other dungeons or adventurers, not even allies, no one else may know.” 
 
    “This last part is the most important, though. Only you and your disciples can take advantage of this. It really would be too grand a benefit if you started outfitting your dungeon creatures in the same manner.” 
 
    “You did say the Lords had their chance,” I cajoled. “Perhaps there is still some wiggle room, what about life seeded dungeon creatures?” 
 
    “Clever boy! Somebody has their thinking boots on,” she tapped her fingers on her red lips, pretending to think it over.  
 
    “I could allow that, but…” she started. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “This does bring up another little wrinkle that I was going to have to…consult with you over. If I allow life seeded dungeon creatures to benefit as you wish, then we will need to cover that now. It does mean you will lose out on a future visit…and all that entails,” she finished her offer, and rocked back and forth a little on her chair as she did so. 
 
    The visual message was clear, deal with this now and I get a further tactical advantage. If I forewent it, I would get another visit and be that much closer to getting Alyssa in my rampant clutches.  
 
    I sighed heavily, staying alive so that I could get my hands, my tongue, and my throbbing member all over and inside her had to take priority. The long game, I reminded myself for the umpteenth time. 
 
    “Let’s do this now, what about life seeds?” 
 
    “Very well, but I can’t deny I’m just a little bit disappointed you’re making me wait, honeybuns,” she teased. “Even if it is the sensible choice.”  
 
    “You have or will soon notice that the life seed clock continues to run even when time has frozen outside of your dungeon, after a challenge for example.”  
 
    I had noticed that, but until a few moments ago I hadn’t put a great deal of thought into it. Even with the stoppages, it was going to be a few months and several rank ups before I could utilise them. 
 
    “It is only inevitable it will occur to you that you could just wait out the clock after each challenge, getting your life seeds much quicker than you ought. That is too much, but I can allow you a bit of time after each challenge, the equivalent of forty-eight hours. You will still get them much earlier than was envisaged when the achievement was written, and I’ll be generous and whisper in your ear if you are in danger of taking too long.”   
 
    In all it was a fair compromise, I’d still be able to accelerate life seed production. You could also be sure that I would take as full advantage of the extra time for as many other things as I could. 
 
    “I think that concludes this session, and it has been a pleasure seeing you as always,” Alyssa said.  
 
    After finishing, she stood from behind her desk. 
 
    Her blouse fluttered above the creamy skin of her stomach as she rose. Cresting just past the rim of the desk were her enticing curvy hips and the upper part of her thighs, which flanked a tuft of curly chocolate brown hair, nestled above her moistening pink folds. 
 
    She wasn’t wearing any underwear. 
 
    She wasn’t wearing anything except that blouse. 
 
    Not yet. Not yet. Not yet. Please for the love of God, not fucking yet. 
 
    Blink. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 continued 
 
      
 
      
 
    And then I was back at the DDD, grinding my teeth in sexual frustration. 
 
    The cock teasing aside, it had been a very productive meeting. I’d found and confirmed I could take advantage of my biggest ‘game’ bug to date.  
 
    The exploit would significantly increase the lethality of both myself and Jessamyn. I had been confident before that my dungeon setup would prove too strong for any of the groups I had seen so far to overcome. Now, I felt like I was much closer to forcing challengers to play in ‘God’ mode. 
 
    
     I finalised my new designs for leather armour, as well as the copper studs for our sensitive areas. That done I headed after Jessamyn, to help with the grunt work. Well, there was going to be a fair bit of grunting, if not much actual work, from both of us following my exchange with Alyssa. 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    Several hours later we were spending our time watching the latest arrivals in my dungeon and I had Jessamyn modelling her new outfit for me.  
 
    She was now wearing knee-high black leather boots, with two-inch heels. Around the ankle of the boot was a strap that wrapped around the heel and under the arch of the foot. The strap was the actual piece of armour, and the boots were just for the aesthetic. Why? Because kinky black boots are fucking sexy, that’s why.  
 
    Beneath the boots, she also wore black silk stockings I had incorporated some leatherwork into to qualify as greaves. These were held in place by black garters across her thighs and the black leather suspender belt they were hooked on to subbed for the leggings and completed the armour for the lower half of her body. 
 
    Her breasts were enclosed in a small black bra, material so sparse that it barely covered the areola of her nipples. Black shoulder pads, with straps that ran under the armpits holding them in place, her upper arms had a simple studded black leather band, and her forearms had black leather bracers which were larger and covered from just past her wrists almost to her elbows. The gloves were fingerless and made mostly of black lace, with a bit of leather supporting the wrist to qualify it as armour. 
 
    I’d replaced the helm with a simple black leather band that ran through her auburn hair and encircled her forehead. To complete the effect, I had added a billowing black silk cloak that was attached to the shoulder pauldrons. 
 
    She was a vision of loveliness, to me at least. Although I had to admit she may have looked like she had just come from a casting call for an early 80’s exploitation film, something named like Valley of the Amazon Women. I liked it, though, and right now my opinion was the only one that mattered.  
 
    Well, Jessamyn’s opinion mattered too, of course. Though, as she just wanted to get me as hot under the collar as possible, what I felt on the matter pretty much trumped all. 
 
    I had overcome the conundrum of how to attach the new enchanted studs using the DDD when I recalled I was able to make cosmetic changes to my avatars as well as those in my care. It was easy to add the piercing holes to Jessamyn’s tongue, nipples, and bellybutton. Painless too, and it had only been a few XP for such minor amendments.  
 
    She was currently sticking her tongue out at me showing off the copper stud now running through its centre. The nipple studs were unfortunately secreted beneath the ‘bramour’ I had fashioned. I could clearly see her belly bar stud glinting in the odd light-without-a-source as she twirled around. 
 
    Jessamyn’s moist mound glinted similarly to the belly stud, but for a different reason. As the only practical purpose of panties here in the dungeon was to protect a lady’s modesty, I had elected to leave them out of her current attire. 
 
    “What do you think, Master?” she asked me, finishing her show.  
 
    “I think you look spectacular, literally dressed to kill,” I grinned back at her. 
 
    Our Hunting skill had passed six for both of us on the first day of this week. Much like with the other skills it meant a step up in the quality of the Lesser Leather we had been collecting.  
 
    Now there were more than thirty dungeon runs a day, and I’d cut the leather requirements for the armour in half by making them so much smaller, I’d been able to enhance enough lesser leather to superior quality to make all our armour.  
 
    This meant four enchantments on each piece. They had to be different enchantments, but each piece now had a plus one for Agility, Stamina, Mana and Spell Power and her two rings and the four studs were similarly enchanted.  
 
    With our armour allotment up from nine items to fourteen, and jewellery up from two to six, this boosted each of those stats by twenty, the equivalent of Jessamyn gaining an extra sixteen ranks. She was now rocking an impressive Piercing damage reduction of thirty-one and even fifteen for Impact damage. I would expect her to be able to hold her own against three, maybe even four challenging adventurers and emerge victorious.  
 
    I’d made a similar, more masculine set for myself, but I was not modelling it right now. To be honest it involved a lot of leather straps and if I wore it while in my humanoid form, I looked a bit like a gimp from some Femdom porn. When I went warwolf it all blended in with my shimmering midnight black fur. More badass than raw ass.  
 
    I would have to make a different set of armour for my humanoid avatar that was more aesthetically pleasing or at least conceal it under clothes. 
 
    This had led to another difficulty I had to overcome when outfitting my dungeon creatures for challenges. The leather armour they were getting was not quite as high a grade and only had three enchantments each and were getting Strength, Agility and Stamina bumps. Only eleven of each, due to my restrictions but still significant. 
 
    Now, I didn’t mind the goblins looking a bit silly, and they were supposed to catch dungeon raiders unawares. If they appeared half-naked and seemingly unarmoured, all the better to conceal their strength. My wood elves, on the other hand, should inspire trepidation, not hilarity.  
 
    I could have just clothed them; it would have been the simplest solution. I did think of that later, but at the time I’d been in the mindset of trying to be creative and I came up with something different, that I ended up enjoying so much more.  
 
    Having recently made the piercing adjustments to myself and Jessamyn, it occurred to me that perhaps I could make similar cosmetic adjustments for my dungeon creatures. It hadn’t been covered in the guidebooks or in any of what I had read in the Accords, but I’d not seen anything saying you couldn’t do it.  
 
    The answer it turned out, was a resounding yes. You could change the appearance and size of your creatures just as I could with mine and Jessamyn’s avatars. It cost XP, of course, everything did.  
 
    The wood elf dungeon creatures I had already bought were not identical. There were some minor variations between each of them so that you could tell them apart. However, what I wanted to do was going to be a bit more substantial than updating a few facial features. 
 
    Even though my mental interface with the DDD was much improved of late, it still took a few tries to get the DDD to understand what it was I wanted, but It wasn’t long before I had success. I had changed the sex of one of my wood elves to female.  
 
    I summoned her to the room to get a look at what she now looked like. She was a bit shorter than her male counterparts, a slim build, with tawny brown hair. Quite pretty, not as hot as Jessamyn, but if I’d still been here on my lonesome…well, I’ll leave that up to your imagination. 
 
    The price to make the change was very reasonable, only two hundred and fifty XP, I had expected it to be significantly higher. (I eventually found some logs regarding how this was calculated much later. I was getting some substantial cost reductions due to my Lust and Female Affinity specialities.) This allowed me to use the same armour designs I was using for Jessamyn but would dye their armour and cloaks a shade of forest green, rather than black.  
 
    Yes, I did make her boobs bigger, I couldn’t help myself.  
 
    It was all in the name of increasing their distraction capabilities, honestly, it was. Interestingly, when I played around with her cup size, reliving a Weird Science moment, I did get a warning on the DDD. I wasn’t being censored; this was a practical alert.  
 
    When I passed a C cup, the DDD informed me there would be a detrimental effect on her archery due to additional physical impediments. For the unimaginative, that meant her boobs would get in the way. The warning managed to reign in my childish glee, and I returned her breasts to a more sensible size for her figure, albeit a touch larger than before. 
 
    I dismissed the elf back to her position in the dungeon and copied the particulars to each of the other wood elves. But it wouldn’t come into effect on the active floors of the dungeon until the next rest day, which was tomorrow.  
 
    Jessamyn had been watching me intently as I had experimented and I could tell she had something on her mind, so I beckoned her over with a predatory grin on my face. 
 
    Reading the room well, Jessamyn sauntered over and then straddled my lap.  
 
    We engaged in a round of tongue wrestling as she ground her moist mound into my crotch. When she pulled back to catch her breath, she looked me shyly in the eyes.  
 
    “I wouldn’t object if you wanted to change them, Master,” she whispered self-consciously. Glancing down quickly at her breasts.  
 
    So, that was what had been bothering her, I probably should have foreseen this. 
 
    “If I had wanted to do that Jess, I would have already,” I told her.  
 
    “I am the master here after all.” I punctuated my statement with a sharp slap on her rump and flashed her a grin to reassure her I wasn’t being serious. “If I’d wanted a sex doll bimbo, it’d be one of them in my lap, not you.”  
 
    “Thank you, Master,” she responded, meeting my eyes, a shy smile crossing her lips. “It makes me happy that I please you.” 
 
    “Besides,” I stated in an off-handed tone. “It won’t be long before we get our hands on a dwarf woman. Have you seen their bosoms…generous is an understatement,” I joked. 
 
    “I’m sure we will, Master,” she giggled happily.  
 
    “I’ll make sure to keep her in line for you, ensure she is suitably pleasing and obedient,” she went on a bit more seriously. 
 
    “You will, will you?” I asked. “Don’t take this the wrong way Jess, but you don’t come across as the authoritative type.” 
 
    “I will, Master, I need to. I want to show I am worthy to be your alpha mate. You told me so yourself,” she reminded me. 
 
    “That I did,” I conceded, remembering the post-coital conversation in question.  
 
    Perhaps sensing I was still unconvinced, she pressed on. 
 
    “I think I will surprise you, Master. I may have led a sheltered life in one of the Silver Lady’s convents. However, if there was anything I learned from the cruelty of the nuns, it was discipline and obedience. How to demand it, instil it in others, and how to compel the recalcitrant and unwilling,” she finished with surprising fervour.  
 
    “Jess, this is a new side of you I’ve not seen before. So, tell me, your experiences at the convent, were you delivering the lessons or on the receiving end? Hmmm? Were you a naughty girl?” I asked huskily. 
 
    “Oh yes, Master,” she answered throatily, my hands now roamed freely across her gentle supple curves.  
 
    “I frequently angered them with my disobedience, and they punished me often, teaching me my place,” she moaned. 
 
    “Did they teach the naughty girl to behave?” I growled. “To do as she was told.” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” she responded, her breathing growing more rapid. 
 
    “Good, then I want you to free my cock from my trousers and show me what you can do with that freshly pierced tongue,” I ordered. 
 
    Jessamyn eagerly obeyed. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    We proceeded into the rest day at the end of the fifth week. As Tenzing made his arrival, I reviewed the updates on my DDD. The message informing me I had moved to the next rank was waiting for me. 
 
    Congratulations! You have Ranked up. 
 
    We are happy to inform you that based on your position on the rank 2 leader board you have advanced to rank 3. Well done on making it this far. As a rank 3 dungeon, you must increase the minimum size of your first floor from twenty-five to thirty rooms and you will be unable to make any changes to your dungeon layout until you meet this requirement. If your dungeon does not meet these requirements, we will apply a missed soul mark tithe penalty each week. 
 
    I was now officially rank three and unlike most of the previous rest days, I had already prepared most of what I wanted to get done before we transitioned. It was going to be a much more relaxing day. 
 
    With regards to my dungeon design, the extensive reading of the Accords I’d done, researching the various ‘cheats’ I was trying to implement, had revealed a few sneaky tips that I could use. It was possible to merge rooms, so they didn’t have a wall or other kind of barrier between them.  
 
    Tenzing had not been allowed to bring this up, and it was another of these bizarre quirks that you had to discover for yourself. It wasn’t even spelt out in the dungeon guides, and you had to either read the Accords as I had or stumble across it by experimenting with your design table. 
 
    There were restrictions, of course, there always were. The joins between rooms had to be four cubes thick, so I couldn’t just arrange the cubes in a straight line and tack on additional ‘corridor’ rooms to the end, making them longer. I would have to make the ‘Mud Bath’ and ‘Chimney’ wider or higher if I wanted to extend them using this method. 
 
    They also had to fit flush with one another, no overlapping cubes allowed, although there was a little wiggle room, you could use multiple rooms to force the fit.  
 
    Taking the ‘Mud Bath’ as an example, it was currently sixteen cubes long. I couldn’t add a single eight cube room along its length as the original room would extend for a further eight cubes. I could, however, add a second eight cube room to plug that gap, thereby making it legal.  
 
    This was a bit of a relief for me, I was beginning to get a bit of dungeon builder’s block. Trying to come up with fresh ideas in the short timescales was proving more difficult, and it also meant updating my dungeon was quicker.  
 
    The ‘golden path’ on the first floor still needed to have at least twenty separate areas for adventurers to crawl through, you couldn’t combine it all into a single vast cavern. It would be far too easy to swarm groups if they allowed that. 
 
    The rules would be a little different once I hit rank eleven and had to open floor two. If I kept the first-floor open, then I could combine the second-floor chambers into a single entity. If I closed the first floor, prohibiting any adventurers below rank eleven entering, then the twenty separate areas requirement would now be applied to the second floor. 
 
    I bought five new rooms and gave each a ninth cube and arranged them as three by three squares making them easier to work with. I paid for a ninth cube to be added to one of the vacant rooms currently on my core floor and fitted all six rooms into a single six by twelve rectangular block of cubes. 
 
    I then swapped this super chamber for the sixth room on the first floor, meeting the requirement for thirty rooms on the ‘golden path’ of my first floor. Room six didn’t have an official name, and I changed it to ‘Welcome to the Jungle’.  
 
    I replicated the motif from the original room it was replacing. A weaving series of six-foot walls, forcing adventurers to troop through every cube. Currently, it was still a granite slate grey room, but with time I would update the décor to better resemble a jungle environment.  
 
    The original room only had five wolves. It was a gentle introduction, the first floor finally showing its teeth after the unthreatening resource rooms. Each corridor having one or two wolves that lay in wait to ambush the unwary. 
 
    It was now substantially larger, and I had to flesh out the threat accordingly. I wanted to keep it the same, just harder. I increased the number of ambushing groups to five and upped the strength of these groups to five or six dungeon power. 
 
    Group one was the original five wolves. The second encounter was with a silverback gorilla. Group three was made up of five wild boars. The fourth encounter was three juvenile jaguars. The final threat was a juvenile tiger and at six dungeon power, it was technically the greatest individual threat on the first floor, excluding me, of course. I could have just made it all wolves, but I wanted to spice things up a little and force teams to shift their tactics and prepare for varied threats. 
 
    The total cost of what I had just purchased was 33,440 XP, and I earned 190,600 XP for the previous week. I was now exceedingly wealthy in experience terms. I’d decided I was going to try and get most of my designing and purchasing selected before each week’s end and spending only what was in my reserves which would then be replenished.  
 
    I would be breaching that by several thousand this week as my reserves from the previous week had been a little over twenty-five thousand. A paltry amount compared to what I was now raking in, having earned 190K I was going to have plenty for rank four upgrades.  
 
    The only other major XP expense was going to be bulking up my core room. I was buying ten goblins for that floor, another twenty thousand XP. I also picked up another ten sprites with the sleep dust attack, for ten thousand experience. They would be hidden in one of the chambers I added the previous week, where adventurers had several overhead rope-climbs to avoid falling into a pit below. That left me with 152,160 XP to spend next week.  
 
    I still had close to fifty dungeon power to spare and if I felt I needed to bulk up the difficulty. The twenty I was using to host the sprites were only used during challenges, and they remained hidden in hard-to-reach alcoves, out of sight during the regular runs. As I grew in ranks and had more XP to spend, I would probably be using this hideaway tactic more frequently. Continuing to conceal the danger my dungeon posed for challengers without deterring regular adventurer teams. 
 
     That wasn’t my only buying activity, and Lesser Health potion sales had surpassed two thousand by the end of the week. Even after what I spent for some of my experimenting I had over ninety-five thousand coins in my account to play with.  
 
    I had selected to build a new entrance and exit to the dungeon and placed them at the northern edge of the glade to my established ingress and egress locations. The encampment of adventurers was concentrated at the southern end of the glade, this entrance and exit were for use by the orken I had detected sneaking about. I linked them so if you went in the northern entrance, you came out of the northern exit.  
 
    Additionally, I was also able to use the significant stores of lumber I had been accumulating to build a twenty-foot palisade surrounding the area, with the only way in from the northern edge of the forest. 
 
    This way both groups had access and wouldn’t have to bother one another. I expected it would still go tits up somehow anyway, it usually did, people would be people, even if you were in a fantasy dimension. 
 
    I also built the concealed entrance, keyed to Jessamyn and me for the time being. These structures had cost two thousand coins each, six thousand for all three. Fortunately, exterior construction didn’t have the same end of rest day restrictions and were erected in place as soon as I confirmed them.  
 
    I bought three basic rooms and doubled their size for use as comfort and relaxation areas.  
 
    One I filled with bookshelves and some comfortable seating, thick carpets, and a homey roaring fireplace. I had purchased a small stock of fiction books as well, though most of the shelves were currently empty, we would pad out the library later. 
 
    The second I turned into a banquet chamber, with a suitably impressive fifty-foot dining table. I may have been getting ahead of myself, but I had plans, big plans, including a harem so large, many would deem it impractical. 
 
    Just as importantly I added a fully stocked bar for use by me and my fledgeling following. This was a bit of an extravagance but unlike most other dungeons I had access to the plethora of enjoyably intoxicating drinks from Earth. I was looking forward to a jolly old piss up, and it had been far too long. 
 
    Thirdly, using the store of marble, I had in my inventory and utilising some of the environmental effects available I built Roman style baths. I had placed a few wicker chairs and tables around the edges and bought some luxurious soft woollen dressing robes for drying off in. 
 
    The centrepiece was the bath itself, measuring thirty-foot by thirty-foot. Steps were leading down into the steaming hot water, and it descended to a depth of about four feet once you got to the end of the stairs. Around the edges, I had built some underwater plinths to sit upon and bought some modern waterproof padding to ensure maximum comfort as you relaxed. Behind the bath was a cascading waterfall, flowing over a marble slab in which I had drilled a series of small holes through to fashion a shower. The falling water was similarly heated to the perfect temperature.  
 
    I’d kept this room as a surprise for Jessamyn, and I was sure she would love it. It was just a shame we had to wait for days end for it to appear. I had planned to put together a kitchen area to complement the banquet hall, but there was an official kitchen room as part of the list of City structures. I elected to hold out for one more week to see if I could buy that rather than trying to throw a custom one together. It wasn’t available to me right now, but I was betting it would become available at the end of the day now that I had built some internal and external buildings. 
 
    All that cost me around twenty-five thousand coins, which still left me plenty. I hadn’t had to spend a single bit of XP for any of it and if the potions kept selling at the same rate, I wouldn’t be running short on spending money any time soon either.  
 
    The only thing holding me back was we were only collecting enough poppies for a thousand lesser health potions a week.  
 
    I had chosen to hold off on listing my leather armour for now. At least until I had advanced in rank enough that I was no longer offering it as a reward for dungeon completion.  
 
    When I hit rank six, I planned to replace it all with enchanted versions and then I would drop a load on the market. Snigger…load. Other dungeons might be unhappy with me, but then they wouldn’t know it was me or wouldn’t be able to do much about it, therefore, I didn’t care. 
 
    I chose to upgrade each of my totems to Tax 2 but didn’t pay the cost for upgrading them and accepted the increased discovery chance. I would now get 2% per totem, with an equivalent 2% chance of discovery. The Spy totem in Jen’Zadeer’s dungeon didn’t have an upgrade available at rank 3. 
 
    All that was left for me to do was select how I wanted to spend the five rank points that Jessamyn and I had earned for ranking up. 
 
    For me, I chose to put three points in my Agility bringing it up to twenty-five. My enchantments would be boosting all my other stats, so I wanted to keep pushing this up a bit. I also did have a small bit of OCD in that I found it irritating it was twenty-two when it could be the mathematically neater twenty-five. The final two points I spent on two spells.  
 
    I know I may have said in the past as a dungeon I could pick whatever spells I pleased and technically this is true. However, there were some undisclosed components about being a dungeon, which I unearthed in the Accords, which affected my choices. 
 
    Principally, though it isn’t mentioned on my character sheet, as a Life Dungeon, I get an affinity for Life Domain spells. It was the same as what Jessamyn had for Sanctified Domain spells, the costs were halved.  
 
    The reverse of this was I suffered penalties for some of the opposing Domains. Creation and Destruction spells both had spell costs doubled, and the Death Domain, my direct opposite had costs quadrupled. I could take spells from those Domains, but they would burn through my supply of Mana quickly.  
 
    The Elemental Domains worked a little differently. The first elemental Domain from which I picked a spell locked it as my primary element and all spells from that Domain would be cast at the regular cost. If I took a spell from another elemental Domain, then that would become my secondary element and all spells from that Domain would have their casting costs doubled. If I took a spell from a third elemental Domain, it would become my tertiary element and would treble costs. It would continue in the vein if I wanted to sample all six. 
 
    If I took any spells from the Sanctified or Infernal domains, they would be at the regular cost. However, if you took a spell from either it would forever bar you from taking any from its opposite and this was the same for disciples. Jessamyn, having taken Heal from the Sanctified Domain, could not take any Infernal spells at all.  
 
    I was glad I’d not taken Heal myself already, which I had been considering at rank two. There weren’t any Infernal spells that I considered ‘must haves’ currently available, but I would be interested in seeing what might be offered as we advanced. At least, I would now have the option to consider it later. 
 
    Back to the choice at hand, I selected to add two Life spells to my repertoire. 
 
    Summon Beasts 1 
 
    Cost: 10 Mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
 
    Description: You may summon power level one beasts to fight by your side. The number of beasts summoned equals (spell power/10 rounding down). The beasts will remain with you until slain or for ten minutes. 
 
    My affinity meant this would only cost five Mana to cast and with my enchantments boosting my spell power I would get three beasts for a fight. Best of all, I could cast this during a duel and the summoned beasts would be eligible to take part in the combat as they were a spell effect.  
 
    Venom 1 
 
    Cost: 10 Mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 2 minutes 
 
    Description: You imbue a weapon with a magical rank one venom. The next successful attack by that weapon will inflict a venom effect on the target. Rank one Venom: Causes 10 venom damage initially, and a further 5 venom damage every thirty seconds until purged. If purged, the target can’t be affected by a rank one venom for one hour. 
 
    Again, with the cost halved this was a viable spell for me. It may have been a one-shot, but it would be some instant extra damage. It was unlikely adventurers would live long enough for the damage over time to be a factor, but there was always the future Gauntlets to think of. 
 
    For Jessamyn, I upped her Mana to twenty, put three more in Spell Power taking her to fourteen and added the Bless spell to boost her or an ally’s damage output. 
 
    Bless 1 
 
    Cost: 10 Mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
 
    Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 2 sanctified damage each time they deal damage. The duration is (spell power/10 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of ten. 
 
    With these changes applied, I was finished nice and early, but we still had to clear the resource rooms, of course. We’d had so much practise by now that we were zipping through it in record time. Our increased skill levels were helping, making things fractionally faster than before. 
 
    So, it was at approximately eight in the morning, a couple of hours after dawn that I turned to Tenzing and Jessamyn. 
 
    “Fancy a stroll in the park?” I asked with an excited grin on my face.  
 
    It was time to make use of some of the features I had access to. I got a nod from Tenzing and some enthusiastic clapping from Jessamyn as she jumped up and down on the spot.  
 
    I wandered into my core room where the newly installed stairwell to the concealed entry into my dungeon was located. I gave the room a quick sweep with my eyes, the walls were beginning to get a bit porous with the increasing number of archways that led to other parts of my dungeon.  
 
    I must think about either making this room bigger or more likely buying and building a dedicated ‘portal’ room. Probably both, as my core room was my last line of defence. It was true I had no intention of letting any adventurers get this far if I could help it, but nevertheless, I ought to start building up some countermeasures for the ‘what if’ eventuality. 
 
    Leading my disciple and best buddy to the stairs, I gestured towards it grandiosely with a sweeping arm. 
 
    “After you,” I told them with a slight bow.  
 
    They both passed me and headed up the slate grey stone stairwell, and I followed close behind them. It was only a single flight of steps with a short landing at the top, enough room for ten people if you squeezed them in. There was a large double gated door that we pushed open with ease and swung outward. Which was just as well, there wasn’t much room on the landing if it had swung inwards, as most doors did back home in the UK, on Earth. 
 
    We stepped out into brilliant sunshine and a gentle breeze swishing the deep green leaves of the surrounding forest trees. The weather outside did change from time to time, but today was a particularly nice approximation of a summer’s day.  
 
    With that being said, I’d never observed it being particularly foul, a few rain showers being the extent of any disagreeable inclement meteorology.  
 
    “Tenzing, just out of interest does the weather ever turn nasty? Are there actual seasons?” I asked as I took in a deep breath, inhaling the earthy scents of the forest.  
 
    “Yes and no, Daxas,” he responded.  
 
    “Here in this forested area, it always emulates spring and summer, the seasons most agreeable for the Life domain. You may remember from the map you can view, the landscape can shift dramatically, unnaturally so, and the weather changes to match these new environs. Now you have the means to leave your dungeon you may, in time, be able to visit these other areas and experience other climate conditions if you so wish.” 
 
    “Not really, buddy, just thinking out loud. A temperate summer is good for me. How about you Jess?” I turned to ask my wood elf lover.  
 
    Only to see she was already halfway up an impressively aged oak at the edge of the glade, reminding me of a red squirrel bounding up the trunk. A red squirrel with a truly amazing petite ass that I was getting a very pleasant eyeful of. 
 
    I wolf-whistled to get her attention. “Jess, we’re going to take a gander at the camp, catch up when you’re finished communing with the forest,” I yelled out.  
 
    She waved back letting me know she had heard me, and I shook my head letting out a little chuckle. Then I clapped my hand on Tenzing’s shoulder and pointed in the direction of the adventurer’s encampment. 
 
    We wandered over, and it was an unusual experience. We weren’t trying to be stealthy, but our presence still went undetected. It wasn’t unexpected, the description of the ethereal roaming ability said as much. It was just odd, and if I was being entirely honest it brought up unpleasant and painful youthful memories of being overlooked and ignored by the ‘cool’ kids at school.  
 
    I laughed out loud at that, perhaps a bit more manically than I had intended if the askance look I got from Tenzing was anything to judge by. Well, those guys would be fucking choking on their envy if they could see me now. That gave me a warm tingly feeling. 
 
    Shaking off my reverie, I stalked through the camp. There wasn’t a lot to see as it was undermanned, not unusual for the rest day. Any adventurer who had ranked up during the week would need to return to the City to allocate the skill point that wasn’t automatically assigned. They would also need to return to stock up on potions, etc. This was a good day for them to do it as they were not allowed to run dungeons.  
 
    It was one of the things I was hoping to rectify once I got a look at what fresh options building the external structures would give me. If I could make it easier for them to stick around the entrance to my dungeon and not have to go back to the City, I would. It could only help me in the long run.  
 
    My etherealness was subjective, I was able to pass through any barriers, like the palisade that the Black Hills Brigade had erected to protect the centre of the camp they claimed. However, naturally occurring obstacles, like the thick tree line surrounding the glade, I couldn’t go through. I would have to walk around just like anybody else. 
 
    I used my ghosting ability to snoop about the guild’s tents and I found I could rifle through their belongings if nobody was in contact with them. Also, if I tried carrying anything away, it would disappear from my hands and reappear back where I took it from as soon as I got a few feet away. I hadn’t planned on nicking any of their things, I just wanted to test the limits of this new ability. 
 
    I did get my hands on one of the cloth bags they used for their lotteries to allocate the gear from dungeon runs. It was full of different coloured stones, and I examined them closely. It turns out that much like all my other senses, my sense of touch was now better than it had been previously. I was able to detect there was a subtle difference in the texture of two of the stones.  
 
    I searched about the camp until I found a second lottery bag and went through its contents and gave the same examination to the stones in the second bag. Sure enough, two of these also had a small, hard to detect, differentiation in texture.  
 
    When I compared the two sets, the colours of the differing stones did not match but had the same number of stones with a different texture. I kept searching and found two more bags, confirming both of these sets also had two differently textured stones. 
 
    I called over Tenzing asking him to note the colours of the different stones in each bag. I’d have to observe the next lottery carefully, but I’d bet the contents of my new bank account that this wasn’t a subtle accident.  
 
    Moreover, a species of renowned miners, like dwarves, would certainly be able to feel the texture variation in the stones. This had to be how they were fixing the lotteries, if this was true, and I thought it likely it was, well, I would have to take steps.  
 
    People say cheaters never prosper, which is a big steaming pile of bovine faeces. Cheating is a well-established and time-honoured method of getting ahead, and I shouldn’t really fault the dwarves for trying to eke out an advantage, but I was going to regardless. Cheating does carry risks, as they would discover. Cheaters who get caught cheating don’t get to prosper, they get bent over and metaphorically butt fucked.  
 
    I wasn’t sure yet what shape the invasive penetration of their most private areas was going to be. I only knew it would leave them bloody, weeping, and begging for the pain to stop and I doubt I’d oblige them on that front. I was going to ruin the Black Hills Brigade, and I just needed to make sure I had a ready replacement before I did so. 
 
    The seed of a plan began forming, and I would need to confirm some things with my companions, but the winds of change were in the air. 
 
    My snooping concluded, I left the camp and re-joined Jessamyn in the unoccupied part of the glade. We spent the remainder of the day, until the sun went down, walking through the forest as far as we were allowed.  
 
    I tested out my speed by racing around the glade in both my humanoid and warwolf forms, stretching my legs for the first time in months. Let’s be honest, I was stretching my legs for the first time in years, the expanding belly of my former Earthly body had begun some time before the pandemic’s lockdown. 
 
    Returning to the interior of the dungeon, we finished the day using the DDD to play a handful of films I had purchased. I tried keeping the bafflement of their introduction to Earth cinema to a minimum by picking a couple of Fantasy films, Willow and Krull.  
 
    This met with mixed success. Jessamyn couldn’t help but point out that magic didn’t work like that and struggled to understand they were fictional and not bizarre historical accounts. Just explaining they were visual stories didn’t help, how do you explain special effects? Wine helped, though. Wine helped a lot, and by the end of the second film, Jessamyn was pissed as a fart, which was entertaining all by itself.  
 
    The day came to an end and we said our goodbyes to Tenzing before retiring to bed ourselves. There are two hugely underrated bonuses of this ethereal realm, no brewers droop, and no hangovers.  
 
    In fact, you could purge the effects of alcohol simply by thinking about it, which was very Star Trek. 
 
    Fuck knows how I would even begin to explain that reference to Jessamyn. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    The days melded into one another seamlessly for my official sixth week. The time dilation was admittedly messing with my head a bit, and It had to be at least twice that in relative time I had spent in the dungeon. What with all the stoppages to accommodate concurrent dungeon runs and any extra time we took following a challenge. 
 
    I was happy to see my new entry for orcs, and goblins was working out nicely. I’d had a handful of challenges which had now pushed my fallen total to one hundred and eighty-seven. I’d watched enough American TV to know it was the law enforcement code for homicide which I thought to be darkly apt.  
 
    Some of the buggers even wised up that trying to take me out was invariably fatal and If you didn’t try to devour a piece of my soul, I could be quite accommodating. I was now getting two or three regular runs daily out of various small outcast groups camping out in the northern part of the forest. And I wasn’t going to moan about the regular XP contribution. 
 
    Everything was on course for a sixth consecutive week of increased XP returns. I still attracted lots of fresh delvers from the City and plenty of unranked newcomers, even some ladies. Unfortunately, well for me, not them, they tended to be part of large groups which did not risk the Arena. Opportunities for expanding my disciple pool had not been forthcoming as yet. 
 
    It was helpful for the Black Hills Brigade, of course. They were able to take their pick of the more capable new arrivals, while at the same time fleece the less fortunate of all the best gear my dungeon had to offer.  
 
    It wasn’t long before I started to see well-equipped guild groups in full sets of armour on daily runs and they would often take the Arena route. My general dislike of dwarves interfered with the plan to limit myself to duelling a third of the time and it was more like half. Soon they figured out I was able to declare duels more frequently than they could and adapted. They started rotating leadership to limit the soul mark losses for any individual. They hadn’t quite adopted the forfeit and fight tactics of that independent cadre I’d been keeping an eye on which I dubbed the Outsiders. 
 
    Speaking of the Outsiders, as much as I would have liked invading their privacy during my rest day walkabout, they were one of the groups who had gone to the City. They returned shortly before nightfall with a new addition to their party, one I recognised, it was the dwarf, Mannagar.  
 
    Mannagar had been part of the group that betrayed Jessamyn a few weeks ago. He’d not been an ironskin dwarf like the other conspirators and yet he’d eagerly joined their plot for a bigger share of the experience and loot.  
 
    Thanks to me, they’d got neither and since then he had been notably absent. The ironskins led by Drakken had hung about for a while. Only leaving a few days later, when it became clear they couldn’t drum up support for challenging me and I had not seen them either since.  
 
    He had made a couple of ranks since then, and he accompanied the Outsiders, plus a few others guildless, who were eager to be included in a run with them just as night fell.  
 
    They kept to the same tactic as before, and I was curious as to how Mannagar would react in the Arena. My answer was he stayed well back, and most definitely did not take the risk of being the designated leader.  
 
    With him remaining rigidly at the rear, I had few opportunities to punish him any further, but Jessamyn got much closer after the conclusion of the Arena during that first night. He was the second party member through into the Lair and had the shock of finding himself being targeted by all five wood elves. He had equipped a shield, so managed to survive the arrow onslaught by deflecting a couple, but it had been very close. 
 
    Mannagar was an unusual addition to this group as he only had three soul marks remaining and they all had a minimum of eight. He was adequately competent with his weaponry, but hardly skilled and he seemed for all the world to be exactly the kind of delver they would use for a single run and then summarily dismiss. Yet, they didn’t, they brought him on every visit that week.  
 
    On the penultimate day of the week, he made rank three and they all left for the City once more that night. They had all reached rank three already, and couldn’t have been far off four, leaving me wondering what they were up to.  
 
    I didn’t have to wait long as they returned the very next morning. Their team having expanded from seven to twelve and three of the new members were already known to me. It was Drakken and his two other ironskin cronies, but they weren’t the attention grabber, though. Not just my attention either, but seemingly everybody’s in the camp.  
 
    Striding alongside them was a huge monster, larger even than my warwolf avatar, it must have been nine and a half feet tall. It had beady red eyes sunk deep in a furrowed brow and a mouth full of sharp yellowed teeth with two six-inch tusks protruding from its lower jaw. A clump of greasy lank black hair was tied up in a top knot and head to toe the creature was covered in warty teal coloured skin.  
 
    It had long arms which almost extended to the ground, though that was partially because its posture was dreadfully hunched, which still provided it with a frighteningly impressive reach. It had a disgusting protruding belly and carried a large, spiked club even larger than my double-headed maul.  
 
    “Jess, what the fuck is that?” I asked.  
 
    It wasn’t necessary to point out what I referred to. 
 
    “Master, that is a deep cave troll,” she responded a little hesitantly. 
 
    “Ah, of course, how could I not have guessed,” I replied sarcastically. 
 
    It did indeed look exactly how I imagined a troll to look, but it was nice to have the confirmation, yet also disappointing as I’d hoped to be wrong. 
 
    “They are cousins to river trolls, but they live deep in the bowels of the earth. They are said to be even nastier and greedier than their surface-dwelling equivalents,” she continued. 
 
    “Lovely,” I replied sarcastically. “I can’t help but notice it seems to be quite chummy with our old friend Drakken.”  
 
    “Yes, it does, Master, which is no great surprise. If any race could be said to have a cordial relationship with the cave trolls, it is the ironskin dwarves. Even so, it is a surprise to see one here, or for Drakken being willing to risk entering a dungeon with one,” she commented, the last part thoughtfully. 
 
    “Really,” I said. “I would have thought adventurers would be queueing up to partner with something that big. It might be unpleasant to gaze upon, but survival is the name of the game.” 
 
    “Yes, but that is also the problem, they are notorious for selfishness and unreasonable outbursts of rage. Killing a member of your raid group comes with hefty penalties to discourage that kind of behaviour, not least of which is the forfeiture of any experience for that dungeon dive. Other penalties include being unable to turn down duels and being barred from entering a dungeon for four weeks and you will be permanently branded a friend killer.” 
 
    “That was why Drakken, and the others wanted to use the dungeon to kill me. The danger of running a dungeon with trolls is they either get too angry or just don’t care about the penalties. They aren’t afraid of duels and are naturally solitary creatures, unconcerned about being labelled friend killers. Drakken must have promised him a great deal to appease its greed,” she finished relaying the useful information. 
 
    “Well, it’s obvious what they are here for then,” I said. 
 
    “It is, Master?” she queried. 
 
    “Yes, they are challenging me. Drakken wouldn’t take those risks for just a regular run,” I stated. 
 
    “I fear you are right, Master,” Jess responded solemnly. 
 
    “Buck up, Jess, there is always a bright side,” I cheerfully nudged her. 
 
    “What could that be?” she asked. 
 
    “Tomorrow I’m going to be able to add trolls to the dungeon,” I answered her with an impudent wink. 
 
    It didn’t take long to get the answer to my question of what they were going to do, well, technically it did. We weren’t the only ones to assume this group’s intention was to challenge me. Their arrival resulted in a bit of a rush by the Black Hills Brigade and others to get their dungeons runs in ahead of them. I think they were all a bit nervous that I might only be a single successful challenge away from going down.  
 
    The Outsiders started to distribute gear from their packs to the ironskin dwarves and the troll. Soon they were all heavily geared, the troll being given a full set of copper armour and rings from the Arena. Part of the price for his participation if I had to guess.  
 
    There wasn’t quite enough of the copper armour to go around. The Outsider group had only completed the Arena ten times but then I had given away enough leather to plug any gaps not covered by copper armour pieces. Perhaps I’d been a bit too generous. 
 
    For them, at least, it wasn’t very long after they arrived in the glade, from my perspective the better part of a day later, they made their way in and did indeed choose to challenge my dungeon. 
 
    It was on, and I hadn’t been this excited about a run since the very first one.  
 
    As they were making their way through the resource rooms forming the first five chambers of my dungeon, I looked at their group listing. 
 
    Cedric, rank 3, male, (Urban) Human, 9 marks (1) 
 
    Frankel, rank 3, male, (Urban) Human, 10 marks (2) 
 
    Dannel, rank 3, male, (Urban) Human, 9 marks (3) 
 
    Domitan, rank 3, male, (Urban) Human, 10 marks (4) 
 
    Teek rank 3, male, (Urban) Ratkin, 8 marks (5) 
 
    Mackie rank 3, male, (Coldfoot) Halfling, 9 marks (6) 
 
    Mannagar rank 3, male, (Hill) Dwarf, 3 marks (7) 
 
    Drakken rank 3, male, (Ironskin) Dwarf, 6 marks (8) 
 
    Shellitz, rank 3, male, (Deep Cave) Troll, 10 marks (9) 
 
    Karragh, rank 3, female (Ironskin) Dwarf, 7 marks (10) 
 
    Gorbash, rank 3, male, (Ironskin) Dwarf, 4 marks (11) 
 
    Vankar, rank 3, male. (Ironskin) Dwarf, 4 marks (12) 
 
     I scanned the list from the comfort of my black leather couch in front of the DDD and sat up suddenly when my gaze passed over number ten on the list. Number ten was a female ironskin dwarf. With all the anticipation of the troll’s participation, I had somehow missed they had a woman amongst them, Karragh.  
 
    I shifted my view to the dungeon to get a look at her and once I zoomed in, I forgave the oversight on my part. Karragh was clad head to toe in armour and bulky clothing, not a glimmer of skin was showing, not even her face. She wore a decorative mask that concealed most of her features, and I could just make out her violet shaded eyes peering out from the depths of her headgear.  
 
    Now that I knew what to look for, I could see the tell-tale swell of her bust and an apparent curviness in the hip area giving away her sex. She walked purposefully, with a pair of hand axes attached to belt loops about her waist. She hadn’t spoken, not that I had seen or heard the entire time she had been in the glade, silent but deadly.  
 
    Hmmm, okay I wasn’t deliberately trying to make a fart joke there, but now I have, you’ll just have to endure, as it lingers in your mind.  
 
    As this was a challenge, she would be mine to claim when they failed, presuming they didn’t turn back like cowardly dogs. This would be the second time Drakken had brought me a potential disciple and I would have thanked him if he wasn’t such a despicable prick.  
 
    Now I was rank three, fleeing was a more viable option if groups ran into difficulty early on. This group was mixed enough to avoid the diversity time penalty and they would have four hours and forty-five minutes to get to my core floor. I had no intention of letting them get that far, but neither did I want to send them running early.  
 
    It wasn’t just me getting increasingly bloodthirsty, or that I didn’t like dwarves, or that Drakken and his cronies were on my shit list for what they did to Jessamyn. There was a practical concern too, I didn’t want survivors reporting back how the dungeons tactics shifted during a challenge. Information was power, and I wanted to hoard it for myself. 
 
    For that reason, I wouldn’t use the concealed passage to surprise this group with an early duel. I would let the dungeon wear them down as they made their way to me. This should preclude the possibility of an early retreat where I would be unable to prevent at least one or more escapees. If they made it past the ‘Playground’ I would be able to use that passage to get ahead and ambush them if they tried escaping me. 
 
    Jessamyn and I watched as they left the resource rooms and entered ‘Welcome to the Jungle’, and the first proper encounter.  
 
    The troll led the way, and the ironskin dwarves followed behind. When the wolves rushed the group Shellitz, the troll, simply laughed and started swinging his massive, spiked club. He swiped at them with his ungainly long reach and was devastatingly effective, his swings had such force that he battered two wolves with each blow.  
 
    Shellitz wasn’t killing them outright with a single hit, but I didn’t think he was far off it. Only two of the wolves made it inside his guard, which he was seemingly unconcerned by, as they snapped and bit at his legs and distended belly.  
 
    The ironskins stepped up and finished the wolves off before they could do much damage. Not that it bothered Shellitz in the slightest as he trudged down the aisle ready to turn the corner and face the next batch of animals.  
 
    “Jess,” I spoke up as they made their way through.  
 
    “The fairy tales of my world often claim trolls have enhanced healing capabilities like my Resilience. Is that true for these trolls do you know? Or is he just that arrogant and confident of his strength?” I asked her. 
 
    “I don’t know much of the trolls, Master, though most stories say they are fierce foes to face, the equal of many men or elves. I believe it is likely to be the case,” she told me gravely. 
 
    “No need to fear,” I assured her as I gave her a supportive squeeze.  
 
    “No way will this thing take orders from another, if it makes it as far as the Lair, I will duel it and kill it just like any other.”  
 
    My confidence was not misplaced, I’d been racking up the advantages to favour me for the last few weeks. A few weeks ago, when I was still a rank one dungeon, a troll like him may have troubled me. Not now, not in a one-on-one duel at least.  
 
    If I was wrong about the troll not taking the leadership position, or if I didn’t get to duel him then things might be a bit trickier. I remained confident I had enough tricks up my sleeve to ensure they wouldn’t make it to feast on my core. 
 
    There wasn’t much more to see for a while and the group dealt with the rest of the beasts in that chamber in much the same manner. Shellitz rumbling forward carelessly but battering his way through the animals he met. The gorilla and tiger were particularly ineffective as solitary creatures, and the trolls’ reach with his club kept them from getting close enough to harm him. 
 
    We had fifteen minutes to wait as they waded through the mud in the next room and after that, was a room I had made no changes to since I first opened. The bear hidden behind the corner may have given a party of the unranked pause, but not this lot.  
 
    They barely paused for breath as Shellitz engaged the bear first and the rest of their party surrounded the poor thing, swiftly hacking away with axes or the enchanted longswords I’d been giving away. Given that it was a solitary bear, a less dangerous foe than the juvenile tiger they had easily despatched in the room before, this section of the dungeon was pitifully unimpressive against them.  
 
    The ease and swiftness with which they progressed did not concern me, though. Thus far, what they faced was no different from a regular run, but that was about to change, as they entered the ‘Slick Bridge’. 
 
    Shellitz strode in as confident as ever, with the rest of the group fanning out behind him, he didn’t even stop to survey the scene. I expect he must have been briefed by the humans, halfling and ratkin before the group had come in. So, the shout from Frankel to wait, who must have spotted the sheen of the oil that now covered the bridge paths, came too late for the troll.  
 
    Shellitz stepped out onto the left-hand side path and promptly had his footing slip out from under him. He fell, his legs straddling the path and landed heavily on his groin. There was a high-pitched scream of pain or rage, it was difficult to tell which and then he toppled over into the spiked pit much to the amusement of Jessamyn and me. 
 
    I was inordinately happy the troll had been obliging enough to barrel forward unthinkingly into this trap. Not because it would kill him; he surely had the stamina to survive. No, because it was deliciously apt a troll was now lurking beneath the bridge, and it gave me a secret thrill of a job well done. 
 
    If only I’d put some goats bleating at him on the far side, but you can’t have it all.  
 
    The wood elves had not remained idle either, they launched their initial volley of arrows at the troll, who had just provided us with that joyously slapstick moment.  
 
    They now turned their aim to the rest of the group. The remaining eleven dungeoneers quickly formed up behind the half dozen of the group who carried shields. Those cowering behind then returned fire if they could. 
 
    I could see there was a quick bit of discussion going on between Frankel and Drakken. Their expectations would have been Shellitz crossing over the bridge virtually unmolested and occupying the elves and now they needed a new plan.  
 
    Had I been there in person, I would have ordered my elves to climb over the chevalier horse barriers they were taking cover behind and pepper the troll while he was still in the pit. I wasn’t so he would be spared, for now. 
 
    Before the human and ironskin dwarf could come up with a plan, Shellitz’s spiked club was thrown up from the pit and landed in front of the barriers. Followed shortly by his long limbs, clutching at the ledge, and the troll pulled himself up in short order.  
 
    My elves seeing the troll poke his head above the ledge switched targets again. If the chamber had been a bit bigger and they were farther back from the troll, they may have been able to kill him, due to them all being in enchanted gear. Unfortunately, he got in amongst them after only a single extra volley and once he began wailing on them with his spiked club they weren’t going to last long, even with enhanced stamina.  
 
    The rest of his party, enjoying a respite from the arrows, pulled some spare clothing from their packs. Using the clothing as impromptu washcloths, they wiped away the oil before crossing over and joining the fray. Karragh proved to be a capable warrior, and she was the first to vault over the barriers and join Shellitz in the fight. Hand axes lashed out and found their marks, slashing, and carving up my wood elf bowmen.  
 
    Once the wood elves were finished, I zoomed in. I wanted to see how this group would respond to the changeups I had thrown in their path. 
 
    Shellitz headed for the door without delay and Frankel yelled out to him in response.  
 
    “Shellitz, we need you to wait. The dungeon has changed, and we need to have a bit of patience, formulate some contingency plans for going forward,” the human advised. 
 
    “Shellitz does not take orders from you,” the troll rasped out.  
 
    “We move on, Shellitz is going to destroy this Wolf King, he is weak,” he said impatiently. 
 
    With that, he headed through the archway and into the corridor leading to the next chamber. 
 
    “Watch ye tongue,” Drakken snapped at Frankel. “We can’t afford to piss him off,” the ironskin continued in a more reasonable tone. “Trolls have been known to turn on their parties.” 
 
    “I know that Drakken, but we need to take the time to assess what is happening,” Frankel argued back. 
 
    “Talk while ye walk,” he told him with finality. “If the troll gets himself killed, ye’ll be the one to duel that wolf bastard.”  
 
    Drakken walked off after the troll, his two dirty bearded cronies followed closely in his wake. Karragh followed too, albeit reluctantly, giving a nod of encouragement to Frankel to follow. 
 
    Shaking his head Frankel motioned the rest of his group to keep moving, just before the corridor the brown-furred ratkin man, Teek, approached him. 
 
    “Hey boss, I thought you should know, those elves, they hit harder than they ought,” he told him.  
 
    His protruding nose moved up and down and wiggled his whiskers as he talked. 
 
    “How do you mean?” Frankel asked. 
 
    “I was hit by an arrow in the chest as we cleared the last of that oil, with all the armour I’m wearing it should have barely registered. Throughout the week it would be less than one percent, instead, I lost six,” he said, relaying his concerns.  
 
    “That troll can take a beating, but he isn’t invincible. If the elves are packing that much more of a punch, we’ve got to expect the Wolf King to do as well, don’t you think?” the ratkin finished. 
 
    “You’re not wrong Teek,” Frankel responded, his thoughts troubled. “You’re not wrong,” he repeated to himself. 
 
    A smile spread across my face, heartened by seeing trouble in the ranks of my opponents. Shellitz’s display of anger was also a confidence booster. If he pushed them to move faster, they wouldn’t have a chance to properly recover.  
 
    Onward they went, the troll having slaughtered the few gremlins in the next room before they even arrived. They caught up with Shellitz at the base of the ‘Chimney’.  
 
    “Up ye go, lads,” Drakken said, gesturing to the walls.  
 
    The rest of the Outsiders looked to their de facto leader Frankel.  
 
    “We stick to the plan,” he said after a moment’s pause.  
 
    The rest of his team within the team nodded their agreement, their true loyalties clear to all, apart from Shellitz. 
 
    “Move, quick,” roared the troll.  
 
    Gesticulating with his elongated arm to the group, getting a dirty glance from the humans, halfling and ratkin as they passed him. They started their ascent up the wall, and I was interested in how this would play out. I had made a couple of changes to the behaviour of the gremlins and ravens at the top. 
 
    A few minutes later, Dannel and Teek were just reaching the lip at the top of the climb and this triggered the activation of my minions.  
 
    First, my ravens flew forward, a single raven flying ahead of the flock, straight into the marble trigger stone on the wall opposite the end of the climb. The impact damage it suffered was enough to kill the raven and it dropped down the chute, but it had served its purpose, though. 
 
    This set off the dart trap. All the climbers who had made it up to thirty feet from the top were peppered with darts fired from the other side of the shaft. Each dart only inflicted ten piercing damage, but as it was from a single trigger source it was dealt with cumulatively. Most of the climbers were only struck by two, perhaps three, though.  
 
    Pain from injuries was lower than real life and on a sliding scale. The more damage inflicted, the more it hurt the recipient. Their armour would offset almost all the piercing damage and without the unexpected shock that pain brings, none of them fell. 
 
    I would have to rethink that trap for the future, it would work fine for less prepared or well-equipped groups. Yet, it would be likely future challenges would come from wilier groups like this and the trap had proved to be wholly ineffective against them.  
 
    The rest of the ravens, on the other hand, were considerably more successful. They flew directly down the chimney, ignored the climbers for the first thirty feet, so they could build up speed. They dive-bombed Shellitz and the ironskin dwarves who were climbing behind him. 
 
    The troll and most of the dwarves were unperturbed, but one of the ravens scored a direct hit to Vankar’s face and jabbed its beak just under his eye. With his armour, there would be no damage, but imagine trying to keep your grip when you have a medium-sized bird crashing into your face at speed. Difficult, yes? Well, it proved to be for Vankar. 
 
    Down he fell and onto the waiting spikes I had added to increase the harm fallers would take. Sadly, for me, he was one of the furthest down the ‘Chimney’, so the combined impact and spike damage didn’t kill him. He didn’t look well, but he would live to carry on. But he would be carrying a heavy mobility penalty that would last for at least the next thirty minutes. 
 
    What I wanted to see was coming up next, though. The gremlins remained back by the entrance as the human and ratkin both pulled themselves over the top. I’d already established earlier that dungeon creatures couldn’t attack adventurers during the transition point at the end of a climb if the climb was anything over thirty feet. The pair stood up, having seen the ravens sweep past them and quickly readied their weapons as they stepped forward, away from the edge. 
 
    Gremlins were utter rubbish, even with enchanted gear they were still outmatched so instead I’d equipped them for a different and more cunning purpose. Each gremlin now bore an oversized wooden shield, and I’d added strength enchantments to some of their gear which meant they could use the shields without penalty.  
 
    I had them charge as a combined shield wall towards the waiting adventurers. The gremlins crashed into the human and ratkin before they became aware of my small grey minions’ tactics. With no intent to slow down, the gremlins propped their shoulders up against the shields to support their charge forward and pushed the two Outsiders over the edge. 
 
    Alright, it wasn’t that cunning of a plan, but it caught Teek and Dannel enough by surprise that they didn’t adequately brace themselves for my lemming inspired gremlins. Even if it is a myth that lemmings commit mass suicide jumping off cliffs, the tactic was sound. 
 
    Teek got lucky, though I’m sure he didn’t feel like he had. Being a bit shorter than Dannel, he was hit in the face by a gremlin’s shield and stumbled backwards, losing his balance. He landed on his arse before the gremlin that struck him with its shield followed up and clattered into him again, rolling him over the edge.  
 
    Teek dropped his daggers and with his hands now free grabbed on to one of the handholds in the wall, preventing himself from falling. He had a wiry lightweight build which probably helped him keep his grip, despite the momentum of his fall. 
 
    No such luck for Dannel. Being taller, the gremlins’ shields struck him in the chest, and he briefly managed to keep his footing. Then he was driven over the edge by the combined secondary shove from my gremlins. He went clear over and had absolutely no chance to grasp hold of anything to save him and he fell all the way to the bottom. He plummeted to his demise and his plaintive wail echoed throughout the ‘Chimney’. Adding injury, to further injury, the gremlins which had pushed him over the edge followed him over, tumbling down to land on him at the bottom.  
 
    I shifted my viewing perspective to the base of the climb and observed his glassy-eyed stare. He was quite dead and would not be getting back up. 
 
    A success and one down. Taking out both raiders would have been preferable, but I could live with the current result.  
 
    After a few moments of shouting and yelling from various parts of the wall, the raiders became confident there were no more gremlins incoming and continued climbing to the top.  
 
    Vankar who was still at the bottom checked on Dannel confirming he was dead for the rest of the group and collecting Teek’s dropped daggers before restarting the climb himself. 
 
    It took ten minutes for all of them to make it to the top, as they were taking extra care. Not surprising considering the tricks I had pulled on them so far. Unbeknownst to them, their path was mostly clear for the next two rooms.  
 
    The gremlins and ravens were stationed in the adjacent chamber and had already been deployed. After that was the second L shaped room with another bear. The first lone bear hadn’t caused this team any trouble at all, it was inconceivable the second would either. 
 
    This got me thinking. Despite the added dangers I had worked into my dungeon there were still too many places for a challenge group to sit and rest. I would have to consider ways of shaking them up more, maybe more secret corridors with additional threats that would only spring forth during a challenge.  
 
    Yes, I liked that idea. It shouldn’t be all that difficult to set up either, adapting what I already had in place, which I’d already decided I wasn’t going to use in the same manner any longer. 
 
    I refocused my attention back to the matter at hand and as I predicted, they swept past the bear. Barely slowing down as the troll used its extended reach to batter the poor creature into bloody viscera using his spiked club. Next, they trooped into the ‘Zap Trap’ room and were forced to check their pace as they entered.  
 
    I had changed this room ever so slightly. I’d added shallow depressions throughout the room and some of these I filled with warm water, particularly around the areas I had set my clusters of zap traps. Then utilising the environmental features of dungeon rooms, I had paid to surround the water-filled depressions with dry ice. 
 
    This hadn’t elicited much commentary from the dungeon delvers during the earlier part of the week, and I made sure it looked as crystalline as I could make it. They assumed that because it was icy cold and delivered a bit of cold damage to any raider foolish enough to touch it that this was its only purpose. To trick the stupid, greedy, or unwary into harming themselves.  
 
    The real reason I had put it there was because I had instructed some of my minions to sweep through the room and push the dry ice into the water producing a low-lying clinging fog. This aided me by obscuring the location of the zap traps and now this room had become a test of memory.  
 
    If those that had been through before recalled where the traps were, they would be able to move through quite rapidly, provided they didn’t trip and fall in any of the depressions. However, as this was a significant change from a regular dungeon run, it could provoke a bit of trepidation from the more self-aware. I may have added some creepy orchestral mood music as well just to ramp up the caution factor.  
 
    None of which was necessary, Shellitz’s patience seemed to be just about exhausted. The troll pushed Teek and Domitan, another of the humans from the Outsiders, who had been leading the way with the ratkin man, when they halted upon entering the room first.  
 
    The pair stumbled forward, tripped and fell from the unexpected shove from behind, landing on top of the traps and setting several of them off. The traps were still only doing ten electrical damage each, so not fatal. Their armour, however, would offer no protection from this source of damage. The troll’s reckless aggression would no doubt put another chink in the already frayed cohesion of this group. 
 
    The two picked themselves up from the ground and glared at the unrepentant troll.  
 
    “Use your cloaks to waft this mist away and pick us out a path lad’s…before there are any more…accidents,” Frankel ordered the pair and motioned for his other compatriots to do the same. 
 
    “Yes,” Shellitz barked out. “Shellitz hungers for the Wolf King’s blood. No more delays. No room for cowards,” he finished off with a sneer at the still glowering duo.  
 
    As the rest of the Outsider’s crew moved to follow Frankel’s instructions, Frankel leaned in close to Drakken and whispered. 
 
    “This better work out as you promised, Drakken,” he muttered softly, suppressing his lips movements.  
 
    “Bringing the troll was your idea, you’d best step up and have a word, or me and the boys will straight up leave your sorry ass to fend for itself,” he finished.  
 
    He emphasised his threat with a solid two-finger jab to the small of Drakken’s back. 
 
    “Ye will, will ye laddie,” the steel-grey bearded dwarf smirked back.  
 
    “That’d mean leaving ye recently fallen friend to our tender mercy. Nah, I think ye in this till the end despite ye bluster. Best ye do as the troll says, they ain’t renowned for their patience,” he winked at Frankel. 
 
    Drakken moved into the room, following in the wake of the cantankerous troll, Shellitz was still remonstrating for the rest of the party to pick up the pace.  
 
    The rest of the ironskins dwarves jostled their way past the human, pointedly ignoring his baleful disgruntled scowl, Karragh being the only one to step around him. She gave him a quick look and a shrug of her shoulders before moving on without saying anything, as if to say, ‘What can you do’. 
 
    I watched with a dark mirthful delight to see the lack of harmony before me. I had a modicum of pity for Frankel and the Outsiders. They had been resourceful, forward-thinking and had impressed me with their strategy. However, then they hitched a ride on the Drakken express train straight onto my shit list. I couldn’t help that, and now I wouldn’t help them. 
 
    In fact, it was time to turn the screw. 
 
    I decided to use the perk I had gained from the Communicator 1 achievement and spoke quietly to Frankel, via the DDD. 
 
    “It’s not really going to plan, is it sunshine,” I said in a soft murmur. 
 
    “What the…” he mumbled.  
 
    His head whipped around looking for the source of my voice.  
 
     “It’s the Wolf King. No point trying to find me, I’m not in there with you, at least, not yet anyway,” I chucked at his confusion. 
 
    “How…I don’t understand,” he asked, keeping his voice low just as I had. 
 
    “Magic dummy. How does anything happen here in the Proving Grounds? It just does,” I replied, unloading a little pocket of purgatory philosophy on him.  
 
    “Fine, what do you want? If it’s to beg or try to frighten us into retreating, you’ll be wasting your breath,” he snapped, while he moved slowly, making his way across the room, deftly avoiding the depressions.  
 
    I only had a few more moments before he would catch up with the trailing dwarves and they would be able to hear our conversation as well. 
 
    “Not much really,” I replied. “I just wanted to thank you for making it possible for Drakken to come back into the dungeon. This way I get another crack at him and I didn’t think it would happen you see. I feared no one would trust him enough, you know, considering what happened last time.”  
 
    Frankel stutter stepped as I finished, and I could see the wheels turn in his head before he responded. 
 
    “All that happened last time was they underestimated you,” he whispered, with feigned confidence. 
 
    “Is that so?” I replied ponderingly.  
 
    “A bit of a surprise Mannagar hasn’t filled you in, after you took him under your wing, got him levelled up and equipped. I suppose we know where his loyalties lie now,” I finished just as he caught up with the rest of the group.  
 
    The glare Frankel now directed at the dwarf, Mannagar, was enough to confirm I had successfully planted a few seeds of doubt. 
 
    As they headed into the ‘Playground’ and started to climb the cargo nets strung across the room, I went back through my logs of previous dungeon runs. It didn’t take me long to find the recording of Drakken’s first run from a few weeks ago, where they had plotted Jessamyn’s demise. 
 
    “Master, what do you have planned?” Jessamyn, who had been patiently sitting beside me as we watched, asked curiously.  
 
    “I’m just digging out the recording of your last run, Jess,” I told her a bit distractedly. 
 
     “I want to see if I can use the audio of Drakken’s treachery. Maybe play it for the unaware members of the group at an opportune moment,” I said, grinning at her. 
 
    “That is devious, Master,” she said, smiling back. “It would only be fitting if his fall was at the hands of his allies,” she finished. 
 
    Her smile took on an altogether darker, more menacing hue. 
 
    “That it would,” I smirked back giving her a quick kiss on the crown of her auburn hair.  
 
    After a few minutes, I was able to make a separate recording of the conversation between Drakken and Mannagar. I decided I would wait until just before the goblins in the ‘Stairway to Hell’ to reveal it.  
 
    That would be the most difficult encounter, besides me, the team would face. If I could fracture the group before they entered it would greatly increase the difficulty, and therefore the lethality. 
 
    I turned back to the monitor; smug satisfaction tugged my lips upwards. 
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    I watched as they clambered up and over the cargo net obstacles. The first wave of sprites flew from their hiding spots just as the leading pair of the party pulled themselves over the beam of the second blockade. The sprites released their payloads of sleep dust in the faces of those currently sat atop the beams.  
 
    Two of the human Outsiders, Cedric and Domitan, who had led the way, were wary enough, that the attack on them was ultimately unsuccessful. Although Cedric was hit with a hefty dose, he was steadied on the beam by his companion, and this prevented him from falling to the ground.  
 
    Those following were still scrambling over the first obstacle, including Shellitz and one of the ironskin dwarves. They were not working in the same collaborative manner. Shellitz easily shook off the effect of the dust he was hit with, but Gorbash, the other half of Drakken’s duo of henchmen did not have the same resilience. The dwarf toppled backwards falling almost fifty feet to land on his back with a crunching thud. I, of course, installed some spikes in this room too, increasing the damage for those who tumbled from their lofty perch.  
 
    Gorbash was similarly equipped to Vankar, and he had fallen farther and survived. Had he landed headfirst; it could have been a different story. Instead, he groggily got back to his feet and a few minutes later he slowly resumed his climb up and over the net blocking his way. 
 
    Now they were on high alert, the second wave of sprites was expected, surprised no one and were easily swept away. 
 
    I would need to update the instructions for them, splitting into two waves was proving to be ineffective against smarter groups. It would be better to wait and have the entire flock swoop down together. They could do it when the adventurers reached the top of the fourth beam, instead of the second, and hit them all at once. 
 
    Shellitz remained in a cantankerous and impatient mood and didn’t wait for the trailing members of the party to make it to the exit. As soon as he dropped down from the final net, he barked orders at Cedric and Domitan, who had got there ahead of him, to follow as he strode off into the next chamber without waiting for those following him.  
 
    They were jumped as they entered the next room, by the ten wolves stationed in there. Shellitz was able to handle most of the wolves, but a few of them managed to get past even his lengthy reach. The wolves engaged the two humans that had dutifully, if begrudgingly, followed behind the troll. The three wolves didn’t pose enough of a threat to kill or harm either of them significantly. However, the looks being exchanged spoke volumes about their discontent with the troll’s leadership style, or lack thereof. 
 
    I watched as the troll pressed on, oblivious or uncaring, of the glowers and scowls he was getting from the Outsiders.  
 
    “Enough dawdling,” he bellowed, back down the corridor to the ‘Playground’. “Keep up, or Shellitz leave you behind.” 
 
    The Outsiders looking to Frankel, who resignedly nodded, and they picked up their pace. Drakken’s two goons were still suffering the movement debuff for the falling damage they incurred and could not keep up. They were still struggling to get over the third net barrier when the Outsiders and the stoically silent Karragh had already left the room, following in the wake of the impatient troll. 
 
    “Follow on behind lads,” Drakken called to his lackeys.  
 
    “We’ll let the troll clear the way, ye should catch us up by the rolling logs if not before,” with his pep talk done, he left them and ran after the larger group.  
 
    His lack of loyalty to his ‘friends’ came as no surprise to me.  
 
    The vanguard entered one of my newer chambers, and it was set up with another agility-based obstacle. It was a large room, and most of the floor was a hollowed-out pit, with spikes, I couldn’t forget to add the spikes. Pedestal platforms alternated on either side of the room the adventurers would need to find their way on to them. There were ropes affixed overhead, leading from each platform onto the next, which the adventurers could use to climb across. At least, that was the idea.  
 
    Most of the regular delvers had done exactly that, used the overhead ropes to monkey climb over to the other side. Shellitz took one look, made a noise of disgust and promptly climbed down the fifteen-foot pedestal into the pit and then walked along the bottom to the end.  
 
    I had not been expecting that, and from the bemused looks on the faces of his companions, they hadn’t either. It was an eminently practical solution to the problem the room currently posed. A few of the Outsiders, who had been through here before had always used the ropes to climb across, now grinned at each other a bit sheepishly. They were quick to emulate the troll’s action, though. 
 
    This was doubly frustrating for me as the dungeon master. Not only were they going to clear this room quickly, but by not using the ropes they wouldn’t trigger the release of another cadre of sprites, armed with more sleep dust. Not that it truly mattered, as they weren’t using the ropes, even if the sprites were successful with their narcoleptic attack, it wouldn’t be harmful.  
 
    Just as Shellitz levered himself up onto the exit pedestal, Frankel called out to him.  
 
    “Shellitz, you need to wait a moment. The next room requires precision timing for the group to safely pass through,” he pleaded with the troll. 
 
    “You do not tell Shellitz what to do, human, Shellitz tells you what to do. Hurry, or be left behind,” the intolerant troll barked back. 
 
    “Bloody trolls,” Frankel whispered under his breath.  
 
    The rest of the party reached the base of the pedestal, Shellitz with his height and extended arm length had been able to reach the full fifteen feet to haul himself up. The Outsiders and the two remaining ironskin dwarves had to first provide a boost to the taller members of the party. Once they had pulled themselves up over the edge, they were able to take out some rope from their backpacks, which were linked to their inventories and assist the rest of the team to the top.  
 
    The entire operation would probably have only taken two minutes for the practised delvers, but the troll, as he had before, refused to wait and had already marched down the linking corridor into the next chamber.  
 
    While I watched the happenings from the comfort of my couch on the DDD, I needed to do something now the party was splitting up. I wanted to keep an eye on all of them after all. As soon as the troll left the rest behind, I mentally played around with the settings and was able to create three separate displays. The first followed Shellitz into the ‘Bull Run’, the second focused on the Outsiders as they were still climbing up the pedestal to the exit of ‘Jungle Rope’ and lastly, a third display to keep tabs on Gorbash and Vankar.  
 
    The pair of ironskin dwarves were only just starting to shimmy down the last cargo net in the ‘Playground’. Both of the ironskin dwarves were going carefully, mindful of the agility debuffs they were inflicted with. It didn’t look like they would catch up with the main party anytime soon, unless the Outsiders chose to wait for them, rather than following Shellitz. 
 
    Shellitz had wasted no time and entered the ‘Bull Run’ in a manner reminiscent of its titular name. 
 
    This chamber was another of my newer additions. The room was designed with a circular pit in the centre and a fifteen-foot-wide path that stretched around on either side. The floor had been covered in dirt and sawdust, which I had been accumulating from my resource and workrooms. The exit to this room was at the far end and in front of the archway that led out were the six bulls I had posted in here. 
 
    During a regular run, the bulls would wait until at least one member of the party had advanced far enough, either to the left or the right, around the pit. Then, the bulls as a single unit would start running around that side of the circular path, chase down, and try to charge the nearest enemy target.  
 
    The standard tactic adopted by groups was to have your fastest team member go left just far enough to trigger the bulls to run towards them. Then the rest of the team would scoot in the opposite direction and the triggerman doubled back, hoping to outrun the charging bulls. It was a tactic that usually worked unless the triggerman was too slow or tripped and fell as he ran, following the rest of the party. 
 
    The troll showed that despite his impatience and general disdain for his comrades, he was not stupid. He had obviously paid attention to the Outsider’s rundown on how best to clear the dungeon, the high notes at least. 
 
    He first went left just far enough, triggered the bulls run and turned around and started an almost comical loping jog in the other direction. He couldn’t sprint, but his longer than average legs allowed him to cover a lot more ground per stride. Had I left this room unchanged, I’ve no doubt he would have been successful in making it to the exit before the bulls reached him. 
 
    Fortunately for me, I had updated their orders to foil this standard clearance tactic. All six bulls initially started running to their right, just far enough to encourage groups into committing to running in the opposite direction. Then the back three bulls’ orders were to stop, turn around, and head the other way. Meanwhile, the front three continued unabated, so they could hit the, hopefully, surprised team from both sides.  
 
    Shellitz may not have been stupid, but he had arrogance in spades and by the time he looked up from his loping jog it was too late for him to brace or try any kind of evasive action. Trying to minimise the distance he needed to cover he had been jogging close to the edge, which exacerbated the potential carnage when the three bulls, the three who had turned around, ploughed into him.  
 
    The bull’s orders were to try and drive raiders into the pit. When they collided with him, they did so at an angle, driving him back and over onto the waiting spikes below. The momentum of the three bulls’ meant they followed him over, crash-landing on top of his already speared form. The wailing of his pain and anger was like music to my ears.  
 
    The armour he was attired in offset a big chunk of the potential damage, then add in his prodigious stamina and the resulting health pool that afforded him, and he wasn’t dead. I made another note to update the dungeon on the next rest day to secrete a fighter down there somewhere that could emerge to finish off those that survived the fall.  
 
    The bull that landed directly on Shellitz was still alive and tried to trample him with its hooves. However, it struggled to stand to make that easier and proved ineffective in both regards. The troll, who had dropped his enormous, spiked club during the fall, used its claws and teeth to finish the bull off before throwing it to the side. Free from other distractions he began pulling himself off the copper spikes he was still impaled on. 
 
    While that happened in the pit, the three bulls that had been coming from the other direction continued their run. They made their way around, circling the pit in the centre and what happened next was pure luck, not being intended on my part at all. 
 
    The bull’s instructions during a challenge were to circle the central pit until they saw a raider to chase down. I had specifically instructed them not to target anyone already in the pit, thus they ignored Shellitz, for now.  
 
    Like most herbivores, the eyes of a bull are just to the side of their head giving them enhanced peripheral vision. As they passed the exit, where they started their run earlier, it gave them a good view of the entrance on the other side. Not just the entrance, but beyond the archway, and down the corridor to the connecting chamber. Right where the Outsiders, Drakken and Karragh were beginning to congregate. The last few of them were now climbing up the ropes being held by their teammates who had already finished getting up onto the pedestal. 
 
    Having spotted these fresh targets, the bull’s continued running around the pit. When they approached the entrance, they slowed their gait enough to pass through the rectangular door shaped whole. The doorway needed to be large enough for a creature the size of a troll to pass through, and the bulls were able to get through as well, albeit one at a time. They lost much of their momentum skidding through that gap, but once through the thirty-foot length of the corridor was more than enough to allow them to regain most of their speed before they reached the other end. 
 
    The first bull came bursting out of the archway into the pedestal area. The platform, which was roughly fifteen square feet, gave Frankel, Drakken, Karragh and Teek enough space to jump to either side as the bull ran headlong through the middle of this landing area. Domitan who had been bracing at the edge, holding a rope for Mackie the halfling to get to the top was hit completely unawares with the full force of a bull’s charging headbutt.  
 
    He was hit in the lower back and his body bent backwards with the force of the impact. Both victim and bovine assailant sailed over the edge, down onto the copper spikes below. Domitan, like Shellitz a minute before, had the same misfortune of a five-hundred-pound bull land on top of him. With lower stamina and therefore lacking access to a similar-sized health pool his spiked landing and subsequent crushing was quite fatal. 
 
    Having seen what had just happened to Domitan out of the corner of his eye, Cedric, who had been holding the rope for Mannagar, released his grip. The dwarf fell back down a few feet, not that he would be hurt falling such a short distance. Cedric dove back towards the safety of the wall by the exit and the second bull was unable to slow down as it emerged and ran past him.  
 
    The only person the second bull could now clearly see was Mackie the halfling. He had almost reached the top just as Domitan had been knocked over and now hung on to the edge of the pedestal. He was amid crawling up and onto the pedestal, which was not a particularly wise move on his part, given the circumstances. 
 
    The only thing sparing him a certain death was he still lay on the floor. The bull was unable to lower its head sufficiently, while charging toward him, to gore the halfling with its horns. That didn’t prevent Mackie from being trampled badly as the bull ran over him on its unimpeded trip over the edge. This bull landing headfirst as it hit the ground and was killed outright. 
 
    The third bull would have followed its herd mate in crushing the halfling if Frankel hadn’t acted quickly. He switched his weapon to a spear, thrust it out as the bull ran by and tripped the beast as it cleared the doorway. 
 
    The bull fell to the ground, its velocity driving it forward to follow its fellows over the edge. As it slid past Mackie, the bull tried to hook him with its hooves, missing by the smallest of margins.  
 
    I watched as the raiders stood or sat in stunned silence for a moment. I tried to high five with Jess, but she didn’t quite understand the gesture, and I would have to explain it later. The quiet was broken soon after by a squealing Mannagar at the base of the plinth.  
 
    “Two of them are still alive, please, somebody, throw me the rope,” he yelped shrilly.  
 
    His fear and begging accounted for the higher pitch in his voice.  
 
    Teek, the ratkin man, was the first after Frankel to regain his composure. He retrieved some fresh rope from his pack and dangled it over the edge for the dwarf to snatch a hold of.  
 
    Frankel moved to block the corridor entrance and looked for any more dangers, though there were none to come. 
 
    Mannagar was fortunate, both surviving bulls were momentarily stunned following their respective falls. By the time they had recovered, he had reached the top of the outcropping in front of the exit, enjoying the relative safety it provided. 
 
    “No fucking more,” Frankel said with barely restrained anger in his voice. 
 
    “Watch ye tone, lad. Ye don’t want to do anythin’ foolish,” Drakken spoke up, in a gruff warning tone.  
 
    “Foolish, I’ve lost two of my people because that fucking troll can’t see sense,” he raged back.  
 
    “Ye’ll get ‘em back when we clear and all the rewards that come with doing that to boot. Now best we catch up with him before he sets anything else off,” Drakken snapped impatiently.  
 
    With that Drakken pushed past Frankel and trooped down the corridor. He was closely followed by Karragh, though she stopped by Frankel’s side as she was passing. 
 
    “Sorry about your friend, but it’s too late to turn back, and we need to make the best of it,” she consoled him.  
 
    It had been the first time I had heard her speak. Her voice was deeper than I expected but still had an alluring femininity to it.  
 
    Hearing her sparked a jolt of lust and my cock twitched and started hardening. Even with Jessamyn at my beck and call, my libido seemed to have no end and I was already relishing the anticipation of adding another willing woman to my bed. 
 
    My newfound confidence occasionally took me by surprise, but I’d reached the point I was just going to roll with it, worries and self-doubt were for my former life.  
 
    Having said her piece Karragh walked away and followed Drakken into the ‘Bull Run’. Mannagar was not far behind her, seemingly unwilling to wait about any longer and the remaining Outsiders, Teek, Mackie and Cedric, formed up by their leader. 
 
    “Something’s got to change,” he said firmly.  
 
    “Follow my lead boys, we need to take control of this. The troll needs to be reined in, for his own good, as well as for Dannel and Domitan.” 
 
    The trio nodded in unison.  
 
    With that, the group headed through the doorway and shortly came out at the other end. 
 
    As they walked in, Shellitz had just finished hauling himself out of the pit. He appeared a bit banged up, but I could already see he was looking better than he had a few minutes ago. My suspicions that the troll had some natural Resilience, which would allow him to regenerate health each minute, like myself, was essentially confirmed.  
 
    The Outsiders marched around the edge of the pit in close formation, looking down they could see the remains of the three other bulls that had attacked Shellitz. 
 
    “Good, all here. No more dawdling, not long to the end now,” the troll ordered impatiently. 
 
    “No. You are listening to me now, Shellitz. It may have escaped your notice, but we aren’t all here. We’re down another team member, another one of my people and it’s all because you can’t restrain yourself,” Frankel spoke up and pointed his finger emphatically at the troll. 
 
    “Pah! Shellitz doesn’t need to listen to you, foolish human. Shellitz followed your pathetic advice for bull room, and it be wrong. Shellitz be hurt because of your incompetence. No wonder Frankel’s people are dying. Frankel be bad leader,” the troll snapped back with disdain.  
 
    “Listen here…” Frankel started to shout back.  
 
    Drakken stepped in between them holding up placating hands to each of them. 
 
    “Now lads, there don’t be nay need for any infightin’. Ye both got impressive leadership qualities. We only need to keep it together for a few more rooms and then the rewards be ours,” the ironskin dwarf reasoned. 
 
    Desperately appealing for both sides to calm down.  
 
    I’d been watching intently and felt it was now time to intervene again. Frankel’s blood was still up, and I didn’t want to risk cooler heads prevailing. Also, I thought it was going to be kind of fun.  
 
    “I’m not sure I would listen to him if I were you,” I suggested loudly, using the DDD to project my voice into the room with them so that they could all hear.  
 
    This caused a bit of consternation as you would expect, only Frankel had known I could talk to adventurers directly. 
 
    “Don’t worry it’s just your friendly neighbourhood wolfman. Here to give you a bit of helpful advice,” I assured them. They wouldn’t get the Spiderman reference, but I did it for me, not them.  
 
    My attempt at reassurance helped calm the alarm, speaking to them directly had caused, and they settled down a little.  
 
    “What do you mean?” said Frankel.  
 
    “Don’t listen to him, he is trying to distract us. Must mean we got him scared lads.” Drakken said encouragingly before I could respond.  
 
    Trying to twist events to his advantage. 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t say that. After all, you are already down by two, and the real threats are yet to come. I couldn’t help but notice it wasn’t any of Drakken’s ironskin dwarf allies who’ve had the misfortune of perishing. I did already warn you he had a reputation, Frankel, and I would have thought you might be a teeny bit concerned,” I said, baiting the hook.  
 
    “You mentioned this before, what reputation?” Frankel said. 
 
    “Nay listen to him…” Drakken started, an edge of concern creeping into his voice. 
 
    “Not had a chance to coerce Mannagar into filling you in?” I commented, cutting Drakken off.  
 
    “I suppose I’ll have to be the bad guy, just don’t shoot the messenger,” I chuckled.  
 
    Another reference that probably went right over their heads. The old me would probably be getting a little self-conscious with the repeated joke fails. 
 
    “Well, Drakken and Mannagar here, entered into a little plot to do away with several members of the group they first came in here with. It was quite callous of them, and they even colluded to betray a trusting young elf girl who was down to her last soul mark. She would have been damned had it not been for a dashing, devilishly handsome, monster coming to her rescue. That would be me by the way.”  
 
    I paused to let that sink in, Frankel’s gaze shifted from Drakken who seemed briefly dumbstruck, then on to Mannagar. He cringed away, making himself as small as possible, he may as well have been yelling his guilty confessions. 
 
    “It nay be true, Frankel,” Drakken wheedled. “The Wolf King be filling ye head with lies, we’d nay betray ye nor any other.”  
 
    Bingo! Now I had the fucker by the proverbial balls. This was the moment to play the audio I had put together a little while earlier. 
 
     “Point is we have a plan to get more gear and more experience, do ye want in or don’t ye?” The recording of Drakken spoke, audible to all. 
 
     “I wouldn’t say no to either of those, so I’m in I reckon. How are we getting it?” Mannagar’s response was loud and clear to the room. 
 
    “Simple laddie, four is a more even split than six,” 
 
    “How do you mean? ya can’t harm other folk in yar party?” 
 
    “There are ways if ye crafty. Jevas will be easy, Vankar was on a run with him before, and he is a bit too eager to enter the fray. We just need to hang back a little at each encounter, let the dungeon wear him down. After we pass the climb, I’ll announce it’s too late to go back and we must go faster. I think we can rely on him panicking a little and rushing ahead right into the bear just after the climb. That ought to do him in.” 
 
    “What about the woody bitch, though? The whole camp knows she can’t fight for shit, she ain’t gonna rush forward.” 
 
    “No, if she doesn’t manage to get herself killed before we get to the end, Gorbash and Vankar here, will grab her by her bony arms and throw her to the Wolf King’s wolves. While they are tearing her apart, we move in, finish the wolves off and then take the Wolf King himself.”  
 
    I’d left a few bits out of the conversation. Mostly Drakken insulting Mannagar, but my editing was seamless if I do say so myself. I stopped the audio recording, and if that didn’t shatter the fragile trust amongst this group, nothing would. 
 
    “It’s not true, the dungeon faked it, ye should nay listen to it.” Drakken managed to stutter out unconvincingly.  
 
    Mannagar’s face crumpled with shame and self-loathing. At least that’s how I interpreted it, and it would seem Frankel did as well. 
 
    “There is no need for me to fake anything when you provide such convincing proof yourself.” I laughed. 
 
    “Did you cook this up between you and the troll?” Frankel snarled, his rage plain on his face.  
 
    “Get me and my people killed so you can cut us out of the rewards at the end of the dungeon,” he finished.  
 
    He didn’t seem to know who he wanted to confront more, Drakken or the troll, Shellitz. 
 
    “Enough,” Shellitz roared.  
 
    “No more distractions. Shellitz does not care what dungeon says. Shellitz does not care what weak human says. If dark dwarves try and betray Shellitz, Shellitz will smash them.” 
 
    “No, not anymore, you are not leading us to our deaths. From now on we follow my lead.” Frankel told the troll.  
 
    Shellitz’s eyes initially widened with surprise, then narrowed. His fury plain for all to see and that is when things took a very interesting turn. 
 
    Sitting back at the DDD, I received a prompt.  
 
    Due to the Dominance dungeon law in The Wolf King’s Lair, penalties will not be applied for inter-party conflicts if they are directly related to establishing or challenging for dominance.   
 
    I hadn’t known this would be the case, if I had I might have made more of an effort to disrupt party cohesion before this. No matter, I would be happy to take advantage of it now and in the future. 
 
    I presumed the party inside the dungeon was prompted or imbued with the same information. Shellitz’s sudden evil grin certainly backed up that assumption. 
 
    His reaction to the news was also the quickest, even if it was also the daftest action to take. Still, I had been working toward something like this, so I wasn’t about to complain. He lifted the large gnarled, spiked club and swung it at Frankel. The spiked club wasn’t especially fast, but it had the advantage of surprise.  
 
    Frankel may have been a bit slower to realise the implications of this previously hidden clause in the dominance law, but not so slow that he wasn’t able to drop to his knees and duck his head under the troll’s wild swing.  
 
    Cedric, who had moved up to stand at Frankel’s left shoulder during the conversation, wasn’t so fortunate. He had been eyeing Drakken as the ironskin dwarf had been backing away from the irate Outsider’s group. With his focus not on Shellitz, he didn’t see the incoming spiked club and it crashed with a sickening thud into the side of his head.  
 
    The initial impact, even as a double-strength critical hit, might not have been enough to kill him. Not with the damage reduction from the armour he was wearing, but it didn’t matter. The momentum of the spiked club dragged him sideways, and he crumpled bonelessly into the pit. Falling he was speared by the spikes below upon landing and he wasn’t getting up after that, irrespective of whether it was the club or the fall that killed him. 
 
    Now bedlam truly reigned as the party went to war with one another. Frankel and Mackie let out anguished yells and charged Shellitz in a rage. Drakken practically sprinted behind the troll trying to stay out of harm’s way and Mannagar cowered over by the wall, frozen in indecision. 
 
    What Karragh would have chosen to do, stick with her kin, Drakken, or fight for the currently recognised group leader Shellitz, or stand apart became a moot point. Teek, the ratkin, chose for her when he turned what appeared to be a manoeuvre to evade the trolls’ spiked club into a sneak attack on her with his dual-wielded daggers. 
 
    The surprise allowed him to score a few slicing hits to her kidneys before she reacted, but then Karragh hefted her pair of hand-axes and began matching him blow for blow. The pair danced about one another for a dozen seconds or so. Teek had the speed advantage, but Karragh had more experience with her chosen weapons and one-on-one combat. It didn’t take long before she was hacking chunks from him twice as regularly as he was able to slice her back with his short blades.  
 
    Teek moved in closer and tried to get inside her guard, making it harder for her to use her hand-axes and easier for him to stab her vital spots. It seemed Karragh had been waiting for this and showed a ruthless streak and targeted every man’s most vital spot herself. She kicked the poor ratkin man square in the balls. 
 
    He may not have wanted to, but Teek fell to his knees and even dropped one of his blades. Karragh wasted no time, launching a flurry of axe blows to his exposed head and neck and Teek teetered under the onslaught, toppled over to his right, lifeless. 
 
    Frankel and Mackie employed similar tactics as the ratkin man against the troll Shellitz. They were trying to get close enough to render his massive, spiked club useless. It went well for them initially, until Shellitz caught the halfling with the backswing of his elbow. Mackie pinwheeled a few feet behind the troll, trying to keep his balance before he finally lost his footing and hit the dirt floor. 
 
    The halfling fell directly at the feet of Drakken, the ironskin dwarf smiled nastily and took advantage of the opportunity Mackie’s trip to the dirt afforded him and went to town with his hammer. The poor halfling was virtually defenceless as the now snarling dwarf rained heavy hammer blows down upon him. I could see the vicious gleam in the dwarf’s eyes as he slammed his hammer upon his victim repeatedly, continuing even after Mackie’s body had gone limp in death.  
 
    Frankel glanced about and saw he was now the last man standing and threw whatever caution he had remaining out the window. He dashed forward, dropped to his knees and slid across the dirt floor trying to go through the troll’s legs, at least, that is what he tried to do. I can only imagine he was hoping to hamstring Shellitz or take him out at the knees and possibly topple him back into the pit they were fighting beside.  
 
    Unfortunately, Shellitz proved though he may not have book smarts, he was a cunning bastard. Anticipating Frankel’s move he had already shifted his body away from the edge and brought his large warty green foot down on the human’s chest trapping him as his slide left him vulnerable. The troll let go of his spiked club, reached down and grabbed hold of Frankel’s head. Then twisted it violently, snapping his neck.  
 
    I could see Frankel wasn’t quite out of health yet, but with a ‘broken’ neck, he must have been suffering one hell of a debuff. Shellitz raised his foot from Frankel’s prone form and the troll picked up his unresisting body. He lifted him clear above his head and roared with rage, victory, or unrepentant hate and launched the last surviving member of the Outsiders group, not counting Mannagar, into the middle of the pit. Frankel’s last moments were being impaled on the bloodthirsty spikes below.  
 
    As the remaining members of the challenging party took a moment to catch their collective breaths, I looked upon the carnage with a gleeful smile on my lips. They were down to four, with only a possible two more still struggling to catch up.  
 
    With that in mind, I glanced back at the second viewer, having dismissed the third when the Outsiders group caught up with Shellitz. I wanted to see what progress the other two ironskin dwarves, Vankar and Gorbash, had made. 
 
    My smile grew even larger at what I saw.  
 
    They had both finally made it to the ‘Jungle Ropes’ room during the eruption of the civil war in the chamber ahead of them. With the vanguard group already moved on, they didn’t get the hint from Shellitz that you could just climb down. They were trying to cross to the exit of the chamber in the traditionally intended manner. Hanging from the rope and pulling themselves across hand over hand, in a monkey climb. 
 
    Of course, now there were two, albeit wounded, bulls pacing about on the dungeon floor, snorting, and pawing the ground with their hooves, it was probably no longer a choice they could easily make. This led to my second piece of unintended good fortune.  
 
    As the initial group had eschewed using the ropes, which I had so graciously provided, they hadn’t triggered the sprite attack when they made their way across. However, Vankar was kind enough to do so when he reached the halfway point of the third rope, as he crossed the room.  
 
    The sprites swept from their alcoves in the walls and with only two adventurers in the room, the dwarves were targeted by five sprites each. With both of their hands occupied holding onto the rope above their heads, they were unable to enact any useful evasive moves and were hit with several doses of sleep powder each. 
 
    Both Vankar and Gorbash succumbed to the powder’s narcoleptic effects and suffered an uncontrolled twenty-five-foot drop to the spiked floor below as a result. If that hadn’t been enough to end them, the trampling they received from the two bulls seconds later certainly was.  
 
    I cackled loudly along with Jessamyn at their fates. Who would have thought that my herbivorous dungeon creatures would claim more casualties than the carnivores? 
 
    I closed the second viewer now it was no longer needed and returned my attention to the now remaining quartet of a troll and three dwarves. Just in time to catch the end of a conversation between Drakken and Shellitz. 
 
    “…Shellitz already tell dwarves what to do, we move on,” the troll snapped angrily. 
 
    “…but,” Drakken started. 
 
    “No, Shellitz give orders, unless you want to follow Frankel into pit,” Shellitz snarled, and hefted the spiked club with obvious menace. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” the ironskin dwarf pleaded, backing up a few steps.  
 
    “Ye’re likely right, the lads will catch us up afore we get to Wolf King.”  
 
    It looked like Drakken had been trying to convince the impatient troll to wait for his now dearly departed lackeys. And had about as much success as Frankel had, that being none whatsoever. 
 
    Shellitz grunted at the dwarf’s assent and turned about, marching into the corridor leading to the next of my trials for this team to overcome.  
 
    Drakken watched him go for a moment before he gathered himself and walked over to the still cowering Mannagar. Grabbing him by the shoulder, he gave him a yank to get him on his feet. 
 
    “Up ye get lad,” he ordered. “We still need to get through the maze and ye be the only one of us who has been through it.” 
 
    Mannagar slowly rose, his eyes stared off into the distance. “It’s happening again, we should turn back, or we’ll never get out of here,” he mumbled.  
 
    Karragh had just finished drinking a health potion, healing up what wounds she had taken from her fight with Teek, the ratkin man. 
 
    “So, the Wolf King was telling the truth, you did plot to betray your team here before,” she sneered at Drakken. 
 
    “I’ll nay be accused of betrayal by the likes of ye, woman,” Drakken fired back.  
 
    “Ye can’t betray an elf bitch any more than ye can betray a fucking worm, ‘cause that’s all they be worth. Ye best watch ye tongue, ye be here on sufferance as it is.” 
 
    “I’m here because you and your two pet mongrels barely equal a single real fighter combined. The troll has been carrying you, and you know it,” she retorted with unconcealed distaste. “If I didn’t think you’d leave those poor bastards dead at the dungeon’s end, I’d be halfway back to the entrance already.”  
 
    Karragh finished and turned to Mannagar, addressing him in a softer tone of voice. 
 
    “Come on Manny. We need to keep up with troll. If you think he’s in a shitty mood now, imagine what he’ll be like after he gets himself lost in the maze ahead,” she told him, trying to inject a little humour into the proceedings.  
 
    “They were your friends, right? We need to get to the end to bring them back.”  
 
    The last part of her argument seemed to get through to the broken dwarf, he stood a little straighter, nodding his head firmly. 
 
    “I’m ready, I can show you the way through,” he said.  
 
    His voice querulous at first but clearing as he finished.  
 
    Karragh gave him a reassuring pat on the back, and the trio began to jog after the troll whose loud barking of frustrated anger could already be heard echoing through the corridor ahead. 
 
    It would take them a few minutes to get through the ‘Labyrinth’. There weren’t any dangers in there at present, and it was just a maze of granite formed corridors, most paths having dead ends. Another obstacle whose real purpose was to delay. I checked out their run timer and could see they still had an hour to make it to my core floor, and it was enough time to clear the last six chambers, not that I intended to let them get far. 
 
    I turned to Jessamyn to ask her a question, something Karragh said had piqued my curiosity. 
 
    “Jess, what did Karragh mean about Drakken leaving the Outsiders dead at the end of the dungeon? I thought if a challenge was successful, they would all be resurrected?” I said, voicing my queries. 
 
    “That is usually what happens, Master, but there is a second option, most supplicants call it the ‘Survivor’s Dilemma’. At the end of a challenge, you can choose not to bring back any of those who have fallen. If you do, the survivor’s share the rewards that would have gone to those who fell, but if the survivors choose this then those unfortunates would not be resurrected and would count as one of your fallen, Master.”  
 
    “However, it is a secret ballot amongst the surviving members of a party, and the decision to abandon them must be unanimous and there is a price, of course. You are permanently marked, so all will know you have sacrificed others for your own gain. It’s not uncommon amongst the orken tribes, for them it is almost expected behaviour. 
 
    “Most guilds forbid the practice and would never accept anyone so marked as a member. This helps deter many from using the option, and you won’t have seen anyone marked in this way so far, as they would be too high a rank to enter your dungeon,” the auburn-haired wood elf patiently explained to me. 
 
    “Really, I don’t recall seeing anything like that in the handbook,” I said in response, still a bit doubtful. 
 
    “Yes, Master, I think it is like some of the dungeon rules Tenzing is not allowed to tell you. New arrivals aren’t imbued with this knowledge, unlike the other functions of the City and Dungeons. However, some of the more honourable supplicants will take the time to apprise new arrivals that it could happen in a challenge run and they should be sure they trust their fellow delvers not to take advantage,” she said. 
 
    “That explains it I suppose, thank you for filling me in. I learn something new every day, I might be able to use this to sow further discord in groups,” I grinned happily. Already envisioning future groups falling apart without me even having to fight them. 
 
    A few minutes later, the four remaining members of the raid group passed out of the ‘Labyrinth’ and into ‘Wipeout’. One of my earlier Agility challenges, rolling logs between plinths crisscrossing the granite cavern. No spikes here, no if you fell from the rolling logs you would land in wet concrete ten feet deep. 
 
    I had been looking forward to this. Shellitz was big and strong, and his extended arms gave him the reach that made him quite capable with most of the climbing obstacles he had faced thus far. This was something different and would test his balance. Something his size and likely lack of Agility stats, meant would prove far trickier, even if the dwarves did hold the logs for him, as was typically done.  
 
    Events transpired to thwart my glee yet again. Upon entering the room, each of the dwarves reached into their inventory backpacks and pulled out twenty-foot planks of cut wood. Then they just laid them down between the plinths and the troll and dwarves just walked across. They picked the planks up once all four were over to the first of the plinths and placed them again to cross over to the second. 
 
    I was exceptionally nonplussed by this turn of events, as I worked very hard making all that concrete. Admittedly I could have paid XP for it, but that wasn’t the point. I’d spent hours denaturing limestone in a kiln for the quicklime, and hours more digging, to collect the aggregate and hardly anybody ever fell in. 
 
    The ‘Stairway to Hell’ was next, and now that I was in a slightly grumpier mood, decided it was time to finish this. 
 
    “Jess, I am heading into the dungeon. I want a chance to duel the troll before the goblins finish them off. Can you please stay here and watch for anything unexpected?” 
 
    “Yes, Master, I will keep watch as you crush them,” she said with unexpected vehemence.  
 
    She had obviously been a little upset when I’d originally told her of Drakken’s treachery but had seemed to shrug it off shortly after. Perhaps, it had upset her more than I had first believed. I would have to do something nice for her after, maybe a highlight reel of the ironskins’ demise to watch while drinking a nice bottle of wine. 
 
    I gave her one of my cheeky grins before shifting my perspective to where my warwolf avatar stood in the Arena. I wasted little time and headed through the ‘Decision Chamber’, reverting to my humanoid shape as I navigated my way through the oil dosed bramble maze. My warwolf avatar at eight feet would have a tougher time getting through. I would constantly be caught on every thorn the boughs were bedecked in. 
 
    It would be a shame they wouldn’t meet a fiery end, but I had serious doubts the four remaining raiders could make it past all fifteen of the tooled-up goblins on the stairway. Having broken the party, it wasn’t necessary to engage in a duel, but I could indulge myself in this more cinematic ending.  
 
    I reached the end of the brambles, morphed back to my warwolf and made my way through the intervening corridor, appearing at the top of the stairway. Down below I could see my targets had already entered at the bottom and were already embroiled in combat with the first tranche of five goblins that manned the initial barricade.  
 
    I scanned the group briefly, and Shellitz was at the front, laying about him with his oversized spiked club. Although his reach wasn’t keeping him as far away as I think he would have liked. If he stayed farther back to try and take advantage, then because of the steps he was too low to properly clear the barricade when swinging his spiked club to hit the goblins. He had to get much closer, and that brought him in range of their four spears, not to mention the lone combatant armed with a crossbow. I had put one in each of the three groupings of goblins. 
 
    Karragh and Mannagar flanked the troll on either side, trying to keep at least some of the goblins occupied. This would allow the troll to use his superior strength and damage dealing capacity to kill off the two at the centre of the goblin formation. It made sense to adopt this tactic as their team no longer had any ranged attackers, not with the loss of all the Outsiders.  
 
    Watching them for a moment, I realised I may have underestimated their potential to make it past the goblins. Their tactics appeared to be working well, but that wasn’t what stuck out most, though. What was immediately noticeable to me, was the absence of Drakken. Where was that foul, black-bearded weasel?  I didn’t have time to ruminate on his disappearance, I was prompted with the option to initiate a duel with Shellitz, the leader of the trio. 
 
    I swiftly agreed, and used the new perk provided by the duelling streak 2 achievement, elected to set the ground for the duel as the entrance area of the ‘Bramble Maze’. I could choose that as it was still visible to me from my vantage point at the top of the stairs.  
 
    Shellitz accepted the duel, and my goblins were forced to stand aside allowing him to pass. As he neared the apex of the stairwell, I felt a similar compulsion to walk back through to where I had set the duel to take place. 
 
    Just as I left the room, I gave a mental command to all the remaining goblins to swarm and kill the two remaining dwarves. They would have to wait until they were unfrozen when both Shellitz and I left for the next chamber. I may as well take the opportunity to proof of concept whether I could use this perk to further disadvantage my attackers. 
 
    We marched down the corridor and away from the previous action and I could hear in the background the fighting had recommenced, which was a good sign for me.  
 
    I was forced to remain far enough ahead of the troll, so was out of his reach. I walked back into the ‘Bramble Maze’ first and turned to the right taking my place and readied my double-headed maul and shield combination. 
 
    Shellitz took up his spot a few seconds later and I was given the countdown to the beginning of the duel. As the counter hit zero the troll spread his arms wide and bellowed loudly. His behaviour reminded me of the film Predator and I just couldn’t help myself. 
 
    “You. Are. One. Ugly. Motherfucker,” I calmly told him.  
 
    Enunciating each word slowly in my best Arnie impression, even as I said it, the random thought flitted across my mind, that it had been a crying shame I hadn’t been doing this from the beginning. Mental note, more Arnie quotes during climactic fight sequences. 
 
    Quipping done, I hefted my double-headed maul and prepared to advance. Shellitz briefly had a look of confusion on his face, I think he was trying to understand what a motherfucker was. The bewildered expression morphed into one of incandescent rage as the penny finally dropped. 
 
    “Shellitz not fuck mother. Shellitz mother be wonderful troll,” he raged before launching himself at me.  
 
    Who’d have thought he would be such a sensitive Mama’s boy?  
 
    Shellitz crossed the distance between us in a handful of strides, swinging his spiked club as he ran. I stood my ground and quickly cast my Venom spell upon my double-headed maul. I then lifted my left arm, with the tower shield strapped to it, up to intercept and block the incoming attack.  
 
    His spiked club connected with my tower shield with a clanging thud. Having braced for the impact and thanks to the plethora of Strength enchantments I wore, my shield arm held firm. It was his spiked club that bounced off and away.  
 
    This left his guard wide open, and I swept my double-headed maul under his outstretched left arm. The double-headed maul made a crunching contact with his copper chain shirt just below his armpit. 
 
    After connecting I received the ghostly combat prompt 24%/58%. The first number being the percentage of his health I had taken from him, the second how much he had remaining.  
 
    I backed away, deciding to give him a moment to mentally absorb just how deep the pile of shit he found himself in was. 
 
    “That must have hurt,” I growled.  
 
    My lupine jowls pulled back, baring my fangs in a warwolf version of a mocking grin. 
 
    “Shellitz not afraid of you. Shellitz will dance on your bones,” the troll snapped back.  
 
    He seemed rattled to me, as well he should be. He began circling me, playing for time I thought, hoping to start regenerating some of that lost health. As fun as it may have been, I didn’t want to give him any chance to recuperate. The venom effect from my spell might offset any healing he had but it was possible Shellitz had resisted it with his combined stamina and resilience. 
 
    That was a downside of spells, as it was only the target who was informed of their success or failure. Great if you are the target, not so much if you were the caster. 
 
    I decided to take the initiative, using my superior speed, I raced forward and caught him unawares. He tried fending me off with his spiked club but was only partially successful. I slammed the double-headed maul down on the meat of his left arm with authority.  
 
    I was rewarded with a 12%/46% ghost graphic, he was under half and I had only hit him twice. The goblins had managed to drain some of his health before this duel, so I couldn’t take all the credit, but I’d happily accept most of it. 
 
    He scrambled to my right, away from the doorway, swinging his spiked club wildly as he barrelled past me. I evaded it for the most part, but it did manage to graze my shoulder as it flew by me and I saw my damage graphic, it was a reassuring 1%/99%.  
 
    One-on-one, when all my gear was accounted for, this duel was a mismatch. I’d feel a bit sorry for him if he wasn’t such a titanic prick that came here to eat my soul. 
 
    I carefully chased after the troll leading with my shield, using it as an impromptu battering ram. He’d been positioning himself to counter my double-headed maul and was unprepared for the shield bash manoeuvre. The top of the shield cracked into his under-biting jaw. Only 8%/38% but it knocked the rightmost protruding tusk from his mouth and left a half dozen of his other foul yellowed teeth, smashed and ruined.  
 
    He howled in pain and stumbled backwards, his back now up against the bramble wall behind him. Seeing him there, I was hit by a lightning bolt of inspiration. 
 
    The oiled brambles may not have to go unused after all. I lashed out quickly, lowered my shield and raised my leather-strapped foot, kicking forward. Once again, my extra speed and the unexpected nature of my attack allowed me to bypass any attempted defensive move by the troll.  
 
    My foot connected dead-centre with his protruding gut, knocking the wind from him, but more importantly he was forced to stumble back even further. He tripped on the gutter edges the bramble walls were planted in and fell back into the structure. It was only made of wicker, so it had no chance of bearing his weight and he fell clear through the first wall and into the second, eventually hitting the floor with a thump, now completely entangled within the bramble thickets.  
 
    I stepped back to the doorway, put my maul down leaning its handle against the wall and retrieved the guttering torch from the sconce at the entrance to the room. I locked eyes with my opponent.  
 
    “Smile, you son of a bitch!” I threw the torch across the room into the oiled bramble thicket igniting it in a roaring conflagration.  
 
    Not an Arnie quote I know, but it’s not like anybody here would know the difference. His broken teeth just made me think of Jaws in some of the Roger Moore Bond films and parallel thinking, prompted the Brodie quote from the end of Jaws.  
 
    I reached down and picked my double-headed maul up just in case he somehow managed to escape the flames. My kick had reduced him to down to thirty percent health and I leant up against the wall watching as the flames consumed his desperately thrashing body. Where he landed hadn’t helped either, he was sitting in the oil-soaked gutter, which coated his nether regions in the flammable liquid.  
 
    After a few moments, Shellitz managed to crawl free of the burning bushes. He had less than five percent of his health remaining, and his helmet had come off as he fought to free himself. I could see all his greasy hair had been burned away, and his scalp was charred, producing a stomach-turning bubbled mottling effect.  
 
    The troll struggled to breathe, doubtless under a deluge of debuff’s from being burned alive, but I wasn’t entirely without mercy. I jogged over and put him out of his misery with a powerful overhead strike on his now bald pate, hearing his skull crack under the force of the blow, accompanied by the ghostly graphic informing me he was now at zero percent health. Seconds later, I got the expected notifications informing me I had won the duel. 
 
    Not spending any more time on my defeated opponent, I set off back to the adjoining chamber. Trotting through the corridor, I couldn’t hear any sounds of combat, whatever the result, it was over now. I confess to having been a bit too distracted with the troll to have been paying any attention, despite having keen enough hearing to have monitored what had been going on. 
 
    I reached the top of the stairwell and looked down, scanning the scene. Several of my goblins still stood, so they had to have been victorious and I could see Mannagar’s prone and still form. It was straddled halfway between the entrance at the bottom and the first barrier with a spear in his back. He had obviously run at some point, but no sign of Drakken or Karragh, not at first at least. I could make out a pile of bodies in front of the first barricade blocking the first landing. 
 
    I rushed down the stairs, leaping over the barricades as I went to get a better view. When I got to the first barricade, I was able to see what happened clearly. Karragh had backed herself into the corner, the wall on one side, the barricade on the other after the goblins had swarmed. 
 
    It was a clever move that kept them from surrounding her and allowed her to shift the odds in her favour, just not enough. There had still been too many of them, and I could see her body slumped in the corner. Helmeted head hanging down unnaturally low, five dead goblins lying about her. She had made them pay one hell of a price before they had taken her down.  
 
    There were still nine active goblins milling about and there was one other dead goblin not in Karragh’s pile of victims. It was on the opposite side, in front of the blockade. It appeared that Mannagar had tried to put up a fight himself before his courage failed him and he tried to leg it. 
 
    Having confirmed their fates, I realised it would be quicker and easier to switch my perspective back to the DDD to find out where Drakken had slunk off to. I re-opened my eyes back in my bedroom with the viewer open, strangely, Jessamyn was silent and motionless.  
 
    It didn’t take me long to twig her mind was in the dungeon. It also occurred to me that I must look like this when I shifted to my dungeon avatars as well, another mental note to add, always adopt a dignified posture before transferring to the dungeon. 
 
    Pushing my vain concerns to the background, I started investigating what else had happened while I had been battling Shellitz. Identifying Drakken’s current location was the easy part, there were two viewing screens open, both tracking Drakken in the dungeon.  
 
    The first was the main viewer which followed the dungeon party. This would have defaulted to Drakken once Shellitz, Karragh, and Mannagar were slain. The second I presumed Jessamyn had opened to track Drakken specifically, once he had separated from the rest of the group. 
 
    This didn’t surprise me, given our history, that the mangy dark-bearded dwarf had done a runner. He was currently swinging his way across the seventeenth chamber using the overhead ropes, the presence of the surviving bulls forced him to use the traditional method of crossing. The sprites were buzzing him with flyby’s but having already deployed their single-use sleep dust attack, were doing little more than irritating him. 
 
    Having located my sole remaining quarry, I repurposed the second screen to focus on Jessamyn, as I wanted to see what she was doing. Jessamyn had taken command of the four wood elves in the Lair and led them swiftly through the secret tunnel that could be accessed from behind the throne.  
 
    “Good girl,” I said out loud.  
 
    Having seen Drakken abandoning the run she had taken action to ensure she could get ahead of him and block off his egress. I was happy now I hadn’t removed the tunnel despite no longer wanting to use it for its original purpose. The only shame was the end of the passage opened at the ‘Slick Bridge’. That was ten or so rooms ahead of where Drakken was now, but then again that did mean more participation XP for me, every little helps I suppose.  
 
    I’d already been thinking about enhancing and extending the secret passage network. I would now be implementing an update on the next rest day and with the extra XP in mind, used the DDD to speak with Jessamyn. 
 
    “Jessamyn, I’m proud to see you taking proactive action,” I complimented. 
 
    “Oh, thank you, Master, I aim to please,” she replied.  
 
    Only briefly startled at me unexpectedly addressing her. 
 
    “When you get to the bridge ahead, I want you to wait for Drakken to come to you. Rearrange some of the barricades there so you can conceal yourself and the other elves and surprise him as he enters the room. I can give you advance warning when he has almost reached you.” 
 
    “Yes, Master, the perk allowing you to communicate inside the dungeon is proving very useful isn’t it,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” I chuckled. 
 
    “How did your duel with Shellitz go?” she asked. 
 
    “I won,” I answered simply. 
 
    “Obviously you won, Master,” she said with a gentle merry laugh.  
 
    “You are far too powerful to ever lose, was it an epic battle?”  
 
    My heart swelled at her unabashed praise and faith in me. I don’t think I’d ever experienced such unconditional belief and devotion before and I felt both heads, up and below swell in response.  
 
    “You can see for yourself when we are done,” my voice thick with enough desire to convey the intended double meaning. When we were done with the run, and the post-run fucking. 
 
    “Now time to get your game face on,” I could see her confused expression at my use of Earth lingo.  
 
    “It just means prepare yourself for what you are about to do,” I explained, to clear things up.  
 
    She nodded in response. 
 
    I sat back on the comfy couch I had in front of the DDD, relaxing as I prepared to watch the epilogue of this challenge. I didn’t sit idly, though. I used the time to prep a highlight reel I had been thinking about earlier. When that was done I would only need to add the conclusion a bit later. 
 
    It took roughly thirty minutes for Drakken to make his way back through the dungeon to where Jessamyn lay in wait for him. I’d give the filthy ironskin dwarf credit in one regard, his comprehension of the time constraints of my dungeon was spot on. 
 
    He would have made it back to the beginning with a few minutes to spare. 
 
    Instead, he ran into the ‘Slick Bridge’ room and slowed to a jog, wary of any remaining oil on the walkways across the spiked pits below. His caution was academic, after taking less than half a dozen steps into the room, the wood elves and Jessamyn revealed themselves from behind the barriers, their bows and crossbow cocked and ready. 
 
    All five released their nocked arrows in tandem and each struck true. The wood elves’ arrows each hit a different arm or leg of Drakken’s and Jessamyn’s bolt hit him dead centre in his chest. With his armour, this first volley was not fatal, but it was enough to force the ironskin dwarf to drop to the floor. 
 
    I was a little surprised to see all four wood elves then jump the barricades and approach the felled dwarf and I wondered why they weren’t finishing him with another volley. The wood elves dropped their bows, and each took hold of one of Drakken’s limbs   
 
    I then observed Jessamyn saunter around the barricades with a look of feral glee on her face. Yeah, my sweet innocent elf girl had been harbouring a grudge against her betrayer.  
 
    “Please…no,” the dwarf begged. 
 
    “No, you say,” she said idly.  
 
    “Let me ask you, Drakken,” she spat his name.  
 
    “Would you have shown me mercy if my darling Wolf King had not torn you apart?” she quizzed him with a lightness of tone incongruous with her words.  
 
    The dwarf couldn’t meet her eyes and sullenly looked away. Jessamyn calmly put aside her crossbow and unsheathed the long knife from her hip. 
 
    “Hmmm…nothing to say,” she taunted him. 
 
    “Go fuck yerself, ye woody beast fucker. Ye and ye fucking cunt of a King,” he raged.  
 
    Drakken struggled against the placid-faced wood elf dungeon creatures who held him firmly.  
 
    Jessamyn finished approaching him and knelt to the side of the ironskin dwarf, between two of the elves. 
 
    “I was going to cut your throat, end it quick, but I think you’ve just earned yourself a more difficult death, don’t you agree?” she said to him nonchalantly.  
 
    Perhaps a little too late Drakken learned the wisdom of keeping his mouth shut when at the mercy of someone who has just cause for despising you. 
 
    “First, I think we will wound that infamous ironskin dwarven pride. Let’s get rid of this unkempt snarl of rat fur you call a beard,” she told him with false sweetness.  
 
    Jessamyn started shearing the dwarf’s beard from his face and he tried to pull away, breaking his newfound silence, snarling and screaming at her. She wasn’t gentle about it either and less than a minute later all that remained of his beard were a handful of scraggly clumps. 
 
    “There, much better,” she sighed.  
 
    Jessamyn patted him on the head, which triggered another round of obscenities.  
 
    “I’d cut out your tongue, but as this is a sex dungeon, I think another appendage would be more fitting,” she joked with him darkly. 
 
    “Ye wouldn’t,” he gasped fearfully, his eyes widening.  
 
    Her answering grin chilled him. 
 
    “Yes, yes I would,” she said firmly.  
 
    Standing back up she moved around to position herself between his spread-eagled legs. Jessamyn was just about to put her knife down on the ground when her face lit up with a smirk. Instead, she rammed her knife, blade first, into the dwarf’s stomach, Drakken howled in pain and fear at the treatment.  
 
    Hands now free she grabbed hold of the top of his pants and harshly yanked them down, exposing his genitalia. His grey carrot and plums had shrivelled up with his growing terror. 
 
    “What a disappointment,” she sniggered.  
 
    “I’m not sure you’re going to lose much health when I cut away something so small,” she joked darkly.  
 
    Drakken didn’t have time to retort before Jessamyn pulled her knife out of his guts. With a look of steely determination, she placed her blade at the root of his cock and starting to saw through the grey flesh and cartilage digging in deep until it had been fully severed. She then moved the blade a little lower and repeated the process with his scrotum. 
 
    Drakken screamed in agony to begin with but when Jessamyn was about halfway through sawing off his balls, he passed out with the pain. That had been a bit of a surprise, as the pain was usually muted, perhaps if the point was to inflict it, it would be felt fully, or maybe Drakken was a wimp.  
 
    As Jessamyn predicted, emasculating him wasn’t quite enough to kill him. Now that he was unconscious, the dark fury marring her beautiful features faded. She stood, and with a nod to the passive wood elves, they drew their long knives and stabbed Drakken repeatedly until he was quite dead.  
 
    I let her stare at his corpse for a few moments, giving her a chance to process her emotions. That had got considerably darker than I thought it would, but I was glad to see that Jessamyn was losing her timidity in battle. Gladder still she had this opportunity to avenge herself and exorcise any unresolved emotional demons. 
 
    Getting a bit of closure as Earth therapists would say. 
 
    Then I recalled her to the DDD, with the run over. This closed out an early chapter for my dungeon, and it was time to open a new one, introducing myself to my second disciple Karragh. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jessamyn and I walked into my core room, my pulsing emerald core gem adding a soft green glow to the rough-hewn granite walls. The room was barren apart from the organic pedestal my gem rested within and a copy of the throne from the ‘Lair’. The only extra I had added was a raised dais about half a foot high for the two pieces of furniture. The fallen were lined up still as statues in front of my throne.  
 
    I stepped up on the dais and sat in the oversized chair, Jessamyn stood to my right, one hand resting on the arm of the throne. One of my little side projects had been to reproduce denim, so I could craft jeans. It wasn’t me being cheap, as I could have bought them quite inexpensively. 
 
    However, as something from Earth, and not the Realms, it was on the ‘banned in the active dungeon’ list. The core room was part of the active dungeon, and I just didn’t want to have to keep changing my clothes, and I really liked jeans. The pair I had on were dyed black, and I had decided to go shirtless. Yes, I looked like the cover boy of a trashy urban fantasy romance novel, but I’m not trying to impress you am I. 
 
    I focused my attention on Karragh and received the prompt I’d been anticipating. 
 
    Karragh Dvarhold has challenged your dungeon and has failed to make it to your core or retreat in time and therefore forfeits all of her soul marks to you. She meets the criteria of your dungeon for you to try and claim her as a disciple. 
 
    Do you wish to try and claim Karragh Dvarhold as a disciple? 
 
    I didn’t hesitate to confirm I would and with that, I now had two disciples and Karragh was released from the hold the others were under. 
 
    “Greetings, Karragh,” I started. “I am Daxas, the Wolf King and you have fallen in my dungeon. In accordance with the laws of the Proving Grounds, I am claiming you as my disciple, are you familiar with what this means?” I said.  
 
    It was a little formal, but she was clad head to toe in armour, so I felt a little formality was in order.  
 
    I got my first waft of her scent now she could see me in my humanoid form. The spike in her ardour that I smelt was just what I had been hoping for given she was under the influence of my potent sexual magnetism, and I flashed her a cocky grin. 
 
    “Yes, sir, I understand. I must now serve you or be sent to my damnation,” she answered.  
 
    Finishing the sentence with a hint of resignation, perhaps even fear that I would send her to the Infernal Lords if she refused to obey or if I found her service unsatisfactory. 
 
    “More or less, though I’m sure it will be a mutually satisfying collaborative effort.” I flirted back trying to lighten the mood.  
 
    “Please, take your helmet off, as I would prefer to be able to see you as we talk,” I commanded.  
 
    It didn’t really bother me at all, but I was eager to get a look at her. 
 
    “If you insist, sir,” she said. 
 
    “I do,” I replied.  
 
    I was a little surprised at her continued reluctance to reveal herself. I was curious about why that might be, and it meant I was essentially claiming her sight unseen. There was always the possibility she would be horribly ugly, have a moustache, or something else equally unappealing.  
 
    I had given some thought to that possibility, and I did have a plan for such an eventuality. The DDD did allow me to make cosmetic changes to myself and my disciples. I’d used it already to add the piercings to myself and Jessamyn and would be doing the same for Karragh, but it could be used for other modifications as well.  
 
    Now, I wasn’t so shallow I’d abuse such a feature to bimbo up my women, but should there be a dealbreaker, like a plague of boils, it could be rectified. 
 
    She unwrapped a beige scarf that had been covering her neck, undoing the straps for the copper helm, and slowly lifted it off and placed it underneath one of her arms. Dazzling violet eyes met my hungry gaze, resolutely and proudly. She wasn’t ugly, not even in the slightest. 
 
    She looked almost human, her neck, chin and forehead, a bit wider or thicker due to her dwarven heritage, small button ears and no facial hair thankfully. She had a shock of pale blonde hair, almost white, that had been cut very short with creamy lightly tanned skin, a touch paler than Jessamyn’s even. 
 
    “I thought you were an ironskin dwarf?” I queried. 
 
    Her appearance had caught me off guard, and I spoke without thinking about it. 
 
    Three of my enhanced senses fed back some very important information in the following seconds. My ears picked up the sharp inhalation of breath from Jessamyn, denoting her small gasp of shock at my words. My nose told me Karragh’s ardour was significantly dampened, much to my dismay. Finally, my eyes, which didn’t need any enhancements to pick this up, saw the furrowing of her brow, which developed into a scowl and then into a full-on angry thundercloud expression of simmering rage. 
 
    I had just fucked up. Royally. 
 
    A few more seconds ticked away, an uncomfortable silence ensuing, and I could hear Karragh grind her teeth, trying to restrain herself from chewing me out. 
 
    The sudden turn of events had derailed my game plan entirely, and I was momentarily at a loss for what to do or say, blessedly, Jessamyn stepped into the breach. 
 
    “Karragh, I am Jessamyn, our master’s first disciple,” she said authoritatively as she stepped forward.  
 
    Karragh’s eyes flicked from me and focused on her. Those pretty, violet orbs widened slightly as she noticed the beautiful auburn-haired wood elf for the first time. 
 
    “You will show him the proper respect he is due and answer his question,” she ordered the dwarf woman. 
 
    “Yes, Miss, sorry Miss,” she deferentially murmured, lowering her eyes slightly.  
 
    I could smell some of her anger had faded at Jess admonition, though a significant undercurrent of resentment remained.  
 
    “Yes, sir, despite my appearance, I am an ironskin dwarf,” she said, addressing me, lowering her eyes even further.  
 
    “I am one of the Forgiven,” she whispered, her voice pained by the admission. I had no idea what that meant, but before I could open my flapping lips, Jessamyn spoke again. 
 
    “Good. Master, with your permission I shall take Karragh through the dungeon and instruct her on the gathering duties that will be required of her,” Jessamyn asked me. 
 
    “Yes, go ahead,” I told her after a short pause.  
 
    Jessamyn knew me well enough to know my preference following a challenge would be some vigorous bedroom Olympics. If she had suggested taking Karragh away, it was probably for the best before my unquenchable libido became irresistibly insistent on pressing ahead. 
 
    I watched as the elf and dwarf departed for the ‘Lair’. I’d been tempted to ask Karragh straight out why she was so offended. I could make an educated guess, but I didn’t want to let experiences from my world lead me down a path of making another incorrect assumption.  
 
    I would wait until I could get Jessamyn alone when she came back in a couple of hours to find out from her what had upset Karragh and what one of the ‘Forgiven’ was. I’d let my early success with Jessamyn colour my expectations as to how eager and enthusiastic Karragh would be at becoming mine.  
 
    If I had taken a little time to talk it over with Jessamyn first I may have avoided my mistake and be halfway to bedding the cute dwarven woman already. 
 
    The only positive was her reaction to Jessamyn, who she seemed to be accepting as her superior, which I knew my wood elf beauty wanted. More than that, I had smelt the distinctive reawakening of Karragh’s arousal when she had properly noticed Jessamyn and during her response to the elf’s orders.  
 
    It opened the door for some delicious possibilities, and I couldn’t deny I was already fantasising about all three of us on my big four-poster bed. 
 
    Sighing audibly, I levered myself out of the throne and hopped down from the dais. I stepped up and looked at Drakken, he was whole once more now that the dungeon run was over. 
 
    I got up close, unfroze him and grinned evilly at his startled expression. Then I brought my knee up forcefully, right in his bollocks and refroze the fucker as he buckled from the shock and pain. It may have been petty, and I may have been the architect of my own bad mood, but he was there, and it made me feel better.  
 
    I left my core room, but before heading to the bedroom and flopping down on the black leather couch in front of the DDD, I completed a whistle-stop tour of my workrooms. 
 
    I set off some of my pre-planned crafting tasks. I had two days before I would have to return to ‘real’ time, and I was going to maximise what I could get done. Even the metalworking, which would normally require me to be there to tap could just be left to craft, it would take hours instead of minutes, but it all counted.  
 
    Now I was sitting comfortably, it was time to check out the vital statistics of my new disciple.  
 
      
 
    Name: Karragh Dvarhold 
 
    Species: Ironskin Dwarf 
 
    Rank: 3 
 
    Strength: 17 
 
    Agility: 11 
 
    Stamina: 20 
 
    Mana: 10 
 
    Spell Power: 5 
 
    Health: 400/400 
 
    Experience: 8,702 / 10,000 
 
    Unspent Points: 0 
 
    Skills: Mining 1, Hunting 2, Gathering 2, Farming 0, 
 
    Earth Spell Affinity: Earth spells cost half as much mana than usual, remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost. 
 
    Maladroit Metalworker: [Ironhammer’s Bane] Metalworking and Smelting skills are considered to be twenty ranks lower than current ranks. (Minimum of 0, and can’t be negative) 
 
    Karragh had some impressive physical statistics, and it was nice to see she too had a spell affinity. The Earth domain spells were centred on protection and at our current level, there were two spells available. Stamina Boost which would increase a target’s stamina by five and Stone Skin which provided an extra five damage reduction against piercing.  
 
    Stamina Boost 1 
 
    Cost: 10 Mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
 
    Description: Stamina stat is increased by 5 for (Spell Power/2 rounding down) minutes to a max of ten. 
 
    Stone Skin 1 
 
    Cost: 10 Mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
 
    Description: Damage reduction against Piercing is increased by 5 for (Spell Power/2 rounding down) minutes to a max of ten. 
 
    Neither spell would be more than a minor benefit to me and my team. The armour I was providing, and the system bugs I was exploiting were already providing us with abnormally high damage reduction. Particularly against piercing, making Stone Skin a sub-optimal use of a skill point. Stamina Boost would be a little better, five extra stamina was another hundred health points. The enchantments I was putting on our gear were providing a lot of extra stamina already, but a little more wouldn’t hurt. 
 
    I’d decided to post Karragh in the ‘Lair’ with Jess from next week. I’d now had a chance to review Karragh’s melee combat skills, and they were impressive, adding her there would increase the difficulty of the end of the dungeon. I had perhaps allowed the conclusion to become a little too easy with my departure for the ‘Arena’, but I might have to handicap her, though. She was very good with those hand axes. 
 
    I then quickly used the DDD to check on where Karragh and Jessamyn were, and they had made their way through to the resource rooms at the dungeon entrance. Being able to get there quicker and easier was another good reason to extend my secret tunnel into a network. 
 
    It had rather belatedly occurred to me that post-challenge, as I could wait before time restarted and the dungeon reset, we could harvest any resources the dungeon raiders neglected to collect, much like we did on a rest day. It wasn’t something easily done during business-as-usual runs for two reasons. First, any new group entering would reset the rooms and send us back to our start positions. Second, most groups had the time to clear those rooms themselves these days. 
 
    I wasn’t checking their whereabouts to get an update on resource collection. I was just being cautious they weren’t about to walk back in through the door. Now knowing the coast was clear I activated the function on the DDD to give me a 3D visual of Karragh’s avatar, naked.  
 
    To my left, the ‘not a hologram’, but just like a hologram model of Karragh sans clothing appeared. I probably should have been a teeny tiny bit more patient, as my early fuck up meant Karragh was likely going to take a little longer to warm up to sheathing my pork sword, but I was a glutton for punishment. 
 
    My first impression is she resembled the WWE’s Glamazon, Beth Phoenix, just with much shorter hair and violet eyes. Her build was stockier than most women’s without being too stocky. She had underlying muscle definition all over, most prominent in her biceps and thighs, suggesting genuinely, naturally occurring strength, which had been nurtured yet not overdone. She exuded raw power, without sacrificing an ounce of femininity in the process. 
 
    Then of course there were the all-important boobs, she had a pair of large C cups, bordering on D. They were high and firm on her chest spaced a couple of inches farther apart than I was used to from Earth, accommodating her slightly wider build. Her areolas were big, at least two inches in diameter and dark pink, each had a very thick nipple, close to an inch in diameter themselves, which protruded a half-inch from the puckered flesh.  
 
    My cock reacted and rose as I drank in the visual, this was going to be hard and I’m just not talking about my pecker. I really wanted her, wanted to knead those weighty orbs in my hands and run my tongue all over those oversized nips. The temptation to abandon my post and follow them was powerful, but I had to resist it for now. 
 
    To distract me, I headed off to the resource rooms on the core floor myself and worked my way through several of them. I had set the DDD to monitor the progress of Karragh and Jessamyn, alerting me when they were heading back to the personal rooms of the dungeon. Using the DDD, I gave Jessamyn a quick update on the rooms I had cleared and asked her to join me in the baths when she was finished. 
 
    I headed into the baths without delay myself as it was best, I avoided seeing Karragh for the time being. I was horny as fuck and I didn’t trust myself that I wouldn’t try and pull both her and Jessamyn onto the bed so we could fuck like rabbits as soon as I could smell them, without any regard as to whether Karragh was still pissed at me or not. 
 
    I may have ballsed up the first impression, but I didn’t want to compound that mistake by rushing our physical intimacy.  
 
    It was going to happen. My hypersensitive nose would have alerted me if my earlier cock-up had dealt a terminal blow in that regard. She was still very much interested, just angry enough to put her own lusty wants to the side right now.  
 
    If Karragh needed more time, I would give it to her, and then I would give her what she really wanted. That would be my fleshy Götterdämmerung for those a bit slower on the uptake. 
 
    Therefore, I was in the baths, cooling down or heating up depending on your perspective. Awaiting my auburn-haired wood elf temptress, so I could relieve some tension before re-introducing myself to Karragh. Never let it be said I didn’t go that extra mile for my ladies.  
 
    I spent a pleasant hour or so relaxing in the warm waters, alternating between floating and sort of swimming about. I may have tugged off once or twice to pass the time as well but before long the door to the bathing room opened and Jessamyn walked in alone. The door swinging closed behind her with no sign of Karragh. I wasn’t surprised but felt a touch of disappointment anyway. 
 
    Jessamyn stopped at the edge of the steps leading down into the pool. Kneeling gracefully, taking the hem of her sundress in both hands, and lifting it up and over her head in one smooth motion, revealing her luscious and lithe nude form in all its glory. I could hear a low growling and immediately realised it was coming from deep from within my own throat. 
 
    Casting a sultry smile at me, she dipped her foot in the warm waters and slowly descended the steps into the pool, teasing me with each slow yet elegant step. She managed to get about halfway down before I surged from my sitting position and swept her into my arms. Our mouths meeting, lips parting, and tongues hungrily sparring with one another. 
 
    After a few minutes, we pulled away, breathless, and I waded back to the seated area at the far end of the bathing area. Sitting down, but with my hands on Jessamyn’s hips keeping her in a standing position, her feet finding purchase on the ledge on either side of my legs.  
 
    This left her delectable folds and engorged clit in my eye line and I wasted no more time burying my face in her vulvic mound. Taking her clit and labia in my mouth, alternating between gentle bites, and sucking on the outer areas until her pussy lips were drooling her tangy juices into my mouth, I slurped it up and drank of her greedily. 
 
    Her soft moans graduated to louder keening gasps of pleasure as I pushed her ever onwards towards orgasm. Moving my hands from her hips, cupping both of her ass cheeks firmly, massaging her supple flesh strongly enough to leave an impression. 
 
    I pushed my tongue farther out, letting it snake deep inside her channel, the rough tip reaching and prodding the spot on the roof of her cunny. Meanwhile, the stud at the centre of my tongue stroked back and forth across her clit and I felt her vaginal walls clench seconds later. Her hands reaching out and grabbing a hold of my hair as she started trying to buck away as her first orgasm ripped violently through her. 
 
    I held my lover in place, continuing to work my tongue back and forth, forcing her to ride out the waves of pleasure as I did my level best to extend them for as long as possible. My chin was soon awash with the beauties cum, as one orgasm became two, three and on for a fourth. I was dimly aware of her yelps of desire, loud at first, fading to whimpers as she lost the capacity to verbalise. 
 
    After a solid minute, I relented, letting her come down from the high. Jessamyn had lost control of her legs and had only remained upright as I held her butt firmly in place and her fists gripping clumps of hair unable to let go. I gently lowered her ass, her knees folding either side of me, her body beginning to collapse into my lap and her fingers releasing their death grip on my hair as her muscles relaxed.  
 
    I shifted my hands back around to her hips, and lining my throbbing member upward, sheathed my cock in her divine quim as I pulled her body back down into the waters. Her arms came to rest around my shoulders, and I slipped one hand to her lower back, the other taking hold of her hair and gently pulling her head back exposing her gorgeous breasts. 
 
    My head snapped downward, taking one of her nipples in my mouth, I kissed and grazed on her tiny protrusion. Then I opened my mouth wide and sucked as much of her breast into my mouth as I could, all the while using my other hand to start her body moving up and down on my length. I moved my lips, tongue, and mouth to her other tit and gave it the same treatment, Jessamyn moaning wordlessly the entire time, her head still tilted back.  
 
    Satisfied her sensitive globes had received ample attention, I pulled her body in closer and added my insistent thrusts to our coupling and we stayed that way gently fucking for half an hour. Jessamyn’s legs straddling me, her enchanting green eyes being devoured by my hungry yellow lupine ones, mutually whispering sweet words of encouragement and desire. 
 
    Eventually, all good things must come to an end, at least until they start again. I felt the familiar tightening in my balls, the aching hardness in my shaft as I sped my pace and thrust hard into her, unloading a dozen or more spurts of my creamy seed deep into her womb. Jessamyn all the while begging me to fill her as her orgasm clenched on my cock, milking each spurt. 
 
    We held one another tightly as we kissed softly in the afterglow of a most satisfying fuck.  
 
    “I needed that,” I managed to say at last.  
 
    I was still buried to the hilt in Jessamyn, and neither one of us showed any desire or need to pull apart. 
 
    “As did I, Master,” she sighed with deep satisfaction. 
 
    “Now my or should I say our immediate needs have been met,” I joked with her as I brushed her auburn hair past her long pointed elven ear. “What do you have to tell me about my newest addition to the Wolf King’s Lair? Perhaps starting with where she is,” I said. 
 
    “It was most certainly our needs,” she said, smiling back at me before resting her head on my shoulder. “I escorted Karragh through the resource rooms as you wished, Master, informing her of her duties and what would be expected of her. As we made our way around, I made quite an interesting observation,” she said.  
 
    She looked at me then questioningly. I was a tad impatient to learn more about Karragh but had learned to trust my first disciple. 
 
    “What did you discover?” 
 
    “It would appear when our skill levels advanced to six and the drop rates of the different qualities changed, it only changed from our perspective. What I think happened were the nodes we could see changed and not the nodes themselves. Once we advanced, we could no longer observe some of the lower quality nodes and would see different, better-quality nodes that were previously concealed from us,” she said. 
 
    “Really, how did you come to this conclusion?” I asked. 
 
    “As I was showing Karragh around it became apparent. Her Mining, Hunting, and Gathering skills are much lower than ours and while we were clearing the resource rooms, I could see she was harvesting nodes not visible to me and vice versa. It didn’t take long checking the inventory to see her extras were junk, whereas mine were standard and fair.”  
 
    “I don’t think we noticed when we advanced, Master. We usually gather side by side, and our skill levels are quite closely aligned, we would have crossed the threshold shortly after one another.” 
 
    “That is interesting,” I mused aloud. “That means we can get even more out of each room, albeit of a poorer quality.” 
 
    “Yes, Master, this is where I have left Karragh, when we returned to this section of the dungeon, I gave her a brief tour of the dungeon, excluding the baths. We first cleared the resource rooms you had not covered and now she is roaming those you had already done, picking up the extras visible to only her. She should be done with shortly if she has not finished already. I told her to wait for us in the banquet hall,” she said. 
 
    “Good, you’ve done well, better than I have it would seem. Best we address the elephant in the room,” I said offhandedly. Jessamyn’s body stiffened in surprise in my arms. 
 
    “Please, Master, do not call her an elephant. I’ve explained you are not Realms born and meant no offence, but no woman would take being compared to an elephant well. Maybe an ogress wouldn’t mind, but only because they want to be as big as an elephant,” she said with concern. 
 
    “Not what I meant,” I laughed. “It’s just an Earth saying it means we’ve been talking about inconsequential matters to avoid bringing up the obvious conversation topic. In this case, me questioning if Karragh was an ironskin dwarf,” I said. 
 
    “Oh! That makes more sense,” she giggled. “Your Earth phrases can be very confusing but inventive,” she followed with as if afraid she might offend me. 
 
    “Fill me in quickly, and then if we have time, I’ll fill you in again slowly,” I said.  
 
    Lifting her a little and down again on my still hard cock. She groaned and ground her pussy against my shaft. Maybe that hadn’t been the most sensible move to make if I wanted to find out how I had erred, but I regret nothing. 
 
    “You shouldn’t blame yourself, Master. To fully explain Karragh’s sensitivity and her reaction, you need to know a little of the history of the ironskin dwarves and their relationship to their former patron Divine Lord, Ironhammer. Thirty thousand years ago the ironskin clan of dwarves looked much the same as their close cousins the hill and valley dwarves.” Jessamyn began. 
 
    “Valley dwarves, I don’t think I’ve come across any of them,” I interrupted straight away. 
 
    “That is not surprising, Master. It is also a different and equally sad tale that happened a few thousand years later. The short version is almost all the valley dwarves were killed in a millennia-long war with several orc tribal nations and the few remaining communities are in seclusion, but back to the ironskin clans’ story,” she gently admonished me.  
 
    “They were a proud people, a pride which proved to be their downfall and continues to afflict them to this day. They were the greatest smiths of all dwarvenkind, which meant they were the greatest smiths throughout the Realms. Yet, Ironhammer, their patron and god of all smiths, felt the clan did not pay him enough homage for the gift to work metal that he bestowed upon them.”  
 
    “The ironskin clan, in their pride at their accomplishments, repudiated his claim. They refused to give him the thanks he demanded, even going so far as to suggest the works of their master crafters had surpassed even his Lordly items.”  
 
    “Ironhammer did not take this at all well, as you might imagine, Master. He cursed the ironskin clan and stripped them of their capability to excel in metalworking. As part of the curse, and to forever remind them of their arrogance he marked them, turning the colour of their skin almost black to match the colour of iron,” she paused to gauge if I had been following her so far. 
 
    “I saw the details of the curse in Karragh’s character bio,” I said. “It didn’t mention anything about skin colour, but Karragh’s metalworking skill behaves as if it is twenty ranks lower than it really is.”  
 
    “Yes, and this leads us finally to why what you said would upset her so. The ironskin clan despaired for what had been done to them, many of their finest craftsmen took their own lives rather than go on unable to work the forges as they had before,” Jessamyn said. 
 
    “I already didn’t like Ironhammer, now I realise he’s an even bigger fuckwad than I thought. I’m even starting to feel a little sympathy for Drakken and his ilk,” I said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far, Master,” Jessamyn mused. “This was countless generations ago. What Ironhammer did was cruel, but it does not excuse most ironskin dwarves of the dastardly deeds they are known for today.” 
 
    “Quite right, you are, Jess,” I said, nuzzling her nose with my own and giving it a quick kiss. “Please, continue.” 
 
    “Seeing the disaster his curse had wrought amongst the ironskin clan, Ironhammer returned to them with an offer. Any ironskin dwarf who displayed true contrition in their hearts would have the curse removed and their smithing skills returned to their former stature.”  
 
    “The way the sisters of the Silver Lady, who instructed me in this history, teach it, they are just as scornful of Ironhammer, as they are of the dwarves. That Ironhammer is as pride-filled and stubbornly foolish as the ironskin clan he cursed.”  
 
    “The pride of the surviving ironskin’s wouldn’t allow them to accept his offer, to ever beg his forgiveness. It went against the very nature of who they were, mirrors of their creator, Ironhammer himself. They proudly announced they would prefer to never work the forges again, rather than bow to his demands, and for tens of thousands of years they have not.”  
 
    “During that time, a handful of ironskin dwarves in each generation have been born without being marked as all others of their kind have been. Nobody truly knows why, least of all the ironskins themselves and this will have been the case with Karragh, Master,” Jessamyn said before continuing my lesson. 
 
    “Ironskin culture has developed over time in such a way they do not mention Ironhammer or the curse in public. It is the duty of an ironskin dwarf’s parents to instruct their young in private and reinforce their hatred and defiance of their former God. Ironskins like Karragh are often abandoned by their families by the time they become young adults. Shunned by their kin, and at the mercy of an angry clan they are often slain while young, hence their tendency to cover themselves.”  
 
    “They are despised as a reminder of what was lost and worse, the unspoken assumption is they are apologists, in their hearts, they have begged for the forgiveness of Ironhammer and been granted it. That they are Forgiven.” 
 
    “No greater shame or insult can be levelled at a member of the ironskin clan. Bloody wars have been fought in the deep caverns of the Realms at the mere suggestion, by a visiting envoy, that the ironskins make peace with their former patron.” 
 
    “I should have known you were unaware of this, and it is just common knowledge in the Realms. I should not have assumed you knew and told you before and I am very sorry Master,” Jessamyn finished. 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Jessamyn,” I reassured her. “It’s just the kind of knowledge I probably would have been granted inherently if the Divine Lords had not interfered. So, by questioning if Karragh was an ironskin dwarf, it was pretty much one of the most insulting things I could have said to her.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m afraid so, Master,” Jessamyn replied. “Not to worry, Master, although she was very angry, at first. I set her straight on the matter and you will find her dutiful and ready to perform her duties,” she said in a much lighter tone. 
 
    “Is that so?” I asked playfully. “Did you lay down the law, tell her what’s what?” 
 
    “Yes, Master, I was very firm with her…” she answered, with a catch in her voice as she finished as I lifted her ass and thrust my member back deep inside her. 
 
    “As firm, as that,” I whispered throatily, continuing to pound her tight pussy. 
 
    “Firmer… Harder…” Jessamyn shouted haltingly. I wasn’t sure if she was answering me or making a request, and it didn’t matter. Karragh would have to amuse herself for a while longer. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    A short while later, Jessamyn and I had finally left the baths, dried off and put our clothes back on. We walked out back into the bedroom. Karragh was not in here, but then I recalled Jessamyn had told her to meet us in the Banquet Hall. I briefly considered using the DDD to locate her but concluded she would have had ample time to finish up, so it would be quicker to head there. 
 
    We didn’t have to pass back through the core room as I’d attached an adjoining corridor from the bedroom area to the Banquet Hall and Library. Thus, we were spared the creepy sight of Shellitz, Drakken and company standing motionless, awaiting their inevitable fate. 
 
    I strode into the Banquet Hall like I owned the place, just as well that I did. Jessamyn was following on my heels, I’d noticed she walked a little straighter than before, a touch more formal. Previously she had been more likely to cling on to my arm or burrow her way under it, and she must be trying to make a different impression on our newest team member. 
 
    Karragh was indeed in the Banquet Hall, sitting on a stool by the oak wood bar I had crafted and installed. Holding a tankard in both hands, staring into its depths so deeply, that at first, she did not hear our approach. As we drew near, she was roused from her reverie and with a slight stumble dismounted the stool and stood before me, her violet eyes lowered to the floor. 
 
    She had removed the armour and was now wearing simple grey woollen shirt and trousers, provided by Jessamyn I had to presume. The clothing still covered most of her body, but she was no longer trying to hide her face, apart from staring at the floor that is. I decided on addressing that first. 
 
    “Karragh I cannot have a disciple who will not look up, you will forever be walking into things,” I told her with mock sternness.  
 
    Yeah, I totally thieved that from Babylon 5, but that’s between you, me, and the ethereal plane.  
 
    She slowly raised her head, and I caught a hint of a smile at my extraordinary and completely original snappy one-liner. Her scent was telling me her earlier anger was gone, now she was filled with nervousness, arousal, and an undercurrent of confusion. That would be my sexual magnetism aura kicking into high gear and battering the poor girl with a flood of new and unexpected emotions and feelings. 
 
    “Yes, sir, I will do better, sir. I would like to start by apologising for my earlier disrespect and thank you for the opportunity to serve despite my obvious failings,” she rattled off her piece rapidly barely taking a breath while standing at attention.  
 
    Despite my usual density, particularly when it comes to members of the opposite sex, I was detecting a military background.  
 
    If so, the rigid discipline typical of such organisations, at least on Earth, could be adding an extra layer of complexity to my aura’s effect on her. Expressing a sexual desire for a commanding officer was usually deeply frowned upon, acting upon it even more so. I probably ought to have asked Jessamyn more questions about what she had learned of Karragh, instead of spending most of the last two hours screwing her senseless.  
 
    Ha! Got you. I regret nothing. 
 
    “What are you drinking?” I asked her instead. 
 
    “Um…I…shouldn’t have presumed,” she mumbled in a sudden panic. 
 
    “Calm yourself and take a breath. I’m not telling you off, it’s there to be drunk. I just want to know what you picked?” I asked.  
 
    Along the bar, I had installed twelve hand pumps to draw up a selection of ales from the kegs that were now ensconced beneath the varnished oak.  
 
    I’d spent quite a few hours of my life down at my local pub, the Nag’s Head, sampling the ever-changing varieties of ales they had available. It was in no small part responsible for the gut expansion I’d been experiencing before the pandemic’s lockdown had even begun. Good times, it was one of the few things I genuinely missed from Earth. 
 
    Karragh pointed to a hand pump in the middle, the beer clip had the picture of purple fruit, the shade similar to her eyes.  
 
    “This one, sir, I wasn’t sure what the other pictures meant, I thought the one with some fruit on it would be a safe pick,” Karragh elaborated.  
 
    I had forgotten most of the Realms born were illiterate, so she wouldn’t have been able to read the name of the beer. 
 
    “This is Elgood’s Plum Porter, a dark ale with a subtle fruity aftertaste. I can tell you what the other ones are later, but they are all from my home. I’ve picked these for now but there are many more we can sample. I can see you managed to work out how to use the hand pumps, what do you think of a genuine Earth export?” I asked her. 
 
    “I like it, sir. I’ve never tasted anything quite like it before…and well the ales I’m used to…lacked flavour. Yes, sir, it didn’t take long to understand how it worked, the craftsmanship is excellent, did you create these yourself?” Karragh asked, beginning to loosen up. 
 
    “I can’t take the credit for these babies,” I said, as I walked around to the other side of the bar, directly opposite Karragh and patting one of the hand pumps.  
 
    “I’m able to use the DDD, did Jessamyn show you that?” I stopped long enough for Karragh to nod her head yes. “I’m able to use it to buy or create almost anything from my world, but we can only make use of it in rooms like this, that aren’t part of the dungeon adventurers can access,” I said. 
 
    Just as I was finishing, Jessamyn took a seat on one of the stools on Karragh’s side of the bar.  
 
    “Karragh, sit. No need to stand on ceremony here.” I said.  
 
    The dwarf woman resumed her place on one of the stools, lifting the tankard to her delicate pink lips and taking a deep draft of the ale. She smacked her lips softly as she lowered the tankard back to the bar, the plum porter darkening her lips ever so slightly. 
 
    “Jessamyn, would you like something?” I asked her. 
 
    “Yes, please, Master,” she replied. “Can you pick for me, as I wouldn’t know what to choose.” 
 
    “Of course,” I answered her.  
 
    I moved down the line of hand pumps and taking two fresh tankards I put the first beneath the nozzle just below the top of the bar. Then pulling back the handle slowly four times to draw the frothy beer up from the keg and into the tankard. I repeated the process until I had two freshly poured beers and I returned to the end of the bar with the elf and dwarf woman, planting one of the tankards in front of Jessamyn. 
 
    “This is called Sign of Spring, by the Stonehenge brewery,” I informed her. Jessamyn peered into the tankard and looked up at me quizzically. 
 
    “Master, I don’t want to question your choice but are you sure this is fine to drink…” she said, biting her lip. 
 
    “Yes, I wouldn’t have poured it otherwise,” I told her, restraining my smile. 
 
    “…but it’s green,” she said plaintively, and I couldn’t hold it in any longer letting out a hearty laugh. 
 
    “It’s supposed to be, it’s a bit of a gimmick back home, I think they add some edible green dye to get it as green as it is, though. Tastes good. Although it may be a little bitter for your preference, but try it,” I said, urging her to give it a go. 
 
    She raised the tankard to her lips anxiously and sipped at the contents. Her nose scrunched with disgust and she put it down quickly eliciting a further chuckle from me. 
 
    “Would you like a white wine instead,” I asked as my laughter faded. 
 
    “Yes, please, Master.” She answered quickly.  
 
    I took the tankard from her and shuffled it sideways, putting it in front of Karragh and she eyed it with far more interest than Jessamyn had.  
 
    “Tell me, Karragh, have you served in any military units? I watched your performance in the dungeon and your skills with the axe are more polished than most others who I have seen come through here.” I asked her. 
 
    I wanted her to open up a bit and this seemed like a safe conversation topic. 
 
    “Yes, sir I served on an ironskin dwarf raiding crew for several years. It was the only work I could get, being one of the…Forgiven,” Karragh said the last part hesitantly.  
 
    “There is no need to be ashamed here Karragh. I like you just the way you are,” I told her, letting my eyes rove up and down her upper body I could see over the top of the oak bar. When she saw me admiring her cleavage her cheeks blushed a rosy pink.  
 
    “As Jessamyn will have told you I don’t know much about the ironskin dwarves, or any of the peoples from the Thirty-Six Realms. There are some similarities to the folklore from my world, enough leading me to suspect the Divine Lords may have been cribbing from us when they created the realms, but it seems to be a bit hit and miss with accuracy. Tell me about these ‘raiding crews’ you were a part of?” I asked her. 
 
    “Of course, sir. Due to my peoples…history, we are unable to make many of the necessities, from weapons, building materials like nails, even pots and pans. We were taught, in the early years our people traded for such things, but that changed when it became clear the other races were taking advantage of our misfortune, robbing us of our hard-earned wealth,” Karragh started.  
 
    She paused briefly, taking a slurp of the green beer in front of her, before continuing.  
 
    “The ironskin clan would not be treated in such a manner and if others would try to rob us, we would take from them in turn. From then on, raiding crews would head out and take what the clan needed from those who refused to treat us fairly. It is dangerous work, and many do not return. The crews provide for our people what they cannot make for themselves, and all others refuse to sell at a fair price,” she said.  
 
    She paused again, took another sip eyeing both Jessamyn and me warily. When I said nothing, she started speaking once more. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, our justifications are hollow, maybe once they were true, but not for many generations. We are nothing more than thieves and murderers. I’m not a fool, I have thought the same myself, often, all too often,” she whispered dejectedly, staring sightlessly into the depths of her tankard. 
 
    “I already told you, you have nothing to be ashamed of here, Karragh. The past is exactly that, the past. Here we all get a second roll of the dice, and what you do from here on in is all that matters to me,” I told her earnestly.  
 
    She looked up at me, blinking away the moisture that had been gathering there.  
 
    “People do what they must to survive. I know I have and will do so again, and I won’t hesitate to do what’s needed to preserve and protect me and what’s mine. That now includes you, and I expect the same in return,” I growled vehemently.  
 
    “Yes, sir. I will do what needs to be done,” she responded in a stronger voice.  
 
    “Good, that’s what I like to hear, now, let’s finish these drinks. We have no more time to waste, and I need to put you to good use. We have several hours of getting sweaty from close contact physical exertion ahead of us,” I said, necking the contents of my own tankard as I did.  
 
    Winking at Karragh lasciviously as I banged the empty tankard on the oaken bar. 
 
    “Wha…um…sir?” Karragh stammered, her eyes widening and cheeks reddening. I could smell her shock but also her arousal. 
 
    “Sparring,” I chuckled.  
 
    Jessamyn’s tinkling laughter erupted and she brought her dainty hand up to cover her mouth, trying to hold it in. 
 
    
     “I don’t know why you’re laughing, Jess,” I snarked. “You’ll be joining us, of course.”  
 
     She smiled back weakly, with far less enthusiasm than before. 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    We spent ten hours sparring, honing our combat techniques with Karragh, making use of the goblin and wood elf dungeon creatures for interactive full-contact practise. Karragh’s expertise was in the use of hand axes, but she had plenty of pointers and tips for general melee combat and the session proved incredibly useful for all concerned. 
 
    By the end, much of Karragh’s stiffness and formality had begun ebbing away. It stood to reason, after getting to witness my true ineptitude when it came to fighting, she would relax around me a bit. I’d been getting by on being much stronger than my opponents, but there would come a time when the shoe would be on the other foot.  
 
    I’d learned far less from my repeated encounters in the dungeon than I thought I had. Again, my superior strength allowed me to overwhelm other duellists, and in the mass combat situations, I was often swinging wildly, with little skill involved.  
 
    By battling Karragh, me without gear and her in a fully enchanted ensemble. I swiftly learned how one-sided a confrontation would be against someone of equal or greater power than I had, but who also knew what they were doing with that power. 
 
    It was a humbling experience, I lost forty matches in a row, but it wasn’t losing them that was the surprise, it was never coming close, that was sucker-punching my pride. Even if I played for time and tried to make use of my natural resilience to simply outlast her, she crushed me. It drove home that I couldn’t allow myself to get cocky, I would need to start expanding my defences on the core floor, just to be on the safe side.  
 
    When I felt we’d had enough battle practise for one time-freeze I led my two beautiful companions back to the banquet hall and more importantly the bar. Pulling a few more draughts of novelty ales I had selected for myself and Karragh. For Jessamyn I put together a couple of cocktails Jessamyn as we relaxed, letting the adrenaline dissipate.  
 
    After finishing with the gathering and sparring I still had about twenty-four hours left to burn and I knew just what I wanted to do with most of it.  
 
    
     “Jessamyn, time for us to clean up,” I announced suddenly coming out from behind the oak bar. “Karragh we will see you later, drink as much as you like, there are no hangovers,” I said with a wink.  
 
     With that, I took Jessamyn under my arm, firmly pressing her ass to propel her forward to the bedroom with all due haste. 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    Close to an hour later I was kneeling naked in the centre of my enormous four-poster bed, blue silken sheets thrown back. Jessamyn was lying on her side in front of me, and I had her upper leg raised and lodged over my shoulder as I straddled her lower leg and forcefully pounded her perfect pinkish pussy repeatedly.  
 
    I had replaced the mattress with an Earth version I had bought, it was firmer and made it easier to adopt sex positions like this. Jessamyn would look up at me lovingly between thrusts when her eyes would inevitably close from the jolts of ecstasy. 
 
    I was just gathering momentum for the final push when my senses alerted me to an interesting development. Karragh had come to the doorway, upon seeing us on the bed she stopped cold and backed up a few steps. Then halted her retreat and shuffled over so she was mostly obscured by the door frame but continued watching.  
 
    Her scent wafted across the room, her arousal so powerful it managed to penetrate the aromatic miasma of sex, Jessamyn and I were generating on the bed. Mid-thrust I dropped Jessamyn’s leg from my shoulder and leant down, kissing her pretty lips hungrily. 
 
    “Don’t look suddenly, but we have an audience,” I whispered as our lips broke contact. Jessamyn smiled, glee in her eyes. 
 
    “Hmmm, yes, finally, I was beginning to doubt she would show up,” she moaned in response.  
 
    Sitting back up on my heels, I resumed driving my cock into Jessamyn’s wanting channel. I kept up the pace for a couple of minutes, waiting to see if Karragh would flee, but she stayed. I couldn’t look directly at her as I didn’t want to frighten her away, but I could hear the soft susurration of her hands rubbing under her clothing and against her skin. My imagination filled in the blanks, and I could visualise her stroking her moistening folds and busty assets. 
 
    That alone was enough, and I felt the welcome stiffening ache in my cock. With a primal growl I unleashed a pulsing torrent of my sperm deep into Jessamyn’s tunnel, my growling was joined by Jessamyn’s cries as she came just as hard. Panting a little from the exertion, I pulled out of the wood elf and sat back down, lying on the pillows piled up by the headboard. My legs were splayed open and my member, still rigid, bobbing in the air, a combination of Jessamyn’s and my juices dripping from the tip. 
 
    I looked over to the door and locked eyes with Karragh. She had been mesmerised by our carnal activity and had forgotten to slip away before we finished. I offered her a wink as she realised, we could see her as well as she could see us. 
 
    The blush rose in her cheeks, she swiftly and guiltily, pulling the hand roaming over her sex down her plain pants away.  
 
    “…I’m…sorry…I didn’t mean to intrude,” she stammered out, preparing to turn around and run away.  
 
    Jessamyn had crawled to the end of the bed, as I sat back and was now propped up on her elbow displaying her svelte and sexy body to the stuttering dwarf. Jessamyn’s hand slipped down from her hip, her fingers lightly teasing her clitoris, flicking the glittering copper stud she had left in.  
 
    “Karragh, come here!” she ordered the embarrassed dwarven woman, pointing at a spot just a few feet away from her.  
 
    Karragh hesitated for a moment, glancing at me, but I kept my expression neutral, I wanted to see how this played out. After a moment longer Karragh shuffled to where Jessamyn had indicated like a naughty school child. 
 
    “What did you need, Karragh,” Jessamyn asked, softening her tone. Unashamedly flaunting her nakedness. 
 
    “I…uh…I just came to ask…um…where should I sleep?” she said.  
 
    I’d forgotten to fill Karragh in that we technically didn’t need to sleep. It was also a very tiny oversight on my part, I hadn’t put any thought into where Karragh could rest or chill out if she wasn’t joining us in the main boudoir. Such had been my assumption that she would be. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Jessamyn mused aloud, playing like she was thinking it over. “This is the only bed we currently have. You shall have to join us on this one,” she finished decisively.  
 
    Karragh’s head, which up to now had been staring at the floor, shot up, her eyes practically screaming panic.  
 
    “No…I couldn’t…I mean…it wouldn’t be proper,” she muttered. Her face flushing beet red.  
 
    “Strip Karragh. Now.” Jessamyn commanded, her tone clearly indicating she expected obedience and she expected it immediately. 
 
    I had been sitting back enjoying the show. Jessamyn had told me her upbringing in one of the Silver Lady’s convents had given her plenty of experience with discipline, both receiving and dishing it out. I’d yet to genuinely see it in action but was happy to observe now. 
 
    Karragh looked from Jessamyn to me and back again, her fears warring with her wants. For the briefest of moments, I thought fear might win out and she would run from the room. Instead, something unusual happened, well unusual for me, I don’t think Karragh or Jessamyn were aware of it. I felt a sudden connection with both of my disciples. I could only describe it as a kind of sixth sense linking us, a conduit for energy radiating outward, linking me to both Jessamyn and Karragh. There was a secondary connection between Jessamyn and the dwarf woman.  
 
    The moment Karragh made her choice to obey Jessamyn’s orders I felt the conduit between us send forth a powerful pulse of energy from my chest, through the connection, into Jessamyn and then Karragh a heartbeat later. The pulse which flowed into Karragh seemed to encounter some resistance but overcame it quickly, settling inside the dwarf woman. 
 
    I would describe the experience as akin to a mental orgasm as if I had just spurted psychic cum into my disciples. Jessamyn shivered as it happened but that was the only outward indication, she was aware of what I had done and experienced. My ‘load’ delivered, I felt the connection to the two of them break off and dissipate.  
 
    I was half-aware directly after the DDD was flashing, I had a new notification. My attention, however, was transfixed on my ironskin dwarf disciple as she slowly pulled her plain brown shirt over her head, shortly followed by her similar brown pants, dropping to the floor around her ankles. She stood there, nervously covering her genitals with her hands. 
 
    “That’s better,” Jessamyn purred.  
 
    Jessamyn shifted her body, sitting up a little from the edge of the end of the bed, both feet resting on the divan I had placed there.  
 
    “I don’t think you came here to ask about sleeping arrangements,” she said. Lifting a hand and wagging a finger in front of the naked and nervous dwarf.  
 
    “Miss, I…” Karragh started. 
 
    “Quiet, I’m speaking,” Jessamyn spoke with firm authority, but without shouting.  
 
    I’d begun stroking my length as I watched Jessamyn play as a dominant, it was sooo hot. 
 
    “No, I think you came in here because you want our master’s seed,” she said. 
 
    Karragh tried to shake her head, but one look at the steely gaze from Jessamyn and she broke. 
 
    “Yes, Miss,” she replied softly instead. 
 
    “As I thought,” Jessamyn said, scooting back a few inches on the bed, spreading her legs wide displaying her perfect set of labia and bulging clitoris. Drops of my thick creamy seed were beginning to dribble from her folds, coating her perineum.  
 
    “Well, here it is,” she said nonchalantly, gesturing to her so recently fucked pussy. “Lick it up and be sure to get it all.” 
 
    Eyes widening even further Karragh baulked at the order, but Jessamyn arched her eyebrow at her hesitancy. 
 
    “I won’t tell you again and be quick about it. Don’t waste a drop, or I shall be very displeased,” she said, the firm authority returning to her voice.  
 
    My dick was so hard I thought I must be taking health damage; it took a will of iron not to jump in and ravish her. I told myself a little more patience and even greater rewards shall be yours. 
 
    “Yes, Miss, sorry, Miss,” Karragh managed to find her voice and stepped forward.  
 
    Her hands came away from her genitalia as she placed them on either side of the divan, taking up a kneeling position between the legs of my auburn-haired wood elf. I could see her tuft of pubic hair, the same pale blonde colour of her short-cropped hair. It was a thick but compact patch just above her mounds. 
 
    With Karragh now so close to Jessamyn, the wood eld’s legs were blocking my view. I rolled out the side of the bed and took a new position resting against one of the posts at the far end of the bed. From my new perch, I could see all the hot steamy lesbian action my horny little heart desired. 
 
    Then Karragh lowered her head, her reddish-pink tongue poking out of her mouth as she gently at first and then with greater confidence started to lick around the edges of Jessamyn’s labia. Taking globs of my sticky cum on the tip of her tongue, pulling it back into her mouth, licking her lips and tasting it before swallowing my precious essence.  
 
    Jessamyn began to moan from the tender ministrations of the dwarf woman, and I may have been making a few low growling sounds myself. 
 
    Having finished licking up all my cum that had managed to seep out of Jessamyn, Karragh’s tongue moved up and softly at first but then more firmly pushed inside of her puckered pussy lips. Proceeding to lap and slurp my seed from Jessamyn’s fleshy chalice. Before long, Jessamyn took hold of Karragh’s hair and began pushing her face closer, encouraging her to delve deeper with her tongue. 
 
    “Good girl, enjoying yourself?” she whispered, the look of joy in Karragh’s eyes reminding me of Jessamyn in the throes of our own passion. 
 
    “Yes, Miss, thank you, Miss,” she replied thickly. 
 
    “Excellent, now there is plenty more of the masters cum to be had but it is deep inside. His cock is so huge, his seed has a long way to travel to come back out,” she giggled.  
 
    Karragh nodded in understanding. 
 
    “Come up on the bed and lie down on your back,” Jessamyn ordered. “I’m going to sit on your face, and you can drink his seed as it flows down and out. Don’t waste any,” she ordered the last sharply. 
 
    “No, Miss, I won’t spill a drop Miss,” was Karragh’s prompt subordinate response.  
 
    Jessamyn shuffled backwards and Karragh clambered up onto the bed, lying on her back as she was told. Jessamyn got on her knees and positioned her pussy above the waiting hungry mouth of the blonde dwarf woman. Karragh’s tongue reaching out and resuming the tickling ministrations of the wood elf’s nether lips. 
 
    Jessamyn shuddered with pleasure as Karragh teased her mound, and I had to move around to the end of the bed so I could drink in the incredibly erotic sight before of me of two nude beauties pleasuring one another. Jessamyn shot me a wanton smile and her hands reached out and started to massage and squeeze Karragh’s breasts. Her fingers gripping and tweaking the dwarf woman’s thick nipples. Karragh letting out an audible moan, her legs twitching, and I could see a rivulet of her juices escape her slick folds.  
 
    All remnants of her previous nervousness now gone, Karragh’s hands reached up grabbing Jessamyn’s hips as she pulled the elf girl’s pussy closer to her roving tongue as her mouth’s lips kissed the elf’s pussy lips. 
 
    “Hmmm, I think you are ready,” purred Jessamyn from her kneeling position. “Are you ready to take our master’s cock Karragh? I know you’ve been craving it since he took you from the dungeon.” 
 
    “Yes, Miss,” she managed to say pulling her head away from the wood elf’s cunny briefly. Her eyes met mine, and unabated lust filled them. “Oh, yes,” she gasped, her quim clenching with a small anticipatory orgasm.  
 
    “Beg for it then, you horny girl, beg for his cock and maybe he’ll oblige,” Jessamyn commanded.  
 
    I most certainly was going to oblige, and it was taking an inhuman level of restraint not to be balls deep in her already. 
 
    “Please, sir, will you take me, sir,” the blonde dwarf begged. 
 
    Jessamyn acted before I could, pulling her hips away from Karragh revealing her face, with one hand she slapped the dwarf across the face, very hard. The other she slapped the side of one of her breasts, leaving a stinging red mark, shocking both Karragh and myself, although I managed to hide it better. 
 
    “That is not how you address our Master,” she raged with genuine anger and fury in her eyes. “Beg properly or face even greater punishments.”  
 
    The implication clear, Karragh had already earned herself some future corrective measures. 
 
    “Yes, Miss, sorry Miss,” she spoke up trying to placate the furious elf girl. After a moment, thinking about what she may have done to err in Jess’ opinion she tried again.  
 
    “Please, Master, will you take me. Will you fuck my unworthy quim and fill my womb with your seed,” she implored of me, calling me master for the first time.  
 
    It sent a fresh thrill through my engorged member, which twitched in response. My smile grew predatory, right now I couldn’t think of anything that could turn me on more.  
 
    Jessamyn, now satisfied with Karragh’s pleading, shifted her hips back so Karragh could resume working her clit. Her own hands returned to kneading the dwarf woman’s breasts, teasing the nipples, whispering she was a good girl and had done well.  
 
    I grabbed hold of the arm of the divan in front of me, as it was blocking me from my prize, pulling it out and away in a single swift motion. I put a bit too much oomph into the action and ended up throwing the thing across the room. It smashed into the wall, dropping to the floor in a broken heap. The destruction wrought by my hand barely registered, my attention was entirely zoned in on the luscious sight before me.  
 
    “For your earlier disobedience, I shall not be as gentle with you during your first time as I might have been,” I said, stepping up to the end of the bed, deciding to run with Jessamyn’s punishment motif.  
 
    Karragh ceased her licking for half a second sending a glance at me, her throat contracting in a gulp, before resuming her work. I could see her labia twitch with excitement and anticipation, a little more of her precum oozing from her slit. 
 
    I took hold of her right ankle with my left hand and raised it high, forcing her leg back. I let my fingers play and dance over her wet vulva for a short while, pushing them past her lips, so I could gauge how tight she was. I wasn’t being gentle, but I didn’t want to genuinely hurt her either.  
 
    My explorations drew a pleasurable gasp from the dwarf and revealing unlike Jessamyn, Karragh was not a virgin, but her cunny was still gratifyingly firm and inviting. This wasn’t a problem for me, her past was exactly that, the past. Her present and future were with me, she was all mine and mine alone.  
 
    I grabbed her other ankle, lifting it, so I could take hold of both with my left hand. I gripped my throbbing member with my now free right hand and teased the dwarf’s pouting entrance with my tip, circling it around and over her mound, coating her thatch of blonder hair above it in a mixture of our combined juices.  
 
    “Please…” she said, muffled by her mouth and lips being crushed up against Jessamyn’s pussy as the wood elf girl ground them into Karragh’s face. Jessamyn and my eyes met, hers green and mine yellow, equally filled with lust.  
 
    “Do it, Master, fuck her…uuhh she has earned it,” she managed to gasp, on the verge of orgasm herself. 
 
    I pressed the tip of my dick against her opening, the head pushing past the minimal resistance her flesh barriers offered. Once the head was in, I rammed my hips forward and slammed my cock deep into her willing tunnel. Karragh wailed, both from shock and glee at my sudden entrance and my balls slapped against her puckered arsehole as my hips connected with hers. With her legs raised as they were, I was able to penetrate her to the base of my cock. 
 
    Now inside my free hand grabbing her left ankle and I pushed her legs farther back while simultaneously shifting my own body to loom over hers. With her now in position I flexed my hips backwards, pulling my shaft halfway out before thrusting back down more powerfully than before. 
 
    “Yessss…” Karragh moaned out. “Again, please, Master.”  
 
    I happily obliged, pulling back once more before plunging back down into her quivering honey pot. Even my humanoid avatar had claws, and now those on my feet had extended out and were gripping firmly into the flooring allowing me the kind of leverage to hold my position without falling forward. 
 
    Now fully prepared I built up speed and momentum, thrusting powerfully, pounding my submerged cock repeatedly and furiously into her clenching channel. Each forward motion sinking my long, thick shaft to the base, letting me grind my pelvis against her clit each time. 
 
    It took just over a minute to send Karragh over the edge, and I felt the velvety slick walls of her vagina uncontrollably clenching my penis, desperately trying to hold it in place. I was too strong and in no mood to show her any mercy and I continued rhythmically pulling out and pushing back in overcoming all muscular resistance.  
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck…Yessss.” Karragh squealed out. “Stop…too much…ahhh…yess, fuckity-fuck.”  
 
    Jessamyn had pulled her pussy away from the blonde dwarf’s mouth letting her ride out her first Wolf King induced orgasm. She gave me a wink and bent over and took one of Karragh’s thick nipples in her mouth and started sucking on it eagerly, the dwarf woman’s breast rising and falling under the elf girl’s suction. 
 
    Watching that was so god damn hot, it was enough to make me want to unleash my load, but not yet, I held back. This was Karragh’s first fucking, the first orgasm I’d forced upon her, and like Jessamyn, before her, I was going to make sure it was a motherfucking multiple leaving her begging for more. 
 
    I doubled down on my thrusting action, adding more pace, more power, and was soon rewarded by further squealing as Karragh now in a blind bliss frenzy was bucking wildly trying to throw me off. Jessamyn, having experienced this herself, was aware and had taken hold of Karragh’s shoulders pushing her down onto the mattress, keeping her in place.  
 
    I wouldn’t relent, making her ride out four perhaps five orgasms over the course of a couple of minutes. Just as she reached the height of another shuddering high, I plunged my cock in deep abutting her cervix for the last time as it became time to satisfy my throbbing ache. My balls tightening, I sent a pulsing deluge of my creamy seed up, over, and all around her womb. 
 
    Once I let go of her legs which flopped down onto the bed, I pulled out, my cock coated in the mixture of my thick white cum and hers. I glanced at Jessamyn, and she was busy, her fingers sawing in and out of her vagina as she brought herself to climax again now her hands were free. 
 
    Karragh was laying there in a languid sex coma, violet eyes closed, softly panting as she came down from the experience. I rolled her over slightly and gave her a sharp slap to her impressive posterior, the pain returning her focus to me. 
 
    “Ow! Yes, Master,” she queried, grinning impishly. 
 
    “Roll over and move to the centre of the bed,” I commanded.  
 
    She hastily obeyed, and as she did, I moved around the side of the bed, clambering on. I knelt on the bed, my still hard cock in front of Karragh’s face and it was beginning to drip juices on the blue silk sheets. I looked over at Jessamyn who was just coming down from her pleasure heights. 
 
    “Jessamyn, get that angelic face of yours between Karragh’s thighs and give her the same treatment she just gave you and as for you,” I said, now addressing Karragh, she looked up from the bed now seeing my bobbing member in front of her. “You get to clean my cock with your mouth.” 
 
    Karragh seemed confused for a moment. 
 
    “Are we not going to sleep, Master?” she asked, before taking the head of my cock in her mouth and beginning to gently suckle on it. 
 
    “That might have been what the weaklings you’ve been with before may have had to do, but here we don’t sleep until I’m done. Spoiler alert that’s a long fucking time from now.”  
 
    The happy glow from her violet eyes told me she wasn’t displeased to hear that. Not at all. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Several hours later Karragh and Jessamyn were dozing on the bed atop one another, basted in our mutual juices. I decided to let them rest a while longer, we had a few hours before I would have to kick the defeated challenger’s out and on to their unpalatable fates. Now I had a moment, I slipped from the bed and padded over to the DDD to check out the notification that had been flashing ever since the strange connection I shared with my two sleeping beauties. 
 
    It struck me as I wandered over how natural I now felt in this form and it could only have been a few months in the elapsed time since all this seemed so new and unusual. I grinned at the thought, despite the constant threat of peril I was far happier here than I’d been back home.  
 
    There would always be a part of me that missed the friends and family I had left back there, just as I was sure they would miss me, at least in the beginning, until they moved on with their lives. My life was here now, and although I fully intended on escaping the Proving Grounds, I knew if I got to the Realms in a new body with my women at my side I wouldn’t even try to return to Earth. 
 
    I activated the DDD, getting comfy on the black leather couch. I hadn’t cleaned up, so my junk was swabbing fluids all over the black leather and making a bit of a mess, but nothing a quick inventory rebound wouldn’t fix up in a jiffy. I had four new messages to review. The first two I could see had the same timestamp as well as the same title and I opened the first of these. 
 
    Disciple Update! 
 
    One of your disciples, Jessamyn, soul has undergone a change. Changes of this nature may affect your disciple’s capabilities and are irreversible, and they can’t be altered even with the use of the design table. Please check their status sheet to review any updates. 
 
    Jess had been irreversibly changed, my heart suddenly started to beat faster, and I felt a sinking feeling in my stomach. This could be horribly bad and without checking any of the other DDD missives, I summoned Jessamyn’s status sheet in a second window. Fortunately, my familiarity with the device had advanced to the stage where I barely had to consciously think of what I wanted before it intuitively carried out my desires for me.  
 
    I scanned the text and after a few moments, audibly sighed in relief. There had been an update, but it was an addition and a positive one at that. Under her special effects, she had a new listing, joining her sanctified affinity. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Aura of Dominance: (20) [Daxasian Blessing] A born leader, those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. Those affected will instinctively defer to you, making them more likely to submit to your will. Its effect is enhanced the longer they are in your presence and holding a position of authority over a person will also enhance its effect. * 
    
  *Granted as the alpha female of the Wolf King’s harem, its effect is x2 on other harem members. 
  As this dungeon has a Dominance speciality this effect is x2 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Jessamyn now had a similar aura of dominance as me, but it wasn’t as strong as my own. Mine was at thirty, which with my dominance bonus was doubled to sixty. Jessamyn’s base of twenty would be doubled to forty, which was still very impressive.  
 
    Then I read the text again and thought through the implications of Jessamyn’s second conditional bonus. On my harem members, her rating of forty would be doubled again to eighty, beating out my rating of sixty. She would have more clout over them than I would. I was disturbed briefly until I realised it made sense she would have or even need that kind of influence to keep a growing harem in check. Especially as I fully intended to for it to grow exponentially.  
 
    Besides, Jessamyn was fully under my authority and was besotted with me, and I had nothing to be concerned about. I was happy for her, as this is what she wanted, and despite my lack of faith, had seized her opportunity and was flourishing. That and I found it exceptionally sexy thinking of her bossing a plethora of other women into satisfying all my carnal needs. 
 
    Daydreaming done, I moved on to read the rest of the messages.  
 
    Disciple Update! 
 
    One of your disciples, Karragh Dvarhold, soul has undergone a change. Changes of this nature may affect your disciple’s capabilities and are irreversible, and they can’t be altered even with the use of the design table. Please check their status sheet to review any updates. 
 
    It was the same message I had for Jessamyn. I brought Karragh’s status up so that I could read through that too. Just like Jessamyn, there was a change in her special effects, but hers was a little different. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Maladroit Metalworker: [Ironhammer’s Bane] Metalworking and Smelting skills are considered to be twenty ranks lower than current ranks. (Minimum of 0, can’t be negative) 
    
  Magnified Metalworker: [Daxasian Blessing] Metalworking and Smelting skills are considered to be twenty ranks higher than current ranks. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The previous curse laid down by Ironhammer, on all ironskin dwarves, hamstringing skills associated with blacksmithing I had observed before was struck out. I think this was the DDD’s way of showing me it was now gone and in its place was the opposite. Karragh was now blessed to be far more capable in this field.  
 
    I checked the box for spells and skills, and sure enough, she now had Metalworking and Smelting. Both were at zero with zero percent progress, but the blessing made that an effective twenty which was superb. There was every chance these two skills would advance from the same low-level crafting activity that had helped mine to almost ten. 
 
    I’d need to be a bit careful raising the prospect of making use of this blessing with Karragh. My earlier faux pas seemed to be behind us now, but I didn’t want to reignite any resentment. She might be overjoyed to learn she could work the forge like an ironskin dwarf of old, or her culture’s newer aversion to the practice may be too deep-rooted.     
 
    If you are about to accuse me of burying the lead, you aren’t wrong. While I was indeed very happy and excited, my two ladies had some swanky new abilities that should be of great help to us, that wasn’t what had my head fizzing and spinning. 
 
    Daxasian Blessing. What. The. Fuck. It was something to do with me obviously, the Daxas part of Daxasian being a bit of a dead giveaway. I’d not read anything about this in any of the manuals or the Accords. Based on the events as they transpired it had to be part of that psychic energy link, I had experienced with Jessamyn and Karragh. D’uh. Yeah, I get it, self-evident plot hammer smacking me in the face alert. 
 
    The only person I could ask for more information was Tenzing, but not until the rest day. I was sorely tempted to forego the last few hours of the post-challenge grace period, just to hasten the moment when I could speak with him about this. I managed to temper my impatience, just because things were going swimmingly well right now, didn’t mean I shouldn’t try and eke out every advantage possible.  
 
    I’d lost count of the number of times my total war campaigns had fallen apart because I was too eager to get on with conquering tempting nearby regions. Leaving my defences too thin and being hit by an army that was just out of sight of my fog of war, moving in as soon as I overextended my forces. I fucking hated it when that happened. 
 
    Accepting I wasn’t going to get any immediate answers to my burning questions on this subject, I moved on to what I could do and read the remaining notice on the DDD. 
 
    Achievements Gained! 
 
    Polyamorous Lover 1 (afforded by the Lust speciality) 
 
    You have taken three or more different lovers into your bed with the intent to add more and you gain benefits to assist in this endeavour.  
 
    The Lust affinity bonus to your aura of sexual magnetism is increased from x2 to x3. 
 
    Disciple experience points for sexual activity with you increased from fifty to one hundred per day.  
 
      
 
    Harem 1 (afforded by the Female Affinity speciality) 
 
    You have taken two or more females as permanent sexual partners, with the intent to add more and you gain benefits to assist in this endeavour.  
 
    The Female Affinity bonus to your aura of sexual magnetism is increased from x2 to x3. 
 
    You now have the Harem Builder ability. Female disciples and adventurers get a 1% bonus to experience, and coin gained from your dungeon. This bonus increases by a further 1% each time she enters your dungeon until it reaches a current maximum of 10%. 
 
      
 
    Diversity Champion 1 (afforded by the Polyspecism speciality) 
 
    You have engaged in sexual congress with three or more different species, with the intent to do so with more and you gain benefits to assist in this endeavour. 
 
    The Polyspecism bonus to your aura of sexual magnetism now increases it by x2, in addition to its existing effect.  
 
    Your aura of sexual magnetism will now also be active in your warwolf avatar. The aura will be at its base strength, bonuses are currently only applied to the passive humanoid form.  
 
    A bundle of fresh achievements, all for doing what comes naturally to me. My aura of sexual magnetism was now at an eye watering staggering one thousand and eighty. Those multipliers were insane, what’s more, these appeared to be chain achievements, it was altogether possible it could go even higher. It had been overpowering before, now I couldn’t imagine, but I was grinning ear to ear regardless.  
 
    The rest of the bonuses were useful too, I was especially glad to see I now had something that would help convince more women to come here in the first place. That and my sex aura now working a little of its mojo even when I was in beast mode should help convince the ladies to stick around once they got here. 
 
    Only one more to read. 
 
    New Life Seed! 
 
    One of your disciples, Karragh Dvarhold, now bears a life seed. Check the appropriate menu item of your design table for more details. 
 
    A simple one, Karragh had a life seed just like Jessamyn. I’d expected it eventually but was still a bit surprised I had ‘impregnated’ her so soon. Then again some of those achievements would have kicked in as soon as I slept with her the first time, so perhaps it’s not so surprising after all. I checked out the life seed tab. 
 
    Eligible candidates: 2 
 
    Jessamyn 
 
    Karragh Dvarhold 
 
    In Progress: 2 
 
    Jessamyn: 5,744 hours until life seed germination. 
 
    Karragh Dvarhold: 7,916 hours until life seed germination. 
 
    Much the same as before I could see Jessamyn had wiped approximately seven hundred hours’ worth of time off her seed. Karragh’s had a higher starting time than Jessamyn’s. Using the DDD to do the calculations revealed that an ironskin dwarf’s pregnancy was roughly eleven months to the wood elves nine.  
 
    I could hear stirring from the bed behind me. 
 
    “Master?” Jessamyn called out sleepily.  
 
    “I’m at the DDD, come join me, wake Karragh and bring her along,” I said absentmindedly, still browsing the DDD.  
 
    A few moments later, I could hear the padding of bare feet as both women followed my instructions and rounded the black leather couch on either side and sat beside me, Jessamyn on my left, Karragh on my right. I put an arm about each of their naked shoulders and pulled them in close. 
 
    “Do we have long before our dungeon work resumes, Master?” Jessamyn said. 
 
    “About an hour,” I told her. “I just need to go over a few things with you both then we’ll get cleaned up in the baths next door. Karragh, you haven’t seen those yet, but I think you’ll like them.”  
 
    I addressed the last part to the dwarf woman under my right arm, and I slipped my hand past her armpit and squeezed her breast. She let out a low moan in response and pressed herself closer to me.  
 
    I re-opened the windows with each of their stats, so they could see them. The lack of literacy was no longer an issue. I had brainstormed with Tenzing during the previous rest day and found a way around it.  
 
    Literacy was not a skill recognised on the statistics sheet, because of that we figured out I could add the capability to my disciples using the DDD. Technically, all knowledge makes a change to the physical structure of the brain, so I could add it as a change for them.  
 
    Being attuned to the DDD allowed me to identify the ‘knowledge’ in my brain and apply the same to Jessamyn. It only cost me one hundred experience and the time it took to figure it out, but it was worth it. I had done the same for Karragh while they were making their way over from the bed. 
 
    To answer your next burning questions, yes, I did try using it to transfer other kinds of knowledge and no, Alyssa did not pull me in for another interlude. Tenzing had warned me in advance it would almost certainly be unsuccessful, or at the very least not usable. 
 
     I quickly discovered trying to transfer an ability like my Venom spell could be done if you happened to have one hundred million experience handy to pay for it. Even non-stat based knowledge, like my very limited experience with melee combat, cost over a million. How to cook a mean lasagne on the other hand cost a mere five XP.  
 
    It had been anticipated dungeons might try and use the cosmetic change function to improve their disciple’s fighting abilities. Things like increasing, or even adding extra limbs. Rather than create an exhaustive list of what could and couldn’t be done, the Lords just instituted an exponential increase to the cost if it could affect their performance in the dungeon to discourage its use. Although transferring knowledge in this manner hadn’t been foreseen by them it still fell under that umbrella and was similarly affected. So, no audience with the tempting minx for me and we would have to continue to learn to fight the hard way. Snigger, hard.  
 
    “As you can see there have been a few…alterations,” I said. I had decided to let them just read it for themselves. It would be easier to gauge their reactions that way, Karragh’s particularly. 
 
    I gave both girls a moment to read through their statistic screens. An interesting side effect of the knowledge transfer we discovered with Jessamyn was my unthinking ‘knowing’ I could read was also carried over. So, despite Karragh being unable to read a few minutes ago, she, just as I, instinctively read the screen without thinking about it. I’d point it out to her later, but right now I wanted her focussing on the blessing. 
 
    I could smell the satisfaction rolling off Jessamyn in waves as she read about her new ability. Her reaction was much as I expected and hoped, but Karragh’s reaction was more complex, with confusion dominating. 
 
    “What does this mean, Master?” she said at last.  
 
    I belatedly realised the maladroit metalworking entry that had been struck when I reviewed the screens earlier was now gone. 
 
    “Maybe this will help clarify,” I said to her. I flexed my mental control of the DDD and restored the previous entry so that Karragh could read it.  
 
    “This was the previous entry, the curse laid upon you and your people by Ironhammer aeons ago. I’m not entirely sure how, but as part of you bonding with me, I’ve purged it and replaced it with the opposite,” I explained to her.  
 
    Karragh pondered what I said as she read the entry. 
 
    “You mean, I can work a forge for you now, Master,” she said eventually. 
 
    “Not just work a forge but excel beyond most others. Only if you wish too, of course, I wouldn’t force it upon you, but it would be a great benefit to us all if you did,” I told her. Putting in a gentle prod to try and sell her on the idea. 
 
    “I’d not thought, I mean I’d never considered I would be able to. I was always told my only use was to fight and die for the kin I had betrayed,” Karragh said, her voice quiet and uncertain. 
 
    “They were fools, and their loss is my gain. You are capable of far more than they could possibly imagine,” I told her, stroking her back as I did so.  
 
    “Thank you, Master, for your kind words…I think I would like to try to do what no ironskin has done in millennia,” she said, after a short pause.  
 
    “Excellent, we’ll have you crafting masterwork weapons and armour in no time,” I effused.  
 
    “We have more than enough ore to get you started. When the dungeon restarts, I’ll need you to concentrate on the gathering, but we can kick it off tonight when the runs quieten down. Plus, there should be time on the rest day to try and power level you in those skills,” I said. Karragh nodded as I finished.  
 
    With that concern put to bed, my casual fondling of the firmly muscled curves of my dwarf disciple had the inevitable effect on my not so little soldier. I watched as Jessamyn reached across my chest, took hold of the short blonde hair at the back of Karragh’s head and guided her down into my lap, her open wet mouth swallowing my shaft greedily. Karragh’s head started bobbing up and down with Jessamyn’s insistent fingers pushing my cock deeper into her throat with each bob. 
 
    
     Fuckballs, but it was good to be me.  
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    Time restarted and the rest of the day ended without anything else of note. We transitioned into the rest day at the end of the fifth week. This time I was more aware midnight was approaching, therefore when Tenzing materialised, Jessamyn, Karragh and I were suitably attired.  
 
    I had changed up Karragh’s outfit from the plain brown smock she was wearing. I had her wearing some daisy duke blue denim shorts with a blue and white checked shirt similarly tailored to cut off just below her impressive bust to show off her toned midriff. 
 
    After introductions were made the ladies headed off into the dungeon to start on the daily chores. Tenzing joined me on the black leather couch, freshly cleaned via inventory swap out, by the DDD and the display was flashing, I had a notification.  
 
    Congratulations! You have Ranked up. 
 
    We are happy to inform you that based on your position on the rank 3 leader board you have advanced to rank 4. Well done on making it this far. As a rank 4 dungeon, you must increase the minimum size of your first floor from thirty to thirty-five rooms and you will be unable to make any changes to your dungeon layout until this requirement is met. If your dungeon does not meet these requirements, a missed soul mark tithe penalty will be applied each week. 
 
    It was letting me know I had advanced to rank four. It was a sign of how far ahead of other dungeons I was that I hadn’t even thought to check out the rank three leader boards. Shellitz, Drakken and the Outsiders had pushed my fallen total to one hundred and ninety-nine and I’d assumed, correctly as it turned out, that would be enough to advance me. I decided to rectify that oversight this time and brought up the leader board for rank four. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Position 
  
      	  Rank/Zone 
  
      	  Name 
  
      	  Domain/Sphere 
  
      	  Fallen 
  
     
 
      
      	  1st 
  
      	  4 / 7 
  
      	  The Wolf King’s Lair 
  
      	  Life / Sexual 
  
      	  199 
  
     
 
      
      	  2nd 
  
      	  4 / 17 
  
      	  Ignis Confederacy #37 
  
      	  Elemental / Fire 
  
      	  128 
  
     
 
      
      	  3rd 
  
      	  4 / 1 
  
      	  Brart’s Dungeon 
  
      	  Destruction / Manipulation 
  
      	  126 
  
     
 
      
      	  4th 
  
      	  4 / 22 
  
      	  Twilight’s Gleam 
  
      	  Infernal 
  
      	  125 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    I was solidly top once more, part of that would be because all the other dungeons with high numbers would have already moved on. I was a shoe-in for rank five at the end of next week as well and my rank was still low enough there were bound to be several spaces available at rank five, so even if some of those others caught up, overtaking me, I would still advance.  
 
    I did note the gap between us was narrowing and my advancement may not be as automatic by the time I hit rank eight or nine. I still wasn’t sure if that would be a good thing or not. 
 
    “You have done very well, Daxas,” Tenzing said, drawing me from my pondering. 
 
    “Yes, I’m very happy thus far, especially now that I’ve got my second disciple,” I said. 
 
    “Indeed, I believe she will be of great use to you,” he responded.  
 
    If I didn’t know him better, I would have thought his double entendre deliberate, but as I did, I knew it was unintentional, probably. 
 
    “Thanks for the praise, but you know what I really want to talk about,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, the Daxasian blessings you bestowed on both Jessamyn and Karragh. I do not believe you are going to like my answer. There is nothing I can tell you about them.” 
 
    “What? Have the Lords blocked you again, this is growing tiresome,” I said, an inflexion of exasperation creeping into my voice. 
 
    “Not this time, Daxas, would that it was them, I might be of more use. I simply know nothing of how you have conferred these blessings upon both women. It is not something covered or even mentioned in the Accords and to the best of my knowledge no other dungeon has done anything like this since the signing of the Accords and the Proving Grounds opening.” 
 
    “I think it is likely linked to where you come from, but I can’t be sure. I’m sorry I can’t be of more help, but I am limited to the knowledge I was given when I was formed from the entity that exists here. It may know more, perhaps it may contact you directly to speak of it. If not, simply be grateful that you have another tool in your arsenal, regardless of where it came from,” Tenzing finished. 
 
    It was frustrating that he couldn’t tell me more, Alyssa might know more but I couldn’t even ask Tenzing that directly. I’d never spoken of her to Tenzing or my disciples on the off chance the Lords were unaware of my contact with her. I wasn’t even sure if Tenzing knew she existed, although I think his reference to the entity contacting me directly, implied he at least suspected. 
 
    “If you don’t know, you don’t know, you’re also right, I shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. Unless, of course, it is a gift from a Greek in which case you definitely should, to make sure it’s not filled with armed men,” I told him, grinning at his blue brow furrowing perplexedly, as I mixed metaphors.  
 
    His confusion compounded by being unlikely to have known the meaning of either of them in the first place. 
 
    As he tried to puzzle through my words, I checked my other waiting message. It was just the weekly breakdown of my experience gained for the week, the headline, it was a new record, 272,200 XP.  
 
    A group like Drakken’s did provide a hefty bump as they were laden with soul marks and I received credit for all those when they failed their challenge. The real money-maker, though, was coming from my regular traffic.  
 
    There were so many adventurers visiting me I was now averaging forty delves a day with eight to ten adventurers in each group. The runs were averaging out at two hours or so, and I was getting sixty XP for each visitor doubled to one hundred and twenty for my dominance law. As most tended to get out of my dungeon relatively unscathed they would often heal enough to participate each day of the week. All told I was getting close to two hundred and fifty thousand XP.  
 
    Maybe paying XP to use the DDD to upskill my disciples wasn’t as far-fetched a plan after all.  
 
    Speaking of money-making, my health potion sales were still going strong. I’d cleared my backlog of three thousand and was now limited to selling only what I could currently produce. Total sales were just over four thousand when I factored in the modest Mana potion sales, I was also pulling in. I now had just over one hundred and fifty thousand in coins I could spend, with a potential regular income of just over forty-five thousand coins a week. Impressive numbers if I do say so myself.  
 
    I turned my attention to my dungeon design, reviewing what I had already done and reviewing what was left. Most of my plans had already been put in place. In the main dungeon, I had pulled both L shaped rooms with bears and moved them to my core floor instead. I took two of the existing eight cube rooms from the core floor adding them to my dungeons first floor. Using one I set it after the resource rooms as my new sixth chamber and named it the ‘Entrance Hall’. It wasn’t technically the entrance, at least not yet. Now I knew I had over two hundred and fifty thousand XP in my reserves, XP I could spend next week, I had plans for an overhaul to the front of the dungeon and would put the five resource rooms in their separate wing.  
 
    The second chamber I combined with five new ones I purchased taking the place of the second bear room. For now, I had only reassigned both bears to the expanded room. I would talk it over with Tenzing and the girls later as to what else I should add to make this room pop. A bare bear room might make for an amusing literary pun, but it was a boring and shitty room for a dungeon. 
 
    Learning from my experience with Shellitz, I added twenty baboons in the ‘Jungle Ropes’. These would roam about on the dungeon’s floor, and I’d even hollowed out some of the pillars so that they could conceal their numbers. Any fallers or groups who wanted to avoid using the ropes and climb down would now have to contend with the long-toothed aggressive primates.  
 
    They wouldn’t leave the lower floor portion of the room, well they wouldn’t in a regular run. I had already written a fresh set of instructions for their behaviour during a challenge. 
 
    With the baboons now in place the sprites became somewhat redundant. I moved them to ‘Wipeout’, and I just programmed these sprites to fly-by attack raiders as they tried crossing the logs in this room. Hopefully, with these little fella’s now in here, I would finally get a few more delvers falling in the wet concrete.  
 
    I also changed the pillars in this room to make the edges uneven or spiky, again learning from the Outsiders ingenuity when using planks to cross. This should make utilising such a tactic more difficult in the future.  
 
    That was all I had done for the ‘Golden Path’ in my dungeon. The core floor now had the two former bear rooms, which were larger than the chambers they replaced at sixteen cubes each. I increased the size of my core room to sixteen cubes as well. This, combined with my increased dungeon power and the forest dungeon power bonus, allowed me to increase my force of goblins in the chamber before my core room to twenty. The maximum I could have, based on the agreement I had in place with Alyssa.  
 
    My biggest expenditure of the day was to build a new wing adjoining my new ‘Entrance Hall’. I purchased ten basic rooms and melded them together. The new wing was then put beneath the ‘Entrance Hall’.  
 
    I’d built a trap door and put it on the floor and used the connecting corridor to go down rather than across. Thankfully the DDD interpreted my intention, and the descending corridor had steps rather than being a vertical drop. The whole complex was named the ‘Basement’, not very original, but none of the adventurers could see these names anyway so something descriptive served just as well as something clever and fancy.  
 
    The ‘Basement’ was filled with a variety of crates and barrels, both broken and whole spread throughout the entire area, some covered in burlap cloth. I put in a few stone pillars and the occasional wall, creating alcoves, and a few piles of rubble dotted about the interior. The aim was to make it a little trickier to navigate around.  
 
    I populated this new wing with the cheapest and crappiest mob I had available to me. A dungeon creature I had steadfastly refused to employ when I first created my initial first floor as it was hackneyed and clichéd. Rats, I filled it with two hundred rats.  
 
    They were two hundred and fifty experience each and you could have four for each point of dungeon power. The ten minimum sized rooms in the ‘Basement’ providing fifty DP and two hundred rats were the limit of what I could have without using any of my bonus allowance, which I reserved for use on my core floor.  
 
    Yes, it completely lacked originality, but it suited the purpose I had for this new addition to my dungeon layout. These rats weren’t even supposed to attack adventurers, I’d even gone so far as to spend a little extra XP instructing them to hide if the adventurers got too near. They would only attack if cornered or were under attack themselves. This new wing was, however, necessary for something I was building outside my dungeon.        
 
    Building the external entrances last week had, as I’d hoped, opened new options for City rooms and where I could build them. I could now build any City room I had access to, outside my dungeon, placing it within my area of influence. I had already earmarked funds from my supply for a Bank and Auction House and I’d picked out where I wanted them to.  
 
    I was putting them behind my main dungeon entrance, a bit away from where the Black Hills Brigade had set up their temporary encampment. Two reasons mainly, first, I couldn’t place them where adventurers had already set up stuff. Second, I wanted to make it a bit easier for my green-skinned visitors hiding in the north to be able to get to them as well.  
 
    Along with these, I was adding a third utility building, an Advancement Booth. This contained the facilities adventurers would need to review their skills and abilities and of course pick what it was they wanted to use their spare rank point on when they levelled up. 
 
    Each building cost me twenty thousand coins, but their purpose was to encourage the adventurers to stick around my dungeon. Presently, if they wanted to buy, sell, resupply or make themselves stronger they would have to return to the City. That took time, which meant fewer runs, and fewer runs meant less XP for me. I saw all of this as an investment in my survival. 
 
    These utility buildings were useful, but as I’m sure you’re asking yourself, why would any of that require a basement full of rats in the dungeon. For a further twenty thousand coins, I was buying a Quest Booth to join the other three buildings.  
 
    The Quest Booth was a building I could have had for free if I had taken the Quest Giving perk when I started instead of Crafting. In general, the building would allow adventurers to acquire and hand in all quests available to them. The big bonus for me, as the owner of this booth I could create quests for completion in my dungeon.  
 
    I didn’t have to commit to purchasing before the quest tab became available for me to peruse. Although, any quests I fashioned wouldn’t become available until after the booth had been paid for and constructed. As external buildings, they would appear immediately after I confirmed them on the DDD, but I wanted to have my quest ready from the get-go and was waiting until I had fine-tuned it before moving ahead. 
 
    I was currently limited to a single quest, but if I built more Quest Booth’s elsewhere or upgraded this one, I would be able to have more. Gaining ranks would also increase the number of quests as well as the quantity and quality of rewards I could offer. The other option when I hit rank eleven would be to take the Quest Giving perk. I’d get a free booth and double both my quest limit and what I could offer without paying for it myself.  
 
    I wouldn’t be doing that now, though. I could achieve most of that with a little bit of elbow grease on my part, and it would be a waste of a major perk. That, and there was a part of me silently hoping for some achievements from doing this the hard way.  
 
    After a few minutes of tinkering, I had the simple quest I wanted. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Quest 
  
      	  Rat Hunting 
  
     
 
      
      	  Location 
  
      	  The Wolf King’s Lair 
  
     
 
      
      	  Description 
  
      	  Enter the Wolf King’s Lair and kill 20 rats. (This quest can be completed as a party. Each participant increases rat kill count requirement by 20) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Frequency 
  
      	  Daily (Repeatable) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rewards 
  
      	  25 Experience. 75 Coins. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    I was currently allowed to offer a hundred XP for a repeatable daily quest. I converted seventy-five of this into coins. I could offer more but would be expected to provide fifty percent of the extra from my accounts. It was something I was considering for later, but it wasn’t something I wanted to do for an easy quest like this. 
 
    The primary purpose of this quest was to put a bit of extra coin in the adventurer’s pockets. Coin I then hoped they would spend buying stuff from me on the Auction House which would, in turn, allow me to continue to improve the facilities I had available, encouraging them to stick around.  
 
    That it meant they would need to spend an extra thirty minutes chasing rats around the basement wing, adding to the experience I would get from their runs was just gravy. 
 
    Happy with my work, I confirmed those external purchases and using the viewer on the DDD watched as they were summoned from the ether. Rising from the earth fully formed, emerging as if they had been long buried and were now being forced into the light of day by some tectonic shifting from below. 
 
    Their emergence triggered much excitement from those few who had remained at the campsite during the rest day. I would have to see if putting them up had the desired effect of increasing the number of who remained next week. 
 
    My attention was taken from the hubbub outside by the flashing blue icon letting me know I had new messages to read. 
 
    Rooms Unlocked! 
 
    Your building activity has unlocked the Pathway, Defences and Guild subsections of the City structures. 
 
    Achievements Gained! 
 
    City Builder 1 
 
    You have built three or more City structures outside of your dungeon and you gain a minor perk. Cost of building City rooms reduced by 10%. 
 
    Pathfinder 3 
 
    You have gained access to Paths and Roads before rank 11, 21 and 31 and you gain a minor perk. Cost to build Paths and Roads reduced by 10%, 20%, 30%. 
 
    Not a bad haul, achievement wise. I didn’t get anything related to quests, although I wasn’t really surprised. My early crafting and resource achievements were for building the rooms I had to provide myself. The Quest Giver perk gave you that building for free, and I didn’t expect there to be an achievement for creating it, but hopefully, I might get something once adventurers started handing it in. 
 
    Jessamyn and I were now rank four and I bumped my Strength to twenty-five and put the other four points in Mana taking it to fourteen. For Jessamyn, I just put all her rank up points into her Mana raising it to twenty-five.  
 
    Karragh did not quite have the experience to make rank four yet, but now she was stationed with Jessamyn in the ‘Lair’ she would pick up an equal amount of XP from lost soul marks. She would be getting one hundred and thirty-five a day from her sexual activity with me and I was confident she would be rank four before the end of the next week.  
 
    I would be funnelling her upgrades into Mana or Spell Power too as her physical attributes would be enhanced by the gear I would be providing. As she wouldn’t be wearing that gear during the usual dives, it would keep the difficulty of the ‘Lair’ down except for challenges and invasions. 
 
    The last thing I wanted to do was purchase a Kitchen for the inactive part of the dungeon I was now coming to think of as home. It would have been twenty thousand coins, but my new perk was already in effect and reduced the cost to eighteen thousand. Leaving me fifty-five thousand in my accounts, and very wealthy by dungeon standards. As I was confirming the purchase, a stray thought hit me and I decided to run it by Tenzing as he was sitting next to me. 
 
    “Tenzing, can I use dungeon creatures in the kitchen I just built?” I said to him. 
 
    “In what manner? Daxas,” he asked back. 
 
    “I mean, I know they can fight if I order them to do so, but can they do other things like cook?” 
 
    He took a moment to think it over before answering. 
 
    “It is not part of their standard behaviours, however, if you were to combine it with your other recent discovery of knowledge transfer you could write instructions for them to prepare specific dishes. Their work would not be spontaneous, they would simply repeatedly create whichever meal or meals you had taught them.” 
 
    “Food for thought,” I said. Tenzing smiled a moment later as he acknowledged the pun. 
 
    I would have to pay for them in XP as even if you wanted dungeon creatures for the inactive floor there was just no facility to buy them with coins. I decided to leave it as an idea on the backburner.  
 
    My final act before I forgot was to expand the passage network leading from the ‘Lair’ and it would now intersect with every room in the dungeon, allowing us to reach any part of the dungeon with ease. The cost of the environmental changes I had to make to each of the rooms to hide these portals drained the remaining XP I was willing to spend this week. I was sticking to my guns of only using up what I had earned the week prior.  
 
    As an added security feature the passage was interspersed with heavy-duty doors or gates. The simple slide locks could only be accessed from the dungeon side of the doors. Therefore, should any group discover the hidden entrances they would only be able to go back easily, if they wanted to go forward, they would have to break these doors down.   
 
    With the paperwork dealt with, Tenzing and I joined the ladies in their gathering endeavours before I took us all out for a picnic in the sunny glade. Nightfall came before we knew it and for the second week, we had what was now becoming a traditional film night in front of the DDD, and I opted for a few animated films this time around. These went down better than the fantasy films I had introduced Jessamyn and Tenzing to first. I think as they were obviously not real it made it a bit easier for the group to visually digest them.  
 
    Popcorn remained universally unpopular, though. I couldn’t blame them too much, the bits of husk getting stuck in your teeth are a touch aggravating. Crisps and wine gums were received warmly, though. It wasn’t long before midnight was approaching, Tenzing rose and made his goodbyes. I genuinely enjoyed his company, but I was a horny bastard and had only snuck away for a quickie with my girls three maybe four times and I was getting impatient. 
 
    My blue buddy pulled his pumpkin act as the clock struck twelve and I was seconds away from putting Jessamyn and Karragh over my shoulders when something else blue grabbed my attention. I had a new message blinking away on the DDD, it had popped up the instant the new week had begun. 
 
    My curiosity got the better of my libido for once, it should only take a moment to read it after all.  
 
    New Dungeon Alert! 
 
    You are receiving this alert to inform you the following rank one dungeon has opened within your sphere of influence. 
 
    The Forest of Xanathia is a Life domain dungeon of the Flora sphere and has the Verdant speciality. The dungeon master is Nessa Fiveleaf, and she is an oakheart dryad.  
 
    Well, this was unexpected. A new life dungeon near my own and its owner was female. I was sporting a grin the Joker would have been proud of. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Despite my obvious interest there was little I could do about the situation, but I could see the entrance to this new dungeon was on the other side of the glade. It was a mound rising from the earth, like mine except hers was covered in a blanket of colourful flowers. Interestingly, the glade had expanded outward to accommodate the new arrival.  
 
    I couldn’t leave my dungeon, except on a rest day which was now over and besides even if I wanted, I wouldn’t be able to go in during the first three weeks anyway. I did try my best to put it to the back of my mind, concentrating on the here and now. I couldn’t help it if a little part of my mind continued working feverishly on a plan in the background. A secret plan, and no, I’m not telling you yet either.  
 
    There was an expected stir among the few hundred adventurers that either remained behind to safeguard the camp or had set out early from the City, a little because of the new features I had added, but mostly because of the Forest of Xanathia.  
 
    It didn’t take long before the Black Hills Brigade had assembled a team of twelve to go in. They emerged intact a couple of hours later, and I found this to be mildly comforting. I did have a small concern with the proximity of a second dungeon, there would be a temptation for adventurers to delve both. I didn’t have any objections to that in principle, but I did worry if the Forest of Xanathia had a high casualty rate it would hurt my bottom line. Dead adventurers couldn’t test themselves against me and provide that precious XP. 
 
    As the week passed, groups did enter and from the eavesdropping I performed, learned the general opinion, the Forest of Xanathia was more dangerous than the Wolf King’s Lair when it first opened, but on a par with my dungeon as it was now. There were considerably fewer rewards, so the advice was if you could only complete one a day, mine was still the better choice. That was probably a fair assessment, after all, I’d gone out of my way to make my dungeon enticing.  
 
    I didn’t have everything go my way that week. As I had predicted, people would be people no matter where they were and at some point, the Black Hills Brigade had got wind that there was a camp of orcs and goblins in the northern part of the forest. They had been using the secondary entrance at the north end of the glade I put there expressly for them to use.  
 
    The dwarves, apparently, couldn’t abide their presence and halfway through the week launched a night-time raid. The relative peace between the two groups meant the green-skinned warriors were caught unawares. The orken only numbered about thirty and the dwarves brought twice that number. The fight, if you could call it that, was short and brutal, the dwarves killed every orc and goblin and only sustained a single casualty of their own. After destroying the camp, they coerced some of the hopeful guildless to perform sentry duty in that part of the forest with the promise of re-evaluating their requests for guild membership.  
 
    This pissed me off. So badly I was raging about my Home floor for the rest of the day. Those groups choosing to chance the ‘Arena’ that day bore the brunt of my anger, especially if they were a dwarf. Those orken were worth three and a half thousand experience a day to me and in one fell swoop, the Black Hills Brigade had wiped out most of the extra experience my rat killing quest was generating.  
 
    The orcs and goblins weren’t dead, not for good, but it was now much more difficult for them to get into my dungeon. Possibly difficult enough they will try their luck elsewhere. Once I calmed myself, I had a long talk with Jessamyn and Karragh about guilds and how they worked. It was time to enact a secret plan I had been brewing up. Not the secret plan I alluded to earlier, a different secret plan, you didn’t know about it because it was a secret.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Simeon Reedwhistle 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I must be crazy, I thought to myself for the hundredth time. I couldn’t believe I was doing this. I pulled the rough blanket back and sat up, my feet now hanging over the edge of the cot. My feet didn’t touch the floor, of course, they didn’t, the cots were sized for dwarves, not halflings. The dwarf dominated guild wouldn’t provide anything else. It was this or the floor, and the floor was fucking uncomfortable, but it could have been worse. The cots were too small for the humans and elves that shared this tent. 
 
    It was still a half-hour before dawn, and I’d already been awake for an hour but getting up any earlier would arouse suspicions. I donned my rest day clothes, a simple brown woollen tunic, and matching trousers. I slipped the ring I had managed to get from the lottery this week on. I was sorely tempted to put on every piece of armour I’d been able to accumulate, considering where I was planning on going. Again, I had to put the thought aside, this was supposed to be a clandestine meeting and walking about camp geared for a delve when the dungeons were closed would be noticed and reported back to the likes of Varandar. I knew the bastard was watching me closely, looking for any excuse to have me kicked out.  
 
    I wouldn’t have to worry about him in person today, all the Lodungr, Drottinn and prominent dwarves of the Black Hills Brigade had returned to the City for a big guild meeting. They wouldn’t deign to inform a mere halfling as to why, but I could guess. With a second dungeon opening in the glade, and the Wolf King’s Lair becoming a rank four dungeon last week they were thinking about staking a claim.  
 
    There was no official way for guilds to stake a claim on dungeons, but over the centuries an unwritten agreement between guilds had been established. It wasn’t foolproof, but most understood the need to prevent self-destructive conflicts erupting as guilds fought for the best dungeons for advancing their members.  
 
    You didn’t technically claim a dungeon, you claimed land and you had to pay for a guild building to be constructed to do so. Guild buildings had varying radii of effect, the bigger and more expensive the building, the farther it affected. The established agreement was every dungeon within the area was for the exclusive use of your guild.  
 
    There were limits on how many and how often a guild could claim fresh plots and still have those claims acknowledged. However, if you followed these unwritten guidelines, other guilds would respect your claim and were technically honour bound to help you defend it if other groups or guilds tried using it without your guild’s express permission.  
 
    There were exceptions, of course. The orken ‘tribe’ guilds completely ignored this unwritten agreement and did as they pleased. That is part of what I was sure they would be discussing today. The cost of building even the smallest guild beacon was high, ten thousand coins. On top of that beacons needed to be linked to the main thoroughfare to the City, to be directly connected to the main guild house. Otherwise, they wouldn’t activate.  
 
    Guilds didn’t usually bother with a single dungeon away from the main clusters in the centre. The Wolf King’s Lair was different, though, it provided easy experience, plenty of rewards and looked to be sticking around. Now there was a second dungeon close enough to be covered by a small beacon the Black Hills Brigade had a decision to make. 
 
    Having a temporary camp presence meant nothing, without the beacon one of the other two guilds in zone seven, or even possibly one from zone six, might decide on taking the risk of claiming this glade. It was still a risk, even I realised that and not just because of the mercurial orken tribes nearby. Word was spreading that many of the new supplicants had been given personal objectives to challenge and destroy the Wolf King’s Lair. Rumours were spreading thick and fast it wasn’t just some, but all. The Lords wanted it gone, and the dungeons’ days were numbered.  
 
    Yet, it still stood and advancing in rank no less. A few weeks in the past, the camp had been destroyed and the orken had gone in, but seemingly few if any had come out. Then there had been the troll and his group from last week. No one saw them come out, but the Brigade was convinced they must have left through the new northern exit.  
 
    I pushed all that from my thoughts as I surreptitiously made my way out of the encampment, passing the billets the remaining guildless were sleeping in. There were many more staying behind this week than last, the appearance of a bank, auction house and advancement booth lessening the need for any of them to return to the City.  
 
    I had used this as an excuse to stay behind myself. Varandar hadn’t missed the opportunity to make some caustic remarks about me being a laggard, regardless of that neither of them wanted to spend any further time together travelling or in the same camp.  
 
    I didn’t necessarily need to sneak; those new buildings were all behind the main dungeon entrance and I was headed in that direction. If I were asked, I could say I was visiting the auction house, albeit I would need to wax lyrical trying to explain why I felt the need to do it in the dark. Overall, it would be best if I wasn’t seen. 
 
    Once again, I thought I must be a bit loopy, and maybe my imagination was playing tricks on me. It had happened during my run yesterday, when we had been crossing another chasm room, using ropes above our heads. It had been one of the rooms updated during the last rest day, there was now a troop of red-arsed baboons roaming around at the bottom of the pits. The dwarven Lodungr had ordered me to go last, something about me being too nimble or some such reason, I hadn’t really been listening. One dwarf giving me grief sounded much like another these days, all that mattered was I almost had enough experience for rank five.  
 
    As I’d been standing there waiting for the clunky dwarves to huff and puff their way across, I was shocked by a voice just behind me. 
 
    “Good morning, Simeon, I hope the day finds you in high spirits,” the voice said. 
 
    “What the fu…” I mumbled as I’d whipped my head around, looking for the speaker, brandishing both daggers, weaving them in the air in front of me. 
 
    “Haha… No need to be alarmed Simeon, I’m not there with you. I’m just using the dungeon to speak to you. It is I, your host and long-time adversary, Daxas, the Dungeon Master of the Wolf King’s Lair,” the voice spoke again. 
 
    “Huh, I’m not sure I understand, and could you be any more pompous,” I answered, my naturally prickly nature showing its edge. 
 
    “Not much to understand really, I’m the dungeon, and I’m talking to you, the rest of your group are far enough away they can’t hear us if that concerns you,” the voice said. “Also, yes, I could be more pompous,” it chuckled at the end. 
 
    “I’m not concerned, just…surprised,” I’d managed to whisper in reply. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Straight to the point I see, probably for the best. I have an offer to make you, one I think you’ll be very interested in hearing. One that could solve a mutual problem that is developing for both of us,” Daxas said. 
 
    “Hmmm…ok I’m listening,” I whispered. The last of the dwarves had made it to the opposite platform, freeing the rope for me to use. 
 
    “Not here, too many other ears. I’m inviting you for a sit down at my place, tomorrow,” Daxas said. 
 
    “Tomorrow? During the rest day, I can’t come into the dungeon on a rest day or risk coming alone.” I whispered back.  
 
    I hopped up on a handy boulder making it easier to get hold of the rope which would otherwise be out of reach. 
 
    “You can if I invite you. Go around to the left-hand side of the main entrance, and you’ll see a new way in. You’ll be safe alone and won’t be entering the dangerous part of the dungeon, I guarantee your safety. Come whenever you like, but don’t leave it too late in the day, my offer is time-sensitive and I will need your answer before the end of the rest day,” Daxas finished. 
 
    That was yesterday, and I’d barely got any sleep after sundown, trying to decide if I should do this or not. I’d never heard of a dungeon talking directly to supplicants. I was sure it wasn’t allowed, but a part of me was intrigued. Intrigued, unhappy with my current lot and willing to take a chance, if I hadn’t been, I would still be in my cot. 
 
    I approached the large, vaulted doors in the raised grassed mound leading into the dungeon. After taking a moment to scan the surrounding area for any possible watchers I veered left as Daxas had instructed me to. 
 
    Sure enough, as I walked around to the left of the grassy hillock, there in the side was a second doorway. Smaller than the primary entrance but obvious to all, not in any way hidden. I wasn’t sure how nobody had seen this already, had it only just appeared? Would it disappear once I went in? Worrying questions fluttering out of my mind once I got a bit closer and the large oak doors swung open. 
 
    Standing inside was a wood elf woman. She was the commander of the wood elves in the lair at the end of the dungeon, but I almost didn’t recognise her, despite the long auburn hair. Her garb was unusual, and not what she wore during the dungeon run. She had on tight-fitting blue trousers that seemed to fade in places to white. Her midriff was bare, and her breasts ensconced in a black leather halter top. It was a much more revealing ensemble than the green robe I was used to seeing her in. She spoke then, confirming it was the same woman who delivered the message to supplicants when they had to choose the lair or the arena. 
 
    “Welcome Simeon, we’ve been expecting you. My master, Daxas, is pleased you have heeded his invitation. If you would come this way, I will take you down to meet with him,” she said.  
 
    She spoke in an enticing melodious voice with a mischievous smile on her face. If they intended to get me to lower my guard, they achieved their goal as I unthinkingly stepped forward, following the tall lithe elf down the stairway. I was shocked back to my senses by the resounding banging of the door as it closed behind me and I let out a rather unmanly yowl of fright. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid, Simeon,” she said gently, pausing in her descent and looking back at me. “Daxas has no desire to do you harm. You have delved into this dungeon many times, more than most have you not. Have you ever lost a mark?” she asked me. 
 
    “That may be true, but it’s not like you haven’t tried,” I said. 
 
    “We have to try,” she replied impishly. “We just haven’t tried very hard. Come along it is not much farther to the bottom.” 
 
    Once we got to the bottom of the steps, there were two corridors, the wood elf taking us down the left-hand passage it curved around so I couldn’t see where it led. The passage on the right, however, was straight and I could see through. On the other side was a large throne on a dais, similar in style to the throne in the lair but much larger and I thought I saw shadows of figures moving about in the faint emerald glow. 
 
    “What’s down there?” 
 
    “Hmmm, Oh, that corridor leads to the dungeon’s core room. It is part of the dungeon proper, best not to go down there without Daxas accompanying you, the defenders are…zealous in the execution of their duties,” the auburn-haired wood elf answered.  
 
    I thought myself to be a pretty good judge of people, and the wood elf’s words struck me more as a warning than a threat. I found that to be oddly comforting. 
 
    It wasn’t long before we reached our destination. We rounded the curve in the corridor and walked through an open door into a large banquet hall. The walls were the same grey granite most dungeons seemed to be made of and in the centre of the lengthy room was the biggest wooden table I have ever seen. It had to be big enough to seat fifty, if not more, I’d been brought up in a halfling enclave, feasting was the norm, and I was used to large tables, but nothing so grand.  
 
    The next sight drawing my eyes was at the far end, where there were a dozen or so platters of breakfast items laid out. Plates of sausages, bacon and assorted other meats, bowls of fluffy scrambled eggs, fruits, and a board with a half-cut loaf of sweetbread and much more.  
 
    Behind the mountain of food sitting at the head of the table, bare-chested with a cocky grin on his face was a rugged-looking man, with mussed spiky black hair. His eyes boring into me, the piercing yellowing amber colour giving away I was looking upon my host. I should probably have spotted him first, but there was all that food, and I was a halfling after all. 
 
    “Simeon, welcome to my not so humble abode. I’m so glad you accepted my invitation. Please, take a seat,” he said affably, pointing to a chair on his right in front of all that food. “Feel free to tuck in, it’s there to be eaten.” 
 
    I approached cautiously; I could see the elongated canines of the man as he spoke. As it became clear the Wolf King wasn’t about to launch himself from his chair and tear out my throat, I pulled out the tall, backed chair the Wolf King had indicated and took a seat. I hesitated briefly, but with growing confidence and saliva almost drooling from my mouth, picking up the silver fork that had been laid out and started heaping various cuts of meat onto the plate in front of me. 
 
    “Would you care for something to wet your whistle?” The Wolf King asked me.  
 
    I already had a mouthful of sausage so only managed an affirming nod. 
 
    “Karragh, if you would be so kind, could you pull our guest a tankard? One of the stouts I think,” he requested.  
 
    Belatedly I recognised there was a blonde dwarf woman with short-cropped hair sitting opposite me.  
 
    “Of course, Master,” she said.  
 
    When she got up from the table, I could see she was also clad in a style of clothing I hadn’t seen before like the wood elf. She had the same faded blue bottoms, although hers had been cut short, very short. They showed off all her muscular yet curvy thighs. She had a blue and white cotton top that fitted snugly about her ample bust showing off her abdomen.  
 
    Realising I had stopped chewing and was rather obviously ogling the dwarf woman I lowered my eyes back down to my plate. I hadn’t seen women comfortably showing off so much skin since my Pa had taken me to the rough side of town to celebrate my coming of age many years ago. I couldn’t mistake the chuckle coming from my host at my embarrassment. My wandering eyes hadn’t gone unnoticed but at least he didn’t sound angry. 
 
    “Where are my manners, Simeon. I am Daxas the dungeon master of the Wolf King’s Lair, we’ve met before, but I was a bit bigger and had a lot more hair,” Daxas spoke, tapping himself on the chest, and letting out another chuckle. 
 
    “The lovely Jessamyn greeted you at my door,” he said pointing to the auburn-haired wood elf, who now took a seat beside him on the other side of the table. “…and the just as lovely, Karragh, is the ironskin dwarf who is so kindly getting you a drink,” he finished his introductions.  
 
    Karragh returned to the table, walking around the back of his chair. Placing a full tankard, with a frothy dark, almost black ale in front of me. As she was walking away, returning to her seat. Daxas hands darted out quicker than I thought possible, grabbing her by the hips and pulling her into his lap.  
 
    He kissed the dwarf woman on the lips deeply and I could hear the wet sounds of their tongues tangling. I glanced over at Jessamyn, and she looked ever so slightly proud and envious at the same time. I, on the other hand, was feeling a bit awkward, and this was not the meeting I had been expecting or fearing. I took a deep draught of the dark ale trying to hide my discomfort. It had a rich roasted barley taste, with a hint of sweet vanilla coming later, smoothing the initial bitter tones. I couldn’t help but smack my lips as I finished that first tasting, and greedily chugged back a second mouthful. 
 
    I wiped the froth from my upper lips and looked up, and three sets of eyes were on me now, Daxas grinning ear to ear. 
 
    “Good isn’t it. I do like the vanilla stouts,” he declared, confirming what my taste buds had detected. 
 
    He lifted Karragh from his lap and with a gentle smack to her ass, sent her back to her chair on the other side of the wood elf Jessamyn. 
 
    “Sorry about that, hazards of the job I’m afraid. Being a sex dungeon does make one a lusty fellow,” he remarked. 
 
    I spat out a bit of the stout I had been drinking as I snorted with laughter. A further round of laughter pealed about the table at my misfortune, and I could feel myself relaxing. I was actually beginning to enjoy myself, eating a little more of the delicious food and the dwarf, Karragh, was kind enough to refill my tankard with the intoxicating brew.  
 
    “This has been an unexpectedly pleasant morning, and I don’t wish to be rude, but I am curious as to why you would ask me here. Dungeons and supplicants don’t usually interact this way,” I said. 
 
    “No, they don’t, but then I’m not your usual dungeon, as I’m sure you have by now gathered. I was not born in the Realms; I was brought to them by some idiots who couldn’t cast a ritual properly,” Daxas related scornfully. 
 
    “Oh shit! You mean you’re a drooler?” I asked him without thinking. The look he gave me left me cringing. “Ahem, sorry, I didn’t mean to offend,”  
 
    After a moment, he waved it off. 
 
    “For your information, plane shifting has dire consequences for any person who hasn’t put in place the proper magical safeguards, or so I’m told. Those brought to the Realms against our will often suffer serious neurological damage, hence the drooling,” he explained to me.  
 
    I only understood about half of what he said but didn’t want to offend him further, asking for elaborations. 
 
    “Anyway, that is so much ancient history. What concerns me, us, is the here and now. Which is why I have asked you to come to see me today, to hear my proposition,” Daxas said. 
 
    I sat up a bit straighter, giving him my full attention. 
 
    “We both have problems, and our problems might be different, but they share the same source. The Black Hills Brigade,” he said in a serious tone of voice. 
 
    “I’m not sure I follow, I’m part of the Brigade, they aren’t a problem for me,” I responded. 
 
    “Don’t bullshit me, Simeon. I can see and hear everything you do in the dungeon and surrounding area. I can even move around out there, unseen to all,” he revealed.  
 
    That shocked me and creeped me out just a bit. 
 
    “Relax, I’ve better things to do than watching what people get up to in the privacy of their cots at night,” he sniggered. I felt the rush of blood to my cheeks, my blush giving away my embarrassment. 
 
     “What I’m talking about is how the dwarves in the Brigade are reaping all the benefits of your hard work. You take the risks, and they take the rewards, and you’re fooling yourself if you think they aren’t going to dump you once you get to the higher ranks. You’ll be looking for pick up groups again, taking even greater risks while they swan off with the gear and all the support,” he said. 
 
    “I’m getting some decent gear…” my voice tailing off, I wasn’t even convincing myself.  
 
    “The gear you have, including the enchanted ring on your finger, is because my dungeon…” he stressed, “…is so generous, but it won’t always be. As I gain ranks, my generosity will go hand in hand with increased difficulty, I can assure you of that, assuming I’m still around, of course. The fucking Divine Lords really want to fuck me over, good and proper,” he finished with a grumble. 
 
    “OK, let’s say you are right…” I started. 
 
    “I am right,” he interrupted. “Would it interest you to know the dwarves are fixing the lottery,” he continued leadingly. 
 
    “How?” I couldn’t help but ask. I’d long suspected they were, maybe Daxas knew how if he could spy on us as he claimed. 
 
    “In each lottery bag, two of the coloured round stones have an almost imperceptible difference in texture. Something that might not be felt by most, but a race of miners would be able to tell. All they need to do is make sure a dwarf is assigned the colour of those stones and they can rig the draw to favour themselves,” he said. 
 
    “Those dirt-grubbing shit-eaters,” I yelled.  
 
    I was out of my seat and pacing towards the way in and back to the table again.  
 
    “I knew those fucking bastards were cheating us, I knew it,” I finished banging my fist on the hard oak of the table. The jolt of pain reminded me of where I was, and I mumbled an apology for my language to the ladies. 
 
    “We’ve heard worse,” Jessamyn said. 
 
    “We were saying worse an hour before you came in,” Karragh followed up with a lascivious grin at Daxas.  
 
    “Alright, I see why the Brigade is a problem for me, why don’t you like them?” I asked, turning back to Daxas. 
 
    “Apart from my keen sense of fair play, you mean,” his yellow eyes lit up with mischief as he said this. He raised his hand to forestall my response. 
 
    “I understand their presence may seem beneficial, at least superficially but as I said before, the Divine Lords are actively seeking my demise. I’d rather not have the means to enter my dungeon controlled by a bunch of greedy corrupt bastards, that will happily drain my soul dry to appease their gods once they’ve milked me for all I’m worth,” he said. 
 
    “I’ve heard some of the new arrivals are being tasked to see you removed from the Proving Grounds,” I said. 
 
    “Not some, all,” he replied quickly. 
 
    “Shit, that’s bad. Why would the Lords target you? What did you do to offend them?” I asked him. 
 
    “Don’t know, and to be perfectly frank, I don’t much care. This whole setup stinks to high heaven. I was sent here because I didn’t have time to kiss one of their asses, not that I would have. Jessamyn, because she wanted to see her home rather than cloister herself away from the world. Karragh, fuck, she, and her entire people, even if most of them are wankers, were sentenced to this because their ancestors wouldn’t fluff the ego of a Divine dickhead. How about you Simeon, what great sin did you commit earning this?” Daxas pointedly challenged me. 
 
    “I stole…it’d been a harsh winter, and we lost Pa, the harvest failed…” I trailed off.  
 
    These were painful memories. I knew I’d been hanged, and I remembered some of the night before. The waiting, the sobbing in the darkness emanating from the other cells, the smell of piss, shit, and vomit, then nothing.  
 
    “Most of us don’t deserve to be here, Simeon. I can’t change that, but I intend to survive, just as much as you do and I think we can help one another do that,” he said. 
 
    “How?” I asked, pulling myself together. 
 
    “The answer to that is I need a guild which is friendly towards me, one that wants to work with me, not use me and cast me aside at their convenience. You need a guild that cares about you and its members, wants to see you make it to your salvation and it seems to me, the same solution should fit both of our needs,” he said. 
 
    “Uhh…The Gleaming Towers and Blue Pennant, the other two guilds in zone seven aren’t much better than the Black Hills Brigade. I don’t know too much about the guilds in zone six and eight but from what I’ve heard they operate in much the same way, and then there are the orcs. The problem is they are orcs, and the tribes won’t listen to reason, they won’t listen at all,” I told him. 
 
    “Ha! You misunderstand me, Simeon, I’m not talking about throwing ourselves out to the tender mercies of another guild. I’m talking about founding one of our own,” he said. 
 
    I sat there in stunned silence. He couldn’t be serious surely? Did he not know how difficult it was to form a guild? You needed serious backing, a lot of people all willing to cooperate, and there were far too many obstacles to overcome. A moment later I heard a nervous laugh and recognised the laughter as my own. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Daxas, but it can’t be done,” I said. “If it were that easy, I’d have done it myself already.” 
 
    “Simeon, I wouldn’t have brought you here, revealing myself, risking giving away some of my secrets if I wasn’t confident. No, wait, confident is the wrong word, if I wasn’t certain, it could be done,” he said.  
 
    He had leaned forward as he spoke and now sat back in the chair, lounging casually.  
 
    “You have doubts, and I don’t entirely blame you for that. What you don’t know, is that I’ve made a habit of thinking outside the box,” Daxas went on, I was a bit confused by what he meant, what box? 
 
    “It means my background has equipped me to apply innovative solutions to the difficulties the Proving Grounds has thrown my way. In short, I am very good at bending and breaking the rules,” he followed on, intuiting my confusion.  
 
    He turned to the wood elf, “Jessamyn, would you grab the guild formation scrollwork from the bar, please.” 
 
    “Of course, Master,” she responded dutifully. 
 
    Jessamyn rose smoothly from her chair and walked over to the far end of the bar, returning shortly with a scroll in hand, which she handed to Daxas. He examined the scroll briefly before leaning back over toward me and handing me the parchment. I took it from his outstretched hands, noticing the sharpness of the claws at the end of each digit.  
 
    I couldn’t read but with most things here in the Proving Grounds, I knew what it meant. I understood instantly this application had been correctly completed. Daxas and I were attested as joint Guild Heads of the Dark Moon Rising guild and Jessamyn and Karragh Dvarhold were listed as guild officers. It would need confirmation by ten persons before it could be ratified, and we would need six more signatories.  
 
    There had been some custom clauses Daxas had added to the guild laws, a few were eyebrow-raising to say the least. 
 
    The first few entries related to Daxas and his disciple’s involvement with the guild. Their membership would be a secret to all apart from other Dark Moon Rising guild officers. Acceptance of a guild officer position would bind those officers to keep this secret, even if they subsequently resigned from the guild. Keeping guild secrets was a standard clause most guilds instituted, but it was just unusual to be keeping the existence of some guild members undisclosed, even from the rest of the guild. In this case, though, it made sense. 
 
    Whenever Daxas took on a new disciple, they would automatically be added to the guild as guild officers. I was officially named as the Guild Chief, Daxas as the Guild Master, the positions were essentially identical apart from the name and secrecy on his part.  
 
    For every guild officer, Daxas had as Guild Master, I could have an equivalent as Guild Chief. This was important as our joint agreement was needed for any important guild decisions and if we disagreed it would be put to a vote amongst the offices to break the deadlock. I felt I needed to say something about this. 
 
    “This may seem equitable, but the balance of power is in your favour because your disciples will always follow your lead. Plus, you get them added automatically, I would have to take time to vet potential new officers,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Contrary to what you may believe, those claimed as disciples by dungeons are not blindly loyal puppets, they can choose to disobey if they wish,” he said. 
 
    I looked over at the two women and could see the adoration in their eyes. 
 
    “But they aren’t going to are they,” I scoffed. 
 
    “True enough,” he chuckled, shrugging his shoulders. A moment later he relented. 
 
    “Give it here,” he said, beckoning with his hand for me to pass back the scroll.  
 
    I did so, he closed his eyes briefly and returned the parchment a moment later. The offending clause had been updated, and I could now have one extra guild officer for every two he had. I was instantly suspicious. 
 
    “Why so generous? You gave in pretty easily there,” I said, my eyes narrowing. 
 
    “What can I say, I’m a trusting sort…and I want this to happen. I can be flexible if needs be,” he replied casually. 
 
    I went back to absorbing the details, checking along the way for any other changes. Most of it was standard, setting guild dues, establishing what the guild would and would not provide. He’d set both to be far more generous than any other guild I’d heard of.  
 
    That could be a problem, as even the smallest guild buildings were expensive, and I wasn’t clear on how we’d pay for any of this. Before I could raise it as a concern, I picked up on something else that surprised me. 
 
    “You haven’t set any entry criteria. Did you want me to do it?” I asked him. 
 
    “No, that is deliberate,” he answered. 
 
    “What?” I sputtered. “You must have entry criteria, otherwise we’d have to accept anyone.” 
 
    “That’s kind of the point,” he said calmly.  
 
    “Anyone! But…but you’ve also said we would feed all members and we’re only charging guild dues of ten coins a week, half of which goes to you. We can’t do that, it’s unsustainable.” I practically yelled at him. These terms were impossible to fulfil. 
 
    “Every guild building comes equipped with kitchen facilities,” he said. Retaining his cool demeanour in the face of my consternation. 
 
    “The basic meals those kitchens produce cost a coin each and they can’t be used to churn out that free slop the poor houses do. Even if we limited members to a single meal a day, the guild would be losing two coins a week per member. Oh, but you’d still be getting your five a week until it all collapses. Was that your plan? Is this just some scheme to try and fleece us like the fucking dwarves,” I finished, disgust in my voice.  
 
    I threw the scroll onto the table. I forked and chomped on another sausage, just to spite the cocky bugger.  
 
    “So cynical,” he admonished, with a light chuckle. “However, my suspicious young friend, the meals from guild kitchens are free to guild members if the materials, which would be the food, is supplied and not woven from the ether. Now, if you only had a dungeon handy with a suite of resource rooms you can farm for food. Oh wait, you do, mine,” he replied, with light-hearted sarcasm.  
 
    I had to ponder his words for a second, I hadn’t thought of supplying the food, we’d always just paid for it, it was easier. There was still a wrinkle in his plan. 
 
    “Yeah, ok, but the rooms change with every run, the farms are the only ones that would supply enough to make that work,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I can change that, make it so that some of them would always be set as farms,” he said. 
 
    “You can do that?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, I can, it’s not guaranteed but the failure rate is low. About one in ten runs, each room would go with the default. If you make food collection a requirement for advancement to full membership you shouldn’t have a problem feeding the masses,” he said reasonably. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “That’s a reasonable explanation.” I picked the scroll back up.  
 
    “We could still have trouble you know, with no restrictions we could even have orcs ask to join up,” I joked with him.  
 
    When he didn’t laugh along, I knew something was up. 
 
    “Like I said before, that’s kind of the point,” he said unperturbed. 
 
    “You can’t be fucking serious! Orcs!” I sputtered incredulously. 
 
    “Orcs, goblins, whoever, from wherever if they want in, we won’t turn them away. It just so happens; I want you to actively recruit from the orken if you can. This is a diversity dungeon, so it won’t seem too unusual. There was a group camping out to the north which seemed more interested in running the dungeon than causing a ruckus until the Black Hills Brigade ran them off. They would be a good starting point for said recruitment activity,” he said, then continued. 
 
    “It’s one of the reasons I’m pissed at the Brigade and unwilling to work with them. My experience is directly related to activity in my dungeon. Those selfish pricks cost me three runs a day. It’s why I’m doing this, Simeon, contrary to what the Lords would have you believe we need each other to grow.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’ll be sparing guild members?” I asked. It was a question that I’d wanted to ask for a while but was afraid of the answer. 
 
    “No, Simeon. There are some rules I can’t break, and I’ve already bent that one as far as I’m willing. There will be no special treatment for guild members when in the dungeon beyond my current generosity,” he said. 
 
    “Supplicants must run dungeons to get out of here and Dungeons must try and stop them to get out themselves. The reality is there are some sent here who simply do not have what it takes to survive. Unlike others, I’m offering all who come to me a genuine fighting chance. All I’m taking in return is my due from those who can’t or won’t make it. A little selfishness is helpful, it’s only when you let it run rampant it truly becomes destructive,” he said, before continuing. 
 
    “Which brings me to my second request on recruitment, I want you to recruit as many women as possible. The female affinity of my dungeon should suffice to explain why.” 
 
    My eyes swivelled to the two women sitting across from me and my thoughts filled with dark suspicions once more. 
 
    “I’ll not be a party to betraying any girls to you, Daxas,” I told him boldly, meeting his eyes. He snorted, flashing me a sardonic grin. 
 
    “You won’t,” he said, letting out a menacing low growl.  
 
    His hands gripped the arms of his tall-backed chair, claws scraping the wood. I audibly gulped and shrank back. An instant later his demeanour shifted, and he was chortling loudly, Jessamyn and Karragh laughing along with him. 
 
    “Sorry, I couldn’t resist playing the big bad wolf for a moment,” he said as his laughter subsided.  
 
    “I’m not asking you to sacrifice anybody, Simeon. It’s simple if they fall here, I can save them, if they fall elsewhere, I can’t. You have my word I won’t disproportionally target any female guild member, unless they are down to their last soul mark, or if they want to become mine. You can ask Jess and Karragh, they’ve not been complaining,” he said, winking at the women. 
 
    “It is the best thing that has ever happened to me,” Jessamyn said quickly. Karragh nodded her agreement.  
 
    Her words seemed genuine, and it assuaged my misgivings. I was still a little wary of the ‘unless they are down to their last soul mark, or if they want to become mine’ remark.  
 
    I had to be honest with myself, though. Ashamed as I was to admit it when he pulled that growling stunt, I was on the verge of taking everything back and promising him whatever he wanted. He may seem affable on the surface, but there was a dark edge to him. I feared if he chose to, he could have forced his will upon me, leaving me as little more than a puppet.  
 
    I knew now why he was willing to change the guild terms so easily. He wasn’t ceding the balance of power to me, only the illusion of it, he could take it back whenever he wished.  
 
    I could decline his offer, which might even be the safe, sensible, thing to do, but he wasn’t wrong. I wanted out of the Proving Grounds and wanted to survive and if hitching my fate to his improved those chances then I would be a fool to turn him down. 
 
    “I see, well, that only leaves the delicate conversation of finances. A guild application can only be ratified at a vacant guildhall. That is the true obstacle to founding a guild, even the smallest one costs two hundred and fifty thousand coins,” I said. 
 
    “That is where you are mistaken my short but stout friend, it can be ratified in any guild building, which includes vacant guild outposts,” Daxas replied. 
 
    “I’m not an idiot and know that. However, you need to place a beacon first to claim the territory around a dungeon, only then can you build an outpost and only established guilds can buy beacons. This means you need to found your guild first, in a hall you’ve built in the City. The only way to use an outpost is if you discovered an abandoned one, but you won’t find any of those. Guilds don’t bother to make them as once you have the beacon placed, the territory is yours, so you don’t need the additional expense of building an outpost,” I explained, a touch exasperated.  
 
    His grin just got wider, showing off those pointed canines. 
 
    “Oh, ye of little faith, Simeon. Have you already forgotten? I am a self-proclaimed rule-bender extraordinaire,” he chuckled. “Everything you have just said is true,” he paused then for dramatic effect. “For you.” 
 
    “Go on then, explain,” I said. 
 
    “Simeon, come now, you’re a smart fellow, do I really need to spell it out? Think about it, and I’ll even give you a hint. What have I been doing recently? Why haven’t you gone back to the City?” Daxas teased. 
 
    I hadn’t been back to the City because I was coming to this damn meeting you smart-arsed bastard, is what I wanted to snap back at him. I held my tongue and furrowed my brow in thought. I stayed because I could, now there was a bank, an auction house, and an advancement booth, I could justify remaining behind. You didn’t need to go back now unless you wanted accelerated healing from the City and guildhall. 
 
     I saw his reaction as the pieces fell into place, my eyes must have widened to give me away. His cocksure grin somehow managed to get even deeper. He built those buildings, and built them here, without a link back to the City. 
 
    “You don’t need a beacon, as your dungeon is the beacon,” I said, sounding my thoughts out loud. “This is all your territory, and you can build what you want, you don’t even need a road link back to the City. Which means you can build an outpost without a guildhall.” 
 
    “…and bingo was his name-o,” he said in a sing-song voice.  
 
    I didn’t understand the reference but got the gist. I sat there stunned for a moment, I’d half convinced myself I wouldn’t have the pressure of making this choice once the issue of funding reared its head. 
 
    “Still, a rank one outpost is what? Fifty thousand? I don’t have that kind of scratch, even if I could convince the others outside to pool their coins, we’d probably fall well short…” I said, voicing my continued doubts. 
 
    “I’ll be fronting the coin to build the outpost, it’s the least I can do as this was all my idea. It won’t be rank one, I can make you a rank four outpost with a road network connecting to the main thoroughfare to the City, making it easier for new arrivals to get here,” he said. 
 
    “Rank four, really, that would be, well, that would be fantastic,” I said.  
 
    It would be fantastic, there was a huge difference between those ranks. The rank one outpost was little more than a large meeting room. It had a small office for guild officers and basic kitchen facilities. Its biggest benefit was it doubled guild member healing rates in its vicinity. 
 
    A rank four facility on the other hand had far more to offer. A spacious meeting hall for announcements, an expanded kitchen and mess hall for eating. A dozen private rooms for guild officers. An armoury and a barracks large enough to sleep two hundred and the healing bonus was improved too, providing almost treble the rate instead of just double.  
 
    It wouldn’t be as large or as plush as even the smallest official guildhall in the City, but there would be nothing to match it out here amongst the dungeons. This would draw folk in for sure. 
 
    “We might be so popular that the two hundred beds won’t be enough,” I joked. 
 
    “I’ll leave that to you to organise, but my only advice is, be fair. People will nurse resentments like that and besides, in a few weeks, I should be able to upgrade it to the top tier, rank eight. That will increase the bunks to five hundred, and you can repurpose the officer quarters that would normally be designated to my disciples as we won’t be making use of them. Although do keep an office for me, we can make use of it for a weekly meeting when I pop by to chat on rest days,” Daxas said. 
 
    “You’re upgrading it?” I said hesitantly. 
 
    “Most assuredly,” Daxas answered. “I would have done so straight away, but alas my resources do have limitations. In an ideal world, I would have waited a couple more weeks before approaching you. Unfortunately, the Brigade’s pow-wow of head honchos today has forced my hand a wee bit earlier than I’d prefer.”  
 
    “They probably won’t commit to placing a beacon next week, but if they did, it would inherently complicate forming the Dark Moon Rising. If we act first, then the guild convention supports our claim. If they claim this land first it could start a guild war you might lose and that would be disappointing for the both of us would it not?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, having the other guilds annihilate us would be a great disappointment,” I responded to his huge understatement. 
 
    “We are really going to do this aren’t we,” I said, nervous excitement building within me. 
 
    “Yes, Simeon, we are,” he beamed that toothy grin at me. 
 
    “I can’t wait to stick it to those fucking dwarves. Imagine the look on Varandar’s face when we kick him and the rest of those corrupt bastard leeches from the glade,” I told him with glee. 
 
    “Ah, on that front I’m afraid I’m going to disappoint you, Simeon,” Daxas cut in. 
 
    “Eh? What do you mean?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “We aren’t going to deny the Black Hills Brigade access to the glade,” Daxas said. 
 
    “We aren’t, but why not? What is the point of forming our guild if we let them stick around? You know what will happen, right? They will be so pissed at what I’ve, um… we’ve done, and they’ll try and destroy the dungeon just to spite me if we let them in,” I tried reasoning with the Wolf King. 
 
    “Precisely,” he answered in a low snarl. 
 
    I shrank back, I couldn’t help myself. I just felt the wave of menace emanating from him at that moment. There was a glint in those yellow lupine eyes, reminding me, this man was a predator. He was used to hunting and being successful doing it. Taking a deep gulp, I was suddenly very glad I was on Team Daxas. 
 
    “You’re going to destroy them, aren’t you?” I asked, even though I knew the question to be redundant. It was obvious from his demeanour. 
 
    “Them and any others who get in our way, Simeon. Maybe they will be smart, but I doubt it,” Daxas said. Sitting back in his chair and steepling his clawed fingers in front of him.  
 
    “OK then, anything else before I head out and get these signatures?” I said. 
 
    “Two things only Simeon. First, once you are up and running, I need you to get some of your low ranked members to prepare a detailed report of the contents and trials in the Forest of Xanathia,” he said. 
 
    “The Flora dungeon that just opened. May I ask why?” I said. 
 
    “You can, and you did. I want to know my neighbour, Simeon,” Daxas chuckled. 
 
    “No problem,” I answered. 
 
    “Good, the second isn’t a request, more like information. I will be making plain armour and weapons suitable for fledgeling adventurers available through the guild outlets, and these will be heavily discounted in comparison to City prices. You should probably add a guild law about not reselling them on the auction house. The rewards for completing the Wolf King’s Lair will be changing soon and the gear provided for completion will be better, but there will be less of it. My discounted prices should allow fresh unranked recruits to adequately equip themselves, assuming they haven’t blown their coins they get upon arrival,” Daxas finished. 
 
    “That will be good news, even more reason for people to join up,” I said. 
 
    “Exactly, turn no one away. Then get them running my dungeon, daily if possible,” he asked me.  
 
    We chatted away for thirty minutes more, Daxas encouraging me to eat as much as I could, I obliged him on that front. Then Jessamyn escorted me back up the stairs to where I came in. The doors opened before me, and the sun shone through the widening gap. I’d lost track of just how long I had been in here, long enough to be well past dawn it would seem. 
 
    Trying to be stealthy in the summer sun had a low chance of success, so I decided to take the brazen ‘I own the world’ approach. It wasn’t long before I was back at the encampment and I found Arash and Pacclo, drawing them away to a quiet corner to make my sales pitch. I was ready to lay down the hard sell, but I needn’t have bothered, they were both on board almost as soon as I mentioned, ‘new guild’. 
 
    An hour later I had four more Black Hills Brigade associate members ready and willing to make their mark. The Wolf King must have been watching, as soon as the fourth agreed the outpost started to rise from the ground at the southern end of the glade.  
 
    The treeline retreated as it emerged, it was always strange to watch this happen. Within a minute the four-storey structure was complete, and I could see on its southern side the roadway was being cut through the forest. The camp was understandably abuzz with this development.  
 
    It wasn’t clear if anybody could go in and make use of the outpost or whether Daxas as the owner and builder would be able to dictate who could enter. Not wanting to find out the former was the case I motioned the others to follow me and we went in. Five minutes later, I had registered the Dark Moon Rising as an official guild and registered the glade and much of the surrounding forest as our guild’s territory. 
 
    I was now a Guild Chief and joined Arash, Pacclo and the others at the entrance of the outpost. There was a throng of excited people outside. Arash and one of the others helpfully hoisted me up onto their shoulders and putting my little fingers on each side of my mouth, I whistled loudly grabbing their attention. 
 
    “Settle down folks,” I yelled, addressing the crowd.  
 
    “I understand you must have questions. I just have something quick to tell you while I have your attention. First, as you may have guessed there is a new guild in this zone. It’s called Dark Moon Rising and has officially claimed this glade. Second, we are recruiting. We are turning no one, and I do mean no one, away. We don’t care what your rank is, or what experience you have, if you’re willing to follow our rules, you are welcome,” I said loudly to the crowd.  
 
    A wall of sound assaulted me when I finished and was barraged by a hubbub of further questions. I had to whistle three more times to quieten the crowd down. 
 
    “Form an orderly queue to the left. We will answer your questions when you apply to join,” I told them.  
 
    Finishing my statement, I climbed down from the shoulders of the two humans. Then as a group, we turned, walking back into our guild headquarters. We put a few tables in place, and Arash admitted the first of the eager recruits.  
 
    It was going to be a long day and my voice, no doubt becoming parched, repeating the regs to these newbies, but I couldn’t be happier. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    The establishment of the Dark Moon Rising guild was the talk of the camp. The guildless were soon lining up around the new guild outpost for the opportunity to sign on the dotted line and it was good to see my plans coming to fruition.  
 
    As dusk fell, the line had reduced to a handful, and they were mostly newcomers arriving at the camp later in the day. The real fireworks were reserved for the next morning when the command group of the Black Hills brigade returned to the Glade. 
 
    Describing them as miffed would be severely underselling their discontent. Upon hearing the news, they didn’t even wait for a full situation report, marching on the Dark Moon Rising’s headquarters, beards bristling with fury, weapons drawn. Spoiling for a fight. 
 
    Simeon met them on the doorstep of the outpost, flanked by a cadre of his most trusted associates. The yelling commenced, spittle soon flying, cursing, and accusations. The commotion drew the attention of everyone in the glade.  
 
    Simeon and his lieutenants stepped forward from the HQ’s threshold. By doing so, letting the assembled new guild members troop out and assemble behind them. They were joined from the left and the right by more new members, those who’d had to bunk in tents when the barracks filled. 
 
    The dwarves were oblivious, initially. It didn’t take much longer before the growing number of DMR, short for Dark Moon Rising, members penetrated their fury-fuelled tunnel-vision. The Brigade, finally beginning to recognise how woefully outnumbered they were, switched to more conciliatory language. 
 
    Except for Varandar. His anger was uncontrollable and if it had been anybody other than Simeon Reedwhistle standing before him, maybe he would have calmed down. A slaughter was prevented when a few of his own guild, reading the room accurately, brained the arrogant prick before he started a war. 
 
    I didn’t stop laughing for several minutes and once I recovered, I could see things had calmed down. Simeon was in the middle of explaining he wasn’t barring the Brigade members from using either of the dungeons. The territory the outpost claimed incorporated the Forest of Xanathia on the other side of the glade and the Brigade members, placated, for now, returned to their camp inside the palisade they had built for themselves. 
 
    They were much fewer in number now and almost entirely dwarf. All the associate members had already jumped ship before the command group returned. They were going to find this tougher than they had previously.  
 
    This was compounded during the week when the first dwarven defections started. The twins, Gorbrukken and Garbrakken, were the first to switch, and they were followed by a dozen more over the course of the week. The Brigade’s numbers at the glade were reduced to a little over thirty, down from one hundred and twenty the week before. Made up solely of the die-hards and those more vitriolically opposed to non-dwarfs. There was lots of muttering of ‘good riddance’ and ‘this is how it should have been’ and I was happy to let this continue. The greater the poisonous hate in their hearts, the easier it would make luring them to their richly deserved demise.  
 
    Time flew by, and the week was done before we knew it. The Wolf King’s Lair would be moving to rank six.  
 
    I was sitting down in a plush office in the DMR HQ, Jessamyn and Karragh were sitting on either side of me. Tenzing was with us, but he couldn’t be seen by our hosts. Simeon was on the other side of the room with Arash and Pacclo, and we were assembled for the first of our planned weekly guild debriefs. We started with the social niceties, introductions, that sort of thing. Simeon then gave me a quick rundown of the first week. Member numbers, number of runs, etc. and we were just finishing up, Simeon handed over the dossier compiled on the Forest of Xanathia I’d asked for. 
 
    “If that is everything, we’ll be making our way home,” I said. 
 
     Simeon fidgeted in place for a moment, something was on his mind. Despite what I just said I made no move to leave. I wanted to give him enough time to make his mind up, to talk or stay silent. After a few moments longer, he gave sideways glances to both his lieutenants. Pacclo simply shrugged his shoulders, Arash contemplated for a moment longer, and finally nodded. 
 
    “Your dungeon is advancing to rank six next week, right?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, Simeon,” I replied. 
 
    “Well…and you weren’t lying about, you know, saving women. Those who were down to their last mark?” he said nervously. I could smell his concern wafting across the room. 
 
    “If I’d been lying, I’m not sure why you’d think I would suddenly confess it,” I chuckled. “…but, no, Simeon, I wasn’t lying. Why do you ask?”  
 
    I was trying to play this cool as I remembered our conversation from last week. Simeon had shown some defiance to my will, and my reaction had been instinctively aggressive. I would brook no challenge to my authority, and I almost blew the whole meeting as a result. I managed to pass off my power play as a joke with Jessamyn and Karragh playing along, after a little prompting from my invisible blue friend, Tenzing. 
 
    “We have a recruit arriving later tonight, her name is Fiadh. She is someone Pacclo knew in zone six. She is…” Simeon trailed off.  
 
    It was a bit weird. Simeon pronounced her name Fee-a but I simply knew it was spelt Fiadh. The Proving Grounds at work once more. 
 
    “She is cursed,” Pacclo interjected. 
 
    “Cursed? How do you mean?” I asked. I was very curious now. 
 
    “Fiadh is from one of the human tribes in the Northlands of my home. They are famed for their battle frenzies. Traditionally, her people need to drink a special brew prepared by their shamans, followed by performing a ritual invoking the blessing of their god Kriger, allowing them to frenzy,” Pacclo said. 
 
    “Not only does Fiadh not require the potion or ritual, she can’t help but frenzy whenever her passions flare. She fights until either she or her enemies are dead,” Pacclo, the catkin man finished. 
 
    She sounded like a berserker, and I was no longer curious. I had graduated to intrigued. 
 
    “That all sounds very interesting, but why are you telling me this?” I asked.  
 
    I was playing dumb. I knew why they were telling me, but I wanted them to admit it. This would all go more smoothly once they accepted my expectations of them, funnelling me potential disciples.  
 
    “She only has one soul mark left,” Simeon said resignedly. 
 
    “Good, then you will be sending her to me tomorrow?” I half asked, half ordered. 
 
    Simeon blanched as I spoke plainly. Arash shifted nervously in his chair, unable to meet my gaze. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” I followed up with. 
 
    “No, but…I mean, isn’t there another way. We can…we can,” Simeon stuttered. 
 
    “No, there isn’t Simeon,” I cut in. “She isn’t going to make it. You can’t nurse her through ninety-four more ranks on a single mark, especially if she can’t control herself,” I told him bluntly. 
 
    “Maybe we can, though. Your dungeon is a great source of experience and gear. She can delve there exclusively,” the halfling argued. 
 
    “That won’t work, Simeon. This floor might be easy, but higher-ranked floors will not be. If they were, I would be destroyed and I’m not dying to make you feel better about this. This, Fiadh, she will not make it. That is a fact. Delaying her fall, for moral reasons, serves no one’s best interests but the Infernal Lords,” I said before continuing. 
 
    “It is better I claim her tomorrow. I will grow stronger, and she will grow stronger at my side. The guild and its members will grow stronger as I do, we can all win here. You have my word, if I can claim a soul, saving them from the Reaches, I will,” I said, softening my tone.  
 
    I pointed to the inlaid script above the office door. It was the Dark Moon Rising’s guild motto, ‘We turn no one away’.  
 
    “That applies to me as much as to you,” I told him.  
 
    “He is right,” Pacclo addressed the halfling. “I would not have told you about her if I did not think Daxas was her best chance.” 
 
    I nodded to the catkin. Simeon sighing audibly.  
 
    “You’re both right and I know that. It is just not easy,” he lamented. 
 
    “If doing what was right, was easy. The world wouldn’t be the shitshow it is,” I said wryly. 
 
    The collective laughter of the group brightened the previously sombre mood. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next day I was watching Fiadh’s group as they moved through my dungeon. I was lucking out again, Fiadh was a very attractive woman.  
 
    She was tall and athletic, with long fiery red hair, another red-head, people might begin gossiping I had a type. Hers was a more orange hue than Jessamyn’s darker auburn. She had the sides and back of her hair shorn short, tying the top in a tight braid that rested down her back. Her skin tone was pale, more akin to the shade typically associated with redheads. Jessamyn’s skin was unusually lightly tanned, a by-product of her wood elf heritage.  
 
    She had piercing blue eyes and had daubed her face in white paint. The streaks crossing her eyes and nose in a diagonal direction. Apart from the pieces of armour, she was robed in furs, she carried and fought with a pair of daggers. Although observing her during a fight she would often drop or discard the daggers, kicking, punching, and biting her opponents in uncontrolled fury.  
 
    After each rage, Fiadh was visibly weakened. In her fury she gave no thought to defence, taking damage in every fight, forcing her to quaff health potions following each encounter. Trying to mitigate the difficulties her condition presented, she would often hang back from the group, letting them take the lead, particularly if she had raged recently, which was every combat. Regardless, if she became aware of fighting ahead of her she couldn’t help herself.  
 
    Her eyes would widen, the blue of her iris receding as her pupils dilated. Then she would charge head-long into the fight, only regaining her composure once it was over. Fiadh did not attack her comrades in arms, provided they didn’t get in her way. The first time she started stabbing the ranged members of the group blocking her path to the melee fight ahead, was the last. They gave her a wide berth after that.  
 
     Pacclo was leading this group, but they didn’t venture into the ‘Arena’, so I wouldn’t personally be involved in claiming her. The group left the decision chamber and made their way towards my ‘Lair’. I wondered how Fiadh would approach this final room and got my answer quickly. The excitement of the end of the dungeon must have got to her, any thoughts of hanging back fleeing.  
 
    In rage mode Fiadh charged through the entrance first. Karragh was now alongside Jessamyn, but Karragh was the first person the berserker woman saw. Heedless of waiting for support she bellowed an unintelligible war-cry and launched herself at the dwarf woman. 
 
    Fiadh was hit by four arrows from the wood elves and a crossbow bolt fired by Jessamyn before she reached her target. I had talked to both my disciples at length about how best to disguise our actions today, but we needn’t have bothered, with her running into the ‘Lair’ solo. Turning the sole target in the room into a pincushion was entirely reasonable. 
 
    Pacclo played his part too, ‘hesitating’ for a moment before ordering the rest of his party to follow Fiadh. The two dual-wielding women were already locked in a life or death struggle when the rest of the party entered the room. We let the wood elves switch targets, they wouldn’t be much help with Karragh and Fiadh intertwined anyway. Karragh was in no danger from friendly fire, but they were unlikely to contribute much additional damage to the fight. 
 
    When the melee fighters in the party started approaching Karragh she responded by backing up with Fiadh following her. This allowed her to remain trading blows with the savage human woman, without any of her unaware companions interfering. The adventurers continued closing the distance, but Karragh had withdrawn far enough, bringing the elves into melee range. 
 
    As we had discussed earlier, Jessamyn ordered them to engage, running interference. Jessamyn stepped up with them, while passing the girl-fight she quietly cast Heal on Karragh. By this point, as I had observed from the run earlier, Fiadh’s battle madness had reached fever pitch. She dropped her daggers, favouring to claw and kick at her rival. 
 
    We had discussed what to do in this eventuality as well. Karragh utilising an advantage we had as dungeon denizens, that adventurers lacked, a suicide play. Dropping her hand axes, she moved in grappling with the red-headed berserker. Clinging on, regardless of the rain of elbows and knees pummelling her, she lifted Fiadh and drove forward, towards and over the edge into the pit. Karragh lost her grip on the wildly struggling woman as they fell, splitting apart to land separately on the spikes below.  
 
    The melee fighters made short work of Jessamyn, and her wood elf escort and they ran to the side of the drop to see what had happened to Fiadh. 
 
    Both they and I were utterly stunned by the sight before us. Fiadh had picked herself up and was sitting astride the prone form of Karragh wailing upon the dwarf woman with her fists. Fiadh was breathing hard, spittle flying, her teeth clenched in fury and there was blood seeping from a dozen spike wounds. The fall hadn’t killed either of them, but Karragh had just been fully healed by Jessamyn moments before the fall. Fiadh had not, but still recovered the quickest.  
 
    Ignoring the imploring calls of her compatriots to stop and drink a health potion, Fiadh continued pounding her bloody fists into Karragh beneath her. Eventually, the inevitable happened, Karragh was unable to fight back or properly defend herself and her health pool hit zero, ending the fight.  
 
    Jessamyn and Karragh’s awareness had returned to their bodies with me at the DDD. They heard my cries of shock, anguish, and disbelief. As far as I was concerned, Fiadh was already mine and I was being thwarted and I didn’t like being thwarted. Not at all. 
 
    What happened next was both interesting and a great relief, for me. With Karragh defeated I saw the blind fury in Fiadh’s eyes fading. For a moment she was aware of herself and her surroundings, but then her blue eyes crossed, her eyelids drooping, and she toppled forward. Fiadh slumped on top of the dwarf below her, still and unresponsive.  
 
    Pacclo, still playing his part, ordered a few members of the party to climb down into the pit and check on her. They tried forcing a potion down her throat, but it was already too late. She flopped bonelessly to the floor when they let go of her, a meat puppet whose strings had been cut and she was gone. 
 
    I heard the distinctive swishing sound of a portal opening.  After taking a moment to ensure Karragh was ok from the brutal fight she’d just been in. I rose from my black leather couch, my two disciples rising with me. Time to take my place upon my throne and greet my newest conquest. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    My excitement was off the charts, as it usually was during these moments. I was advising myself to calm down, and I didn’t want to make a pig’s ear of this as I had with Karragh. Thinking about that highlighted a smidge of a concern for me.  
 
    Karragh had fallen during a challenge, so despite my cock-up I had time to mend fences before a new group came in, but this was a regular run. I wasn’t sure how long I had to encourage Fiadh to accept my authority before I lost the chance to claim her as a disciple. Jessamyn’s run had been a similar situation, but after a few minutes of being upset, she practically jumped at the chance. My best guess, I had until the next group completed their run. 
 
    “Here she comes, Jessamyn, Karragh time to make a good impression,” I said unnecessarily. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” they responded in unison, no hint of ant eye-rolls, I think. 
 
    We watched as the red-headed woman walked proudly through the portal, looking about her and taking in her surroundings. She was fully aware as Karragh and Jessamyn had been before her, unlike those I couldn’t claim. They were sightless puppets.  
 
    Finishing looking at the chamber, Fiadh turned to regard me. She looked me up and down, I flashed her my best rakish grin, my go-to move, it seems to have worked before. I was also topless, only wearing my black jeans, which was typical for me now. I may have flexed my pecs, just a little. I was trying to make a good impression. Which, if the scent of arousal I was picking up from her, was any indication I was successfully achieving. A very good start I thought. 
 
    “Welc…” I started.  
 
    I didn’t even manage to finish the word. I saw the blue in her eyes recede, pupils dilating, just as it had in the dungeon. In the blink of an eye, her entire demeanour shifted. One moment she was softly licking her plump and pretty lips excitedly and the next, those lips were pulled back in a rictus grin, a guttural snarl emanating from deep within her throat.  
 
    As her snarling completed, her body shifted from standing to battle-ready, coiled and prepared to strike. 
 
    “Now we…” I said, trying to forestall and reason with her.  
 
    I was as successful as everybody else had been, which is to say I failed completely. She unleashed the coil and sprung directly at me, screaming obscenities I couldn’t understand. Indicating they were likely meaningless sounds of her fury 
 
    I may have grossly overestimated how good a start this had been. 
 
    She ran up the dais, towards the throne, charging me. I wasn’t wearing any of my gear but was agile enough to get out of my seat and meet her head-on. This didn’t go as planned either, as I’d expected her to bounce off me as I braced my shoulders for her charge. Fiadh hit me so hard I was knocked backwards, colliding with the throne behind me. This hurt, a lot and unlike the throne in the ‘Lair’ I’d made the one in my core room out of marble because it looked pretty. Pretty it may have been, it also didn’t have any give to it.  
 
    I was prompted with a damage notification, 10%/90%. I recovered from the surprise quickly. It was time to cheat, and I swivelled my hips and rolled off the throne towards the doorway to my bedroom. 
 
    “Run to the bedroom,” I ordered Karragh and Jessamyn. 
 
    They both obeyed me with barely a nod and ran ahead of me. I followed their retreating behinds, Fiadh hot on my heels. I couldn’t help but perv on their butts, just a bit, regardless of the current circumstance. Seconds later, I was through the door, down the short corridor, taking a few steps into the bedroom before turning to face the closely pursuing Fiadh. 
 
    Fiadh ran face-first into my raised tower shield with a thudding clang. That was my cheat, as the bedroom was not part of the active dungeon. While in the core room I was limited to the armour I used in a regular run, which was none. Here I could call whatever I wished from my inventory.  
 
    I was now fully clad in the most powerful gear loadout I had at my disposal. Where before I’d given ground at Fiadh’s furious charge, now it was her bouncing from the shield, falling prone on the floor. I followed up swiftly, swinging my double-headed maul down upon her.  
 
    Karragh and Jessamyn replicating my example, doffing their challenge mode armour sets and joining in the fight. Between the three of us, we prevented Fiadh from regaining her footing and it wasn’t long, but longer than I’d thought before she ceased struggling and went still. 
 
    “Master, I apologise,” Karragh said. “I should have forewarned you, she is much stronger than she appears. Had Jessamyn not healed me, I may not have survived long enough to get her in the pit.”  
 
    Jessamyn spoke quickly on the back of Karragh’s comment. 
 
    “Master, I take full responsibility for this mistake. I knew how much I had to heal Karragh and didn’t tell you either, I’m sorry,” she said. Her head bowed low in shame. 
 
    “Enough,” I chuckled. “I agree you’ve been naughty and will be using my rod to discipline you both vigorously later.” 
 
    “First, we have this mess to contend with,” I said. Looking down at the body of Fiadh. 
 
    From the various bouts of full contact sparring we had engaged in over the past few weeks, I knew we had about three minutes before Fiadh regained consciousness. When she did, her health would be back to full, unless we dragged her back into the active part of the dungeon. Then Fiadh wouldn’t recover until the end of the next run, but that wasn’t a viable plan, not if it meant I lost the chance to claim her as a disciple. 
 
    I decided to just wait it out, see if her temperament improved this time around and when she came to, she seemed in control again. For a moment at least and then she was overcome with rage once more and we were forced to put her down. We tried two more times with the same result.  
 
    After the third attempt, I produced a set of sturdy chains and cuffs and we trussed her up while she was recovering. Being bound made no discernible difference, and she flew into a similar rage state shortly after becoming conscious and we watched her for ten minutes. Every few minutes her rage would dissipate, as she ran out of steam and her eyes would close with exhaustion. By the time she re-opened them and was cognisant to speak, her eyes would dilate a second later, and we were back to snarls and incoherent screams.  
 
    “Jessamyn, take Karragh and do some resource gathering. Maybe if there are fewer of us present, we might seem less threatening,” I told them. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” they responded. Heading off to follow my instructions. 
 
    I didn’t hold out much hope this would work, and I checked the progress of the current group of adventurers running my dungeon. I confirmed I had forty-five minutes at most, a little longer if they went via the ‘Arena’. While I was sitting at the DDD, pondering my next move, I remembered I could view Fiadh’s stats sheet. I brought it up, maybe there would be a clue as to how to fix my current problem. 
 
      
 
    Name: Fiadh Longclaws 
 
    Species: Savage Human 
 
    Rank: 6 
 
    Strength: 15 
 
    Agility: 15 
 
    Stamina: 15 
 
    Mana: 16 
 
    Spell Power: 16 
 
    Health: 300/300 
 
    Experience: 23,400 / 28,000 
 
    Unspent Points: 0 
 
    Skills: Mining 0, Hunting 4, Gathering 4, Farming 0, 
 
    Battle Frenzy: An ability that allows a person to channel Mana to increase their physical attributes by 100%. The ability duration is 1 sec per point of Spell Power. It costs 1 Mana for each activation.  
 
    Note 1: Once activated Battle Frenzy will continue to renew until all enemies are defeated or Mana is exhausted. 
 
    Note 2: If the person’s Mana pool is exhausted before the battle’s completion Battle Frenzy will continue. This will result in a 50% debuff to all physical stats at battles end (duration min*mana that should have been used).  
 
    Note 3: As Stamina increases, so does the person’s health pool. When the ability is deactivated, their stamina and health pool will revert to its original size (or lower if they run out of Mana). If their current damage exceeds the new lower health pool, they will die without immediate healing.  
 
    Passion’s Fury: [Scourge of Kriger] The afflicted are unable to control the activation of Battle Frenzy. Whenever the passions of the afflicted are roused the ability will trigger. A side-effect is their Mana will recharge at a rate of 1 per minute when not in a state of Battle Frenzy. 
 
      
 
    By the time I finished reading her sheet, Fiadh was back with me, and I turned to regard her. She was raging already, as before. Having read her sheet I had a better idea of what was going on, she was raging when she saw me until her mana ran dry. I could only conclude restraining her counted as the end of the battle, otherwise, her fury would continue unabated. 
 
    The only thing continuing to confuse me is why ‘Battle Frenzy’ was activating whenever she set eyes on me.  
 
    I could be a bit dense at times, and this was one of them.  
 
    It took a few minutes before the penny dropped. Passion’s Fury didn’t discriminate between what was getting her pulse racing. 
 
    My mind replayed those first few moments when Fiadh stepped through the portal. The unmistakable smell of her sexual interest before the distraction of her trying to tear my throat out with her teeth. Taking in a deep breath through my nose, I inhaled the scents she was giving off.  
 
    Foremost was the cold fury, that smell was almost sterile, but it lacked any feeling behind it, no genuine hate or anger, it smelt manufactured. Underneath, there was a very different layer of scents and now I was focussing I detected the lust. Red-hot, passion-fuelled lust.  
 
    My aura was hitting her like a freight train and inadvertently setting off the ‘Battle Frenzy’. The ‘Battle Frenzy’ was in turn, preventing her from accepting my dominion, which stopped me from finalising my claim on her. It was a conundrum, and I had maybe half an hour to resolve it.  
 
    The problem was the scourge of Kriger because the curse is what was stripping her control of her ability. Karragh had been similarly afflicted with a curse laid down by Ironhammer, and I had somehow managed to override it and replace it with a blessing of mine. I still didn’t understand how I had managed to do that exactly, but my only clue was the connection we established during our first bout of sex play.  
 
    A lascivious grin spread across my face as I looked upon the struggling redhead. It’s worth a shot I thought, purely for the benefit of science, of course. One must experiment to prove a hypothesis, after all. If this worked, I would be saving her from a terrible fate, and it was virtually a saintly act, one done in the spirit of helping others. Me wanting to add another sexy lady to my harem had absolutely nothing to do with it, didn’t cross my mind, not at all. The last part is true, mainly because I’d stopped ‘thinking’ after it’s worth a shot. 
 
    I rose from the black leather couch, walking over to the divan where we had propped the chained Fiadh up. I had resumed my dungeon casual outfit, pressing my hand to my black jeans I sent them to the inventory. I reached Fiadh, quickly setting about removing her armour in the same manner. Now we were both nude, the scent of her lust and ardour overpowered the cold fury, her ‘Battle Frenzy’ was still active, it was simply secondary to her lusty needs. 
 
    Lifting her from the divan, I carried her around the four-poster and lay her face down on the dark blue silken sheets on the bed. Her hands were bound behind her back and I could leave those in place. Her legs were currently chained together, those bindings would need to go.  
 
    Fortunately, in my enthusiasm, I didn’t forget Fiadh was stronger than me in frenzy mode. I mentally equipped my strength enchanted adornments and a few other pieces of leather armour that wouldn’t get in the way. Now I was prepared and removed the chains from her legs while holding her in place. Her legs split apart giving me a perfect view of her lady flower. The darkly pink lips were pouting and dripping with her precum, her clitoris engorged and inviting. 
 
    I drank in the sight of her, Fiadh switching between frantically trying to pull loose from my grip, wanting to murder me, and bucking her hips towards my hard cock, physically begging to be taken. The two differing drives, fight or fuck, warring with each other. Holding her by the back of her upper thighs firmly, holding her on the bed, I knelt before those pouting pussy lips.  
 
    I buried my face in her hot, inviting snatch, kissing, and tonguing her labia and clit, slurping up her tangy juices with relish. Having finished lapping up all that was available outside her cunny I forced my tongue inside her canal. I worked her inner tunnel for a few minutes, letting her runny juices flow into my greedy mouth. At some point, my ministrations succeeded in helping the drive to fuck overpower the drive to fight and all I could hear from Fiadh was lust-filled panting and moaning. Her body was still jerking away from me at times, but this was a reaction to the pleasurable sensations washing through her body, she no longer wanted to kill me.  
 
     No connection between us yet, so I decided to up the ante. Pulling my tongue out of her quivering vagina I stood back up. My hands slid upwards to her hips and sharply pulled her towards me, her legs now over the edge of the mattress, with her bent over the bed. 
 
    Taking her tightly braided fiery-red hair in my right hand I wound it about my wrist, pulling her head back and arching back in the process. With her hands still bound behind her back, she was helplessly at my mercy. Having got her in the desired position, I took my cock in my other hand. Manoeuvring the head of my dick to her sopping entrance, rubbing her labia and clit, soaking the glans of my cock in her flowing fluids. 
 
    Suitably lubricated I thrust forward without warning. Filling her quivering quim with the length of my rod, Fiadh screaming out in pleasure and shock. Her well-muscled hips ramming backwards in response forcing herself on my plunging cock, burying it to the hilt of the velvety furnace of her cunny. 
 
    I pulled back a little before slamming home again, I wasn’t gentle, but I could smell she didn’t want that. I built up a rhythm, pounding my cock into her tightly gripping pussy hard, but regularly. No sweet-honeyed or dirty words from either of us, just grunting and keening moans as we mated furiously.  
 
    I’d been hammering her pussy for over ten minutes and I could feel we were both nearing the orgasmic crescendo when I sensed what I’d been hoping for and I forged a psychic connection between Fiadh and me. The link between us was the same as I’d had with Jessamyn and Karragh and I felt the same pulse building within my soul, I was ready to flood the beauty beneath me with both my seed and my soul energy.  
 
    As I set myself to release both, I detected a blockage. My soul-born sixth sense feeding back information that my blessing would fail. Concerned and angered I reacted instinctively, my mind travelling through the conduit connecting our souls and I could observe Fiadhs. It was indescribable, literally, my brain was incapable of forming an accurate image, merely aware of how it made me feel. It was something of luminous beauty, trapped by a malignant spidery cage. 
 
    The cage was not my doing. More, I could now sense some of my soul and it had a similar luminosity, but magnified a thousand, ten thousand, maybe more, times. Had I truly been looking upon my soul it would surely have burned the retinas from my skull. Pulled away and examined the cage with this new sense available to me. I knew then I had encountered and overcome something similar during my connection with Karragh. However, where the cage on her soul had been clumsily and loosely applied, easily pushed aside with raw brute force, what clutched at the very essence of Fiadh was more intricate, more deeply interwoven into her being. This would take finesse to remove.  
 
    I instantly understood the difference between the curses, Ironhammer laid his down on a people, it was passed down generation to generation, its hold on them tenuous. Kriger’s had been applied personally to Fiadh, with care and attention to guarantee its efficacy. 
 
    No matter, with understanding, came resolve. A weaker man may have faltered, but I knew I could undo what had been wrought upon her. I fashioned my energy into the equivalent of a soul scalpel and went to work. Severing each tendril, wherever they had taken root, cutting and slicing, unravelling Kriger’s work. Finally, after what felt like hours of delicate surgery, I detached the last of the grasping hooks binding the curse to her.  
 
    Without delay, my pulse of energy flowed through our connection, sweeping all vestiges of the ‘Scourge of Kriger’ away. My energy wrapped itself around Fiadh’s soul like a comfort blanket, covering every inch, filling every nook and cranny forming its own symbiotic bond. Unlike the scourge, this bond pulsed with glorious light, supportive and nurturing, not malignant. 
 
    With the bond forged, I returned my consciousness, quickly recognising it had taken less time than the blink of an eye. I could see the blue flashing from the DDD, my message about the change to Fiadh. I had other concerns right now, quickening the pace of my thrusts I felt Fiadh’s quim clenching my cock as she succumbed to a powerful orgasm. 
 
    “Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes!” she shrieked.  
 
    The first words she’d spoken since we met almost an hour ago. The smell of the underlying cold fury was gone, only our intermingling lust remained. I forced my shaft in as deep as it would go, releasing my second pulse. My cock flexing and twitching as gouts of my thick pearly cum spilt from its eye. Her pussy walls clenching, milking my shaft of every drop, depositing it deep inside her.  
 
    She lay breathlessly under me, and I pulled out my length. Lifting her I threw her into the centre of the bed, crawling on the bed and then on top of her. Touching the bindings on her wrists, sending them to the inventory, and I rolled her onto her side and leaned into her ear. 
 
    “Welcome, Fiadh. I am very happy to take you as my third mate,” I whispered, my voice still thick with desire.  
 
    She was a little overwhelmed by the turn of events. Taking her face in my hands, I looked deep into those sky-blue eyes and pressed my lips to hers. Soon, our tongues were battling one another, this time in a good way. She smiled up at me as our mouths broke contact. 
 
    The sound of giggling at the foot of the bed drew our mutual attention away from one another, Jessamyn and Karragh had returned from the resource rooms. Once they had our attention, they both began disrobing, and it was very presumptuous of them. I’d enjoy giving them a thorough spanking later, teaching them to wait upon my commands. My grin grew wider, I hadn’t thought that possible. 
 
    “Time to introduce you to your sister-mates,” I whispered to the redhead. 
 
    We could afford to let the autopilot handle the group a few minutes away from the ‘Lair’. After that, we could tag-team in and out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The day’s runs were done, and I was lying in the large four-poster bed with three beautiful naked women draped around me. We were taking a short break from initiating Fiadh into the ‘Family’. There hadn’t been much in the way of conversation, but it’s hard not to form a bond with people who have caressed, teased, and licked every inch of your body. Fiadh had accepted Jessamyn as the alpha female and she was going to fit in just fine. 
 
    I wanted to check out my notifications, but I didn’t want to disturb the ladies. My eyesight was acute enough, and I probably could have read it from here, but it was a faff. I flexed my mental muscles and a moment later managed to summon a display screen hovering in the middle of the bed. Much better I thought. 
 
    The message was the same I had received for Jessamyn and Karragh. A permanent change had been made to her soul, and I checked the relevant box on her stat sheet. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Passion’s Fury: [Scourge of Kriger] The afflicted are unable to control the activation of Battle Frenzy. Whenever the passions of the afflicted are roused the ability will trigger. A side-effect is their Mana will recharge at a rate of 1 per minute when not in a state of Battle Frenzy. 
    
  Wolf King’s Passion: [Daxasian Blessing] The activation and deactivation of the Battle Frenzy ability is now controlled by Daxas, the Wolf King. Mana will always recharge at a rate of 1 per minute provided Fiadh has no other spell abilities. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    I chuckled out loud as I read the fresh information. Gone was Kriger’s curse which I kind of knew would be the case as I’d unpicked it from Fiadh’s soul. I could trigger her Battle Frenzy at will now, and she recovered mana all the time and I was going to abuse the shit out of that. When I got her spell power to sixty, she would recoup her mana at the same rate it was used to fuel Battle Frenzy. With all my other cheats and exploits that wouldn’t be difficult to achieve. Then I would concentrate on her physical stats turning her into a furious whirlwind of DPS.   
 
    My chuckling roused the girls, and they were a little surprised to see the screen floating above us but took it in stride.  
 
    “This is your stat screen, Fiadh,” I said. Pointing out the obvious to her. 
 
    “It is strange, Master. I understand everything that is written, but I couldn’t read before, only the tribes’ shamans could. Why are there lines through my curse?” she asked. 
 
    Fiadh had adopted addressing me as master as Karragh and Jessamyn already had. Thrilling me to no end.  
 
    “I’ve purged the curse from you, Fiadh. Replacing it with a blessing allowing me to control when you rage and how long you rage for. You will never lose control again,” I said.  
 
    She sat up straight, dislodging Karragh from my lap. The dwarf woman shot her a slightly annoyed look. 
 
    “Truly?” she whispered hesitantly. There were tears welling in the corners of her sky-blue eyes, her lip quivering with emotion. 
 
    “Yes,” I answered simply.  
 
    The dam burst and the salty rivers flowed down her cheeks. I could smell these were tears of joy and relief but still making women teary-eyed or angry was becoming a habit of mine. If I wasn’t so in control of the situation, I might start developing a complex. She moved towards me then, hugging my body tightly. 
 
    “Thank you, Master. Thank you,” she managed to sniffle. “I don’t think you know how much this means to me.”  
 
    Her sobbing intensified as whatever pent-up emotions were unleashed without restraint. Jessamyn crawled across me to her other side, holding her close, cooing soothingly in her ear. I pulled Karragh back into my lap surrounding my new mate with reassuring intimacy. Letting her cry it out, Fiadh’s heaving sobs diminishing after a few minutes. 
 
    “Sorry, I feel so foolish and weak bawling like a newborn babe,” she said. 
 
    “There are no judgements here Fiadh,” I said. Planting a soft kiss on the crown of her head.  
 
    “Yes, it can’t have been easy living with a curse like that,” Karragh said sympathetically. She could relate having lived under a similar burden herself. 
 
    “Indeed,” I said. “Do you want to talk about it.?” 
 
    “It might be best, yes,” Fiadh said slowly.  
 
    Gathering the will to tell us her painful memories.  
 
    “I lived with this throughout my life. Flying into rages as a child whenever I grew upset. Thankfully, I was too young to truly hurt anyone, and my tribe soon learned to keep sharp objects well away from me.” 
 
    “I don’t know why I was cursed so. The elders of the village would not speak of it, but I would hear murmurings on cold winter nights when they thought I was asleep. Some whispered, my mother, who died birthing me, angered our god in some manner and the curse intended for her fell upon me instead.” 
 
    “It was difficult for me, and it took time to understand I was different. I was left alone a great deal as it was safest for all concerned but my troubles intensified as I came of age. You see, Master, you uh…you weren’t my first man…nor my second,” she said, hesitating at the last part. 
 
      I picked up on the small emphasis she placed on man, figuring it was something akin to husband in her tribal societal structure. There was a flare of jealousy, which I tamped down. Now was not the time to get in a huff and I diffused the tension with attempted comedy. 
 
    “We all have a past,” I chuckled. “I’d tell you mine, but I don’t want to bore you.”  
 
    My mates were kind enough to laugh at my false modesty. Rubbing her stomach and thighs, I encouraged Fiadh to continue her tale. 
 
    “I was promised to a young warrior from another tribe we were friendly with. The elders did not tell them of my history. His name was Trant, and he was a fair warrior, but not handsome like you, Master. A man who could provide for a family, though. I was happy for the first time in years, nervous and excited too. Until our first night together,” she said. Her voice caught a little. Fiadh paused before continuing. 
 
    “I don’t remember what happened, I rarely do when I frenzy. All I know is I lost control and stabbed him to death in our nuptial bed,” she said in a small voice laced with shame.  
 
    “My tribe supporting me or covering for their own deceit, claimed he must have tried to hurt me, and I defended myself. I think all of us here know this is not what happened. There was much arguing, and blades were drawn, several men were killed, and our friends left that night with bad blood between us.” 
 
    “The bad blood developed over that summer into a bitter feud. My tribe sought allies with our former friends’ rivals, and it was during such a meeting that Ragniss, son of one of these tribes’ chieftains, saw me. I can’t tell you why, but even knowing the cause of the feud, he insisted on having me as his woman. He made it a condition for their aid,” Fiadh said. 
 
    “I can tell you why,” I interrupted. “You are an incredibly gorgeous woman, Fiadh. Any real man would be willing to take the risk, if it meant having you as theirs,” I growled out.  
 
    The growl thick with my lust and need. Fiadh blushing furiously, her face going as red as her hair and freckles. 
 
    “Yes, well, yes. There is not much more to tell. The elders of my tribe argued against it for many hours, but he remained firm, and they were desperate. The conflict with our neighbours was going poorly for us and finally, they agreed. He was large, powerful, and seemed caring if somewhat brusque. The elders may have told themselves that Trant brought my rage upon himself, but I did not believe them. I did not want to be Ragniss, or any other man’s woman, but the elders demanded it of me. They said I owed it to the tribe for starting the war in the first place.” 
 
    “The next night Ragniss took me to his chambers. He was reassuring, promising me he would be gentle and not mistreat me as my last man had. The last thing I remembered was being terribly afraid, not of him but of what I might do. When my memories returned, the camp was in turmoil. Ragniss was dead, I had throttled him with his own belt, and he had beaten me bloody during our struggle. My nose, cheek and jaw were broken as was my arm, but it hadn’t stopped me. My tribe was being slaughtered and it was all my fault. There were dead people everywhere I turned. I fled into the night, and that is the last thing I recall before I ended up here.” 
 
    Tears flowing freely again as she relived the horrific memories.  
 
    “It wasn’t your fault, Fiadh, it was Krigers,” I said, rubbing her shoulders. 
 
    “Yes, it was the Divine Lords,” Jessamyn and Karragh said on top of one another. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about those wankers anymore,” I reassured her. “They are going to get theirs,” I followed up confidently.  
 
    I didn’t know how yet, but I was going to exact vengeance for all the wrongs they had done to me and those I cared for. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Time seemingly flew by, the next rest day came and went, with me transitioning to the seventh rank and Fiadh settling into life in the Wolf King’s Lair. I added her to the ‘Lair’ room along with Jessamyn and Karragh and reassigned two of the wood elves to keep the encounter balanced. We quickly learned I could leave Fiadh standing orders allowing her to activate her Battle Frenzy ability when she chose. Jessamyn and Karragh were given similar permissions including deactivation, so they could switch it off when necessary to maintain my no wipe policy. In most cases, unless the group matched her rank, Fiadh didn’t turn it on, and she faked it. I think she found faking it mildly therapeutic and she was enjoying herself, at least. 
 
    The Dark Moon Rising guild was enormously popular, and Simeon had added the dwarven twins Gorbrukken and Garbrakken as guild officers. Sindar the wood elf, who ran my dungeon with Simeon had also joined up and been added as a fifth officer. Simeon was jumping the gun slightly, but Sindar had been doing well with the Brigade in other dungeons and an officer position helped seal the deal, so I let it slide. 
 
    Recruitment was going so well, that even after I upgraded the outpost to rank eight, the five hundred bunks weren’t enough. Simeon had been smart and sent his recruiters to the City for the start of rest days when newbies pulled themselves from the arrival pool. They were signing up a big chunk of these new arrivals with the benefits we were supplying. Membership was over six hundred already, and we were on course to add a hundred each week just from zone seven.  
 
    Foremost of those benefits being the adventurer starter package I was offering for nine hundred coins and I’d decided to be even more generous than originally intended. I was throwing in a pair of STA +1 rings along with the full set of leather armour, sword and shield or bow with a quiver of arrows. I was clearing over ninety-thousand coins a week on those packages as the supplier and the guild was getting a system-generated ten percent finder’s fee. That was nine-thousand odd extra coins, half of which came to me, on top of what I was making from potions. Guild dues netting me a further three thousand and I had a few more ideas on how to make even more. 
 
    Apart from the outpost upgrade, I spent most of my coin on resolving potential bottlenecks for my new outfitting business. I expanded the size of my existing workrooms and purchased extra workstations. I bought one more of everything and four new smelters, forges, and enchanting stoves. It was another mini exploit, there was no limit to how many stations you could operate simultaneously, and I was now scaling up for mass production. 
 
    Dawn was breaking in the Proving Grounds on the rest day at the end of the eleventh week. I’d read my notifications, confirming my movement to the eighth rank, but a quick check of the rank leader board showed I wasn’t at the top for the first time. Challengers had been in short supply since I established the Dark Moon Rising guild, but I wasn’t worried yet.  
 
    I was continuing to eavesdrop on the Brigade. They weren’t happy but were waiting for me to make a few more ranks before making their move. This wasn’t a tactical choice; my guild had gutted them of lower-ranked adventurers, and they simply didn’t have the numbers at my current level. 
 
    However, they had several strong groups of adventurers ranked nine through eleven who were on standby to act. They needed to finish me off in a single day, otherwise, they feared the DMR would ban them from the glade. Most of the outcast orcs were giving the glade a wide berth, but a few had been responsive to the olive branch I asked Simeon to put forth.  
 
    That didn’t mean there hadn’t been other orken activity. Representatives of the Jagged Boar Tusks, the tribe which had robbed Jessamyn of her soul marks, had visited the glade. They were all rank one and did not come into my dungeon, as if they had I would have wiped them out with relish, their whole tribe was on my shit list. Unfortunately, they were here to go after the Forest of Xanathia.  
 
    She was fortunate they brought only enough orken for seven groups and the survivors of those challenges returned in a celebratory mood. Most of the goblins included in their parties did not make it back out, and I suspected this was by design, on the orcs part. Using the goblins to take all the risks, not caring if they died and then choosing not to resurrect them, so they could take their share of the XP. 
 
    The Tusks’ success prompted the Brigade to send a group of ten rank one dwarves to do the same and they came out intact, each of them boosted to rank nine. I wonder what they might be planning on doing in the near future? That was sarcasm, I knew they would be challenging me next.  
 
    I could tell you these events provoked what I’m about to do, but it would be a lie. I’ve been waiting for this day since the Forest of Xanathia opened and it was time to enact my secret plan. Yes, this time it’s the secret plan I alluded to earlier and not a different secret plan, keep up, will you.  
 
    I’d said nothing to Tenzing or my disciples in case the Lords were watching. I’d heard nothing from Alyssa in weeks, and she probably suspected what I was going to do and was helpfully not broaching the subject either. I gathered my team in the Banquet Hall. 
 
    “Anybody fancy a stroll?” I asked nonchalantly. 
 
    “That would be delightful,” Jessamyn exclaimed, her sister-mates nodding in agreement. 
 
    “Of course, Daxas, are we visiting the guild HQ? It’s a little earlier than when you usually meet them,” Tenzing said, a moment after them. 
 
    “No, not the guild, we’ll wander over to the HQ later this afternoon. I was thinking of paying our neighbour a visit,” I said, keeping my tone casual. 
 
    “The Forest of Xanathia? Daxas, she won’t have a concealed external entrance yet. If you recall your development, it takes time and you would need an invite, you can only ‘visit’ if you were to invade her,” Tenzing pointed out. 
 
    “Excellent points, Tenzing. I’d forgotten those little details. Hmmm, we’d best go ready for battle if we are forcing our way through,” I said.  
 
    I hadn’t forgotten, of course, but one must keep up appearances for the peanut gallery. I was quite proud of my acting job. 
 
    “Daxas, do you intend on destroying her? She hasn’t threatened you, and this is unusually aggressive of you,” Tenzing said with concern. 
 
    “No need to worry, Tenzing. We’re just popping in to say hello while we have the chance. She got hit hard by challengers this week, and she may not survive another week. She’s bound to forgive me when I explain the sitch, I’m a charming fellow, after all,” I said. 
 
    “Daxas, I must warn you. If you invade her dungeon, regardless of your motive, she is unlikely to be forgiving. Do you want to make another enemy when you have so many already?” he said. 
 
    “Chillax, Poppa Smurf. I’ve got this all in hand. If she refuses to be reasonable, I can revert to the nuclear option, but I’m confident it won’t come to that, though,” I said. 
 
    “Very well, Daxas. Although if I’m honest I think I only understood half of what you just said,” Tenzing said ruefully. 
 
    “No worries chap, we’ll watch a few Smurf cartoons later to clue you in,” I said, winking at him. 
 
    I glanced over at my harem and was gladdened to see they were already equipped for kicking ass. I had plenty of time to outfit Fiadh, designing her some specialised gauntlets with inbuilt copper knuckles and claw extensions on each finger. The claws utilised her agility when scratching, the knuckles her strength when punching. Her knee-high boots also bore sharpened edges on the toe, piping, and spurs for when she would be kicking and kneeing in her fury.  
 
    “Ladies first,” I said, gesturing to the corridor leading from the banquet hall to the stairway up to the concealed exit.  
 
    A few minutes later and we were marching across the glade in the summer sun. Normally, dungeons needed to be linked by a road or path, but the Forest of Xanathia was so close it was within my area of influence, and we could just walk over unannounced. 
 
    “Tenzing, fill me in again of what Nessa’s verdant speciality does. I just want to be sure,” I asked him as we walked. 
 
    “Yes, of course, Daxas. Verdant confers the Fecund Abundance ability upon the dungeon. Health regeneration for all living creatures is doubled in the dungeon. That is especially helpful for you, with your resilience you will heal fifty points every minute,” Tenzing started. 
 
    “Ah, yes, I remember. Doesn’t seem useful for the dungeon, but that’s not my problem,” I said interrupting him.  
 
    I was play-acting. I’d been paying close attention the first time I asked Tenzing what Verdant meant, but I didn’t want any potential Lordly spies guessing my intentions until it was too late. 
 
    “It has other effects, which you should be aware of. Growth rates are also doubled, and this is significant for a Flora dungeon as most plant-based dungeon creatures are quite weak when initially bought. However, they grow stronger over time, without any requirement to spend additional experience enhancing them. This dungeon’s plant creatures will therefore be stronger but defeating them should still be well within your party’s capabilities,” he said. 
 
    I should think so, I thought to myself. I was at rank eight now, Jessamyn at seven, Fiadh six and Karragh had advanced to five. That was a combined twenty-six ranks. Groups clocking in at only twelve combined ranks were getting out relatively unscathed and that wasn’t even taking account of our exploit-ridden equipment. We were certainly over-dressed, but I didn’t believe in taking unnecessary chances. I expected that to be coming later, but not yet. 
 
    “Finally,” Tenzing continued. “The ability will have unlocked several advanced rooms. The Jungle, Forest, and Meadow varieties. Unlike the resource rooms which look similar, there aren’t any nodes for gathering. These room types confer bonuses for plant monsters and of course, make it easier for them to blend in,” he said. 
 
    “Hmmm, I recall reading about those when I thumbed through the dossier, I had Simeon compile. I think the last seven of the twenty rooms are one of these types,” I mused, more fakery. 
 
    By the time our conversation was finished, we had reached the entrance to the Forest of Xanathia dungeon. The entrance gate was in a grassy mound much the same as mine but covered in flowers. When I approached the gate, I was prompted with the dungeon rules. 
 
     This is a Life Domain, Flora Sphere Dungeon with the following specialities. Verdant. The following Dungeon Laws are in effect. 
 
    Party of Six: A minimum of 6 adventurers is required to form a party to enter this dungeon. 
 
      
 
    Daily Lockout: Adventurers may only enter this Dungeon once per day. 
 
      
 
    Over Six Penalty: Every party member over 6 will contribute a cumulative 10-minute time penalty to the 3-hour time limit. (Per rank) 
 
      
 
    Fecund Abundancy: Health regenerates at twice the rate of normal. 
 
      
 
    As we were not adventurers, the Party of Six law did not apply to us, so we were good to go. My women drew their weapons, preparing themselves, each giving me a nod when they were ready. 
 
    “OK, let’s do this,” I said. 
 
    “I wish you the best of luck, Daxas. I shall see you when you return,” Tenzing said, stopping me in my tracks. 
 
    “When we return? Is there a rule I don’t know about preventing you from coming with me?” I asked him. 
 
    “Well, no, Daxas, but I can’t help, and I might distract you, it’s best I stay out here,” Tenzing responded. 
 
    “Can’t help? What do you mean bud? If I’m not mistaken, you can’t be seen or harmed by anything in there,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, that is correct, Daxas,” he said, still a bit bemused. 
 
    “Well, congratulations are in order, you were just unanimously elected as party scout,” I said, slapping him on the back. “Don’t you agree, girls?” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” the trio responded in unison. With a mixture of smiles, nods, and giggles.  
 
    “Cool, you can go ahead of us, checking out the chambers before we go in. Confirm nothing has changed from Simeon’s report, which I’m confident you remember, as you remember everything, even the stuff I wish you’d forget,” I laughed good-naturedly. Tenzing’s face lit up with a genuine grin of pleasure.  
 
    “I am honoured you consider me part of the team, and would be happy to be your scout,” he said. 
 
    “Of course, you’re part of the team, bud. Always and forever,” his smile grew even wider. 
 
    
     It’s funny how things work out. I was only thinking about adding another exploit to my arsenal and I hadn’t thought it would mean so much to Tenzing. Making my best friend happy was far more valuable, though. With that, we pushed open the gateway walking in and commenced my first official dungeon invasion. 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    According to the report compiled by Simeon, the layout of the forest of Xanathia was quite simple. There were no tricky agility-based obstacles to overcome as there were in mine. The first thirteen rooms were rectangular with the default slate grey granite walls, all the minimum size.  
 
    The first three of these had two thistle-folk warriors and the remaining ten had two thistle-folk warriors and a thornspitter sprite for ranged backup. After that, you got to the seven advanced rooms and they were larger, roughly twice the size. The first two were jungles infested with assassin vines. The last five were all forest and these started with carnivorous plants called Bloodthorn bushes. The penultimate room added a treant into the mix and the last room had another treant, four more thistle-folk warriors and Nessa Fiveleaf herself. 
 
    Simeon had helpfully supplied feedback on Nessa Fiveleaf and she had some spellcasting ability, centred around healing the plant monsters which fought with her. Simeon didn’t phrase it this way, but she was built purely for a support role, and she posed very little threat herself. She wore leather armour and a short sword, but she spent the fight evading attacks and keeping the treant in the game. Apparently, once you cornered her, she went down very easily, suggesting a low stamina score. 
 
    The first chamber was exactly as reported and two thistle-folk warriors standing in front of us. They were maybe five and a half feet tall, resembling an artist’s pose doll. Their skin was dark green, wrapped in spiky thistle leaves, tufts of bright purple ‘hair’ on their heads and solid black beady eyes. They weren’t armed as such, but each hand had four serrated leaf blades protruding from their wrists, two above the fist and two below. They attacked as soon as we stepped through the gateway. 
 
    Being the party tank, I stepped up intercepting them. Attacking rather than defending allows me to take advantage of the dungeon creature’s lack of sophistication. They veered towards me as the closest target, no need for any taunting ability and I fended the first off with my shield bashing it away. The second stabbed my right arm with its leaf guard blades.  
 
    My current DR against piercing was forty-eight, thirty-one provided by my leather armour and seventeen from my resilience. The thistle-folk warrior’s strike to my arm inflicted no damage on me. When you got to higher damage levels damage reduction wasn’t an automatic one-to-one offset, some minimum damage thresholds came into play. It wasn’t something easy to calculate on the fly, but it boiled down to you taking one auto damage for every full ten stopped by your DR, unless your DR was more than double the ‘ten’ range in which case you took nothing. What did this mean for DR of forty-eight, anything up to twenty-four inflicted zero damage. Twenty-five to twenty-nine did one, thirty to thirty-nine did two and forty to forty-eight did three. Anything over forty-eight did three plus the excess. 
 
    I’d perused the dungeon manuals before beginning this adventure and knew the thistle-folk leaf blades did five plus their strength in damage. Their strength started at ten, but they would have been growing and evolving since the opening of the dungeon. Nessa’s dungeon hadn’t been open long enough, even with the verdant boost for them to have improved much and I would estimate them to be strength fifteen at most, hitting for twenty piercing damage. 
 
    This has been my long-winded way of explaining the thistle-folk couldn’t hurt me unless they hit my body or my head. Even then it would be a handful of health, and I was sitting on a nine-hundred and sixty.  
 
    The thistle-folk warrior who struck me got close enough for me to bite into the flesh of his exposed purple-haired head, but I didn’t fancy cutting my tongue on his spiky body, though. I swiped low with my maul, hitting it around its knees, knocking it from its footing and forcing it to fall behind me. In my peripherals, I could see Karragh and Fiadh advance on the downed plant man, ready to finish it off. 
 
    I switched to the second warrior I had knocked away with my shield. He had regained his composure and was moving in towards me, intercepting his first few slashes on the shield and swinging my maul powerfully into its midriff. I saw the 40%/60% damage graphic, my jowls pulling back in a wolfish grin, which is a literal expression for me.  
 
    The power of my swing knocked the warrior to the ground, stepping in I brought a swift overhead strike down upon the prone creature, 40%/20%. I lifted my maul again and brought it down for one final blow, killing the thistle-folk warrior. Turning, I saw my girls finishing off his companion.  
 
    “Good work, ladies,” I said to them. Switching my attention to Tenzing, “you’re up now bud. Have a quick gander and report back if you would, please.” 
 
    Tenzing nodded before running through the doorway into the next room and I addressed the women again. 
 
    “I know we’ve already been over this, but one final reminder. I’ll take the lead and draw the mobs in, Fiadh you can hit them from the sides, feel free to rage after I have attracted them. Karragh, stick with Jessamyn, intercept anything that gets past me. Jess cast Bless on Fiadh once Tenzing returns and throwing in a Heal if anyone starts taking hits. We should be overpowered for this dungeon, but I want us developing good habits from the beginning,” I said. 
 
    A chorus of, “Yes, Master,” followed my pre-raid speech. I probably should have given it before we stepped in, but things rarely go perfectly the first time. It’s why this should prove useful as a practise run even if it isn’t my reason for doing this. 
 
    Tenzing came back in then. 
 
    “It is the same in the next chamber, Daxas,” he said. 
 
    “Cool, well let’s move,” I ordered. Jessamyn blessed Fiadh and we proceeded to the next room. 
 
    I won’t bore you with details of the grind. The next two rooms went just as smoothly as the first. The fourth offered a slight uptick in interest with the thornspitter sprite, but mostly it was target practice for Jessamyn with her crossbow and Karragh throwing the hand axes of hers.  
 
    We’d been in the Forest of Xanathia for maybe ten minutes, and we weren’t hurrying but each of the battles was so one-sided they were lasting thirty or forty seconds. We had established the dynamic that Tenzing would head off to review the next room while we were dealing with the contents of the current one. Having just cleared the eighth chamber, my blue wrinkly adviser returned with a look of puzzlement and mild concern on his face. 
 
    “Daxas, there has been a change. The room ahead, it’s empty,” he told me gravely. I shifted to my humanoid form, as it was easier to talk without all the teeth. 
 
    “Hmmm, empty isn’t necessarily bad. I tell you what, Tenzing, we’ll play safe. The girls and I will chill here for a few minutes, and we have loads of time. Can you reconnoitre to the end of the dungeon and report back? Let’s solve this mystery before we head in blind,” I asked him. 
 
    “Of course, Daxas. That is a wise plan, and I shall return soon,” he said. Then he headed back the way he came. 
 
    “What do you think is happening, Master,” Jessamyn asked me. She had moved up to my shoulder as I was watching Tenzing leave. 
 
    “I’m unsure, but I have my suspicions. If this were my dungeon and I was observing how easily the invaders swept aside my first few pockets of resistance I would be changing my game plan for defence. I’d have ported into the dungeon and run as far forward as I dared, ordering the warriors and sprites to the end of the dungeon and have them back up the treants,” I told her. 
 
    “Yes, I can see the wisdom in such a move,” Jessamyn noted. “Do you think this is what she has done?” 
 
    “Honestly, I hope so. It would provide a bit more of a test for our team without it being insurmountable. It also means she is smart and adaptable, which bodes well for her survival, but we shall have to wait for Tenzings return to know for sure. The more important question is what are we to do with the ten minutes it’s going to take him to get back,” I said, my voice thickening with arousal.  
 
    It didn’t take much to stoke my libido at the best of times, and I had made my ladies armour super sexy, leaving nothing to the imagination. 
 
    “We should probably keep our armour on, Master, just to be safe,” Jessamyn giggled. “…but I think we can manage a blow job,” she suggested, biting her lip. 
 
    “Good,” I growled, “Well you’re my alpha mate, you should choose who gets on her knees for me,” I said. I was stroking her back as I whispered to her and smelling the spike in her excitement. 
 
    “Fiadh, get over here and suck our master’s cock,” she ordered firmly.  
 
    The red-headed berserker was taken aback, clearly surprised, her mouth gaping like a fish for a second or two before being replaced by a lewd grin. She eagerly rushed to me, dropping to her knees, and pulling my ‘He-man’ pants down, freeing my stiffening python. Seconds later the head of my cock was ensconced in the heat of her mouth, slurping and sucking sounds echoing across the chamber, but Jessamyn wasn’t finished. 
 
    “Karragh,” she barked. “Get over here and tend to my pussy,” she ordered the dwarf woman.  
 
    Using her fingers, slipping her panties to the side, revealing her glistening pink folds. Karragh grinning lewdly, as Fiadh had before her, scrambled over to bury her face in Jessamyn’s muff and soon the room was filled with the lusty cries of four horny people. 
 
    That is how Tenzing found us, maybe ten minutes later, as he ran back into the room. We lost track of the time, so I can’t be sure. 
 
    “Daxas, I have mu…for fuck’s sake,” he muttered in exasperation.  
 
    “Tenzing, I’m shocked. Do you kiss your mother with that mouth?” I chuckled at his expense. It was a bit surprising to hear him swear, he was picking up on my verbiage obviously. 
 
    “Is that truly necessary?” he asked rhetorically, pointing at our sexual activity. 
 
    “Turn around, you prude, we’re almost done, right?” I said, addressing the last part to the girls. 
 
    “Unh-mmm,” Fiadh mumbled. I think that meant yes. 
 
    “Yeeeessss, almost there, Maaaster,” Jessamyn moaned.  
 
    Karragh was too busy with her face in Jessamyn’s mound, frantically frigging her own with her fingers. I couldn’t help but laugh, I don’t think she’d even realised Tenzing had returned and was watching. 
 
    In short order, there were a few screams, some moaning, and the disgorgement of much bodily fluid, which was eagerly lapped up by my beautiful lovers. After giving each a deep kiss I finally turned to my embarrassed friend. 
 
    “Was it a successful mission? What did you learn?” I asked as if we hadn’t just made him wait for us to finish with our oral sex. 
 
    “Ahem! Yes,” he coughed. “It was. I made it to the twentieth chamber, and all the mobile creatures have been recalled there by the Dungeon Mistress. The only ‘mobs’ remaining are the assassin vines and bloodthorn bushes,” he said. 
 
    “Excellent, it’s as I thought,” I said. “Did you confirm where the vines and bushes are located?” 
 
    “Yes, Daxas, I am ready to guide you through, if you are quite finished,” he answered with a hint of snark. My little Tenzing was growing up, hitting his teenage stage. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that bud, it won’t happen again,” I assured him. 
 
    “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Daxas,” he said wryly. 
 
    “Point made. I’ll try not letting it happen again, well not too often anyway,” I said with a soft chuckle. Tenzing rolled his eyes in response, yep definitely developing his teen angst. 
 
    “You heard, Tenzing, ladies. Onwards, this should be over shortly,” I said. 
 
    With Tenzing leading the way, we headed deeper into the Forest of Xanathia and with my advisers’ aid the assassin vines were easily evaded. They were technically living traps and not creatures. The vines would grow from the trunks of the jungle trees wrapping themselves about branches and waiting to lash out and strangle passers-by. Their utility was the vines would move with each reset, so you needed to find the source, giving you a general idea of where the vines will be lying in wait. 
 
    Having Tenzing scout opened another superb exploit. Unlike the rest of us who were relying on our eyesight and other senses, Tenzing, being of the ethereal plane, simply knew what greenery an assassin vine was and what wasn’t. We moved through the two jungle rooms evading them as it was quicker than cutting them up. 
 
    The bloodthorn bushes were static monsters. They had thorny tendrils that would snake out, grabbing any victims and dragging them into the bushes’ embrace. There they would be pierced by specialised hollowed out thorns, draining the blood of the entangled prey. They were easily evaded too as they couldn’t move, not that they would have caused us any difficulty had they managed to ensnare any of us.  
 
    While we were walking through, I was pondering about these rooms and how they would be more dangerous with a few other mobs to distract and drive adventurers into the bloodthorn bushes grasp. Presently, she was relying on delvers falling into the clutches of the second or third bush if they were surprised by and trying to avoid the flicking thorny tendrils of the first. 
 
    In less than ten minutes, we were at the exit of the penultimate forest room. Tenzing completed a quick return visit, confirming nothing had changed. Nessa was in there with two treants, fourteen thistle-folk warriors and five thornspitter sprites. 
 
    “OK team, time to take down the dungeon boss, are you ready?” I asked quickly. My girls nodded in unison. 
 
    “Good. We’ll keep our tactics simple. I’ll go in first, making a lot of noise and that should attract the warriors to me. They can’t hurt me much, so I’ll just wallop them till they drop. Jessamyn Bless Fiadh, and once we’re inside use your crossbow on the sprites. Karragh cast Stamina Boost on Fiadh, once inside stick with Jess if anything approaches, intercept it and keep it away from her, always protecting the healer. Fiadh, when I’ve drawn the warriors off, neck a Lesser Flame Brand potion and you can go berserker on one of the treants. Jessamyn mark Fiadh, if she starts taking damage, cast a few low mana heals on her. I’ll yell if I need any healing,” I rattled off. 
 
    “Lastly, don’t forget Nessa is inside, like us she can issue orders to her mobs, so, be prepared to adapt. We’ve been training hard over the last few weeks and I trust each of you will perform admirably. That should be it,” I said, laying out the plan and some last-minute encouragement. 
 
    Karragh and Jessamyn cast their buffs on Fiadh, and we were ready to rumble. 
 
    “Damn, I almost forgot,” I said. Turning to Fiadh I cast my new freshly added buff spell, “Electro Claws.” 
 
    Electro Claws 1 (Lightning) 
 
    Cost: 10 Mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
 
    Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 2 electrical damage each time it deals damage. The duration is (spell power/10 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of ten. 
 
    I had taken lightning as my primary element and with my gear boosted spell power the buff would last four minutes. It should last to the end of this fight unless something went unexpectedly awry.  
 
    With our final buff spell cast, we confidently strode into the slate grey corridor ahead. Approaching the entrance, I shifted to my warwolf form and started jogging, bursting through into the forested area beyond. Running out, I repeatedly banged my double-headed maul on my tower shield, all the while letting out a snarling roar. Leaving no creature in doubt as to my arrival, I wasn’t being subtle, but that was the point. 
 
    I was either taking Nessa by surprise, or she hadn’t developed the tactical nous to order her warriors to stay where they were. Instead of remaining hidden in the thickly forested room, taking advantage of the trees to ambush us or at least conceal their movements, they charged wordlessly from where they’d been ensconced. The lack of war cries was a bit creepy, but then they didn’t have mouths, and they just made this icky scratching sound of rough leaves rubbing together as they moved. 
 
    I waited until I counted all fourteen thistle-folk warriors, before taking off to my left and heading for the corner of the room, that way they couldn’t get behind me. My rabble-rousing had drawn in the sprites too, and the treants may be on their way also.  
 
    I had looked up the treants bios before coming in here, and they were strong and tough. A high natural DR against piercing, but not as much against impact and none against other types. It’s why I made sure Fiadh had been buffed up with electrical, heat, and sanctified damage increases. Hopefully, she would keep enough combat instincts to punch with her gauntlet knuckles rather than slash with the claws. They also had the lowest agility I had seen on any creature. Ergo they were slow as shit, so the team had a few moments before they could get here. 
 
    I started swiping about my right side with the maul, keeping the thistle-folk warriors on my left away from me with the shield. They were piled in so thick trying to get to me I wasn’t even aiming. To be honest I was barely moving my arm, just flicking my wrists to whip the maul back down into the pack. Hitting heads and backs, pounding them for ninety-five to one hundred and twenty-six damage a time depending on which I hit. After twenty seconds, I could see I had dropped two or three of them already. 
 
    The sprites were flitting around above me firing their thorns in my direction. Between the warriors and sprites, I’d taken fifty points of damage, mostly one or two points per hit. Without my armour, even at rank eight this tactic I had adopted wouldn’t have been as effective. I’d be losing too much health and would have needed Jessamyn to keep an eye on my health and not Fiadh’s. 
 
    Speaking of my ladies they had come through into the forest and were waiting by the entrance. Jessamyn had fired her crossbow bolt at a sprite, drawing it to them but Karragh stepped in as we discussed, intercepting, and despatching it in short order with her hand axes. Jessamyn had reloaded and was firing at a new sprite. It seemed I wouldn’t have to worry about the sprites, Jessamyn and Karragh were going to pull them from me, one by one. 
 
    As the second sprite flew away from the melee in front of me, the trees of the forest shook, their leaves rustling loudly and the first of the treants lumbered into the clearing where we were fighting. What can you say to describe a treant? They look like a tree with legs. This one was twelve-foot tall and looked like a silver birch. Its bark was a dirty white, with thick dark cracks running up and down its limbs. Fiadh wasted no time, quaffing a potion and then lunging for the creature. 
 
    She was already in her battle frenzy, launching powerful fist strikes at the treant’s legs. That was an advantage I hadn’t considered the tree creatures could possess. The treants were so tall the only person in our team with enough height to reliably target their vital spots was me. However, what Fiadh lacked in height and strategic planning she made up for in sheer speed, her fists were flying so fast, blink and you’d miss them.  
 
    One minute later and the treant which had been desperately trying to fling the warrior woman away collapsed under her onslaught. I was spared the need to deactivate her battle frenzy when the second treant, looking the same as its fallen brother, stepped into the clearing. Fiadh spotting the tree monster sprinted across to engage it like the first.  
 
    I was down to seven thistle-folk warriors in front of me, but now there were fewer targets, and they were more spread out, my hit rate was dipping. I was unconcerned, I may have lost one hundred-odd health, but I still had over eight hundred more. In the corner of my eye, I saw something else appearing from the forest, Nessa had joined us. 
 
    She was short, barely five feet, if that. I didn’t get a great look at her, as she was zipping in and out of the underbrush, staying mobile. I could tell she had long, thick, brown hair and her dark skin had a definite odd green tinge to it. She had a pair of daggers in her small hands and was clad in leather armour. I was about to shift my full focus back to the remaining thistle-folk warriors, intending to handle Nessa afterwards, when I saw her reach her hand out. She was pointing it at the fallen treant, and there was a brief flash of green energy around her outstretched hand. I watched in horror as the defeated treant stirred and rose from the ground, attacking Fiadh from behind.  
 
    “Nessa must be using a spell such as Regrowth, and it allows her to bring plant-based creatures back from the dead,” Tenzing yelled.  
 
    He had come into the room alongside Jessamyn and Karragh. 
 
    “Karragh, pull the resurrected treant off Fiadh, and Jess heal her. I’ll handle the dryad,” I shouted orders to my team. 
 
    I needed to deal with the threat Nessa posed straight away. Forcing my way past the handful of thistle-folk warriors I moved forward. They could have my back, I didn’t care, I had already regenerated fifty of my health and wasn’t far off fifty more, even with my back exposed it would take them five or more minutes to finish me. I cast my Summon Beasts spell, summoning four wolves in the forest behind the dryad, ordering them to advance on her and attack.  
 
    While they rushed her position, I dropped my double-headed maul and pulled a mana potion from a pouch I had attached to my belt. Thumbing the stopper from the neck, I knocked the blue brew back restoring my Mana to twenty. My wolves had done their job and flushed Nessa from the underbrush. She was too swift for them to catch, she was jinking about, twirling, and ducking with the grace of a ballet dancer. 
 
    Unfortunately for her, it was time to unleash my final surprise. Electro Claws wasn’t the only Lightning element spell I had taken. 
 
    Lightning Bolt 1 (Lightning) 
 
    Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used. 
 
    Description: Throw a bolt of lightning at a target. On a successful hit, the target takes electrical damage (spell power/4 rounding down) per point of mana used. A missed thrown spell costs 1 mana regardless of the original channelled amount and has no cooldown.   
 
     I raised my tower shield as I’d made a small change adding a crosshair sight at the top. Spells were quite versatile, most people cast them through their hands, but you could channel them through anything. I was using my shield, mainly because I thought it was a suitable way of concealing, I was about to cast a spell. I powered up a lightning bolt, choosing to channel all twenty of my mana into the attack. Lining Nessa up in my shield’s sight I waited until she paused to look around her, trying to locate my wolves and then I released my bolt. 
 
    It flew across the clearing as fast as, well as fast as lightning, which is pretty fucking fast. My aim was true enough, I’d been aiming for her centre mass, but it went a little high and left, connecting with her right shoulder. She was flung backwards by the bolt and landed unmoving on the grass-covered ground.  
 
    With my enchantments my current spell power was forty-two, each point of mana I pumped into the lightning bolt spell did ten electrical damage. I used all twenty mana, so my lightning bolt was powered to do two-hundred electrical damage. Add to that the shoulder counts as your body so it would be increased by fifty percent dealing three-hundred damage. Unless she had something special to ward off electrical damage the feisty little gal was down for the count. 
 
    Meanwhile, Karragh was striking the resurrected treant and had successfully drawn it away from Fiadh. Fiadh, of course, had barely noticed she was even being hit from the rear and was continuing to pummel the second treant before her. Satisfied my girls had the tree-men well in hand I turned around to handle the annoyances frantically stabbing me in the back. Pulling my jowls back revealing my toothy grin, I let out a roar of victory. Dropping the shield, which I didn’t need any longer, I picked up my double-headed maul and went to town on the remaining thistle-folk warriors.  
 
    A few moments later, I had killed the last of the warriors and both treants were down. There were two thornspitter sprites left, but they were out of thorns and were now essentially harmless. As amusing as it was watching Fiadh fruitlessly jumping about the clearing trying to get her hands on the flying creatures which wisely remained out of reach we had a dungeon to finish. I deactivated her frenzy. 
 
    With Fiadh back to her senses my ladies formed up around me and we made our way through the leafy forest. The advanced rooms were bigger to start with, but they weren’t that much bigger, so we got to the far end quickly. There was a chest, like the one I had in my dungeon for rewards. 
 
    “Tenzing, are we eligible for the rewards, even if we aren’t adventurers?” I asked him. 
 
    “Yes, Daxas, you have completed the dungeon,” he answered. 
 
    Out of curiosity I opened the chest and inspected the contents. There was a pair of plain leather gloves and boots, and I received a message I had been awarded two-hundred and fifty experience. My share of the one thousand given out for completing a rank one dungeon. I left the boots and gloves and closed the chest. 
 
    There were two exits before us. The one on the right led out of the dungeon, a last chance to choose against pushing on to the core. The exit on the left leading into Nessa’s core floor and we were taking the left option, heading down that corridor. As we were walking, I did think the right door option opened another potential exploit. What was to stop me and my team from running other dungeons, taking the completion rewards, and then not continuing to the core floor, food for thought. 
 
    I walked out of the corridor cautiously, and we were in another forest room. My girls trooped out behind me prepared for whatever might be awaiting us, we stood there for several seconds and nothing. Absolutely nothing, no creatures came haring out of the forest to attack us. I focused my senses, listening intently and inhaling deeply to see what I could pick up. Nothing again, well I smelt and heard plenty but what I could smell and hear was what you would expect in a forest, earthy tones, and the sound of rustling leaves. 
 
    “Tenzing, I’m not picking anything up, but caution is the byword of the day. Could you do a quick run through and have a look for us?” I asked my blue friend. 
 
    “Of course, Daxas, I’ll be right back,” he answered. 
 
    “Dude! don’t jinx it,” I said with mock sternness. 
 
     “I’m sorry, I don’t think I understand,” he said, stopping in his tracks. 
 
    “Never say, ‘I’ll be right back’ before going off alone. That’s like horror movie rule number one,” I laughed. 
 
    “Ah, a film reference, very good, Daxas, I shall remember this rule from now on,” he said, before heading into the underbrush. 
 
    Shaking my head, he didn’t get it, which was understandable, I’d kept their introduction to Earth cinema strictly PG-13 so far. Freddy, Jason, and Pinhead might be a bit too much for them. Tenzing returned to our starting position a minute later. 
 
    “I have run through the whole room, Daxas. There are no threats or further chambers. The dungeon’s core crystal is directly ahead of us,” he said. 
 
    “OK, let’s move then,” I said, and we moved as a group to our final destination. What? I was thinking about horror films. 
 
    Nessa’s core crystal was nestled in an organic pedestal like mine. The crystal pulsed emitting the same faint emerald light, it was even the same tapered-baguette style shape. 
 
    “Tenzing, her crystal looks almost identical to mine, maybe a little smaller but the same,” I asked him. 
 
    “Yes, Daxas, all Life domain crystals are formed in this style. The crystals of different domains come in different shapes and colours,” he answered. 
 
    “Is there anything special I need to do to conquer the dungeon?” I asked. 
 
    “No, Daxas, just place your hand on the crystal,” he replied. 
 
    I shifted back to my humanoid avatar and walked up to the pedestal, reaching out I wrapped my palm and finger around the pulsing green crystal. 
 
    Blink. 
 
    We were back in my core room, and I was sitting on my throne, my girls and Tenzing arrayed around me. Kneeling in front of me, eyes filled with defiance, was Nessa Fiveleaf. I was able to get a good look at her for the first time. She had a slight build, dark skin with a faint green tinge, reminiscent of mossy bark. Her thick hair wasn’t hair at all, but something organic, my best description would be they were vine-like dreadlocks. The sclera of her eyes was the colour of green chlorophyll and her iris a purple so dark it was almost black. A small button nose and a dainty mouth, her lips squeezing tight in anger as she regarded me with fury. 
 
    I simply stared at her saying nothing. My yellow lupine eyes locked on her green and purple ones. Nessa broke first. 
 
    “Well, what are you waiting for? You’ve won, conquered my dungeon. Why don’t you get it over with you bully?” she sneered at me.  
 
    I couldn’t have that. I rose from my throne quickly and jumped from the dais landing in front of her. My unexpected movement caused her to jolt back, knees bending as far as they would go and her butt hitting the floor. Before she had a chance to try and crawl away my hands whipped out and took hold of the vines she had for hair. They were surprisingly warm, soft, and smooth to the touch. With my hand in her dread-vines, I hauled her to her feet. I was careful not to yank on them and hurt her unnecessarily but left her in under no illusions, she had to do as I bid. 
 
    “You would give me orders, in my own dungeon? While at my mercy?” I whispered to her menacingly, never breaking eye contact. Nessa met my gaze for a brief time before crumbling. Tears beginning to form at the corners of her eyes. 
 
    “No, I didn’t mean to offend you,” she started sobbing. “Please, I’ll do whatever you wish, accept whatever terms you demand. I don’t want to die,” she begged. 
 
    “Better,” I muttered. I wasn’t being a dick on a power trip for the sake of it. I needed to be sure she accepted my dominion before I showed my hand. 
 
    “Nobody is dying here today,” I said in a softer soothing voice.  
 
    Then standing to my full height and adopting an air of formality, I prepared to deliberately break the system. Not just bend it as I had before but break the fucker wide open. 
 
    “Nessa Fiveleaf, I cla…” I started but didn’t finish.  
 
    Blink. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Interlude 2.3 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was in Alyssa’s library sitting on her green leather couch as I had every other time I had been brought here. There were some differences this time around. First off, Alyssa was standing in front of her mahogany desk looking down at me, peeking over her black-rimmed glasses artfully placed halfway down the bridge of her nose, so she could shoot me her trademarked flirty smile. Usually, she was sitting behind it on my arrival. The grey business jacket was still absent, but disappointingly the grey skirt had made a return.  
 
    Secondly, to my left, there was a set of grandiose double oak doors leading out of the library. The doors were closed, but they were very much a new addition to the room. It belatedly penetrated my brain the library-cum-study never used to have a way out. I had to wonder if my lack of observation was on me or had my awareness been deliberately dampened in visits past. 
 
    “Afternoon, what brings me to your neck of the woods?” I opened with.  
 
    Alyssa let out a deep laugh, her ample bosoms filling out the white blouse she was wearing, nipples pointing through the fabric.  
 
    “My big bad wolf is so modest,” she teased as her laughter faded. “You know exactly why you are here, and why there is a door which you are trying ever so hard…to pretend isn’t there.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” I chuckled. “I take it that way leads to the arbitration.” 
 
    “You suppose correctly. Claiming another dungeon as a disciple, even if she meets all of the requirements isn’t something I can ignore when the Lords call foul.” 
 
    “Are you going to stop me?” I asked. 
 
    “Heavens no, I’ve known this was inevitable from the moment she placed her dungeon so close to yours. Technically, you can still back down, you haven’t finished claiming her, but we both know you aren’t going to,” she said. 
 
    “You’re right about that. Why hasn’t the arbitration begun already?” I asked her. 
 
    “I might be unable to refuse their request, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want you to get the best you can from them. For that, there are a few things you should know, and I thought it might be nice if we chatted about those first, don’t you think?” she queried mischievously. 
 
    While Alyssa was talking, she sauntered over to the couch sitting next to me and crossing one glorious leg over her knee, resting her hand on my thigh and giving it a comforting squeeze. 
 
    “I’m unsure we’ll get much chatting done if you keep this up, not that I’m complaining,” I said huskily.  
 
    Some vestiges of the force holding me in place previously remained and I couldn’t get off the couch, not that I wanted to, but I could move my limbs freely. My hands whipped out grabbing Alyssa by the nape of her neck and I moved her head towards mine, our lips crushing up against one another.  
 
    Our lips parted and our tongues got to work fighting a war for territorial control. My hand pulled away her hair scrunchy releasing her chocolate brown hair from its bun and letting it fall to her shoulders. We kept at this for several minutes until our mouths finally parted and I kissed her plump lips several times as we regained our breath. 
 
    “Yes, it could be an impediment,” she giggled, referencing my earlier question. “The real fireworks will have to wait, though,” she finished with a mock pout. “…but will be all the better for the wait,” she promised.  
 
    She pulled away from me and rising from the green leather couch, made her way to the bookshelves, leaning nonchalantly against them. Her hair and clothes back in place as if we hadn’t been playing tonsil hockey with one another for the last ten minutes. 
 
    “Shortly you will be meeting representatives of the Lords, but I have limited them to send only two of their number. They were unhappy, but they have no choice and must accept it. If I hadn’t it would have been a free for all, each of them trying to use their powers to eke out an advantage. There is one you have not heard of or met before you need to be aware of, his name is Timian, and he is a god of prophecy. As his title suggests he has moulded his power specifically into giving him precognitive abilities,” Alyssa said. 
 
    “He can see the future. So, he will know everything I’m going to say before I say it? That sounds rather unfair in a negotiation,” I said.  
 
    “Yes, quite. However, his power is not limitless. The farther ahead, or away from himself, he tries to see the more taxing it is upon him. You can use that to your advantage, should they choose to send him as part of their team,” Alyssa said. 
 
    “Oh, how so?” I asked. 
 
    “It will require patience on your part, my dear. He can see a few minutes into the future relatively easily, hours on the other hand will drain his reserves of power. If you are willing to wait hours before you say anything and then hours more before you respond again you can effectively nullify his power,” Alyssa answered. 
 
    “OK, good tip, will you be in there with us? Watching you might make that a manageable strategy,” I said. 
 
    “You are an incorrigible flirt,” she giggled sexily. “…but to answer your question, yes, I will be there. I shall be acting as the neutral arbiter and as much as I do love your honeyed words, it would probably be for the best if we behaved as if we didn’t know each other,” she advised me. 
 
    “Another good idea, if far less fun. Is that all you needed to tell me, or shall we proceed to tweak the Lordlings noses?” I asked, rising from the couch and walking over towards the double doors, but Alyssa did not move to join me.  
 
    “Not quite, Daxas my love. I think it’s time I answered your perpetual question,” she said. 
 
    “What question would that be?” I asked. 
 
    “Why ‘didn’t the Lords just send me back’, of course,” she said merrily. 
 
    “Ah, yes, that question. Do I need to sit down again? Is this going to be a ‘Daxas smash’ moment?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think you are going to be very happy, but not rage-inducingly so,” she laughed again. The woman could probably find the humour in a beached and dying whale. 
 
    “Well, it’s your office, not mine,” I laughed back. She walked over to me taking my arm in hers, leaning in close. 
 
    “Simply put it’s all about energy, your soul has it in abundance and they want it. Soul energy is what all of this is about, it is why the Infernal Lords left the Reaches and invaded the Realms. They sensed what the Divine Lords had and wanted it for themselves. The Divine Lords created the Realms and its denizens for the express purpose of harvesting this soul energy.” 
 
    “In this respect, the Divine and Infernal are no different from one another. Oh, the Divine are gentler with the process, draining those in their heavens slowly over a thousand years. The Infernal, on the other hand, are impatient and greedy, extracting it suddenly and painfully, but at least it is quick. Their methods are the only real difference between them,” she confided to me quietly. 
 
    “That is horrifying, I admit, but surely I can’t be worth that much to them. Does it surprise me they are energy vampires? Not really, but there must be millions in the Realms. Why go to so much trouble for me?” I asked. 
 
    “The answer to that is Devantus Drakonis,” she said quietly. I could smell a spike of fear from Alyssa when she said the name. I was both intrigued and concerned. She had never smelt of fear before. 
 
    “Devantus Drakonis? Is he one of the Infernal Lords? His name suits the type,” I said. 
 
    “No, he is not one of the Lords. He is a dark sorcerer. Some say the supreme dark sorcerer, and he is indirectly responsible for the Realms existence. It is he who showed the Lords how to make sentient peoples with souls to harness the energy they crave. I suspect he is also responsible for making the Infernal aware of the Realms, precipitating their invasion. He is inscrutable and acts upon his own whims, and it is impossible to know his true motivations until it is too late,” she said. 
 
    “OK, he sounds like a bad dude. Someone to avoid, and not piss off, has he told them to do this to me?” I asked. 
 
    “No, he rarely orders, he makes offers and watches what happens as those he approaches damn themselves,” Alyssa said darkly. 
 
    “It affects you as the souls of the denizens of the Realms were fabricated by the Lords. They based what they made on the souls of your people, Daxas, but they did so imperfectly. The capacity of the Realms-born souls for collecting energy works but not as well as those of your world, which being naturally occurring are three perhaps even four times more efficient,” she said. 
 
    “OK, I’m a tastier treat than their average snack, but only one of them will get me, are they so selfish they would risk everything on the off chance they’d get a four for one deal?”  I said in return. 
 
    “Actually, as a dungeon your energy would be distributed amongst all the Lords, both Divine and Infernal equally,” she said. 
 
    “That makes even less sense, surely?” I said. 
 
    “It would, but haven’t you guessed it yet, you’re different Daxas, you are special, even more so than being from Earth,” she said. 
 
    “Well, I am pretty spectacular,” I said with mock modesty. Alyssa batting my chest with her hand before continuing. 
 
    “You are a soul siphon,” she said simply. 
 
    “Come again? A soul siphon, what is that, because it kind of sounds like you’re saying I’m an energy vampire too,” I said with a touch of concern in my voice. 
 
    “You are not a vampire. Vampires are parasites harming those they feed upon, but it is an apt description for the Lords. Even what the Divine Lords do is inherently damaging to the souls they are draining, preventing them from generating or absorbing the soul energy ever again. They are forcing something your soul does naturally. You absorb the energy from other souls around you and store it within your own, those souls then passively replenish what they have lost. Where you milk, they butcher,” she explained. 
 
    “You’re saying I’m a soul farmer,” I snorted a short laugh. 
 
    “Yes, you farm and store. So, you are more than just a tasty treat,” she said smiling up at me, her eyes twinkling with mirth again. 
 
    “Soul siphons are exceptionally rare even for your world, there is one maybe every thousand years. Had you been a run of the mill human from Earth, they likely would have agreed to send you back, but you weren’t. Even now, you are unconsciously siphoning from the supplicants and dungeons in your zone, the City, and the surrounding zones,” she said.  
 
    “Wait, the whole zone and beyond. Alyssa, how big a range does this affect?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “The more energy you accumulate the greater the range you siphon from. An accurate measurement is difficult, but it would be roughly a forty-mile radius,” she said, her voice growing quiet again.  
 
    I stepped away from her, running my fingers through my hair as the ramifications of what she was saying began sinking in. When she first told me, I’d assumed the range was localised, people I was in a room with, no more than that. 
 
    “Alyssa, how much of this energy am I absorbing from people?” I asked. 
 
    “You would drain all that a person contains, if they remained close enough to you, in a year. You shouldn’t worry for them, as the energy replenishes quickly, they wouldn’t even register its absence,” she assured me. 
 
    “Fuck!” I yelled, pacing the room. “That’s not what I’m worried about, and you know it, Alyssa. I lived in London for fuck’s sake, a forty-mile radius, shit, that’s not just the city but a huge chunk of the South-East of England. Oh, fuck me, that has to be close to fifteen million people I’ve been draining my whole life,” I said. 
 
    “Not your whole life, the range would have been smaller when you were young,” she tried reasoning with me. 
 
    My withering look shut down any further attempt to do that. 
 
    Sighing loudly, I sat back down on the couch. “What am I worth to them, Alyssa? How many Realms born would they need to drain to get the equivalent amount of energy,” I insisted. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I wanted the answer, but I needed to know it. 
 
    “An exact figure is difficult but roughly a little over a billion,” she said. 
 
    “A billion, with a B?” I said incredulously. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” she replied. 
 
    I sat there struggling with the enormity of it. It explained everything, why they wouldn’t let me go? why they wanted to see me fail so badly? However, before despair overwhelmed that sliver of light, the silver lining, shone down upon me. I could use this, as they didn’t just want to hold me back, they actively wanted me to fail, and what if I let them think they could get their way in the upcoming discussions.  
 
    Yes, I would have to change my approach, I’d planned on just pleading my case, trying to force it through, arguing it wasn’t expressly against the rules. I’d hoped I could get Nessa as a regular disciple after her dungeon was destroyed. Now I think I could get a great deal more than that, and I knew what to offer them to get it.  
 
    Alyssa walked behind me and started massaging my shoulders.  
 
    “It is not all bad news, my love,” she said. 
 
     She was back to her old seductive self, no longer nervous now she had told me what she needed to. 
 
    “There are benefits to the energy you contain, both for the upcoming negotiations and in your dungeon. The latter of which you have already experienced,” she whispered in my ears. 
 
    “The Daxasian Blessings,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, what you have done for your three disciples, boosting them and undoing the Lords own meddling is only possible because you are the repository of such power.” 
 
    “How will that help in the negotiations?” I asked her. 
 
    “Under normal circumstances, your auras would not affect beings as powerful as the Lords. You may be unable to easily access the power within you, but it does have passive benefits. You are as strong as them, if not stronger, and that strength means your auras will work upon them, though you will be contending with theirs in return,” she said. 
 
    “That’s all I needed to hear,” I said, rising from the couch, walking around it and taking Alyssa in my arms. Kissing her deeply, I let my fingers wander up her thighs, confirming she wasn’t wearing any panties and was moist. 
 
    “Naughty girl,” I whispered to her, before breaking off suddenly, heading for the door.  
 
    “Shall we,” I said gesturing to the door ahead, ignoring the daggers she was glaring at me after leaving her wanting. 
 
    Revenge is sweet. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Jezebel the Silver Lady 
 
      
 
      
 
    We had been waiting in the antechamber for over an hour waiting for the arbitration to begin. The others were getting frustrated I could tell, the petty squabbling having already begun. Not that petty squabbling wasn’t commonplace whenever they gathered in numbers, but they were supposedly presenting a united front today.  
 
    Ironhammer was quarrelling with Kriger and Garvax, and the latter two’s noses were out of joint because Ironhammer had been chosen to go into the meeting with Timian, while they had to remain outside with the rest of us. The blasted fools didn’t even realise Timian had chosen Ironhammer precisely because he was an oafish blowhard. Ironhammer’s selection was an insult, not a reward, regardless of how the god of the dwarves saw it. 
 
    I remained on the periphery as I usually did, not wanting to get involved in their tiresome pissing contests. The other divinities thought me haughty and aloof I know, and they certainly didn’t bother hiding their unflattering opinions. They simply misunderstood the depth of my resentment towards each and every one of them.  
 
    It had been forty-five millennia, and I still couldn’t shake the bitterness I felt whenever I thought about how I was screwed over and marginalised at the beginning. I mean, the goddess of chastity and temperance, who the fuck would want to be that. 
 
    Having to listen to the sanctimonious false piety of my followers sickens me. I could barely abide spending a moment in my demesne of the heavens, so filled it was with arrogant, cancerously repressed harridans. The temptation to emulate our Infernal cousins and just drain all those bitches was almost too much for me to resist. Dictating the vestments of my clergy be as revealing as possible may have been spiteful, but I had to do something to express myself.  
 
    The sound of a chair being smashed against the wall brought my focus back to the present. Timian, the god of seers and prophecy, was standing with shards of the broken chair in his hands, his face, a thundercloud of anger.  
 
    “What the fuck has swum up your arse?” Merrock asked.  
 
    He was one of the sea gods, like the rest of his ilk he stank of rotting fish but at least he didn’t leave slimy gunk everywhere like Cthulhu. I counted my blessings he hadn’t bothered to show up, the only upside to us being limited to two participants for this arbitration. I only came because if I didn’t these pig-headed bastards would never tell me what was agreed. 
 
    “Somebody…” Timian started, his eyes roving across the assembled divinities accusingly. “…has warned him about what I can do and its limitations.” 
 
    “How so?” Merrock asked with feigned casualness. 
 
    He just had to keep poking the bear, didn’t he. 
 
    “He knows…” Timian said through gritted teeth. “…because he just sits there. It takes him a fucking hour to say hello, and then he grins like a loon chuckling to himself while he gets off on frustrating me,” he bellowed. 
 
    “Is that it? So, it’s going to take a bit longer, I don’t see how that qualifies for furniture breakage,” Merrock mocked. 
 
    “If you think I’m wasting fucking days on this, you’re sorely mistaken. I run the Realms in case you’ve forgotten,” Timian said vehemently. 
 
    Forgotten? Not likely when you never pass up an opportunity to remind us, I thought. 
 
    “Jezebel, get over here, you’re taking my place,” Timian barked at me. 
 
    “What? Me? Why am I going in, that wasn’t the plan?” I sputtered in surprise. 
 
    “Because I can see the future you ungrateful cow, and the oversexed fucker won’t be able to stop leering at a slut like you, and I want him thinking with his little head,” Timian sneered at me. 
 
    My eyes narrowed, the arrogance of this cocksucker. I was ready to unleash a torrent of abuse, but he knows what you are going to do or say before you do it. Timian was the most powerful of us all and he knew it. His abilities meant he knew I would hold my tongue out of fear, and he knew what he could get away with using the knowledge ruthlessly.  
 
    “Problem?” Timian said. “No? Good, now get over here.” 
 
    I walked over slowly, standing before him. 
 
    “Change,” he ordered, “put on something like you make your priestesses wear. Make sure it’s skin-tight, shows plenty of cleavage and barely covers your hips or legs.” 
 
    I reluctantly followed his instructions and changed my attire to a split-leg silver dress.  
 
    “Better,” he said as he examined me. “Lose the bra and panties and apply some make-up to your cheeks and lips, he’s supposed to want to fuck you.” 
 
    “There’s no need to be so crude,” I said with a bit more sulk in my tone than I’d intended.  
 
    He leaned into my pointed ears and whispered with unconcealed menace. “No backtalk, you miserable slut. Tolerating you and the other useless fuckers’ existences is the only courtesy you deserve. You live because letting you do so is slightly less of a ball ache than doing away with you. Don’t forget that,” he said with unconcealed hate. 
 
    “Now you remember what was discussed,” he said, lightening his tone but retaining the contempt. “I know you were listening in, as you always do, and I always know,” he said, leaving the unsaid warning loom. 
 
    “Yes,” I responded softly.  
 
    It was best to just get through this. If my meek compliance was the surest way of doing that with a minimum of shit from Timian then that is what I would do. I’d had plenty of practice over the millennia. 
 
    “Good,” he said quietly so he wasn’t overheard. “Let Ironhammer waffle on as he does. It shouldn’t be long until the supplicant shows his hand and when he thinks he is getting away with it, speak up and turn the tables. Even you should be able to outwit this weak-minded fool,” he said. 
 
    Taking me by the shoulders, he forcibly turned me around, pushing me towards the door. I stumbled forward catching myself at the last moment, preserving a sliver of my dignity. 
 
    “Ironhammer, it’s time. Don’t fuck it up,” Timian barked at the dwarf deity. 
 
    “Ye can rely on me, Timian,” the dwarf god said. He missed the eye roll from Timian his assurance elicited.  
 
    Ironhammer marched up beside me, when he drew level with me the black iron double doors ahead began swinging open inwards. 
 
    “Ye nay need to worry lassie, ye just let old reliable do the talkin’,” he said, patting himself on the chest as he did so. 
 
    Forty-five millennia and this pompous buffoon’s completely unjustified sense of self-importance hadn’t faded a single iota. If anything, with each colossal screw-up, he thought more highly of himself. Even now I could see he was misinterpreting my bafflement of his continuing ignorance as some kind of relief he’d be there to ‘rescue’ me. Turning away from him I stepped forward through the door. 
 
    Blink. 
 
    The shift to another part of the ethereal plane could be a bit disorienting for the unprepared. I handled it with aplomb, Ironhammer stumbled about like a drunk, humiliating both of us.  
 
    We had been brought to a simple room with green carpet and a large circular table in the centre surrounded by odd black leather chairs with wheels attached to the bottom. It took me a moment to place and then I recognised the décor was from his world, this Daxas. 
 
    Speaking of the devil, he was lounging in one of these chairs as we arrived, topless if you could believe it. His chiselled and well-defined musculature on display, flashing us a mischievous grin, his yellow eyes twinkling. Damn, but he was fucking gorgeous, I thought as my eyes roved his body, lingering on his abs. Wait, what was I thinking, this man is the enemy, you need to collect yourself and focus Jezebel. He rose from his chair and walked around the table towards us. 
 
    “This must be the mighty Ironhammer I’ve heard so much about,” he exclaimed loudly as he approached.  
 
    Ironhammer predictably preening at the praise, taking the proffered hand for a firm handshake, trying to out-squeeze Daxas I had no doubt. 
 
    “As for the lovely lady, I don’t think I’ve had the honour,” he said. Releasing Ironhammer’s hand and leaving me an opening to introduce myself. 
 
    “Jezebel, the Silver Lady,” I said as coldly as I could.  
 
    He started slightly as I said my name with a hint of a smile on his lips, which he suppressed swiftly. 
 
    “Something wrong?” I asked, laying my first trap. I was supposed to stay quiet, but my reaction to his appearance had flustered me. 
 
    “Not at all,” he answered quickly. 
 
    “You are a bad liar, Daxas. I know your people think of Jezebel as a whore and I’ve no doubt you do as well,” I said. Scoring my first point, or so I thought. 
 
    “I confess the name did throw me a bit. Her promiscuity is a common misconception, it’s true, but in the bible, Jezebel wasn’t a whore. She was a queen who angered God and was punished for it. The ‘old testament’, very fire and brimstone,” he answered me, before going on. 
 
    “I don’t think anyone could confuse you as anything but a queen,” he said, taking my hand. 
 
    He leant down, raising my hand to his lips, and kissing it gently, looking up at my eyes after and grinning again. My heart fluttered as I stared at those yellow orbs, he was so fucking sexy. I tried resisting, and this gallantry was undoubtedly fraudulent, but I couldn’t control my sex and felt it dampening with arousal. I could see his nostrils flare, and he inhaled deeply, his smile growing even wider. Fucking hell, he could smell my ardour, and I needed to stop this now. 
 
    “Apology accepted, let’s get on with this,” I said, pulling my hand away from him.  
 
    He stood back up, and I couldn’t help but glance at his package and how it was straining against the black material of his trousers. His trunk was massive, and I couldn’t pull my eyes away despite my words. I heard his chuckle, only regaining my composure when he turned away to retake his seat. I lowered my eyes to avoid looking at him and deliberately went to the other side as far from that maddening man as I could be, taking my seat. 
 
    Now I had my second surprise of the session as I belatedly apprised the arbiter. It had appeared to us a human female, an undeniably gorgeous brunette with plump kissable lips. Fuck, fuck, fuck get a hold of yourself you shouldn’t be thinking of her this way or him, especially not him. Something is very wrong, I thought to myself, or very right another part whispered in the depths of my soul.  
 
    Timian’s foresight was limited when he wasn’t directly involved, he couldn’t have seen very far into this meeting, and he couldn’t read minds. As Ironhammer finally sat too, I couldn’t help but think Timian you have made a very grave error in your anger, followed just as quickly by and you’re going to blame me. 
 
    “Hello and welcome to this arbitration meeting. I am the arbiter, for convenience, you will call me Alyssa,” the arbiter opened introducing herself. 
 
    “We are here to discuss Daxas desire to claim another dungeon as a disciple following his conquest of her dungeon…” Alyssa started saying. 
 
    I’m not sure when I passed from hearing but not retaining what was being said to fully not listening at all, but her opening words were all I could honestly and reliably recall. My eyes were locked on the rippling muscles of the Wolf King opposite me and I was helpless to prevent inappropriate fantasies running through my mind. At some point a few minutes in, I realised the front of my dress, resting between my legs, was sodden. I was literally gushing, being in the same room as this man and my cheeks were burning with shame. Blessedly, my focus was brought back to bear when Ironhammer slammed the table with his fists. 
 
    “Ye cannae be serious laddie, we can’t allow that!” he bellowed. 
 
    “I don’t see why not?” Daxas replied calmly. “Nessa becoming my disciple shouldn’t change her nature as a dungeon and as I keep pointing out the Accords don’t forbid it.”  
 
    “What the Accords forbid is nay the point, we cannae allow it,” Ironhammer responded. 
 
    “I understand there need to be some provisos put in place, as it is an unforeseen circumstance, after all. However, I’m sure with a bit of give and take we can hammer out an acceptable compromise, in the interests of balance, of course,” Daxas said.  
 
    He directed the last part towards the arbiter, it had been their insistence on balance and adherence to the Accords which created this problem in the first place. If they had just let us harvest the deliciously handsome man with his dreamy yellow eyes and thick black hair. She could spend days just running her fingers through his hair, grooming her man while he pleasured her puckering pussy. Damn it, she was doing it again, fantasising and losing her focus. What had they been saying? How much of the conversation had she missed? All she was aware of was Ironhammer wasn’t angry any longer. 
 
    “…if that be the case laddie, ye will need to share a core floor,” Ironhammer said. 
 
    “Agreed,” Daxas replied immediately, to what, she wasn’t sure. 
 
    “I was nay finished and give her a share of ye soul shards to equalise ‘em,” the dwarf deity said. 
 
    “OK, but if we do that, we should have a shared XP pool, I think that would be balanced,” Daxas argued. 
 
    His voice, even that was mesmerising. How divine it would be to listen to him whispering sweet words to her after they’d made love. How much more satisfying than listening to the endless hate-filled prostrations of the devotees she was forced to take responsibility for. 
 
    “…absolutely not,” Ironhammer roared, breaking her sex-filled daydreaming. “Ye cannae be allowed to do it again.” 
 
    “Hmmm, I understand your reticence and accept this is a line you can’t cross. I suppose that is all we have left, bar the signing,” Daxas told him reasonably.  
 
    I could tell he wasn’t being genuine, but I doubt Ironhammer would realise. I was supposed to step in at some point, turn the tables once he had played his hand, but I had no idea what they had been discussing and asking for a recap would expose my ignorance. Then the Wolf King stud started talking again, and I was so happy it wasn’t over yet. I must listen carefully this time, as my life could depend upon it. 
 
    “It’s a shame I couldn’t move you on the last point, though, but I respect your position. You drive a hard bargain, demanding a good deal. I was warned you would, and you haven’t disappointed,” Daxas said good-naturedly. 
 
    He had to be buttering the oaf up for something, as he was being far too conciliatory.  
 
    “I’m sure I can find other ways to press my advantage, I suppose. It won’t be long before Karragh’s Metalworking skill is high enough I can start selling skill books cheap on the Auction House,” Daxas mused aloud.  
 
    Ironhammer’s face grew red with repressed outrage. Oh, well played Daxas I thought. Playing on the dwarf’s biggest weakness, Smithing. 
 
    “Ya can’t do that,” Ironhammer raged. 
 
    “I can’t? I’m fairly sure I can. Of course, if you’d like me to agree to a precedent where I can’t, that can be arranged. If you’re willing to give me a little of what I want in return,” Daxas said, re-opening the negotiations. 
 
    For what I wasn’t sure, it was just one of many things I hadn’t heard. He was so clever, so devious, the kind of man and leader a powerful, refined, and dignified queen could love, even…dare she even think it…marry. The ceremony, the dresses, the giggling and appreciative bridesmaids and of course, the wedding night. 
 
    “…Jezebel,” whispered her lordly husband. 
 
    “Hmmm,” I mumbled, my brain clearing enough of the fog from my umpteenth daydream since this meeting started. I managed to focus, seeing Daxas smiling kindly at me. He was tapping himself on the chest, his manly fingers getting oh so close to rubbing his glorious pecs. 
 
    “Is this what you want Jezebel,” he whispered softly, staring deeply into my eyes. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” I whispered back, unconsciously licking my lips. 
 
    “Excellent,” Alyssa announced as she stood from her seat. “Then as arbiter I recognise the terms of this arbitration as ratified by all parties. The arbitration is now suspended until another event justifies its resumption.” 
 
    Alyssa walked over placing copies of the updated arbitration in front of both myself and Ironhammer. Doors then appeared on either side of the room, Alyssa sauntering over towards Daxas and him smiling up at her. 
 
    “Until next time. I shall be looking forward to it Jezebel. Pleasure doing business with you Ironhammer,” Daxas said, before turning and blinking away after walking through the doorway with the arbiter.  
 
    Had the arbiter been standing a bit too close to him, I thought. Was she fucking him? That bitch I bet she is, how fucking dare she.  
 
    I shook my head dispelling my lust-fuelled jealousy, and it was easier now the object of said lust had left the room. This had not gone well at all, not that my companion thought that. 
 
    “Muhahaha,” Ironhammer cackled. “We got him Jezebel, we got him. Tha’ cocky fucker’ll be dead before tha’ weeks out. Ye mark my words, ye cannae get one over on Ironhammer,” he guffawed loudly and slapped his knees in glee.  
 
    I wasn’t so confident. I picked up the documentation, the arbiter, Alyssa, the greedy cow. Damn it, stop it already. That the arbiter had left, leafing through it to find out what I had missed. It didn’t make for pleasant reading, and Daxas hadn’t got just ‘one’ over Ironhammer, but many. 
 
    I sat there dumbfounded. How could Ironhammer have fucked this up so badly? How could he possibly have thought this would make Timian happy? Why did I say yes? The last question I embarrassingly knew the answer to but could never admit to Timian. 
 
    I knew the answer to the earlier questions as well, Ironhammer was a fool. For the love of the Realms, not only did he let Daxas take over a second dungeon he explicitly lets him do it again, as often as he wants, and he thinks this is a good thing. 
 
    This was Timian’s fault, when he decided not to come himself, he should have abandoned the whole turning the tables plan and sent in Merrock. He would have just said no, repeatedly, to everything. 
 
    But it didn’t matter, Timian would never accept fault, never admit he was too busy being a misogynistic prick to think things through. He’d blame her. 
 
    Maybe I could shunt the blame on the arbiter? No one expected it to be a her, that had to be a conflict of interest given Daxas nature. Yes, I would have to argue that and hope Timian doesn’t slaughter me in anger anyway. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tenzing 
 
    “Nessa Fiveleaf, I claim you as a disciple,” Daxas said. 
 
    Only I detected the flicker mid-sentence as Daxas made his proclamation. This had happened several times before, and I knew what it meant. He had been called away to treat with another part of the entity or the Lords themselves, likely both considering what he had just done. I wasn’t angry he hadn’t told me in advance, but I was a little disappointed. This was a new development for me, I think the humans would refer to it as personal growth. 
 
    Before he could say anything more, I experienced my own flicker as I was updated with the terms of what had been agreed and how it would change the way Daxas and now Nessa’s dungeons would operate.  
 
    There were many changes, some of which even surprised me. It opened him up to far greater danger, yes, but afforded him many opportunities also. Considering his reputation for exploiting loopholes, this was uncharacteristically foolhardy, even for the bickering Lords. I would have to prod Daxas into explaining what happened. 
 
    I ceased my pondering and regarded my charge. He was holding the dryad girl up, her legs wrapped around his waist, mouths pressed together, kissing passionately. Seconds ago, the poor girl was distraught and scorning him for being the architect of her demise, now she was caught as helplessly as the others in his web of lust. Not for the first time I wondered what possessed me to make him a Wolf King. It was inevitable the combination of the sexual magnetism aura and the nature of his dungeon would make it overpowered. 
 
    “Sorry Tenzing,” Daxas said. “I’ll try and keep the sloppy stuff for after you’ve left.”  
 
    He often joked about such things. I don’t think he realised just how happy it made me to be included. 
 
    “OK, to the DDD, we have much to talk about and plan, not least what we should do about this one’s dungeon,” Daxas said.  
 
    Giving Nessa a short slap to her rear causing her to squeal in shock. 
 
    Yes, we had much to discuss. 
 
    “It’s good to be the King,” Daxas said, passing me on his way to his boudoir. 
 
      
 
    End of Book Two. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Gorvag 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was pacing about my quarters. It had been a trying rest day so far, and I felt there was more angst to come. I glanced across the room at my current and oft-recurring problem, my daughter, Genya. The coming argument was a familiar one, and we’d had it many times before, but my daughter refused to accept the outcome. 
 
    Her stubbornness both infuriated me and filled me with pride, even if it was why we ended up here in the Proving Grounds. In life, Genya had refused to accept her allotted role in short-tooth orc society, she did not wish to be a breeder like other orc females, she wished to be a warrior, like her father and brothers.  
 
    As chief of their tribe, I knew what I was supposed to do, gift her breeding rights to my most successful raiders. Genya’s opinions on the matter should count for nought, her value to the tribe was in birthing another generation of warriors. I could not do it, I had many sons, any breeding orc did, but she was my only daughter and whenever I tried to do what I should, I felt a pain I could not identify. 
 
    My friend and confidant, the gorgon Tamara, explained it was something called love. I loved my daughter and could not bear to crush her spirit in such a way. I suppose I loved my sons too, although not as keenly. During darker moments I recalled that last day, when my failure to act on Genya’s defiance had prompted the tribe to act instead, against me. It still pains me remembering slaying three of my sons that day before I fell.  
 
    I had hoped standing against them, and fighting would have given Genya enough time to escape and live her life, but I failed. Seeing her in the Proving Grounds not long after I became a dungeon here broke my heart, but when I managed to take her as a disciple, my spirit soared as we were reunited. 
 
    I vowed, that very day, to earn her salvation, no matter the cost, so she could live the life she deserved. 
 
    This led to my current predicament, as Genya was no less wilful than before. I had delayed long enough and stopped pacing the room looking over at my daughter, who proudly met my gaze. Seeing that as an opening she spoke. 
 
    “Father, if I am one of your disciples then I should be out there with the others, fighting on your behalf, not coddled in this womb, like a helpless babe,” Genya implored. 
 
    “An obedient disciple would address me as Chief, as my station befits,” I told her, trying to head off the same argument. 
 
    “None of your minions can hear or judge me, because you sent them all on a raid, but not me. If you truly treated me as a disciple, I would be among them, leading preferably, instead of that fool, Runx,” Genya retorted. 
 
    She is far too clever for her own good I mused, and far too clever for an old orc like me.  
 
    “You should not be so dismissive of him Genya, he is a good orc and an able lieutenant,” I said. 
 
    “If by good you mean predictable and in no danger of tripping over an original thought, then yes he is highly competent,” she snapped waspishly. 
 
    “Genya,” I barked, raising my voice. “No more, we need them as much as they need us. If changing the minds of our kin were so easy, we wouldn’t be here in the first place.”   
 
    “Sorry, father. I will try to be more understanding, but you should have sent me with them,” she said.  
 
    I couldn’t help but smile, even her apologies were just another means to make her case. She was as stubborn as her father. 
 
    “I didn’t send you because disciples can be lost in dungeon invasions. They are replaceable, you are not” I said. 
 
    “I’m not afraid, and am twice the warrior than any of them,” Genya said exasperatedly. Waving her hands above her head. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at her blatant exaggeration, and she had the grace to at least blush and calm down. 
 
    “You need to make use of me,” she pleaded. 
 
    “I do Genya, have I not put you as a guardian in the dungeon?” I asked, trying to reason with my daughter. 
 
    “Guardian at the end of the wing of certain death you mean,” she said with disgust. “The optional wing of certain death, which parties hardly ever take, and it’s been a month since any have made it to me,” she finished, whining the last part. 
 
    Our argument was interrupted by the klaxon sounding throughout the dungeon. I had a visitor coming in through the concealed entrance. I did not need to fear, few had permission to enter through that entrance and I trusted them all implicitly. A few minutes later there was a soft rapping on the door of my private chambers. 
 
    “Come,” I called out. The door opened and a figure slithered into the room. 
 
    It was Reena, and she was a lamia disciple of Tamara’s, her lower body being thick and serpentine. Her colouration and knobbed tail informing any with eyes of her rattlesnake nature. She slithered to the centre of the room, her scales rubbing giving off a soft susurration sound. She bowed to me as she stopped before me. 
 
    “Greetingss, Gorvag. I bring a messsage from my misstresss Tamara,” she said addressing me. Her forked tongue lisping her S’s.  
 
    “You are welcome here, Reena. What does Tamara have to tell me?” I asked. 
 
    “Sshe hass been contacted by the Lordss. The circumsstances of the Wolf Kingss Lair hass changed. Sshe hass been insstructed to esscalate the timetable. He sshould be vulnerable ssooner than expected,” Reena said. 
 
    The lamia remained for a short while longer supplying a brief explanation, but it didn’t really change what I was planning on doing, simply making it easier. She left as soon as she was done, and I forestalled my daughter’s barrage of questions. I sensed my raiding party was ready to return and approved their arrival. 
 
    Blink. 
 
    I was no longer in my private quarters but in my core room, my gem pulsing its red glow behind me. Runx and the rest of my disciples now standing before me, except for Genya. She would be unhappy to have been left behind and was undoubtedly hurrying through the halls trying to get here to see what was happening.  
 
    Runx and my orcs were not alone, kneeling between them growling his discontent was another orc dungeon master. He was spitting and raging, I didn’t bother listening to whatever threats he thought might help. Genya wasn’t wrong, our people were nothing if not predictable. Which is why I knew he’d swallow his pride and accept my orders. I’d picked him because he was a coward, closing all his lower floors, trying to keep challengers out. 
 
    “Silence worm,” I shouted. You must play the part at times. 
 
    “Do as I tell you and you will live, continue mewling and I will end you and pick another,” I said with intentional menace. 
 
    My words had the desired effect, and the dungeon before me closed his mouth and stared at the ground sullenly. 
 
    “I have a dungeon that needs destroying, you will go from here and invade those lower than you and enforce these same orders upon them until we have extorted dungeons low ranked enough to enter his. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said after a moment. “What is this dungeon called?” he asked. 
 
    “The Wolf King’s Lair,” I told him. 
 
    As the words left my mouth, I became aware Genya had snuck into the core room, and I hoped to have concluded this business before she arrived. The calculating look on her face told me I had failed at this too and she wasn’t letting this go, but I couldn’t help but smile. She was an ever-present thorn in my side, and I loved her dearly because of it. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Dramatis Personae & Character Sheets 
 
    Daxas: Dungeon Master of the Wolf King’s Lair 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Daxas 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Lupus Rex 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  26 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  26 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  26 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  520/520 
  
      	  Dungeon Power 
  
      	  8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Unspent Experience 
  
      	  862,480 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Soul Marks 
  
      	  352 
  
      	  Fallen Total 
  
      	  219 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 10, Hunting 9, Gathering 10, Farming 9, 
  Smelting 10, Butchering 10, Woodwork 10, Masonry 5, 
  Metal Work 10, Leather Work 11, Alchemy 8, Enchanting 6, General Crafting 5 
    
  Spells:  
  Summon Beasts 1, Venom 1, Electro Claws 1, Lightning Bolt 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shifter: Battle Form (Warwolf), Passive Form (Lupus Humanoid) 
    
  Damage Reduction (granted by Resilience): Impact 11, Piercing 17, Heat 2, Cold 2, Necrotic 0, Electrical 2, Corrosive 2, Venom 0, Poison 0, Sanctified 0, Infernal 0 
    
  Aura of Dominance: (30) specialities and achievements increase this to 120 
  Aura of Fear: (15)  
  Aura of Sexual Magnetism: (15) specialities and achievements increase this to 1040 
    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Disciples and Allies 
 
    Jessamyn: First Disciple and Alpha Female of Daxas harem. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Jessamyn 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Wood Elf 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  11 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  220/220 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  7 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  33,285 / 36,000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 11, Hunting 11, Gathering 11, Farming 11, 
    
  Spells:  
  Heal 1, Bless 1, Purge1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sanctified Spell Affinity 
  Aura of Dominance: (20) [Daxasian blessing] special effects increase this to 80 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Karragh Dvarhold: Second Disciple 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Karragh Dvarhold 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Ironskin Dwarf 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  18 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  11 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  18 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  20 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  400/400 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  20,210 / 21,000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 5, Hunting 6, Gathering 6, Farming 4, Metal Working 5, Smelting 6 
    
  Spells: 
  Stamina Boost 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Earth Spell Affinity 
  Magnified Metalworker: [Daxasian Blessing]  
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Fiadh Longclaws: Third Disciple 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Fiadh Longclaws 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Savage Human 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  16 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  16 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  300/300 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  6 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  23,400 / 28,000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 2, Hunting 4, Gathering 4, Farming 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Battle Frenzy 
  Wolf King’s Passion: [Daxasian Blessing]  
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Nessa Fiveleaf: Fourth Disciple and claimed Dungeon 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Nessa Fiveleaf 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Oakheart Dryad 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  13 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  12 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  160/160 
  
      	  Dungeon Power 
  
      	  2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Unspent Experience 
  
      	  10,120 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Soul Marks 
  
      	  27 
  
      	  Fallen Total 
  
      	  36 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 0, Hunting 0, Gathering 0, Farming 0 
    
  Spells: 
  Regrowth 3 (Life) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked instantly regains health equal to your spell power per point of mana used. If the target is a life domain creature the effect is doubled. 2) May be used on dead Flora sphere creatures, returning them to life.  
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fecund Abundance: (Verdant speciality) Health regeneration for living creatures in this dungeon is doubled. Growth for all living things in this dungeon is doubled. The following advanced dungeon rooms unlocked early. Jungle, Forest, and Meadow. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Tenzing: A quarantined manifestation of the energy entity that inhabits the ethereal plane that makes the Proving Grounds possible. He acts as an adviser to Daxas. 
 
    Alyssa Hadrill: Another quarantined manifestation. Acts as a buffer between Daxas and the Lords. 
 
    Simeon Reedwhistle: Halfling Guild Chief of the Dark Moon Rising, a guild jointly founded by himself and Daxas. 
 
    The Dark Moon Rising: A guild whose members unknowing contribute to the expansion and feeding of Daxas. Notable surviving members include Arash, Pacclo, Sindar, Garbrakken and his twin Gorbrukken. 
 
      
 
    Enemies and Rivals 
 
    Jen’Zadeer Shadestar: The Dark Elf Dungeon Master of the Caverns of Jen’Zadeer. Daxas conquest in his first Gauntlet final. 
 
    Ironhammer: Divine Lord of Dwarves and Blacksmithing 
 
    Jezebel, the Silver Lady: Divine Lord of High Elves. Her following is devoted to chastity and temperance. 
 
    Timian: Divine Lord of Prophecy, a complete arsehole. 
 
    Gorvag: Short-tooth orc Dungeon Master. Part of a cabal of dungeons surreptitiously serving the Lords. 
 
    Genya: Gorvag’s daughter and disciple. 
 
    Runx: Gorvag’s first disciple 
 
    Tamara: Gorgon Dungeon Master. Part of a cabal of dungeons surreptitiously serving the Lords. 
 
    Reena: Lamia disciple of Tamara’s. 
 
    Gerhalt: Halfling Dungeon Master. Part of a cabal of dungeons surreptitiously serving the Lords. 
 
    Burstan: Rakshasa Dungeon Master. Part of a cabal of dungeons surreptitiously serving the Lords. 
 
    The Black Hills Brigade: A dwarf led guild in zone seven of the Proving Grounds with intentions to destroy the Wolf King’s Lair. Notable surviving members include Varandar, Garbrak and Gordrak. 
 
    The Jagged Boar Tusks: A tribe of long-tooth orcs, responsible for draining Jessamyn’s soul marks and Nessa’s core crystal. 
 
    

  

 
   
    The Wolf King’s Lair Book 3 
 
      
 
    By Devan Drake 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
    Jen’Zadeer Shadestar 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was sitting on my cushioned obsidian throne regarding the two creatures before me. I had them on their knees as is only fitting for the vanquished. One was my own kin, another dark elf, but a male, so he barely counted as such. The other, a minotaur, was impressively large even for his kind.  
 
    They were part of a group that had dared to challenge me, challenge my dungeon, the fools. They had failed of course, as had all who had been stupid enough to attempt such a thing. I had reached rank six already, my rise had been positively meteoric. This was to be expected, as I was of the dark elf nobility, a daughter of the Matriarch of Shadestar spire. 
 
    Regardless of my dungeon’s deserved reputation as a spire of fright and merciless destruction, the arrogance of these males was enough to ensure a steady stream of willing sacrifices.  
 
    It’s pathetic really, the thought bringing a smile to my lips. Word had quickly spread that there was a dark elf woman dungeon mistress, and these worthless creatures couldn’t help but try and conquer me. The dark elf males out of jealousy and spite and the humans, dwarves, and elves out of some misplaced desire to see me pay for my people’s ‘crimes’. 
 
    I clucked my tongue as I stared down at the pair of wretches. The minotaur at least had the common sense to lower his gaze. The male dark elf stared back defiantly but held his tongue. Defiant, yes, but not utterly stupid. These two, both rank six supplicants, had been the only two to have reached my inner sanctum.  
 
    Thinking about this, I looked over my shoulder at the throbbing ruby-red gem in a pedestal behind me, bathing the chamber in a soft scarlet glow.  
 
    I had held off on taking a disciple for some time. I hadn’t deemed any who had fallen before worthy of such an honour, and in truth considered these two to be the best of a poor selection. I would have waited, but the message I received at the start of the day had changed my mind. 
 
    I glanced to my left where my design mirror rested. The message was still clearly visible, and I scanned through it again, likely for the hundredth time. 
 
    For the attention of all Dungeons! 
 
    An event has occurred setting a new precedent that affects all of you. After a successful dungeon invasion, you may now claim the fallen dungeon as a disciple, but only if the conquered dungeon fits your disciple criteria and you have a position available. 
 
    Doing so will merge your core floors, and you will be forced to share soul shards equally with the dominant dungeon keeping any odd shard. Your experience pools will also be communally shared. The regular dungeon floors will remain separate and operate as they did before with the following exceptions. 
 
    Each dungeon will now have two rank designations. The first will be their individual rank. This will determine the rank of the original owner of the dungeon as well as what is permitted in the dungeon. The second is the combined rank of the collective dungeons. This new rating determines what ranks are permitted to enter the dungeon, be they supplicants or invaders.  
 
    Your handbooks and copies of the Accords have been updated with the details for you to familiarise yourselves. 
 
    The Wolf King’s Lair, a rank 8 Sexual Life Dungeon has conquered and claimed the Forest of Xanathia, a rank 2 Flora Life Dungeon in zone 7 in this manner. They now have a collective rank of 10. 
 
    I grit my teeth in anger as I thought back on the humiliation that beast put me through in the Gauntlet. I’d been satisfying myself with thoughts of what I would do to him when I had the opportunity, now I was stronger. Conquering his dungeon, breaking him, and having him beg for my mercy, which would never be forthcoming.  
 
    Somehow that piece of shatzah was two ranks higher than I was. I didn’t know how; I never saw him on the rankings but then I hadn’t been looking for him above me. I gathered myself and stopped grinding my teeth.  
 
    The male dark elf had picked up on my displeasure and seemed far less confident or defiant than he had before. He was not unattractive and could make for a serviceable bed toy once he was sufficiently broken. He would make a suitable alternative for Daxas I thought cruelly, wetting my lips, up and below.  
 
    As quickly as the thought crossed my mind, I dismissed it. For all the dark elf’s bravado he was weak, undeserving of observing my glorious beauty. There was only one worthy of sharing my bed. 
 
    I spat in shock and rage at the treachery of my thoughts, dismissing the dark elf to the Infernal Reaches with an imperious wave of my hand.  
 
    “You,” I snapped at the minotaur. “What is your name?” 
 
    “Marux…Mistress,” he said, his voice a deep rumble. 
 
    I was pleased with his form of address; it would appear he was both strong and intelligent.  
 
    “Marux, you now belong to me. Loyalty will be rewarded, disobedience punished harshly, do you understand?” I commanded. 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” he said, with suitable deference. 
 
    “You fought passably well in my dungeon. What did you do before you came here?” I asked him. 
 
    “I was a gladiator in the pits of the Serene Blade spire, Mistress,” he answered. 
 
    The Serene Blade was a middling spire, a far cry from the glory of the Shadestar’s. My family was one of the great houses of the Nether Kingdoms, and they would rue the day they betrayed me. When I returned to the Realms, I would put all the Matriarch’s of all the spires on their knees before me. 
 
    First, I needed to ascend in ranks here in the Proving Grounds. Marux, the powerful minotaur, would be useful in that regard. This was why I dismissed the dark elf; he would be of less use to me. 
 
    It wasn’t because I was saving myself for another. 
 
    It absolutely wasn’t. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    I strode out of my core room and into my bedroom carrying my newest prize, Nessa Fiveleaf, the dryad dungeon I had moments earlier claimed as my disciple.  
 
    Following in my wake were my first three disciples. Jessamyn an auburn-haired wood elf, Karragh an unmarked ironskin dwarf with cropped blonde hair and Fiadh a fiery red-headed human barbarian. Bringing up the rear was my four-foot-tall, blue, big-eared adviser Tenzing, whose resemblance to Yoda was completely coincidental. 
 
    As tempting as it was to keep on going, bypassing my DDD, to jump directly onto my enormous four-poster bed and ravish the dryad in my arms, there was much work to be done. Which was ironic when I thought about it, as this was supposed to be a rest day. 
 
    Instead, I flopped down onto the black leather couch in front of the DDD and positioned the diminutive forest woman in my lap. My harem arranged themselves around us, filling the couch, leaving Tenzing standing before us. I would have to get some new furniture to accommodate my growing family.  
 
    I had the DDD display up by default and expanded the screen so that it filled most of the back wall. With the display enlarged there was a flashing red warning illuminating the wall and room.  
 
    I had rearranged most of my notifications, so it would just highlight the relevant tabs of my dungeon interface to avoid annoying distractions like this. My mental integration with the DDD had developed to such a degree as to be flawless, so I opened the message by thought before the necessary conversation with my adviser and team. 
 
    Warning! Illegal Dungeon configuration 
 
    The configuration of your Dungeon does not currently fit within the design protocols. You must change your design before the end of the rest day or suffer 10 tithe penalties for every week it is in an illegal configuration. 
 
    This was a new one. Under normal circumstances you couldn’t have your dungeon in an illegal configuration, the DDD would refuse to implement those changes. But part of taking over Nessa’s dungeon meant merging our core floors. I brought up the dungeon design and confirmed this merger hadn’t happened automatically. The core floor could only have six rooms, and we currently had seven with the addition of Nessa’s core room. This would be easily fixed and I dismissed the message; we weren’t in any danger.  
 
    “Tenzing, sorry I didn’t tell you about my plans, bud,” I said, starting the conversation. 
 
    “That is quite alright Daxas, I understand why you would stay silent,” Tenzing responded. 
 
    “Have you been updated with the particulars of the arbitration amendment that was agreed?” I asked him. 
 
    “Yes, Daxas, I am aware of what the Lords agreed which allows you to take another dungeon as a disciple. I must confess to being surprised they permitted it,” he answered. 
 
    “Yes, well, let’s just say they are rather desperate to see me fail, and I was able to use that to lure them into agreeing,” I told him. 
 
    “Indeed, Daxas, you have made yourself potentially vulnerable, but were it me, considering your past success in exploiting the rules, I would have done all I could to stop you,” Tenzing elaborated. 
 
     “Hmmm, point taken, and I can’t say I disagree. I may have got lucky on that front. I was negotiating with Ironhammer and Jezebel the Silver Lady,” I announced. 
 
    “You met the Silver Lady?” Jessamyn asked.  
 
    I wasn’t surprised at her interest, before dying and coming here Jessamyn had been raised in an elven convent dedicated to the Silver Lady. 
 
    “I did,” I answered simply. 
 
    “What was she like?” she said. 
 
    “Very pretty, but she didn’t talk much, she was overwhelmed by my sexual magnetism aura. I managed to use that to encourage her to agree to what I wanted,” I told her. 
 
    “What of Ironhammer?” Karragh asked next.  
 
    “A boisterous buffoon. He did most of the talking while Jezebel was…distracted. A bit like this one,” I said, squeezing Nessa. 
 
    She was equally distracted, rubbing and gently kissing my chest, her chestnut brown cheeks darkening in a dryad blush. This elicited gentle laughter from the other three women.  
 
    “We’ll get to that soon enough little one, after we scratch the itch for the first time my aura’s effect won’t feel quite so overpowering,” I told Nessa gently, kissing her on the crown of her head. 
 
    That was a little snippet I’d learned from talking with my harem. Although my aura continued to affect them, boosting their natural sexual urges, once they indulged in their desires for the first time it became more controllable. 
 
    “I was able to resist you as I recall,” Karragh said with a hint of pride. 
 
    “I think me mortally offending you had a hand in that,” I joked, “and to be fair to the niblet in my arms, my sexual magnetism aura enlarged considerably after you became a notch on my bedpost.” 
 
    I was referring to several achievements I had earned that increased the aura’s efficacy. 
 
    “Of course,” Jessamyn spoke up on the other side of me, holding Karragh’s eyes. “If you want to prove your superiority in that regard, it can be arranged. Would you like to be banished from our master’s bed indefinitely, Karragh?” she finished sternly. 
 
     The dwarf woman blanched at the possibility, before quickly answering. 
 
    “No Miss, sorry Miss. I didn’t mean to overstep,” she said, apologising. Jessamyn nodded her acceptance. 
 
    I could have intervened, but the lithe wood elf woman was my alpha mate. It was important she be allowed to stamp her authority on the harem, but I didn’t need to worry much. Jessamyn was not a cruel woman, she would only punish Karragh if it was necessary and only as much as was needed. 
 
    “I only needed to dangle the possibility of Karragh churning out Metalworking skill books on the cheap and he practically gave me anything I wanted,” I said, returning to the prior conversation.  
 
    “We can’t do that now, by the way, it was one of the ‘sacrifices’ I had to make,” I told the assembled group, chuckling a little as I finished. 
 
    “Ah, that would explain it,” Tenzing said, smiling along with me. 
 
    “Tenzing, would you give everyone an overview of what this means, please. I was there but I’d like to hear the details from you. Your interpretation might highlight anything I overlooked or failed to account for,” I asked him. 
 
    “Of course, Daxas,” he said. 
 
    Tenzing stepped into the centre of the room and gestured towards my epic-sized screen bringing up a message titled, For the attention of all Dungeons!  
 
    “This message will go out to all dungeons at the end of the day, but I can show it to you now. It explains the basic changes to dungeon behaviour that Daxas actions have resulted in,” Tenzing said. 
 
    He gave us a moment to read through or absorb the contents of the message. The ramifications of my actions were enough to draw Nessa’s attention away from playing with my body, though she remained nestled up against me. Fiadh broke the silence. 
 
    “What does this mean?” she asked. 
 
    “Essentially it means they are a single dungeon with two paths to the core instead of the usual one,” Tenzing began. “They now share soul shards, Daxas had ten and Nessa only had two remaining. They now have six each. Any adventurers who succeed in a challenge will be rewarded by being able to harvest both cores. Moreover, the collective rank means rank ten adventurers may now enter. This includes those coming through the Forest of Xanathia, which currently remains limited as a rank two dungeon.” 
 
    “They may do this even if they are challenging,” he continued gravely. “Worse, if challengers come through the Forest of Xanathia you will all be restricted to inhabiting rank two versions of your avatars. Lastly, the Daily Lockout dungeon law only applies to that dungeon path. Groups can attempt both paths once per day.” 
 
    That alarmed all the women. Those who had been lounging against me now sat up and their attention rapt upon my adviser. 
 
    “We would all be destroyed if there were six successful challenges?” Jessamyn asked, masking any worry she might be feeling. 
 
    “Yes, Jessamyn you would be,” Tenzing answered.  
 
    I could see her throat tightened with a gulp of concern and could smell the waves of anxiety that emanated from all four of my ladies. 
 
    “We’ll be overrun,” Nessa said despondently.  
 
    “Come now, it’s not all bad news. We get to customise our rank two avatars for maximum efficiency, and I talked them into making it free,” I said, wiggling my eyebrows. 
 
    My attempt at levity fell on deaf ears, and the frowns remained. 
 
    “Adventurers will still have to fight their way through the core floor, and I intend on making that as lethal as possible. Plus, I can equip us in such a way we will barely notice the difference,” I told them, getting some smiles from all but Nessa.  
 
    She didn’t know about all the advantages I had managed to eke out on the equipment front. 
 
    “Ah, Daxas,” Tenzing said, drawing my attention. “There may be a limitation on gear you may be unaware of.” 
 
    “Go on, Tenzing,” I told him. 
 
    “You will only be able to equip items that could have been sourced from the Forests of Xanathia. Unlike you, Nessa chose the Spellcraft major perk and not crafting. Technically this means her dungeon is restricted to items which can be gathered and crafted at rank two,” he said. 
 
    I could see what he was referring to. I mulled it over for a moment and although it would mean we were under some further restrictions it only affected gear changes I was hoping to implement today.  
 
    Jessamyn’s Mining, Hunting, and Gathering skills had all advanced to rank eleven and mine weren’t far behind. This meant she was now harvesting tin nodes in mines and hunting creatures providing Leather instead of Lesser Leather. Tin bars could be smelted with copper to form bronze bars to make improved weapons and armour. Similarly, Leather made better armour than the lesser variety. 
 
    My smelting and metalworking were at rank ten, still too low to work the tin, though Karragh could, but my Leatherworking skill was at eleven. The Leather Jessamyn had been hunting was mostly junk quality, so even after enhancement I wouldn’t have a lot to work with. Therefore, it wouldn’t be a big loss this week. 
 
    The biggest fly in the ointment was that my Enchanting skill was now at six. This opened a new range of enchantments which I could create, including +2 damage from heat, acid sources, etc. I had been planning on using some of these on new gear for Fiadh. Enchantment bonuses stack with potion and spell buffs of the same type. These enchantments couldn’t be added to armour like you could the +1 STR or +1 AGI only on weapons and jewellery limiting how high you could push your output of the alternative damage types. However, with the extra jewellery options I had available it would have been nice to take advantage right now.  
 
    This wasn’t too big a drawback, as I hadn’t been relying on it to keep us alive. Fiadh was already capable of churning out a high level of DPS without the help.  
 
    “Not to worry, Tenzing. It would have been nice to make use of some of the newer toys we have available, but what we’ve currently got is enough to get the job done,” I said, reassuring the group. 
 
    “To that end, soul shards are not the only thing we’ll be sharing,” I said, motioning for Tenzing to continue. 
 
    “Yes, you will now have a shared experience pool, which stands at 872,600 XP. Daxas, this excludes the XP you have already ear-marked for updates to your dungeon. You also share Dungeon Power, currently at ten, and Soul Marks, currently at 379. You also now have a shared pool for currency, but Nessa has none to add. You currently have 176,450 in your account.” 
 
    I could see Nessa’s eyes widen in shock as Tenzing relayed our current resources. The shock was replaced by a beautiful grin, as her hope returned.  
 
    “That is only getting bigger,” I said, interrupting. I took hold of one of Nessa’s hands, and placed it on my crotch at the same time. There was no point wasting a tasty double entendre like that. 
 
    “A benefit of the collective rank and two dungeon paths is the Dark Moon Rising and other friendlier adventurers can still run both dungeons each day. I expect us to clear over a million XP next week. We’ll have Nessa ranking up in no time and adapting her dungeon in the same manner as mine. It won’t be long before it doesn’t matter which path they choose,” I finished, motioning for Tenzing to continue. 
 
    “Additionally, you will both benefit from abilities you possess or have been granted by achievements if they apply to the dungeon except for dungeon laws. Those will still be applied depending on which path adventurers or invaders take,” he said. 
 
    “In practise, this means Nessa’s Fecund Abundancy ability only grants double health regeneration if they enter through the Forest of Xanathia as that is part of the dungeon law. Its other effects, doubling growth for plant creatures and allowing access to the Jungle, Forest, and Meadow advanced rooms apply to the entirety of the combined dungeon complex. Daxas this also means you can only force invaders into a duel if they come through the Wolf King’s Lair.” 
 
    When Tenzing said ‘force invaders into a duel’ something dinged in my head. 
 
    “Tenzing, wait, do you mean I could have offered to duel them every time, even when I wasn’t prompted?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, Daxas, now that you ask, you could do that. They would have the right to refuse without penalty, though. If they were paying attention to what the duel prompt was telling them,” he said. 
 
    “Bugger, all those wasted opportunities,” I said wistfully.  
 
    “There is one exception on the dual dungeon path related to invasions by other dungeons. Your collective rank will be used by them also. However, eligible dungeons whose ranks exceed the collective rank must enter through the Wolf King’s Lair as the highest-ranked path,” Tenzing said. 
 
    “Yes, I argued for that. If any dungeon ranked eleven through twenty want to rumble, then they must go through me. Anything else?” I added. 
 
    “Apart from you somehow convincing them to allow you to do this again if you want, no,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, it took a bit of finagling to get Ironhammer to shift on that one,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    “This does mean other dungeons can do the same, but I suspect the collective ranking will act as a strong deterrent,” Tenzing said. 
 
    “We can but hope,” I told him. 
 
    “It won’t deter you, though, will it,” he said knowingly. 
 
    “Whatever can you mean Tenzing?” I said. 
 
    “You will be going after the dark elf Jen’Zadeer’s dungeon won’t you,” he said, in response, but it wasn’t a question. 
 
    “You know me well,” I laughed. “Yes, and the sooner the better, I think. Next rest day unless anything unexpected crops up during the week.” 
 
    “A third dungeon will significantly increase the risk. Is there any way I can convince you to hold off on this plan?” Tenzing asked me plaintively. 
 
    I didn’t answer. I didn’t need to. He knew I wouldn’t be deterred from this course. Well, if things proved to be more dangerous than I expected next week I might delay for one more, but I was confident we could handle anything the adventurers threw at us. My only real concern was the other dungeons, but I didn’t think they would be in a position to strike for a few weeks yet.  
 
    I selected the tab for my totems on the display.  
 
    In the last few weeks, I lost the totems in two more of the dungeons I defeated in my first Gauntlet. Gnarg, the orc, and Markus, the ghoul, were gone. It was unlikely that they had discovered both totems I had in their dungeons, so it was safe to assume it was their dungeons that were gone. I was a little surprised about Markus, he had been rank five when I faced him. 
 
    That just left Thurgar the dwarf and Maladosh the merman, who I faced in the semi-finals. I had raised all my totems in their dungeons to Tax 5, taking five percent of their net gains for each. I could continue raising it, but even ten percent of their total was a negligible contribution to my pool. It may have been every dungeon for himself in the Proving Grounds, but I didn’t have to be a complete bastard and drain them dry for no gain. 
 
    Anyway, I wasn’t interested in their totems at the moment and selected The Caverns of Jen’Zadeer from the list. I had two totems in her dungeon too but was only using one of them at present. I had been able to upgrade it to Spy 2 when I made rank six. The information the totem provided told me she had reached rank six herself and had accrued just over thirty-seven thousand experience last week.  
 
    The extra rank also told me she had deployed two hundred and eighty-five dungeon power of creatures and traps on her first floor. 
 
    Her experience gain was pretty decent. It was better than either Thurgar or Maladosh and I knew from the conversation I had with Maladosh he was at least rank eleven. When I took her for my own this would push our collective rank to sixteen, plus whatever ranks we gained next week. 
 
    I was sure the Brigade would challenge through the Forest of Xanathia this week and push Nessa to the top of the rank two table.  
 
    I flicked to a new screen to check on the current leader board positions for both dungeons. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Position 
  
      	  Rank/Zone 
  
      	  Name 
  
      	  Domain/Sphere 
  
      	  Fallen 
  
     
 
      
      	  10th 
  
      	  1/7 
  
      	  The Wolf King’s Lair 
  
      	  Life/Sexual 
  
      	  219 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Position 
  
      	  Rank/Zone 
  
      	  Name 
  
      	  Domain/Sphere 
  
      	  Fallen 
  
     
 
      
      	  =412th  
  
      	  1/7 
  
      	  Forest of Xanathia 
  
      	  Life/Flora 
  
      	  36 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    For the first time, I wasn’t automatically sitting at the top of my ranking. A quick check of the top four showed I wasn’t too far off, though. First place had two hundred and thirty fallen. I wasn’t sure if I would advance if I had no fallen this week, possibly, but it would depend on how many spots opened up ahead of me. 
 
    On the rank two leader board first place had sixty-nine, Nessa would be too, as soon as I got her on the bed, but I digress.  
 
    If the dwarves came in force, as I believed they would, she could well end up with a fallen total almost rivalling my own. It would be interesting to see what the Brigade did next week, but I would find out for sure soon enough. 
 
    “I’ve thought it through, Tenzing, and will not be swayed. The dark elf’s place is here with these other lovely ladies,” I said.  
 
    “I understand,” he said simply. 
 
    As I was already playing around with the DDD, I threw up a few extra screens displaying Nessa and my statistic sheets. 
 
      
 
    Name: Daxas 
 
    Species: Lupus Rex 
 
    Rank: 8 
 
    Strength: 26 
 
    Agility: 26 
 
    Stamina: 26 
 
    Mana: 20 
 
    Spell Power: 20 
 
    Resilience: 25 
 
    Dungeon Power: 8 
 
    Health: 520/520 
 
    Unspent Experience: 872,600 
 
    Soul Marks: 379 
 
    Fallen Total: 219 
 
    Skills: Mining 10, Hunting 9, Gathering 10, Farming 9, Smelting 10, Butchering 10, Woodwork 10, Masonry 5, Metal Work 10, Leather Work 11, Alchemy 8, Enchanting 6, General Crafting 5 
 
    Spells: Summon Beasts 1, Venom 1, Electro Claws 1, Lightning Bolt 1 
 
    Damage Reduction: Impact 11, Piercing 17, Heat 2, Cold 2, Necrotic 0, Electrical 2, Corrosive 2, Venom 0, Poison 0, Sanctified 0, Infernal 0 
 
    Elemental Affinity: Primary: Lightning 
 
    Aura of Dominance: (30) specialities and achievements increase this to 120 
 
    Aura of Fear: (15)  
 
    Aura of Sexual Magnetism: (15) specialities and achievements increase this to 1040 
 
      
 
    Name: Nessa Fiveleaf 
 
    Species: Oakheart Dryad 
 
    Rank: 2 
 
    Strength: 8 
 
    Agility: 12 
 
    Stamina: 8 
 
    Mana: 12 
 
    Spell Power: 20 
 
    Dungeon Power: 2 
 
    Health: 160/160 
 
    Fallen Total: 219 
 
    Skills: All at 0. 
 
    Spells: Regrowth 3 (Life) 
 
    Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used. 
 
    Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked instantly regains health equal to your spell power per point of mana used. If the target is a life domain creature the effect is doubled. 2) May be used on dead Flora sphere creatures, returning them to life. 
 
    Fecund Abundance: (Verdant speciality) Health regeneration for living creatures in this dungeon is doubled. Growth for all living things in this dungeon is doubled. The following advanced dungeon rooms unlocked early. Jungle, Forest, and Meadow. 
 
    I had pared down the contents of my sheet as I knew how my abilities and spells worked and it was getting a bit close to information overload. I would do the same with Nessa’s in the future but had left it unaltered for now so I could assess her strengths and weaknesses.  
 
    Like Jessamyn, she was best suited for a caster support role. Her Mana and Spell Power were already high, and she had the spell Regrowth at rank three thanks to taking the Spellcraft perk when she entered the Proving Grounds. Like me as a Life domain dungeon, she would get the Life domain spell affinity, halving the cost, but it wasn’t noted on our sheets.  
 
    Her stamina was very low, as Jessamyn’s had been, but I could use enchantments on her gear to fix that.  
 
    “Tenzing, as Regrowth is a Life domain spell does that mean I will get access to it?” I asked my blue adviser. 
 
    “Yes. Normally I can’t reveal such details but as Nessa already has the spell I may elaborate. When you reach rank eleven Regrowth 1 will become available to you. That version of the spell only includes regaining health equal to your spell power. More powerful versions will become available as you gain in rank,” he said. 
 
    “I can explain a bit more if you wish, Daxas,” Nessa spoke up unexpectedly. 
 
    Her words sparked Jessamyn into action, and she grabbed a hold of the dryad’s face and twisted her head around to look her directly in the eyes. 
 
    “That is not how you address our master,” she said angrily. Jessamyn gave Nessa a sharp slap on her face, shocking the dryad and her eyes watered slightly. 
 
    For a moment Jessamyn’s action was met with a flash of defiance from Nessa, but it quickly crumbled, the wood elf’s dominance having been asserted. Jessamyn continued to impress and surprise me, the timid girl I claimed months ago was gone. In her place was a glorious harem queen, and I was one hell of a lucky bastard to have her. 
 
    “No Miss, sorry Miss,” Nessa said, mimicking Karragh’s response from earlier. “I can explain a bit more if you wish, Master,” she continued, addressing me again. 
 
    “Good girl,” Jessamyn crooned in her ear, using her thumb to stroke the dryad’s stinging cheek. 
 
    I was surrounded by a miasma of musky pheromones, the lust factor of all four women being ratcheted up to eleven. I would have to curtail our review and ask Tenzing to excuse himself. There was other pressing business that needed attending to. 
 
    The sexy distraction in my lap and the equally alluring distractions sitting either side of me is probably why, despite my enhanced senses, what happened next caught me by surprise. 
 
    An ugly goblin with a contemptuous sneer on his face walked into the room unannounced and uninvited. This was not one of my dungeon creatures. He took one look at us on the black leather couch and his lips pulled back in disgust. 
 
    “Fantastic, more worthless weaklings,” he said scornfully. 
 
    The shock was enough to pull even me out of my lustful intentions. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you and what the fuck are you doing in my dungeon?” I growled, with barely contained anger. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    The goblin stared back at me insolently, refusing to answer my questions. I could hear myself snarling from the back of my throat, my instincts reacting to his defiant behaviour. 
 
    “Oh fuck!” Nessa exclaimed. “I forgot about him, that is Gretsch. He’s one of the goblins that challenged my dungeon last week. He was the only one capable of stringing a sentence together, so I claimed him as a disciple. Um…he isn’t very helpful.” 
 
    “Why would I help weak vermin like you,” Gretsch spat with disgust. Then he literally spat on my floor. 
 
    I was off the couch in an instant and dropped Nessa into Karragh’s lap. I crossed the space to the goblin in a heartbeat. Fast enough he didn’t have time to react and seized the green-skinned creature by his throat and lifted him bodily in the air. I hadn’t consciously thought about any of this but during that split-second, I had shifted into my warwolf form.  
 
    Consequently, the goblin’s feet flailed wildly about three feet from the floor. He thumped my arm with his fists, desperately trying to force me to break the hold. I constricted my grip instead and choked the disrespectful little fucker. 
 
    “To the Infernal Reaches with you,” I growled menacingly.  
 
    I wasn’t thinking about what I was doing or saying. With Gretsch’s insolence driving me, I felt a powerful desire to teach the unwanted interloper a permanent lesson in respecting his betters. The portal to the Reaches would usually open in my core room, so I started towards the doorway holding the flagging goblin out in front of me easily. 
 
    I didn’t make it before Tenzing stepped in front of me, blocking my path. 
 
    “Tenzing, what are you doing?” I asked him angrily. 
 
    “Daxas, it would be remiss of me not to point out that by claiming Nessa, Gretsch also became your disciple, whether you knew of him or not. As a subordinate dungeon, she now has the same restrictions for disciples like you. If you cast him away, you won’t be able to replace him with another,” he said, his hands held up placatingly. 
 
    Tenzing’s words managed to penetrate the red mist Gretsch behaviour had triggered in me. I remembered those first few hours after I arrived here as Tenzing filled me in on my new reality. I remembered pledging not to simply discard people to trade up. I wouldn’t technically be trading him for anything, but the principle was the same. Besides, denying the Lords, Divine or Infernal, of soul energy was always a worthwhile endeavour. 
 
    “Fine,” I said, “but I’m throttling the little shit.” 
 
    My statement was punctuated as Gretsch’s struggles grew feebler and his hands which gripped my wrist fell away. I continued gripping his throat in case he was faking it. His face had taken on a darker green tone and his tongue lolled out of his mouth reminding me of Jabba’s death throes. After a little longer I released him, and his body dropped to the floor in a heap at my feet. 
 
    “Is he dead?” Nessa asked cautiously. 
 
    “Not permanently,” I replied. “He’ll be fine in a couple of minutes. I had to kill Fiadh half a dozen times when she couldn’t control her Battle Frenzy.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s ok then, I’m sorry he is being a bother, Master,” Nessa said. 
 
    “It’s not your fault. I should have anticipated you might have a disciple, it’s a sensible option to try and improve your dungeon,” I said.  
 
    I’d shifted back to my humanoid avatar; my rage having cooled. 
 
    “Yes, I wasn’t having much success, though. He was adamant he wouldn’t help me, and it was only a matter of time before the Jagged Boar Tusks came for him,” Nessa said. 
 
    “Ha!” I laughed out loud. “He might be capable of communicating, but he’s still a naïve little dipshit. They already abandoned him, deliberately. Not that there is anything they could do even if they were of a mind.” 
 
    This was when Gretsch returned to consciousness. He looked up at me with hate-filled eyes but held his tongue. That wasn’t good enough. I stepped forward and stamped my foot on his throat, keeping it there. He struggled futilely against the pressure I was exerting until he eventually passed out and died again. 
 
    “Tenzing, why isn’t he succumbing to the influence of my domination aura?” I asked my adviser. 
 
    “It’s not guaranteed, but in this case, I think it is a combination of indoctrination by his tribe to despise all others and the negative effect your sexual magnetism can have on other males. Your domination will likely overwhelm him, as he is too weak-minded to resist indefinitely. It just won’t be instantaneous,” Tenzing explained. 
 
    True to Tenzing’s advice I only had to choke out Gretsch once more before I could smell he was suitably cowed. I did it twice more just to drive the point home, though. 
 
    “Are you ready to start behaving yourself?” I asked the prone form of the goblin. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” he blubbed, massaging his recently crushed gullet.  
 
    “Better, make yourself useful, and you might make it out of here. Give me anymore trouble and well…I have plenty of wolves who could use a renewable chew toy. Do you get my drift?” I said, threatening him.  
 
    “Yes, Master,” he repeated. “I will be a good goblin and do as you say.” 
 
    He managed to get on his knees and was now fawning at my feet, but if he tried kissing them, he was getting a kick in the face. 
 
    “Tenzing, can you do me a favour and show Gretsch to the resource rooms. He can start making up for his earlier sass by putting a shift in,” I asked my adviser. 
 
    “Of course, Daxas. Come along, Gretsch, there is much to do before the day ends,” Tenzing said, as he waited for the goblin to get to his feet. 
 
    The pair of them exited the room, and I turned back to the couch and eyed my ladies hungrily. 
 
    “Now where were we before I was so rudely interrupted?” I said lasciviously. 
 
    Nessa was resting up against the arm of the couch and stared at me shyly. Jessamyn, who was kneeling on the padded seats of the couch, watching, gave her a gentle shove forward. Nessa stumbled a few steps before righting herself, by which point I had intercepted and lifted her, cradling the small woman in my arms. With a quick thought, I dismissed our clothes to the inventory and walked over to the bed. 
 
    The dryad in my arms had chestnut-brown skin, with tinges of green. Her colouring resembled tree bark with flashes of moss or lichen, no doubt this helped her blend in with the forest. Her skin did not feel like bark, despite its appearance. She was very much made of flesh, which was smooth, soft, and warm to the touch. Nessa had a heady floral, yet earthy scent, and it was a stark contrast with my other women. My hands roved eagerly across her small body, cupping her ass, and squeezing it firmly. 
 
    “Ooh!” she gasped at my groping. 
 
    I took hold of her vine-dreads and peered into her dark purple on green eyes before moving in and kissing her enthusiastically. Her tongue darted into my mouth and mingled with mine as she returned the kiss just as fervently. I broke contact shortly after. 
 
    “Now to make it official,” I said. 
 
    I hopped up onto the four-poster, which was both large enough and sufficiently firm to accommodate my athletics. She was still in my arms, but that gave me pause for thought. Nessa was both smaller and slighter than any of my other women and I was much larger than I used to be, so, how to begin? 
 
    I recalled my earlier train of thought and made my decision; sixty-nine it would be. I dropped down on the bed with her nestled against me. I rolled over on my back and picked her up by her waist and pulled her chest up to my face. 
 
    I got a good view of her breasts, they were budding little B cups, which perfectly suited her figure. Her areolae were a darker shade of brown than the skin surrounding them with tiny, hardened nipples. I took her left breast in my mouth, lavishing glossal attention on it, eliciting moaning and panting from Nessa. 
 
    I kissed and sucked on one teat before switching to the other and gave it the same treatment. All the while my hands continued roaming across her body, ass, and legs. I felt the shifting of the mattress under me, so I knew we had been joined on the bed by the rest of my harem. 
 
    I pulled away from the dryad and looked to the end of the bedstead. Jessamyn was flanked on either side by Karragh and Fiadh, all three were nude and gently massaged their pussies. I grinned at the sight, never in my wildest dreams did I think I would ever be in this kind of situation. I gave Nessa a playful slap on her ass, she squealed in shock and delight. With my hands on her waist, I lifted her easily and flipped her around. 
 
    I now had her puckering mound in front of me, and she was now staring at my stiff foot-long length. 
 
    “Jessamyn, show her the ropes, please,” I commanded my beautiful wood elf alpha mate. 
 
    “Of course, Master,” she said, getting down on her hands and knees. And she scrambled up the bed to my waist. 
 
    Jessamyn wrapped her fingers around my cock, an inch or two from its base. She pumped my hard length a few times, and I couldn’t help thrusting my hips a little. My dick twitched in her grasp, and I felt a small pulse as my precum emerged from its tip. The liquid oozed thickly over my fleshy bell. 
 
    Jessamyn rubbed Nessa’s shoulders gently with her other hand, finally slipping them up the back of the dryad’s neck and encouraged her head forward. 
 
    “There is nothing to be afraid of Nessa,” she crooned soothingly. “Our master’s size may seem intimidating at first, but you’ll be all the more grateful for it later.” 
 
    At the wood elf’s insistent urging, Nessa edged forward, Jessamyn angled my cock back, making it easier for the short dryad. Then Nessa’s lips encountered my cock’s head, and she planted her first soft and tentative kisses on my manhood. I groaned audibly with elation, the sound enticing Nessa to proceed, her lips spreading wide and engulfed the head of my cock. 
 
    I relaxed, exulting in ecstatic pleasure for a moment and enjoyed the sensation of the dryad’s tongue darting around the tip of my penis, teasing its opening. Suddenly Jessamyn gripped the back of Nessa’s vine-dreads and pushed her head further down my shaft and I could feel my cock hit the back of her throat. I had been firmly caressing her ass the whole time and gave her another playful slap. She squeaked again and started moving her head up and down swallowing my shaft with Jessamyn’s continued direction. 
 
    It was time to reciprocate. I propped myself up on a few cushions and thumbed the dark brown labia of Nessa’s inviting womanhood. She has been moist before, but now she positively gushed. I thrust my face into her delicateness and eagerly lapped at the nectar seeping from her canal. 
 
    I was in for a surprise, her pussy juices genuinely tasted differently from the other girls. There was always a bit of variation between each of my lovers, but there was a common underlying flavour. Nessa’s juices were different and had a peaty flavour, it reminded me of an expensive Scotch but without the burn of alcohol. It was a pleasant surprise, and I dove back in after I took a second to appreciate it. 
 
    I worked my elongated tongue deep into her vagina. She was incredibly tight, and I could tell she had a smaller vaginal channel than the others. I gripped tightly on her hips as I pushed forward, letting my tongue snake inside her as deeply as it could go before unleashing my corkscrewing technique. It wasn’t long before the walls of her tunnel were clamping on my tongue and her body trembled in my grasp with her first orgasm. 
 
    Then there was tinkling laughter from Jessamyn. “You like that don’t you Nessa, it won’t be long now before it will be his massive cock getting you shuddering.” 
 
    I felt two pairs of hands rub my thighs. I could see over Nessa’s pert little ass that Karragh and Fiadh had crawled up the bed to join in the fun. As I watched, their heads dipped low, out of my sight, only for me to feel a pair of tongues probe each of my balls teasingly. My cock achingly flexed at the attention and it wasn’t long before both of their pretty mouths had taken a testicle each into their wet and warm mouths. 
 
    I had mastered a high level of control over my avatar, but even I couldn’t last long with three beauties lavishing my parts with such wet sloppy devotion. Moments later, I caught Jessamyn’s eye, and she understood I was ready to erupt. She forced Nessa’s mouth down my length as I thrust upward and pushed past her instinctive resistance. My cockhead rammed into the back of her throat. My balls tightened, and I unleashed pulsing waves of cum, my cream surged forth and burst into the dryad’s eager mouth. 
 
    Jessamyn relaxed her grip when Nessa started gagging and allowed her to pull back as she swallowed down the first gout of my creamy load only for it to be replaced with more. 
 
    I finished disgorging my seed into Nessa’s mouth, giving her tiny bud and labia another quick licking before lifting the slight woman up and sitting her on my stomach. 
 
    Nessa was panting, and out of breath, globs of my pearly cum dribbling down her chin. 
 
    “So, beautiful,” Jessamyn moaned. 
 
    Jessamyn moved in, quick as a viper, and took Nessa’s face in her hands. The wood elf’s tongue sprang out and licked up my seed from the dryad’s chin. With my cum now in her mouth she pulled the dryad to her and pressed her lips to Nessa’s. Soon they were kissing passionately.  
 
    Seeing their cheeks bulge as they made out was incredibly erotic, and my staff reacted accordingly, and sprang back to life. The sudden bobbing motion of my rod sprinkled a mixture of juices on the faces of the human and dwarf who still greedily sucked on my balls. 
 
    Being accidentally coated in spit and cum got their interest and they left my balls and moved up to lap at my shaft with their flicking tongues, cleaning my cock. 
 
    “Good girls,” I said, praising them. 
 
    Speaking aloud brought Jessamyn’s focus back to me and she broke her make-out session with Nessa. Giving the dryad a loving parting kiss on the lips before she handed Nessa back over to me. 
 
    “Karragh, Fiadh, help her get in position, it’s time she rode our master’s cock,” Jessamyn instructed the two women who had been playing with my phallus. “As long as it’s agreeable with you, Master,” she said to me. She had a knowing smile on her face; I wasn’t turning this down. 
 
    “Sounds good to me, and you’re up next,” I said, giving Jessamyn’s ass a smack. 
 
    Then I soothed the hurt with a gentle caress, my hands slipped underneath her butt and across her pussy lips, rubbing her clit. She moaned and collapsed onto my chest, tucking herself into the crook of my arm and spreading her legs, so I could continue massaging her moistening vulva. 
 
    I lay back with the wood elf in my arms, letting Karragh direct the action at my waist. She had got behind Nessa and supported her by holding her hips. Fiadh had my cock in her hand and was rubbing the head across Nessa’s lady lips, lubing up my dick with her juices which dripped from her cunny once more. Lube I thought, I really must buy some, and sex toys, lots of sex toys. Funny where your headspace can go. 
 
    My mercantile ruminations fled seconds later as Karragh pushed a nervous Nessa downward impaling her on my spear. Fiadh’s guiding hand made sure my cock didn’t slip away from Nessa’s tight entrance. There was some resistance, but her pussy lips parted like petals on a flower and the dryad sank down swallowing the first five inches of my cock. 
 
    “Sooo biiiggg…” she cried, “...but sooo gooood.” 
 
    Karragh pulled her back up before pushing her back down, supporting the shaking dryad. The dwarf woman moved in closer, and her busty assets pressed against the chestnut-brown back of the dryad. She took her hands from Nessa’s hips, one arm wrapping around her waist, the other reaching up and fondling her small breasts in turn. All the while easing the dryad up and down my shaft, Nessa’s legs had given out.  
 
    Nessa was too short to properly kneel on the mattress unless she took my cock all the way in. And this is what Karragh was helping her do, pressing her a little deeper with each downward motion. Teamwork in action and I fucking loved it. 
 
    With Karragh’s help, after a few minutes, Nessa slid down the fullness of my shaft, her clit butting my pelvic bone. The motion pushed Nessa over the edge, and she let out a keening wail as she started cumming. Her vaginal walls clenched my cock and pumped it internally, forcing its head against her cervix.  
 
    As Nessa climaxed on my man-pole I felt the familiar sensation I’d had with all my mates. My soul reached out and forged a connection with Nessa. Once established my soul energy pulsed towards her just as cum had streamed into her mouth earlier. With more experience under my belt, I had a growing awareness of what was happening. I hadn’t quite progressed to the stage where I could control it, but my recognition of what was happening was improving.  
 
    The energy pulsating from my soul surrounded Nessa, building a symbiotic matrix, signifying I had granted her a Daxasian blessing. Its work done, my energy withdrew back to me and the active connection between us was severed. All while Nessa came down from her first orgasm on my rod. 
 
    The whole process had only taken a few seconds, but I was distracted enough that I had stopped playing with Jessamyn’s clitoris. I saw her crook her fingers at Fiadh, who crawled up to her and buried her face in the wood elf’s hairless mound. Fiadh’s tongue flicked back and forth rapidly, pleasuring the alpha female of my harem. 
 
    It was time to focus on Nessa again. I had let her and Karragh do most of the work, and now it was my turn. I pulled my arm out from behind Jessamyn and gripped the dryad’s thighs, holding her in place as I commenced thrusting upwards. 
 
    I went slow at first, giving her a chance to acclimate to the shift in our fucking. Karragh kept pressing herself up against her back, moving her arm from Nessa’s waist and pulling on her vine-dreads. She forced Nessa’s head back and smushed her own desirous lips with the dryads as their tongues battled for dominance. Karragh broke their lip-lock briefly to encourage me. 
 
    “That’s it, Master, fuck her. Fuck her hard, she really wants it,” Karragh said lustily, before her lips returned to kissing Nessa. 
 
    With such an erotic display and encouragement, I couldn’t help but quicken my pace. Soon I was pounding the dryad’s tight pussy from below mercilessly. I heard her moaning unintelligibly as Karragh dominated her mouth, sucking on Nessa’s tongue while roughly tweaking her tiny nipples.  
 
    Jessamyn had pulled Fiadh up into her lap and the two of them groaned as they rubbed their mounds against one another vigorously. 
 
    The smell of sex and sounds of pleasure dominated the room, and it drove me over the edge to my orgasm. My cock flexed, and I thrust as deep into Nessa as I could, unleashing a torrent of seed from my cock. My cum poured into her needy womb pushing the dryad into a similar ecstasy. Her velvety pussy clamped hard and milked my dick of the precious pearly fluid. 
 
    Karragh released Nessa, and she collapsed on top of me, her body still convulsing from the pleasure. Jessamyn and Fiadh reached a similar climax moments later. Karragh pulled Nessa’s almost unresponsive body off my cock and knelt, licking my length clean. Jessamyn and Fiadh quickly recovered and moved over to the dryad and greedily began slurping cum from her pussy. The dryad sighed and her body twitched from further jolts of pleasure. 
 
    I looked at the four of them and smiled. I’ve said it before, but I’ll say it again. It’s fucking great being me. 
 
    With my rod bobbing before me, I put my hands behind my head. 
 
    “Who’s next?” 
 
    My question was met with four eager and willing grins. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few hours later with our immediate urges satisfied I sent the ladies out foraging. They would also relieve Tenzing of his shepherding duties. I would have to come up with a plan for Gretsch, but his unexpected inclusion could ultimately be an asset. I had checked his sheet out quickly and confirmed he was rank one with standard goblin stats, including the ‘Mob Rule’ ability. He only needed two hundred XP to make rank one, but he wouldn’t be getting it from my daily sex bonus, that much was for sure. 
 
    I wasn’t certain if it would be wise to put him in charge of a cohort of goblins because I didn’t trust him, but I could put him somewhere we could keep an eye on him. He’d be a liability on a raiding party, so when I went after Jen’Zadeer he would definitely be staying behind. 
 
    Anyway, while the ladies were away, I had a bit of time to review the current status of my dungeons. Time to establish if I wanted to make any changes on my path or Nessa’s. Most of what I wanted for the Lair was already keyed up pending my confirmation, but now I had access to Nessa’s options I’m sure I would want to make a few changes. 
 
    First, I checked out Nessa’s stat sheet, reviewing the details of the Daxasian Blessing I had bestowed. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Life Finds a Way: [Daxasian Blessing] Life seeds from this ‘Mother’ have a chance to be masterwork items (based on dungeon’s % chance). A masterwork Life Seed, if charged with 1000 soul marks, can grant true life to whatever dungeon creature it is used upon. If uncharged it can be used as a standard Life Seed. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    This was an intriguing enhancement, and conveniently Tenzing walked into the room as I was reading it. Ready for my questioning. 
 
    “Hey there buddy, everything go ok with Gretsch?” I opened with. 
 
    “Yes, Daxas. He was a bit surly but afraid enough of the consequences that he worked diligently gathering. I took him to the resource rooms on the Lair’s first floor. He is now accompanying Jessamyn and the others as they harvest from the rooms on this floor,” Tenzing responded. 
 
    “So, can you tell me a bit about this blessing I have bestowed on Nessa, what is it all about?” 
 
    Tenzing glanced at the screen, he got that far away look in his eye suggesting he was either being updated with the information or communicating with his higher-ups. 
 
    “This is most unusual, Daxas. Something I believe is only possible due to your specific circumstances.” 
 
    “You mean how I’m a soul siphon with a virtually limitless capacity carrying around the soul energy of over a billion people,” I interrupted him with a sardonic chuckle. 
 
    His mouth opened and closed a couple of times as I caught him off-guard. 
 
    “Didn’t you want to keep your awareness of such things a secret from the Lords?” he asked me quietly after he had stopped gaping. 
 
    “I think the cat is well and truly out of the bag on that front bud, and I’m tired of tip-toeing around subjects. It’s time to stop pretending I’m not at war. A little directness is called for,” I said. 
 
    “Very well, Daxas. As for the meaning of the blessing, I can explain. If charged with one thousand soul marks any dungeon creature you use it upon will be truly alive. They would be capable of collecting experience and ranks just like any other supplicant,” Tenzing said. 
 
    “Hang on there, buddy. Are you telling me I could make my own disciples?” 
 
    I was astounded at the possibilities. 
 
    “If the dungeon creature possessed the necessary qualities and with the precedents you have set, then yes, you could claim them as a disciple,” he said. 
 
    My grin grew in size, my mind whirling with the sexy opportunities. 
 
    “However, you could be better served using masterwork Life Seeds on other creatures,” he said leadingly.  
 
    He had more to say, but perhaps needed me to prompt him. The stupid rules. I paused, playing dumb, if the Lords were watching I didn’t mind teasing them a touch. 
 
    “How so?” I said eventually. 
 
    “Whenever you gain enough ranks to open a floor, more powerful creature options will become available. Although you can purchase rank improvements for sentient dungeon creatures, you can’t for other kinds. A masterwork life-seeded creature on the other hand would gain ranks. You could then use those advances to mould them into an even fiercer and deadlier foe for those who challenge you,” he said excitedly. 
 
    “I get where you’re coming from,” I said. “A treant that can cast Regrowth on itself would be a nasty surprise for challengers.” 
 
    “Precisely, and who knows what other opportunities the next tier of dungeon ranks might offer you,” Tenzing said. 
 
    More hints, this time I was certain he was referring to my next major perk at rank eleven. Having taken Crafting when I opened, and with some of the achievements I’d earned, I was going to be offered some as yet unsaid crafting options. 
 
    “Well, it’s academic until we actually get one of these masterwork Life Seeds. How will that work? When crafting the chances are based on your skill level. I don’t think that applies here,” I said. 
 
    “You are right, in this case, it works based on Nessa’s dungeon rank, which is two. So, its base chance is 0.2%, but your masterwork bonus is applied dungeon-wide, increasing it to 0.7%,” Tenzing replied. 
 
    “That is much lower than I hoped,” I said despondently. 
 
    “Yes, but it will improve as Nessa’s rank increases. Also, there is positive news, as her Fecund Abundance ability will be applied to Life Seed germination times, and not just hers. Life Seeds will complete in half the time, and you’ll be happy to see this has been applied retrospectively,” Tenzing said brightly. 
 
    I hadn’t thought about that, and I probably should have. This oversight was easy to remedy, and I brought up the Life Seed tab on the display. 
 
    Eligible candidates: 4 
 
    Jessamyn, Karragh Dvarhold, Fiadh Longclaws and Nessa Fiveleaf 
 
    In Progress: 4 
 
    Jessamyn: 58 hours until life seed germination. 
 
    Karragh Dvarhold: 1,416 hours until life seed germination. 
 
    Fiadh Longclaws: 1,712 hours until life seed germination. 
 
    Nessa Fiveleaf: 718 hours until life seed germination. 
 
    The first thing popping out was all my ladies were now carrying, even Nessa. Secondly, I knew the time had obviously been cut dramatically since when I checked the day before they all had significant time left and now Jessamyn was almost ready to drop her first.  
 
    Lastly, Nessa’s incubation period was much shorter than the others. Jessamyn and Fiadh’s were nine months, now cut to four and a half. Karragh’s dwarven gestation was eleven months, now down to five and a half. Nessa’s appeared to be only two months, now reduced to one. 
 
    “Whoa,” I said in my best Keanu. “That is a short gestation period, at our current relative dungeon time there will be a seed from Nessa each week.” 
 
    I had set the DDD to run two clocks’, one for the official time and another to account for the time when the Proving Grounds were frozen but activity in the dungeon continued. A normal week is 168 hours, with our stoppages to accommodate concurrent dungeon runs it was approximately 770 hours in the dungeon. 
 
    “Ahem,” Tenzing coughed slightly. “That would have been true for last week, but now you have a single dungeon with two paths, both of which can be run. Only one path can be active at a time, even for regular runs, so time will stop if a fresh group tries to enter either while a run is ongoing. We won’t know for certain until a full week has completed but each week will likely be close to 1,200 hours of dungeon time,” he said. 
 
    I don’t think it was possible for me to smile any wider than I already was. That time would only get longer as the dungeons ranked up and expanded in size. Not to mention if recruitment for the Dark Moon Rising continued at the same pace it had so far. When I added Jen’Zadeer to the mix, it would extend further. I rubbed my hands with relish, it wouldn’t be long before I was filling my dungeon with mobs capable of learning and making decisions for themselves. Everything was coming together, I just needed to survive the next few ‘weeks’. 
 
    “Excellent. I suppose while we are here, I should check out the other blinking tabs,” I said. 
 
    The Achievements tab was flashing, enticing me to take a look, though I had a fair idea of what updates I might see there. I had several chain achievements which had progressed that I looked at first, before reviewing the brand-new ones. 
 
    City Builder 2 
 
    You have built six or more City structures outside of your dungeon. You gain a minor perk. Cost to build City rooms reduced by 10%/20%. 
 
    Duellist 2 
 
    You have participated in and won 50 or more duels. 
 
    You will be rewarded with 20 experience points and 20 coins for every future victory in addition to any other rewards. 
 
    I’d actually picked these up earlier. Tenzing had told me about the bonuses because I was busy…with other things. City Builder 2 had kicked in after I built the guild outpost and it had helped mitigate some of the cost of upgrading it to rank eight which I did last week. I planned to build more outposts and maybe even a proper guild hall in the City. The duellist bonus was a bit meh, but it was designed for adventurers, not dungeons. 
 
    Harem 2 (afforded by the Female Affinity speciality) 
 
    You have taken four or more females as permanent sexual partners, with the intent to add more. You gain benefits to assist in this endeavour. 
 
    You now have the Harem Builder ability. Women currently in, or from the same zone as your dungeon are granted a 1%/2% bonus to experience and coin gained from your dungeon. This bonus increases by a further 1%/2% each time she enters your dungeon until it reaches a current maximum of 10%/20%. 
 
    Harem 2 didn’t increase my sexual magnetism again, not that I needed it. It did further incentivise female adventurers to come and play with me, though. I wasn’t turning that down. 
 
    Phantom Progenitor 2 (afforded by the Fertility speciality) 
 
    You have planted life seeds in four or more women. 
 
    When expectant ‘mothers’ come to term there is a 10% chance of ‘twins’. (2 Life Seeds created) 
 
    Another boost to Life Seed production. I was on a roll. Now to view the new achievements. 
 
    Dominator 1 (afforded by the Domination speciality) 
 
    You have successfully conquered another dungeon. 
 
    You are granted the Dungeon Dominator ability which increases your aura of dominance by x2. Upon meeting a rival dungeon, either in their dungeon or yours, you have a chance to issue a forced duel. Chance varies on the relative strength difference between you. If the opponent is weaker than you, it increases the chance. 
 
    Self-explanatory, this doubled my dominance aura to one hundred and twenty. This may have been in effect during my negotiation with the Lords as I had already defeated Nessa’s dungeon at that point. The forced duel could be helpful, maybe giving me a chance to take out a big gun early doors. 
 
    Dungeon Delver 1 
 
    You have successfully completed the first floor of a rival dungeon. 
 
    From now on you garnish ten percent of a defeated dungeon’s current experience pool. If you choose not to destroy the dungeon, a permanent totem is placed in the defeated dungeon taxing them 1% of all future experience. 
 
    This could be helpful, I supposed, but not immediately. I didn’t have any specific plans to attack any other dungeons apart from Jen’Zadeer’s. This would be of no help where she was concerned as I was claiming her and getting her experience anyway. 
 
    However, I had my suspicions that it wouldn’t be long before I would be getting into it with rival dungeons. If not from the Lord’s machinations, then simply because I was bossing it right now and that tends to breed jealousy. If I could get a bit more for taking out the trash, all the better. 
 
    With that checked out, I was up to date, and it was time to lock in my dungeon upgrades for the week. 
 
    Most of the changes I had made to my first floor over the last few weeks revolved around increasing the size of the different rooms by slotting in new rooms to make the chamber bigger. 
 
    I had finally decided it was time to shift the resource rooms off into a separate wing accessible from the Entrance Hall. That did mean adding a few new chambers to keep the minimum twenty areas. 
 
    Now that I had passed rank six, I could repeat rooms, so I added a second ‘Mud Bath’ after the first. This was all about draining time and making it as difficult as possible for groups to retreat. 
 
    Between ‘Bull Run’ and the ‘Labyrinth’ I inserted a new seemingly empty chamber. Inside the room, the adventurers would find a single crazy gremlin. During regular runs, he was there for comedy relief. He had no weapons or armour and I had programmed him to act aggressively and verbally harass the adventurers, egging them on to fight him. 
 
    He was, of course, a distraction. On a regular run, the adventurers would despatch him easily and move on, and be buoyed by their success. Hopefully, most would fail to look up or examine what was above them in any great detail if they did. I had suspended an intricate copper chandelier, complete with lit candles that dribbled wax. At the bottom of this chandelier, disguised as gothic art, were poison coated spikes. 
 
    During a challenge, the gremlin would trigger a hidden mechanism dropping the entire structure down onto the adventurers once they had advanced into the room. I dubbed this room ‘Chandelier Falls’. Next week I would add a few water features to the room to make the name more apt. It wasn’t necessary, nobody but me and my team knew what the rooms were called, but it would make me feel better. 
 
    The only other significant changes I made to the Golden Path were to switch out the six basic rooms in ‘Welcome to the Jungle’ with actual Jungle advanced rooms, now they were available to me. 
 
    Each advanced room cost ten thousand experience. They were also made up of eight cubes, but these were thirty by thirty feet so eight times the volume of the basic room. They were five times the price, but then they came with significant environmental augmentations. They did kick in more Dungeon Power, ten instead of five, but this was only double that of a basic room.  
 
    If increasing your DP was your goal, basic rooms were more cost-effective. However, by default, basic rooms were empty, and the advanced rooms were bigger. You could also customise the placement of the foliage, so I was able to replicate the lanes I had in the original. 
 
    They also didn’t have walls or a ceiling. At least it looked like they didn’t. This was an effect of the ethereal realm; you would somehow know the forest or jungle which appeared to continue, simply didn’t. I hadn’t really picked up on it when we had travelled through the latter parts of Nessa’s dungeon, but then that was kind of the point. You knew without consciously knowing, very weird. It was a bit of a struggle to get my head around the concept, until I thought, fuck it, and just went with it. 
 
    Adventurers could choose to push through the thick jungle undergrowth, cutting across, much as they could have climbed the walls before. It would take them longer, though, so I doubted they would. The jungle environs also offered better hiding places for my animal threats in the room, thereby upping the difficulty without making it genuinely dangerous. 
 
    The final factor I was considering was that these advanced rooms offered four bonus dungeon power to be spent on Life Domain creatures for every five chambers. Basic rooms only contributed one. I could use these bonus DP anywhere including on the Core floor. Obviously, I wanted to pack as much DP worth of creatures in there as I could now rank ten adventurers were allowed to attack through the Forest of Xanathia. 
 
    With that in mind, I was adding a new wing to the Wolf King’s Lair. I called it the ‘Troll Cavern’ and it was eighteen connected rooms creating one large cavern. The way in was from the new ‘Chandelier Falls’ room and the single exit came out at the beginning of ‘Bramble Maze’. I had expanded the ‘Bramble Maze’ and put in a few dead-end turns making it a proper maze for the unaware. 
 
    The cavern would be patrolled by ten groups of two goblins accompanied by three wolves. I had them on a proximity aggro setting so despite it being a single vast chamber they wouldn’t all converge on groups as soon as they entered. However, the goblins would still receive help from the ‘Mob Rule’ ability, at least until enough of them had been killed. 
 
    Guarding the exit was a troll. I’d named the troll Shelly, acknowledging Shellitz, my thank you to him for providing me the template with his death.  
 
    I’d spent extra to upgrade Shelly to rank eight and equipped him with a full set of gear. He was my mini boss for this floor and wouldn’t be easy to defeat.  
 
    Therefore, I’d made this optional and placed the exit after the ‘Stairway to Hell’. There was a secondary rewards chest which I loaded up with two quadruple-enchanted items. This was the equivalent of what my team was wearing which is why I was only giving two. I would rotate what was available each week. 
 
    To encourage participation, I created a new quest. I could have two now that I had passed rank six. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Quest 
  
      	  Defeat Shelly the Troll 
  
     
 
      
      	  Location 
  
      	  The Wolf King’s Lair 
  
     
 
      
      	  Description 
  
      	  Enter the Wolf King’s Lair and kill Shelly the troll. (This quest can be completed as a party) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Frequency 
  
      	  Weekly  
  
     
 
      
      	  Rewards 
  
      	  500 experience 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    By making the quest weekly I could increase the reward without it costing me any extra. I toyed with the idea of going half and half on coins, but this was going to be a tough ask for groups. I anticipated casualties from some of these attempts and I didn’t think more coin would be enough temptation. Five-hundred XP, on the other hand, would help them advance up the ranks faster. 
 
    In part, this quest was a trap for the impatient. Shelly was strong enough to exact a hefty price from low-ranked groups, particularly if they didn’t clear all the patrol groups first. I may have set their patrol pattern to take them close enough to the exit that they would engage adventurers taking their time to wear Shelly down. They would learn soon enough; in the meantime, I would take my pound of flesh. 
 
    I had also extended the area effect of the dart trap in the ‘Chimney’ and bumped the damage to fifty piercing per dart. I’d also boosted the zap trap to fifty electrical damage. I’d added a few more baboons to the ‘Rope Climb’ room and made it much larger, including some rickety plank swing bridges just to mix it up.  
 
    ‘Stairway to Hell’ was doubled in size and now had all twenty goblins I was allowed on the Golden Path. 
 
    Overall, I was now allowed up to four-hundred and eleven Dungeon Power of threats on that path and I was using them all. How, you might ask? I was always underpowered before, and the handful of additions I’ve detailed couldn’t possibly account for the full total. And you would be right. 
 
    I now had a special attack force made up of twenty unranked trolls and twenty unranked wood elves. Officially they were stationed in the ‘Decision Chamber’ but at the beginning of every run, they were instructed to use the concealed entrance in that room and enter my connecting passage network. They would be a very nasty surprise for any would-be challengers. 
 
    With my first floor sorted, I turned my attention to the Forest of Xanathia. I didn’t have too many changes planned. First off, I replaced all the basic rooms with advanced forest rooms and connected an extra forest to each of the last five to bring the total number of rooms used to twenty-five, in twenty areas. Meeting the new rank two requirements. 
 
    I left the creature loadout almost the same, only adding three or four thistle-folk warriors to each of the forests with bloodthorn bushes. I increased the number of bloodthorn bushes in these rooms too, making it more difficult to avoid them. I also added a second treant to the final room. I bought two more treants with XP but put them on my Home floor. I wanted them racking up evolution time but once I enacted all my plans, I wouldn’t have the DP to have them on Xanathia’s first floor.  
 
    The reason I was running short on DP was I added a second attack force to this dungeon. This was made up of twenty unranked goblins and twenty unranked wood elves. I had to add a concealed connecting corridor network here too for them to hide in during regular runs. I would have gone for trolls in here too, but currently, I was limited to two-hundred DP on the first floor of the Forest of Xanathia, which I was fully using. That and of course I still had my core floor to think about. 
 
    I created an identical basement wing for Xanathia, filled with rats, and built a quest booth outside, with coin, not XP. With a second quest booth, l could create the same rat hunting quest for the Forest of Xanathia. 
 
    Moving on to my core floor, I replaced all five rooms with advanced forests, shifting the resource room back to the Home floor with the others. I expanded each of the forest rooms to sixteen cubes and my core room to thirty-two. I thought about merging all five forests into one large chamber. It would be easier to conceal where my attacks were coming from and make it harder to find the way into my core room. I decided against it, though. Keeping them as separate chambers gave me a bit more flexibility on how to handle groups. Did I want to spread them out, or force them into a tighter kill-zone, choices that I might need to make in the moment. It would be best to not put all my eggs in one basket.  
 
    The rooms themselves gave me one-hundred and seven DP, and I got a further fifty-six for my various bonuses. This allowed me to station ten unranked trolls, twenty unranked goblins and sixteen unranked wood elves in here. These mobs along with me and my disciples should prove a formidable obstacle to overcome, even if we were limited to rank two. 
 
    That was the sum of what I could afford and therefore do. I was completely tapped out, having spent all our experience, breaking my rule about keeping a reserve. This was a special case, though. Merging dungeons made me vulnerable and I had to invest now just to be safe. Besides with the Dark Moon Rising on board, there was plenty more XP coming. 
 
    Reviewing what I had done, I was confident. We were as ready as we could be and the next few weeks, which would be like months in the dungeon, were sure to be exciting. 
 
    Using the DDD, I located my ladies and saw they were close to finishing up in the last resource room. They would be back with me shortly and then we would head out and visit Simeon, to give him a heads up on what was about to occur. I’d been chatting away with Tenzing the whole time I was playing about with my dungeons, and we were almost talked out, but I could still use this time productively. I was going to wait until later, but I might as well spend my coin while I was here. 
 
    Access to the advanced rooms had changed my plans ever so slightly. Okay, majorly. I had planned to build a second guild outpost on the other side of the glade to help accommodate the growing guild. This would have soaked up most of the coin in my bank account. The new options available to me forced a change of course, and the second outpost would have to wait a week. 
 
    The advanced room which had piqued my interest was the Meadow. As a room its use on the dungeon floors was limited. There was a lot of wide-open space in the meadow. I might use them to replace the rooms used for ‘Bull Run’ but couldn’t think of any other uses off the top of my head.  
 
    On the home floor, however, they could be useful and not just as a pleasant environment for a picnic. The meadow came replete with wildflowers and you could select which flowers were included. One of the options was poppies, which were the primary ingredient for Lesser Health potions.  
 
    They would have to be harvested naturally as this wasn’t a resource room, but I was selling every Lesser Health potion I was brewing. There wouldn’t be that many poppies in each meadow, but there would be enough for a single potion. That didn’t sound like a lot but when I was expecting over a hundred resets every day the meadows would pay for themselves in under two weeks. I bought six and a gremlin with instructions to collect the poppies after each reset. I could use a gremlin to gather as he didn’t need the Gathering skill to cut flowers naturally. 
 
    I couldn’t afford the guild outpost now, so advanced a few other money-making schemes I’d been working on. I bought a Tavern, one of the City options that had become available for me recently and sited it adjacent to the Guild HQ in the glade.  
 
    As I owned it, I could choose how it was stocked. I removed all the system options and vendors, choosing to install my own. This way I would get the revenue and it wouldn’t just be absorbed back into the ether. I stocked it with ales and liquor from my world. I could do this as the Tavern wasn’t in an active part of my dungeon. 
 
    I set the prices as inexpensively as possible, I wanted to encourage my guild to take part and have fun. If it acted as an additional recruitment lure all the better. What’s more, everything I was selling was almost entirely profit. All I was paying for were the start-up costs. I had been experimenting with the bar in my banquet hall and discovered a handy inventory loophole.  
 
    You recall that if I put things in my inventory they are refreshed, right? Works for barrels and bottles too, provided they aren’t down to the last dregs. Send them to the inventory and recall them and they come back full, and then I can sell them all over again for no extra cost. 
 
    I’d been expecting a summons to Alyssa when I did this, but there was nothing, not even a sultry giggle. That did concern me a little. What I was doing wasn’t a huge abuse of the intended rules, but it pushed the boundaries. Maybe it was simply too close to the last arbitration meeting, and I was under closer scrutiny by the Lords, so she elected not to call upon me. 
 
    Now I had a tavern I needed to populate it with workers. I bought a mixture of ten humans, wood elves, and halflings and paid a little extra to make them women. The tavern would offer table service, so I needed a cadre of lusty tavern wenches.  
 
    It may be a trope, but it’s a trope for a reason. It didn’t cost much extra to transfer the knowledge to my new wenches on how to run the tavern and serve the customers. Serving beer wasn’t considered useful on a dungeon crawl and therefore wasn’t exorbitantly expensive to instil in them. 
 
    On my home floor I instituted another plan. My inventory was brimming with food, and it was time to take advantage of that. We did eat here in the dungeon, but it wasn’t necessary. Especially when there were more interesting things to do. 
 
    I expanded my kitchens and bought ten worker goblins who I instilled the knowledge on how to make various meals and set them to work. I had to use goblins, as gremlins didn’t count as sentient creatures and knowledge transfers weren’t allowed. Once the food was cooked, I could put it up on the auction house undercutting the system prices. Hopefully, this would pay for itself as well within a few weeks. 
 
    I spent a little on some personal items and new rooms that I might tell you about later. The most significant being that now I had Nessa’s design table, I set up a proper design suite cum lounge with a lot more couches, poofs, divans, etc. I left the spare table in the corner of my bedroom so we could view things from the bed if we wished, but the two areas were now separated. 
 
    That left me tapped out on both fronts, XP and coin. I finished just as my ladies sauntered into the room, reluctantly followed by the sourpuss Gretsch, who promptly sat on the bed. 
 
    Thank fuck I was making this room private soon. The last thing I wanted was my very own Kreacher, creeping about and spying on me. Gretsch the wretch, the name popped into my head from nowhere and now he would be permanently stuck with it, well in my head at least. 
 
    “Off the bed, Gretsch,” I growled at him. 
 
    He hopped off quickly, his face a picture of panic. 
 
    “Ladies,” I said in a brighter tone. “Time to visit Simeon and make introductions. Gretsch, you’re coming too, so behave yourself.” 
 
    I didn’t really want to bring the goblin along, but I wasn’t leaving him here by himself. Fuck knows what he would do. 
 
    “Nessa I’ll fill you in…” I squeezed her ass and grinned dirtily. And pressed the double entendre as far as it would go, my hand too. “…on what changes I’ve made to your dungeon on the way. Then it’s back here for film night. I’ll explain that to you on the way as well. Gretsch if you play nice, you can stay for the film, otherwise, you’ve got an evening staring at the corner of an empty room in your future,” I finished. 
 
    With that, I escorted my growing team up the stairs and out into the sun of the glade. 
 
    I needed to see Simeon regularly this early in our ‘relationship’ to reinforce the power dynamic between us. I knew his conscience still troubled him with regards to the fate of the female guild members. I was playing nice and telling him what he needed to hear and was content to play the role of firm but fair for now. 
 
    Not targeting the women would be beneficial to me as well. I didn’t want to get a reputation as being dangerous to females, which would keep them away. And I didn’t think we needed the extra muscle. At least not yet, and I had plenty of beauties to satisfy my sexual urges. Plus, it wouldn’t hurt if I let them rack up some ranks before adding them as my mates. 
 
    I wanted to take it easy with Simeon. Gently coerce him into making one compromise and then another and another. Before long he’d be dancing to the tune I set and then the women would be mine for the taking. 
 
    All of them. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Simeon Reedwhistle 
 
      
 
      
 
    I walked out of the Forest of Xanathia with my delving team in high spirits. This had been a successful dive with no casualties which was always a good day. My portion of the experience was low compared to what I had grown accustomed to. I wasn’t complaining, though. I had made rank six at the end of last week and shouldn’t have been able to go in this dungeon at all. 
 
    The news about the collective rank of the two dungeons had certainly caused a stir when Daxas visited yesterday for a weekly chat about guild business. I shook my head and let out a half-hearted laugh. I don’t know how he does it, every time I think I know what he is up to, he shows up and turns it around the other way. At least with foreknowledge, we were able to prepare for today and make the most of it. 
 
    “Everything alright, Chief?” a slightly high-pitched voice piped up from beside me. 
 
    It was Piotr, an unranked halfling who signed up with the guild yesterday. The group I had taken through was a mixture of different ranks and experience. I was the group leader, though I’d had to defer to a couple of our rank two members while in the dungeon. I might be a higher rank and the Guild Chief, but it was still my first time through the Forest of Xanathia.  
 
    Only a fool would let their pride put themselves and their team in danger, or a dwarf. 
 
    “I’m fine, Piotr, nothing to worry about. I was just thinking about the mountain of administrative tasks waiting for me back in my office. Running a growing guild takes a lot of work,” I said. 
 
    “That makes sense,” Piotr said, mollified. 
 
    We kept walking toward the Guild HQ, but it was only a few moments before the excited halfling beside me blurted out more questions. 
 
    “Is it always like this when you finish a run? I feel hyped like I’ve drunk six cups of coffee, you know, zinging and ready for more,” he said. 
 
    I chuckled at his eagerness before saying. 
 
    “Strange how quickly you can forget what it was like to be new here, or that it was the first time in a dungeon for several of you,” I answered him wistfully. 
 
    The newcomers had held their own. They were still very raw, but none in this party exhibited any worrying signs of ineptitude. Going in wearing a full set of leather armour helped with that. 
 
    “Is this how you felt then?” Piotr asked. 
 
    “Fuck, no. I was close to emptying the contents of my stomach. I almost shat myself I was so scared,” I told him, chuckling darkly. 
 
    I could tell by the sudden silence I had shocked the lad. I moved over and patted him on the shoulder. He looked at me, there was fear in his eyes. I knew then he had been frightened by the experience and had been putting on bravado to impress the veterans. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to scare you, kid. Things were different when I arrived. Most of the guilds didn’t want to help the fresh arrivals, and the Brigade only did so they could take advantage of them. It’s why we founded the Dark Moon Rising in the first place. To give everyone a fighting chance,” I said. 
 
    My impromptu pep talk seemed to get half the job done and the fear subsided from his eyes. I needed to step up my game to get that smile back, though. 
 
    “Here,” I said, handing the young halfling a pouch of coins. “Take these. Why don’t you and the rest of the team head into the tavern and celebrate your first dungeon clearance properly.” 
 
    “Really, Chief. Are you sure? It’s…um it’s not even noon yet,” Piotr asked uncertainly. 
 
    “Piotr, what self-respecting halfling let’s inconsequential things like the time of day get in the way of a shindig,” I joked with him. 
 
    The smile quickly returned to his face and I felt much better myself.  
 
    “That goes for all of you. You did well in there today and should be proud of what you achieved. Go and enjoy yourselves, the first round is on me,” I called out to the group. 
 
    My little speech was met with a round of whoops, cheers, and excitement. After a minute or so they calmed down a little. 
 
    “Just don’t forget we’re running the Lair in eight hours. Anybody who shows up late is buying drinks for the rest of the party all night long,” I finished with a mock threat.  
 
    I parted ways with my delving team as we neared the guild building. They headed into the tavern, Piotr turned and gave me a nod followed by a grin before he went in with the others. I walked across the threshold of my HQ and into the main reception hall. There was still a lot of activity, and all the enrolment desks were in use with a line of maybe thirty more potential recruits waiting their turn. 
 
    I scanned those in line. Most of the brand-new arrivals were registered yesterday. I could tell by the gear these potentials were wearing they already had experience and may not be here because of our recruiting efforts. They had likely made for the Lair following the announcement yesterday morning and were taking advantage of their being a guild in place already.  
 
    They were a more eclectic selection than the newbies. The new arrivals from zone six and seven who were interested in joining up were predominantly wood elf, human, halfling and some dwarves. I could see several catkin, like Pacclo, and even a pair of gnolls, which was an eye-opener. We had a few orcs and goblins in the guild, as Daxas had insisted we offer them a berth and a few desperate ones had accepted. They kept to themselves mostly, and we hadn’t had much trouble with them, yet. 
 
    I almost did a double take when I got to the end of the queue. Sitting demurely on one of the benches, we provided, was a pretty, big-eyed, brunette bunny girl. For such a fecund breed, rabbit-kin were a rarity in my home realm, hunted to near extinction by the orken tribes. I don’t think she was from around here and could only hope Daxas was true to his word, otherwise, he would eat her up. 
 
    I shook those thoughts off, there was nothing I could do about it now, he would either keep his word or he wouldn’t. I nodded my head in greeting to a few of those working the desks and headed up to my office. I got the attention of a few guild members who had joined up on the first day as I went and asked them to find and request the guild officers join me in my office. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later I was sitting behind my desk with my five guild officers, Arash, Sindar, Gorbrukken, Garbrakken, and Pacclo arrayed before me. I would need to add some new officers later this week now Daxas had five as well. I mentally added it to my list of things to organise. 
 
    “Any issues taking your groups through the Forest of Xanathia this morning?” I opened the meeting with. 
 
    “Nothing serious, Chief,” Arash responded. “A few of the new fish panicked, but the old hands were able to step in and nobody lost a mark. The Wolf King’s suggestion to send in mixed rank groups has been successful. This morning anyway.” 
 
    The rest of his officers nodded their heads in agreement. 
 
    “I’m nay ashamed to tell ye, the Brigade would nay have done this,” Gorbrukken added. “They would nay have even considered it, but it be working.” 
 
    “Well, the unusual circumstances of these two dungeons does help. Having several over-ranked team members reduces the risk of bringing the less experienced,” Sindar said from the back. 
 
    “Good, I’m glad to hear it. Let’s hope this evening goes as well, the Lair has less fighting, but it can be a bit tricky,” I told the group. “Speaking of the Brigade and other guilds, any fresh news?” 
 
    “Yess,” Pacclo answered, purring the word. “A messenger arrived from the Golden Hawks while you were inside and they, like the others, have recognised the Dark Moon Rising and our claim on this glade. That makes every guild in zones four through ten, with the exception of the Black Hills Brigade.” 
 
    “They remain steadfast in their refusal to acknowledge us. They have also been sneaking more of their members into their tents all morning. At least, they have been trying to sneak them in, being dwarves, they are still painfully obvious to anyone who understands true stealth. No offence,” Pacclo addressed the last part to the twins. 
 
    “None taken,” they said in unison. It was super creepy when they did that, and I was convinced it wasn’t an accident. They practised; I was sure of it. 
 
    “They’re up to something,” Arash said. 
 
    “They certainly are. Pacclo I know it’s not yet noon, but has any of the Brigade been in either dungeon today?” I asked. 
 
    “Now that you mention it, no they have not,” the catkin answered. 
 
    “Interesting,” I said, to myself mostly. 
 
    The twins looked at each other, before Garbrakken spoke up. 
 
    “We were nay part of the inner leadership at the Brigade, but we heard enough to know what this means,” he started. 
 
    “They will be moving to destroy the Lair tonight. They’ll go in shortly afore midnight, so they can go back in again afore ye have a chance to ban ‘em from the glade,” his brother finished. 
 
    “It’s not too late, we can march over and forbid them from entering. Inform the other guilds we have done so. The Brigade is the weakest of the three other guilds in this zone, I don’t think they will risk a confrontation with the others just to spite us,” Sindar said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so confident on that mark…” I said with a snort, “…but it doesn’t matter. The Wolf King wants us to let them come.” 
 
    “Are you sure that is the wisest course of action?” Sindar questioned. “He has proved…remarkable, in many respects, but this guild will falter and diminish as fast as it has risen if he falls. Perhaps we should act in his best interest as well as ours.” 
 
    I could understand Sindar’s doubts. He had been the last to come on board and gave up a fairly comfortable position in the Brigade to do so. He would have the most to lose if this went south. He hadn’t spent as much time with Daxas as I had, though. His arrogance was built on a solid foundation of strength. I believed him when he said no challenge group had so much as made it through to the end of his dungeon, let alone whatever he might have waiting for them on his core floor. 
 
    “No, we keep the faith and let this happen, but that doesn’t mean we can’t prepare for the worst. Pacclo, I need you to surreptitiously assemble a squad of our strongest guild members for tonight. We’ll watch, and if the Brigade does make a move we will move up to the exit. If the Wolf King’s confidence is misplaced, we can stop them from hitting him a second time in quick succession,” I ordered. 
 
    “It will be done, Chief,” Pacclo said, bowing his head to me.  
 
    I don’t mind admitting I got a bit of a thrill from that. I looked about the room and could see there was no dissent amongst my officers. I could get used to this power malarkey. 
 
    “Where are we on recruitment?” I asked changing the subject. 
 
    “That has been going very well indeed,” Arash said. “I was first through this morning and have the latest figures. You may want to brace yourself.” 
 
    “Brace because I’m going to like it or because I won’t?” I said. 
 
    “That depends on your perspective I suppose,” Arash said, extending the tension. 
 
    “Spit it out, for fuck’s sake, Arash,” I said snappily. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry, Chief. Recruitment numbers are higher than anticipated, much higher. We sent representatives to the emergence pools in zones four, five, six, eight, nine, and ten as well as here. We only expected a handful to be willing to move from where they start out,” Arash started, then paused to scratch himself before continuing. 
 
    “Instead, we got about fifty from each of the others and a hundred from here. They have all been processed, but then as you probably saw on your way in, we’re getting a steady flow of more experienced delvers looking to join too.” 
 
    “Yes, I saw the queue. There were about thirty more candidates,” I said. 
 
    “Uh-huh, they’ve been trickling in all morning. We had to make ‘em wait a bit, too many of our people were running the new ones through the Forest,” Arash said. 
 
    “Arash, just tell me the fucking number please,” I said, a little exasperated. 
 
    “Including those you passed on the way up, one thousand and twenty-three,” he said. 
 
    “Okay, that’s a lot,” I said slowly.  
 
    That was a bit of an understatement. I had expected it to be around seven hundred and fifty, not over a thousand. This was going to present us with some logistical issues. 
 
    “We won’t be able to berth them all in the HQ, even if we squeeze more into the vacant offices,” I said to no one in particular. 
 
    “Correct,” Sindar said. “Although where to put them isn’t really the issue. We have put the bivouacs back in place behind this building to handle the overflow. However, the tavern is proving popular, so hot-bedding shouldn’t be difficult to organise. That way everyone can get a good eight hours.” 
 
    “The real problem is if we continue expanding at this rate, we will run out of veterans to accompany each influx of new supplicants. We will have to consider increasing the size of our dungeon parties to more than ten. I know this is not what our patron, Daxas, wishes but I don’t see any other way to handle the numbers,” Sindar finished. 
 
    “Can we manage at ten a run for this week?” I asked the group. 
 
    “Yes,” Pacclo responded, “but only just. I think we should expand anyway. Did he not say he was rewarded for every person who goes through? His expectations for the guild’s recruitment matched our own, and we now have over thirty women in the guild. This should keep him happy and if the increased experience for women being reported is true that number will grow fast. This may, however, be something which resolves itself.” 
 
    “How so?” I asked. 
 
    “The personal objectives. It is no longer a secret the Lords are tasking new arrivals with destroying the Wolf King’s Lair. I think this is, in part, driving our overabundance of recruits. I think we should work at identifying those who are here to do such a thing, and this next part may seem cold. Once identified, rather than expel them, we should subtly encourage them to follow through,” Pacclo said. 
 
    “What?” Arash exclaimed loudly. “Why would we want to do that?” 
 
    “There is a ruthless logic to it,” Sindar said. “Daxas has proved to be more than he seems. We have all been through his dungeon, and his survival makes…little sense. How can one of the least threatening dungeons any of us have run, have possibly survived unless there is more to it than what first appears. The clever will see this, and the opportunity he presents us. While the stupid and less suited to our needs will seek the easier path to advancement. Also, if he can’t grow, we will eventually outrank him. Better we let the stupid and foolish pave the way for our continued collaboration.” 
 
    “Alright, I think that is enough discussion on this topic for now. I want you all to think about other options as well. We may have to think about expanding our influence. With our numbers we might even be able to displace one of the nearby orc tribes,” I said, half-joking. 
 
    The dwarf twins’ eyes lit up with glee. 
 
     “Yes, Chief. It is wise to reflect on all our options and consider what we can do to make our guild less dependent on the Wolf King’s Lair,” Pacclo commented. 
 
    “Good, then we are adjourned. Pacclo keep me apprised of what the Brigade are up to,” I said, and closed the meeting. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Twelve hours later I was in the tavern with my delving team. They were celebrating again, for most it was their first successful day of dungeon diving. We had passed through the Lair easily enough and having completed both rat-catching quests the team had plenty of coin to spend on the festivities.  
 
    The tavern was rammed, as it seemed a lot of other groups had made the same decision to come and wind down after their first day in the Grounds.  
 
    Regardless of the busy nature of the tavern, I saw Pacclo poke his head through the door and catch my eye, before withdrawing back outside. I got up to go and see what news he had for me. 
 
    “Where are you off to Chief? You’ve not had enough already have you?” a very merry Piotr asked, hiccoughing the last bit.  
 
    We hadn’t been here long, and he was only halfway through his second tankard. The kid was a lightweight. 
 
    “Not at all lad, just off for a piss. Get me another if you can get one of the servers’ attention, and don’t let anyone take my seat,” I yelled to him over the hubbub of the patrons. 
 
    I didn’t like lying to the kid, but I didn’t want to concern him either. I weaved my way through the throng and was soon outside. Pacclo was lounging a little way down the wooden walkway. He stood up straighter as I approached. 
 
    “News?” I asked, but I knew what he was here to tell me. 
 
    “The Brigade is making its move, as we suspected,” he told me. 
 
    I nodded my understanding. 
 
    “How many, do you think?” I asked. 
 
    “My eyes are good, even in the dark. At least ninety, but likely a hundred, formed into five groups, I came to you as they started entering. They have likely all gone in by now,” he said. 
 
    “We stick to the plan; you have your squad ready?” I said. 
 
    “Yes, they are in position. We shall watch through the night. I understand the caution, but I think it will prove unnecessary,” he said. 
 
    “One night’s lost sleep won’t kill anyone, losing the Lair might,” I said. 
 
    “True,” he said simply. 
 
    “If that’s all, I’ve got appearances to keep up,” I told him. I turned away and headed back to the tavern. 
 
    “Only one other thing,” he called out at my back. “I thought you might like to know that our good friend Varandar was in the first group.” 
 
    I grinned viciously, before pressing on with a spring in my step. There was only one downside to that news. I wouldn’t see the fucker’s face as the giant wolf tore him apart. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    I disentangled myself from the pile of feminine naked bodies as my wolf howl notification went off. The alert told me members of the Brigade were approaching the entrance to my dungeon. It was an hour before midnight in the glade outside, but time outside the dungeon had truly lost any meaning for me. 
 
    I was overjoyed at the success of the guild and with the mountain of XP I was getting. However, with each of my dungeon’s being run a hundred times a day, it was adding roughly six hundred hours to each day inside the dungeon. That is almost a month, and if I took the full two days after each of these impending challenges it would be more. 
 
    I wasn’t complaining exactly. All this time allowed my team to achieve a great deal. Our skills were ranking at an excellent pace, we could craft like crazy, hone our combat techniques and get to know one another. Not just in the biblical sense either, but there was a lot of that too. 
 
    Jessamyn‘s first Life Seed germinated weeks ago for us and I had used it on Shelly, the troll in my caverns. No team had risked facing him on the first day, but in time they would. I made sure to get Jessamyn carrying another Life Seed as soon as possible too, sometimes it’s good to be the King. 
 
    None of that was the issue. The problem is I was contained in the dungeon while all this went on. I was restricted, while adventurers could move about freely. I was eager to be out, showing my mettle and claiming territory. The endless delays, while helpful, left me frustrated. 
 
    It hadn’t helped that no group had taken the arena route, and I had nothing to do during Xanathia runs. Well, not precisely nothing, but I was a Wolf King and I wasn’t designed just for fucking. I was looking forward to a fight, and these dwarves better give it to me. 
 
    I left my ladies dozing and headed into the viewing lounge. Gretsch the wretch was in here, oblivious to me or the howl alert. I’d set the pitch of the alert low enough that only my lupine ears would pick it up. 
 
    Our interactions had defrosted a bit over the past few weeks. He was still a miserable little shit, but he behaved for the most part. Enough so that I’d permitted him to use the DDD to watch anything I had bought. He was watching Snow White again, the sappy little fucker, he probably didn’t expect to see me again until sunrise outside. 
 
    “No more time for that,” I said loudly, announcing myself. 
 
    Gretsch jumped out of the armchair he was sitting in out of fright. He looked about himself, his mouth gaped like a fish, trying to formulate an excuse of some kind, but I didn’t care what he spent his time watching. 
 
    “Get ready, we’ll be having company soon, I suspect,” I told him.  
 
    Gretsch was officially part of the Forest of Xanathia’s first floor. He wasn’t very effective usually, but this would be the first time he would be properly equipped and had sufficient backup. Where before ‘Mob Rule’ was a drawback, now it would be a benefit for the goblin. 
 
    I replaced Snow White and the Seven Dwarves with the live feed of the Black Hills Brigade. They appeared to have mobilised a hundred-odd dwarves to come after me. 
 
    They were marching in formation, their bearded faces set with grim determination. I recognised Varandar in the lead group as well as Garbrak who acted as a Lodungr in the company which first faced me in the arena. 
 
    When I last saw the pair of them last week, my recollection was they were only rank six. They may have made seven elsewhere, but it was good to know I wouldn’t be facing one hundred rank ten dwarves. They weren’t leading the march, that honour fell to a dwarf I hadn’t seen before. He was fully equipped in burnished bronze armour which I suspected would be enchanted. His long steel-grey beard was plaited, and he had a no-nonsense look to him. 
 
    I quickly scanned the rest of the platoon of dwarves and spotted Gordrak farther back amongst one of the other groups. He was another dwarf I had marked for special attention, like Varandar and Garbrak couldn’t be higher than rank seven.  
 
    Interestingly, I saw there were three dwarf women among them. It was the same three I had seen in the first few weeks. They also seemed to be very well equipped, if not quite as resplendent as the lead dwarf. 
 
    I wasn’t getting excited about the three dwarf women. Conversations I’d had with Jessamyn had identified them as members of a select group of dwarven zealots. They called themselves the Brides of Ironhammer and volunteered to be sent to the Proving Grounds upon their deaths. In life, they pledged themselves to Ironhammer, coming here was supposed to prove they were worthy of his embrace. That was some crazy shit, right there. 
 
    Apparently, ritual suicide used to be common within the sect, but the dwarven leaders eventually baulked at the loss of life and banned the practise. Although according to Jessamyn, rumours suggested the ritual’s use persisted in less well observed clan holds.  
 
    They wouldn’t happily join my sexy fellowship and I wouldn’t make any efforts to change that. It wasn’t that they were fugly, as I could fix that, no, it was the sneering contempt they seemed to hold for all others which disqualified them. 
 
    It wasn’t long before it became obvious that they were heading for the entrance to the Forest of Xanathia. This wasn’t a surprise; it was the lower-ranked of their two options and though there was more fighting required it was a simplistic delve. 
 
    I hadn’t been watching the glade the whole time, but my expectation was they would have paid somebody off for info on the layout. They would have learned little had changed from last week, apart from some extra mobs, or so it seemed. They might be smart enough to be a bit wary of the Lair, but they were confident of taking Xanathia. The members of the team that successfully conquered her last week were present too. 
 
    Having confirmed their intent, it was time to wake the ladies. We had bloody work to do. Using the DDD, I addressed my dozing beauties. 
 
    “Rise and shine,” I barked. I didn’t have to imagine their surprised confusion; I’d opened another display to ‘spy’ on the flesh heap. 
 
    Karragh, who always seemed crankiest when woken prematurely mumbled, “does he have to be so loud.” 
 
    “I heard that,” I said, using the DDD. “Up and at ‘em, girls. The Brigade is making its move, and we have to be ready to give them the spanking they deserve.” 
 
    “I’m more interested in the spanking I deserve,” Fiadh said flirtatiously, looking up to the corner my voice was emanating from. 
 
    There was a round of giggling from the ladies as they slipped off the bed. Once off the bed, Jessamyn gripped Fiadh’s braided fiery-red hair firmly and pulled her head close to her and leaned in to whisper in her ear. 
 
    “Fight well my little berserker and you’ll get all the discipline you’ve earned,” she told the human woman. 
 
    “Yes, miss, I’ll fight well, I promise, miss,” Fiadh panted. 
 
    Jessamyn pulled Fiadh along by her hair. She snapped her fingers and Karragh moved swiftly to flank her. Nessa walked on the other side with an amused expression on her face. 
 
    One of the revelations of our near month together was Fiadh’s increased submissiveness. Freed from the fear of being overtaken by her Battle Frenzy at inopportune moments she had rapidly developed a taste for being dominated and disciplined. Jessamyn and I had been more than happy to oblige. 
 
    Karragh had always displayed an element of the same behaviour from the beginning. However, hers stemmed from a lifetime of being considered inferior, such that accepting the authority of others was comforting. Fiadh’s desires resonated within her on an even deeper level. I was taking it slow with her but had an end result in mind. 
 
    Nessa deferred to Jessamyn as my alpha mate but didn’t share the same need for her approval. She accepted they weren’t equals but had so far not shown any indication of wanting to challenge Jessamyn for her position. The harem relationship had seamlessly incorporated the newcomers and was operating like a well-oiled machine. Although a well-lubed machine might be a more accurate description. 
 
    “Gretsch is already here with me,” I told the group, as a warning. 
 
    Some of my women weren’t fully comfortable parading themselves nude in front of him. They donned clothing from the inventory and a short while later joined me and took their places on the expansive black leather couch in the centre of the room. 
 
    We didn’t have to wait much longer, as the dwarves wasted no time in getting to the dungeon entrance and the first group trooped in without fanfare or discussion, their plans presumably prepared in advance. This was when I got my first surprise of the day. Having seen their numbers, I had naturally assumed they would split into ten teams of ten. However, the first group was made up of twenty dwarves. 
 
    The adventurers weren’t informed that Nessa and I were sharing soul shards. With the over-six penalty, this would leave them only an hour and twenty minutes to make it to our core floor. I suppose I should have expected this, as I hadn’t installed any delaying tactics on Nessa’s path. I observed the group list and saw eleven members of the force were rank ten, the remainder which included Varandar and Garbrak, were a mixture of ranks seven, eight, and nine. 
 
    I observed the dwarves and saw they got straight to work killing the two thistle-folk warriors in the first forest room. Without delay they were on the move and made their way along the paths in a tight formation, no discussion, all business. By the time two minutes had elapsed, they had already cleared the second chamber. Outside the second group made to enter, freezing time in the Proving Grounds. The second group was the same size as the first. 
 
    “I’m surprised they haven’t split into smaller parties,” I said. “How can they think five groups will be enough to finish me off? It might be close enough to midnight for them to go again shortly afterward but they will be too high a rank then.” 
 
    “I understand your confusion, Master,” Karragh said. “A strange condition happens if you are in a dungeon when the next day starts. I think you refer to them as clitches, is that right?” 
 
    “Glitches,” I said, gently correcting her pronunciation. “What kind of glitch?” I asked her, following up. 
 
    “Instead of getting your experience as you complete the dungeon, you must visit an advancement booth to receive the points. Most adventurers try avoiding this for obvious reasons, though as you have built an advancement booth in the glade it isn’t such an issue here. For them, this will allow all five teams to challenge you a second time before receiving their reward for conquering you the first time. Otherwise, as you suggested, they would likely all be too highly ranked to attack again,” Karragh related. 
 
    “Oooh, the sneaky buggers. No matter, this just means our core floor is getting a proper testing,” I said brightly. “I’m looking forward to the fight, actually. Gretsch, where are you?” I asked. 
 
    The goblin reluctantly stepped forward from the corner he had been lurking in. 
 
    “I’m here…sir,” he said, adding the honorific as an afterthought. 
 
    I shook my head at his continued surliness. I would have to deal with that somehow, though thus far I’d been at a bit of a loss as to how to go about it. Damage wasn’t permanent here and as badass as I was, the thought of torture left a bad taste in my mouth. 
 
    Slaine may have beaten Ukko regularly in the comic, but that was for comedy relief. It was a little different in real life. 
 
    “You’re up first. Gather the treants and thistle-folk warriors from the dungeon’s end and take them into the penultimate chamber. You’ll be joined there by the surprise attack force. When the dwarves show, hit them with everything you’ve got. With the strength they have I don’t expect you to be able to stop them so concentrate on trying to separate a few and finish them off,” I ordered him. 
 
    After a moment he nodded his understanding. 
 
    “Gretsch, for better or worse your fate is linked to ours now. You may not give a shit about me or them…” I said, my arm swept to include the women sitting in front of me. “…but do your best out of self-preservation. There will be rewards for each dwarf you put down. Fury, my fury, if you don’t try. I will say this only once. Do. Not. Run.” I finished enunciating each word. 
 
    A bit of the carrot and stick. Gretsch gulped audibly and seemed to have got the message. Moments later his eyes took on a vacant stare indicating he had transferred to the dungeon. 
 
    “I had best go as well,” Nessa said. 
 
    “Wait,” I said, before she went vacant-eyed too. “Nessa, I want you to hold back during the first fight. Heal from afar, when a treant falls bring it back and then retreat to the core floor and join the rest of us. I expect a dozen or more of those dwarves to make it through, but we’ll sweep the rug out from under them at the last moment.” 
 
    “Yes, Master. I will see you soon,” she said, and then her mind was elsewhere. 
 
    “As for the rest of us, we get to watch the first part. We will have plenty of time to take our positions once we know the outcome,” I told them, rubbing my hands in anticipation. 
 
    About twenty minutes later the Brigade’s first raiding group was more than halfway through the Forest of Xanathia. Having cleared the first thirteen forest rooms easily, killing the pair of thistle-folk warriors in each, typically before they even managed to get a hit in. The thorn-spitter sprites were a bit more successful in as much as they did some damage. They would usually get one thorn attack in as they flew from the seclusion of the forest before they were sent spinning and crashing to the loamy earth, riddled with crossbow bolts. I decided to have a little fun with this group and used the DDD to address them. 
 
    “Attention fools of the Black Hills,” I announced loudly, and unexpectedly. 
 
    This provoked the typical reaction of adventurers searching for the source of my voice and crouching down in battle preparedness. 
 
    “Chill beardlings, I’m not in the room with you, I’m just watching and thought I’d chime in and say hello. You know touch base with you, get some feedback on the Xanathia experience and how you like it so far. Get your thoughts on its synergy with the Wolf King’s Lair,” I asked them, chuckling at my use of ‘management double-speak’. 
 
    “What nonsense is this?” The dwarf leader snarled. 
 
    I hadn’t bothered singling him out on the list and learning his name, he wouldn’t be around much longer. 
 
    “Nonsense? You wound me, sir. I’m taking a star off my rating just for that,” I said. I looked back at my girls to get their reaction, and they were of course as confused as the dwarves. 
 
    “Stars? What stars? There is nay the night sky. Ya be talkin’ in riddles, but it will nay save ya,” the dwarf bellowed angrily. 
 
    “Fine, be belligerent. I was trying to be friendly. I’m almost thinking of withdrawing my offer Gobbledygook,” I said. 
 
    “Gobbledy what?” he said confusedly.  
 
    Then he realised I was calling him gobbledygook, and I could see his cheeks redden with rage. This was proving easier than expected. 
 
    “Ma’ name is Gargarrel of the Granitefist clan, ya insolent pup,” he raged, spittle flying from his mouth. A big phlegmy glob getting caught on his plaited beard. 
 
    “Gargamel,” I said between bouts of laughter, “You can’t have my smurf, I need him.” I had planned on something a little more clever but was laughing too hard. I also hadn’t closed the communication link, so Gargarrel and the rest of this squad were very much aware of my amusement. Even if they didn’t truly understand its source. 
 
    “Lodungr, ya should calm yaself. This be what he does. He goads ya into makin’ mistakes,” Varandar piped up from within the dwarf ranks. 
 
    “Aye, he be known for it,” Garbrak added. 
 
    Varanadar’s intervention refocused both Gargarrel and me on the matter at hand. Gargarrel motioned his team to move forward and me to put in my last barb. 
 
    “Yes, sorry. That was very unprofessional of me. Back to my offer. As I’ve said to many others, I’m not an unreasonable dungeon. I’m willing to let bygones be bygones. Turn back now, and I won’t hold it against you. Your guild can continue ranking up visiting my halls, and we can all be one big happy family. Continue, and well, I won’t be so reasonable. I’ll kill you and the rest of your guild. The choice is yours,” I finished. 
 
    I didn’t expect them to accept and didn’t really want them to. I’m not even sure why I made the offer. It would make for an interesting philosophical discussion. Would I have offered them an out if I thought there was a snowball’s chance in hell of them taking it. My introspective musings were rudely interrupted. 
 
    “Go fuck yaself. We’re goin’ to end ya in Ironhammer’s name,” Gargarrel growled out. 
 
    “I thought as much, more meat for the grinder…Oh Varandar. Varandar I see you hiding back there. We’ve never been formally introduced, but to show my gratitude for bringing the very first group into my dungeon I’m going to do you a favour. I will kill you last,” I said, finishing and closing the communications link on the DDD. 
 
    I watched the group of dwarves, there was a fair bit of disgruntled whispers and even a few askance looks in Varandar’s direction. The most important thing though was they were all riled up and no longer thinking clearly. They stomped about the next two jungles with the assassin vines and made so much noise the vines didn’t have to try and be stealthy. 
 
    The assassin vines were dealt with swiftly, but they still had more success than they ought to have done. Even better, instead of cooling their tempers and reiterating the need to exercise a bit of caution when dealing with me, they were even more irked than before. 
 
    This pattern was repeated as they made their way through the forests with bloodthorn bushes. Rather than treading carefully and avoiding the immobile threats. They rushed in and took light, but unnecessary amounts of damage. 
 
    None of the dwarves had suffered any serious injury, but by now most had lost a few points here and there. You might heal quicker in the Forest of Xanathia, but you didn’t heal that quickly. Most of them would be down a few points of health, which could be the difference between them staying in the fight or dropping. 
 
    With that, they entered the penultimate chamber, where the bulk of this floor’s forces lay in wait for them. I leaned forward on the couch eager to watch how this would unfold. 
 
    I liked to think the ease with which the dwarf assault force had handled what had been in the dungeon so far lulled them into a false sense of security. Although it could have easily been their natural arrogance or intense dislike of me. Whatever the reason they trooped in without due care and attention. They were in a loose formation with their shields down at their sides. 
 
    I could understand to an extent, any reports they had would have told them to expect a lone treant and an easily avoided bloodthorn bush. So, they were caught flat-footed by my first surprise. After the first wave of dwarves had entered the forest, twenty wood elves stepped out from behind the trees and unleashed a volley of arrows. 
 
    That first volley had great success, scoring hits along the dwarven line including a few headshots. The entire front line of ten dwarves were struck by at least one arrow. 
 
    The elves let loose a second and third volley before retreating into the forest undergrowth. Like all my secret wood elf troops I had made these female and outfitted them in scanty green leathers. To help them hide I had painted their bare flesh with greens and other dark colours, camo style. The second and third shots were less effective as the dwarves had their shields up, but a couple were hit in their legs. 
 
    None of the dwarves fell, yet. 
 
    “What be that?” Gargarrel barked at his Drottinn. “Elves! There nay supposed to be elves in here,” 
 
    “I dinnae know, Lodungr. Our informants made nay mention of any beasties but plant folk,” his Drottinn answered. 
 
    I could hear Gargarrel grind his teeth. It was good to get confirmation there was an informant in the Dark Moon Rising. There were no more guildless in the glade as my guild accepted all comers, and why wouldn’t you sign up. Fortunately for me, the DDD recorded everything, including what happened outside my doors. Unless this meeting took place out of my area of influence, a bit of sleuthing would reveal the Chatty Cathy. 
 
    “Any o’ ya below three-quarters health,” Gargarrel grunted to his party. 
 
    Those who had been hit all shook their heads, even the two guys struck in the head. I wasn’t surprised, they were all fully geared, and I expected most of it to be enchanted. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if most of what they were wearing came from my dungeon in the first place. That, and as dwarves, they had decent stamina which would have only increased as they gained ranks. 
 
    Doing a bit of the maths in my head, I concluded each of them would be rocking stamina between thirty and forty, equating to between six hundred and eight hundred health. Their armour would contribute a damage reduction of thirty against piercing and impact sources. My kitted-out wood elves’ base damage with an arrow was twenty-nine. It was high enough to do a few points even when they hit a limb, but even headshots only inflicted about thirty. 
 
    The only bonus I had was each of the creatures were equipped with Lesser Flame Brand potions, which they had swigged just before revealing themselves. Each arrow would deal an extra two heat damage and it was unlikely the dwarves had any protection against damage from that source. It was all about weakening them at this stage, making it easier for my disciples and me to handle what remained on the core floor. 
 
    “I dinnae like it, dungeons cannae just magic up new creatures during the week,” grumbled one of the dwarves who had come into this room first and been hit in the head with an arrow. 
 
    “Quiet,” snapped Gargarrel. “Dungeons can move tha’ creatures during a challenge. He has just moved up wha’ he has in his core, that be all. He be tryin’ to scare us inta fallin’ back. It will nay work, we be dwarves and we fear nothin’,” he finished his inspirational speech. 
 
    The dwarves roared in response and batted their hammers and axes against their shields. Chants of Ironhammer! Ironhammer! rang out. Normally that kind of display would aggravate me, but I was relieved. For the briefest moment I was concerned they might actually turn back, and I didn’t want to let them get away from me. 
 
    “Girls,” I said to my harem, sitting beside me. “If they start fleeing, don’t hesitate. Shift to the dungeon and pursue, none of them is leaving to speak of what happens here today.” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” the three whose minds were present said. 
 
    I returned my attention to the viewer; the dwarves had settled down and were now making their way along the forest paths. They were taking their time now. Knowing there was a bunch of camouflaged wood elves roaming about, will encourage that. Even with their extra caution, it wasn’t long before they broke into a clearing that they needed to cross to get to the exit. 
 
    It was the perfect spot for a bacon tree. You know what I mean, also known as a ham bush. So, rather than walking into the centre, they hugged the treeline, which was perfect for us as that was where the treants had been ensconced. As the fourth dwarf passed the stationary treant, the treant’s eyes opened and swept its arms forward, bashing into a duo of dwarves who were knocked into the clearing. 
 
    Battle was met and anarchy ensued, the dwarves seemed hesitant to break their line and surround the treant now in their midst. Gargarrel was near the treant and engaged in furious combat with it but neglected to relay any orders to the rest of his party. The wood elves revealed themselves on the other side of the clearing and started firing arrows at the two prone dwarves. The cries of the two spurred the group’s Drottinn into action, he and four others broke from the back of the group to surround their two downed fellows and provide shielding. 
 
    This prompted the two other treants, similarly hidden in the forest’s edge, but on different sides, to make their way towards the exposed group. They weren’t very quick, and this gave the group a chance to get their fellows back on their feet. The revelation of the hidden treants apparently filled the remaining dwarves who hadn’t acted with confidence that the trap had been fully sprung, and they joined Gargarrel surrounding the treant who had hit them initially. 
 
    I didn’t want the two groups to be able to easily merge again and the treants were too slow. I used the DDD to project my voice to Nessa and Gretsch. 
 
    “Nessa, order the elves to switch targets to the larger dwarf group at the treeline to keep them back. Gretsch, time to be a hero. Lead the goblins and strike that group of six in the clearing before they have a chance to link back up with the rest,” I told them. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Gretsch said. 
 
    It surprised me he acquiesced without any hint of disobedience. My earlier pep talk must have been effective. Moments later he and the other twenty goblins burst out of the undergrowth on the right of the clearing. Handily for my team when the dwarves had started traversing the edge of the dell, they had headed towards where they were hiding. They rushed across the fifty-odd feet to their targets in a few seconds. I had them armed as dual wielding-dagger fighters so concentrated their enchantments on boosting their agility, and they made very good time. 
 
    “Nessa, when the first treant falls, which looks to be soon,” I continued. 
 
    The treant in question was taking a proper battering from a dozen dwarves now. 
 
    “Wait until the dwarves turn and engage the goblins and then target it with the strongest Regrowth you can and head back to the core,” I finished, reiterating my earlier order. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” she responded, and I could hear the glee in her voice. She was enjoying this too. 
 
    The goblins contacted the isolated dwarf group at about the same time the main party of dwarves felled the first treant. The other two treants continued making their way across the clearing slowly with their lumbering gait. They should reach the fight in about ten seconds, but in combat, this was an eternity. 
 
    The Drottinn’s group formed a circle and tried to inch their way back to the main force, but they were quickly surrounded. They let their axes and hammers swing freely and accurately. With each swing, they inflicted bloody damage on one of my goblins. However, with twenty wood elves and a few thistle-folk still concealed in the forest, my goblins ‘Mob Rule’ was maxed out, and they could take an uncharacteristic pounding. I hadn’t just maxed their agility, but their stamina too. 
 
    They were also whip-quick and out-numbered the isolated dwarves three to one. While half the goblins aimed high, the other half went low and the shields the dwarves were wielding weren’t large enough to deflect all the attacks. Naturally, the dwarves favoured protecting their bodies, letting the goblins who went low jab and slash away at the dwarves exposed lower halves. 
 
    My goblins only had things go their way for a few heartbeats before Gargarrel led the charge with over a dozen others evening up the odds. The damage was already done, though. The two dwarves who had been tossed by the treant into the clearing in the first place and then peppered with arrows buckled, falling to the ground again. This allowed a handful of my swift green menace to clamber over them, stabbing as they went and getting inside the Drottinn’s circle. They now had goblins at their back and front and couldn’t defend both. 
 
    When Gargarrel’s group joined the melee, the Drottinn’s group did a full one-eighty. They gave up their backs to the greater goblin numbers on the outside, hoping they would be occupied by the dwarven reinforcements arriving and could deal with the few goblins who had got in behind them. The whole thing reminded me a bit of the battle scene in Game of Thrones when Jon Snow faced off against Ramsey Bolton, just on a much smaller scale. 
 
    To Gretsch’s credit, he seemed to understand his purpose in this fight and must have ordered the goblins to ignore the new arrivals as they concentrated their swift dagger strikes on the freshly turned backs of their original targets. Gargarrel’s larger dwarven force hacked at the goblins and it wasn’t long before goblins started to fall. Before they did, the two treants finally had joined the melee. The raiders also had the unpleasant surprise of treant number one being back on his feet and now behind the dwarves, attacking them. 
 
    At some point, the four thistle-folk that were left rushed into the fight as well. Probably once Nessa was no longer there to command them to hold their positions They went down quite rapidly, along with six or seven of the goblins. This exposed the Achilles Heel of ‘Mob Rule’, when the numbers dropped enough, so did their bonus, including the bonus to stamina. This made them easier to kill and once it started, they went down like dominoes, Gretsch with them. 
 
    They had been a success by concentrating on the Drottinn’s party. Two of the rescuers and the original two dwarves were dead. The Drottinn and the other survivor of the rescue party looked very beat up. Once the last goblin fell, they both took a potion from their packs and necked the red liquid from the bottle. The bottles they drank from were a bit fancier than Lesser Health potions, they must have been regular Health potions or maybe even the Greater variety although those were very expensive. They then staggered out of the pile of corpses and started hacking away at the resurrected treant. 
 
    The battle was not over, all three treants were still in the fight, for now. The wood elves were still active too, but their rate of fire had slowed as it became more difficult to find open targets. Dungeon mobs couldn’t commit friendly fire, if the shot was blocked, they wouldn’t take it. This wasn’t something I could overrule with instructions either. They would continue firing at the dwarves until they ran out of arrows or the dwarves got close to the exit. Then they would engage with their long knives. 
 
    Contrary to what Gargarrel believed, these mobs had all been stationed in this dungeon and I couldn’t bring them back onto the core floor. If I ordered them to follow Nessa, they wouldn’t be able to follow that order as they were prevented from changing floors or wings. Dungeon avatars and disciples were not affected in the same manner, we were free-thinking beings and not bound to obey those automated restrictions. 
 
    A few more minutes passed and the last of my dungeon creatures in this room finally fell. No more dwarves had died, bar the four that had already expired but they had all taken a bit of a kicking and I observed most, if not all, quaffed the fancier Health potions. Varandar and Garbrak were part of the thirteen dwarves who had stuck with the Lodungr and had thus survived. 
 
    When the dwarves were sure they were safe from further attacks Gargarrel turned on his Drottinn in a rage. 
 
    “Wha’ were ya thinkin’ ya damnable fool,” he screamed, and shocked his entire party. After the initial surprise, his Drottinn regained his composure and showed he wasn’t taking this abuse lying down. 
 
    “I was thinkin’ ya had lost yer head Gargarrel and wer’ leavin’ our kin to die. Ya didnae need a dozen to fight one treemun, an’ ya knows it,” he shot back, just as angrily. 
 
    “An’ now we be down four, instead a’ two, an’ it be ya fault,” Gargarrel yelled, jabbing his fingers into the chest of his Drottinn. 
 
    I was glad I hadn’t shifted to my avatar just yet; I was enjoying the show. The most amusing part was how their accents got even more pronounced the angrier they got. It was like they were too mad to remember how to speak coherently. 
 
    “We wouldnae have loost any, if ya had dun’ wha’ ya should ha’ from the start,” the Drottinn argued back, his face as red as his leaders. 
 
    “Enough, I’ll nay be questioned by the likes of ya, noo longer. Yar oot. Ya will stay behind once we get to tha’ core floor. An’ don’t think ya comin’ second time around either, or be joinin’ one of tha’ others,” Gargarrel spoke with finality. 
 
    He turned as he finished and stalked across the rest of the clearing. His now uncertain and demoralised team slowly followed in his wake. The Drottinn, held his ground for a few moments longer, before trailing after them at a distance. I could hear him curse Gargarrel under his breath all the way. It was just a shame my dominance law was not in effect, otherwise, I think we’d have seen the pair of them go at it. 
 
    No matter, Gargarrel’s lack of composure had reduced his forces by another fighter. The Drottinn’s presence wouldn’t have changed the outcome, but it did make my mind up. I’d been contemplating whether it would be best to set up in the first forest on the core floor and force another fight right after the first, or to wait until the final chamber before my core room. If Gargarrel was going to leave one of his behind, we would jump him in the last forest. Just as I was about to transfer, I saw Varandar sidle up the Gargarrel. 
 
    “Lodungr, is it wise ta’ leave tha’ Drottinn behind. Tha’ dungeon ha’ been…trickier than expected,” Varandar said, in a low voice. 
 
    Gargarrel may not have detected it, but I could hear the anxiety in Varandar’s voice. Having watched him closely in the past I knew deep down he was ruled by fear. 
 
    “Nay worry, Varandar. Tha’ have thrown all tha’ have at us already. He…” Gargarrel said, pointing at the lone dwarf trailing them, “…needs ta learn his place. We’ll be back at tha’ Guild soon enough an’ ales for all,” he finished, chuckling. 
 
    His good humour had obviously returned. Amazing what throwing your weight around can do for an asshat’s temperament. 
 
    “Tha’ only thin’ we need worry aboot, is nay getting a second crack at tha’ place,” Gargarrel said confidently. 
 
    With that, they crossed the threshold to our core floor. They couldn’t turn back now even if I was of a mind to let them, which I wasn’t. 
 
    With a final grin, I looked over at my girls. 
 
    “Shall we?” I asked. 
 
    They nodded and our minds crossed into the dungeon. We all started in the core room as our designated starting positions were on my first floor which was not being used. I had filled this room with barriers and obstacles for people to hide behind and defend should it ever be necessary. I was fully confident we wouldn’t have to worry about that today. I had a slightly stronger force to hit the dwarves with than what they just faced, and that didn’t include my disciples or me. 
 
    I strode from my core room, my disciples followed me into the forest room where we would make our stand. Unlike the other forest rooms which I had left as a patchwork of crisscrossing paths and occasional clearings, this room had a single straight boulevard. On either side were tall trees and thick bramble-filled underbrush. 
 
    Hidden in the brush, hugging the roots of the trees were the twenty goblins I could have on the core floor. At the end of the boulevard was a series of chevalier horses. Large, spiked, logs forming a weaving network of barriers. I had sixteen more wood elves for this floor and six of them I ordered to take positions behind these barriers. The other ten I ordered up a set of steps circling the trees on either side behind the barriers. 
 
    These stairways led up to a network of walkways and disguised platforms woven through the trees, giving the wood elves a great vantage point to rain down arrows on any who chose to advance down the forest boulevard. There were extra stores of arrows at each platform too, to ensure they didn’t run out of ammunition if attackers tried to take cover and wait them out. 
 
    “Jessamyn, I want you in the treehouses on the right. Nessa you take the left-hand side. You will have a good line of sight for your healing spells and make it hard for the dwarves to get at you,” I said. 
 
    I didn’t need to tell them; we had been through this many times already. They both nodded, Jessamyn giving me a big beaming smile and then they were scurrying up after the wood elves who had gone ahead. I would be staying at ground level and making my way around the barriers to join my personal honour guard for this fight. Karragh and Fiadh would be fighting at my side, of course, but I had something else to demoralise the approaching invaders. 
 
    I had ten trolls who I had equipped in a similar fashion to myself, with tower shield and maul. Their mauls were not double-headed like mine, unranked I couldn’t quite get their strength high enough to wield my bigger version. Not that the dwarves would know they were facing trolls. I’d used the feature of my design table to alter my honour guard’s appearance. 
 
    I had played around with the idea of turning them into sexy ladies, just as I had with the wood elves, but came up with a better proposal. I used my warwolf avatar as a mould and had reshaped them to look like Lupus Rex warwolves. They were a smidge smaller than me. I couldn’t have them look more powerful, even if it might have afforded me a tactical advantage. I was the motherfucking King, not them, and I wouldn’t have anybody doubting it. 
 
    The changes were cosmetic only, they didn’t get warwolf abilities like my fear aura, but trolls had their own resilience of five which contributed to their damage reduction. Five against Piercing and Impact, two against all other types as well as the armour I equipped them with. 
 
    My orders were given, and we just had to wait. I was an impatient bugger at the best of times, so I zipped my consciousness back to the DDD to see what the dwarves were doing. They had been taking their time and had only just moved into the second chamber. Understandable, but I wanted this fight to happen now, not in ten minutes. It was time to rend with tooth and claw. 
 
    The Drottinn, had indeed remained behind, he was sitting in the first chamber throwing pebbles at a tree trunk and looking thoroughly pissed off. I returned to the dungeon and started pacing back and forth. 
 
    “Eager aren’t you, Master,” Karragh chuckled. 
 
    “You could say that,” I said, and shifted back to humanoid form. It was easier to converse that way. 
 
    “Maybe we can do something to take your mind off it, Master,” Fiadh crooned. 
 
    “Hmmm, yes,” Karragh cut in. “Do you remember what we did while waiting in Nessa’s dungeon,” she went on coyly. 
 
    Her fingers pushing her panties to the side, exposing her moistened folds to the air. All my women were clad in leather armour as skimpy as I could make it for this very reason. I liked where this was going, until it was interrupted. 
 
    “Karragh! Fiadh! Don’t you fucking dare, not if I have to stay up here and can’t join in,” Jessamyn yelled down hotly. 
 
    “Or me,” Nessa shouted too. 
 
    “No Miss, sorry Miss,” they both hollered back quickly. 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh uproariously, even if I had just been cockblocked by my alpha mate. 
 
    “I’m fucking you all so hard when this is done,” I said, once I had composed myself. Loud enough that they could all hear me. That brought wide grins to all their beautiful faces. 
 
    My ears pricked and I could hear booted feet stomping in the connecting corridor, they must have sped up after finding nothing in the first two rooms. 
 
    “Game time, ladies,” I said, and shifted back to my warwolf form. 
 
    Everybody around me readied their weapons and prepared for the coming conflict. Seconds later the first dwarves marched onto the forest path. They stopped short, once they got a look at what was before them. Had I not been confident of the outcome of this fight I may have put a few goblins to jump the first few through. The wood elves in the trees remained hidden, but the six taking cover behind the chevalier horses started releasing shafts at the stationary dwarves. 
 
    There was only one hundred and twenty feet between the way in and the way out of this room. With the barriers, we were about twenty feet from the exit. It wasn’t a great distance, all things considered, running at full tilt it would take four maybe five seconds. I held our position, waiting for all fifteen dwarves to get in, form up and begin advancing their shields to the fore. They were chanting some dreadful dirge about the glory of the Smith. It’s like they wanted me to fuck them up. 
 
    For the hell of it, I acted on the information Tenzing had provided the last time I saw him, and mentally prompted Gargarrel. I offered him a chance to duel me. He rejected the request, but I hadn’t held much hope that he would accept. Perhaps if the others knew, his pride might have forced him into it, but it was too late now. 
 
    I waited until they got about thirty feet away from the way in before raising my double-headed maul high as the go signal for my people. It was unnecessary as I could just command them mentally, but I’d always been a sucker for kickass battle sequences and some theatrics fitted the situation. 
 
    I started running forward, my troll-warwolves filed in behind me forming a V formation. We led with our tower shields, a few bolts from crossbows bouncing from them as we charged forward. Karragh and Fiadh slotted in behind the V, keeping pace with us, sheltered from any stray bolts. With the dwarves focused upon us, the wood elves in the trees, who had manoeuvred into elevated positions behind them, let loose a rain of heat-buffed arrows into their backs. 
 
    I had one last unpleasant unexpected surprise for Gargarrel, if you didn’t count the goblins in the underbrush. I had ditched all my spells for this rank two build apart from Lightning Bolt. I poured all ten mana I had as part of this build and channelled the spell through my tower shield aiming for Gargarrel’s centre mass.  
 
    The bolt arced out, but my arm must have moved a little as I ran so I missed Gargarrel. Luckily, he had a mass of dwarves around him and as it zinged over his shoulder the bolt zapped Garbrak, one of the dwarves following behind him, in the face. Garbrak’s eyes crossed with the shock and he stumbled and fell. It was unlikely to be a kill-shot. Even being doubled for a critical hit to the head, being limited to rank two meant the lightning bolt would only deliver one-hundred and sixty electrical damage, but it had to hurt. 
 
    I didn’t have any longer to contemplate my bearded adversary’s discomfort as I made contact, shield to shield, with Gargarrel. At a guess with Gargarrel having eight ranks on me in this version of my avatar, I think our strength scores were comparable. I probably had the edge, but not by much.  
 
    Thankfully, I also had a weight, size, and momentum advantage. It seemed, for a fraction of a second, that he might be able to hold me back, but then his arm gave way and I pushed forward. 
 
    Having put all his strength and weight into trying to hold his ground he was off-balance when I shoved through his resistance and he fell to the ground. I lost some of my momentum, but not all of it, so I trampled over the top of him and kept going, slamming into the dwarf behind. My troll-warwolves joined me in the shield-bashing and clattered noisily into the front line. The dwarves only had three ranks, so we didn’t have to go far, and the V of our attack formation started closing as we ploughed through, before coming to a stop and turning to face the dwarf warriors. 
 
    When I looked back over my shoulder, I could see our tactic had been successful. We had split the dwarf square and were in between them, with roughly half on one side and half on the other. Under normal circumstances not a particularly good plan, but the hidden dual-dagger wielding goblins were already scrambling from their tree-root hiding places and would be stabbing them in the back soon. 
 
    I could see Fiadh had engaged her ‘Battle Frenzy’, and she was astride the fallen Gargarrel, her shapely legs straddling his chest. This would be super sexy if she weren’t screaming wordlessly while she pounded his face with her gauntleted fists. His plaited grey beard dyed scarlet with his own blood. He was weakly trying to dislodge Fiadh using his round shield, but she barely noticed. Karragh was standing on Gargarrel’s wrist that held his axe and kept it immobile. 
 
    Karragh looked around her, searching for any other contenders, but they were still inside the troll-warwolf V. This had become an O shape and no dwarf had tried to go around the end before the troll-warwolves linked up, surrounding my two disciples and a couple of toppled dwarves. 
 
    I had been swinging my maul in long languid sweeps, hitting upraised shields mostly, but occasionally the maul head slipped across and crunched into a shoulder, and forced a cry of pain from the interlopers. I gave little thought to my defence and felt Jessamyn dropping a Heal spell on me at one stage. The melee had descended into a swirling mass of bodies, the dwarves fought valiantly, but I could smell their despair and fear. 
 
    Fiadh was up and hunted for a fresh victim, which meant Gargarrel would likely be very dead. I could see the bodies of several dwarves, including Garbrak, around me and a few goblins, but none of my troll-warwolves had fallen. With victory assured it was time to grandstand a little. 
 
    I looked about me and ignored the dwarf in front of me hitting my legs with his axe. He was doing about fifteen damage a time, but I had over six hundred health points remaining and had no need to worry. My eyes zeroed in on my target, he was on the periphery, fighting off two goblins. Varandar. 
 
    My lips pulled back, revealing my sharp-toothed smile. I was happy he wasn’t dead yet. I dropped both my shield and maul. And seized hold of the dwarf who had been hitting me, launching him over my shoulder, towards the trees. I broke from the melee and ran around, ordering the two goblins to break from their engagement with Varandar and go after the dwarf I just tossed away. 
 
    Varandar had just long enough to look relieved as the two goblins disengaged and turned to run to the other side of the forest path, before seeing me closing in on him. He turned tail and ran back the way the dwarves had come and dropped his gear in a panic, abandoning his doomed fellows. 
 
    His survival instinct did him no good, as he had short stumpy legs compared to mine and my agility was probably double his. I caught up with him in short order. 
 
     I let him run a bit further, allowing him to taste a smidge of hope before I reached out, seizing him by his collar just as he got to the archway leading into the corridor between chambers. He squealed in a most unmanly fashion as I hoisted him into the air, his legs kicked uselessly. Using both hands, I turned him around and brought his fear-filled face closer to mine. 
 
    “Hey Varandar, you remember how I said I’d kill you last?” I growled out. 
 
    “Y-y-ya,” he blubbed. 
 
    “I lied,” I snarled in the best Arnie accent a wolf muzzle would allow. 
 
    Come on, you had to know that one was coming, I wasn’t even subtle. 
 
    I pulled his head to the side and bit deeply into his neck, clamping my jaws down. Letting go of his body, I shook him about like a chew toy of an over exuberant dog. 
 
    I was getting the regular ghostly damage prompts and I’d become adept at consciously ignoring them but still absorbing the information they provided. I chose to pay attention to these as I watched the life drain from the dwarf, before finally throwing his lifeless corpse to the ground and letting out an almighty roar of victory. 
 
    My celebration was cut short by the distraction of Fiadh sprinting past me, off down the corridor and into the adjoining forest. Karragh was jogging to keep up with her, with what remained of the goblins in tow. She smiled at me as she went by. 
 
    “The Drottinn is left,” she said, by way of explanation. 
 
    I surveyed the scene behind me, all the dwarves were down. Jessamyn and Nessa were descending from the tree-tops, all but one of my troll-warwolves were still standing and maybe eight goblins had perished. Knowing both that an enemy remained and where to find him was why Fiadh’s ‘Battle Frenzy’ hadn’t automatically deactivated. I could have shut it off but decided to let her have some more fun. 
 
    Instead, I wandered down the forest lane and met up with my other two gorgeous women. I shifted back to my humanoid form and took them under each arm and gave them both a kiss. 
 
    “That went well,” I said to no one in particular. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Many hours later, after plenty of sexy time, I was propping up the bar. Alone, which was now something of a novelty for me. Not the propping up the bar part, being alone. The girls were off completing their ‘chores’ which was what I should be doing really, but I had some thinking to do. 
 
    I was frustrated, there was no doubt about that, the constraint of being bound to the dungeon was getting to me. In part, I had failed to take into account the consequences of my success. With all the time stoppages, this ‘week’ was going to take almost five months to pass, longer if I took full advantage of the challenges. It had been close to a day since we were victorious against the first group of dwarves. I hadn’t dismissed them yet and there were four more raiding groups to process, by which I mean slay mercilessly. 
 
    In the short term, this was the decision I had to make. I could dismiss the twenty motionless dwarves in my core room to their fate now if I wanted. The benefit of drawing out the time after a challenge had diminished now there were so many daily runs. Yet, it wasn’t entirely gone, and every iota of advantage could be vital. If only it didn’t take so long. 
 
    I finished the tankard in front of me and pulled another from the pump. I should be honest with myself, the primary drive behind my impatience was Jen’Zadeer. Having proved I could take female dungeons as disciples I was eager to get on with claiming hers, and it was the months’ long wait to seize what was mine which baulked me. I now had warring desires, the gamer who knew grinding until you were ready was the ultimate path to success and the Wolf King who wanted his mate. Right fucking now. 
 
    Draining the tankard again I was about to launch it across the room when Gretsch walked in where I had been aiming. He was cringing as soon as he saw the look on my face and misinterpreted the situation. That broke me out of my funk. I wanted Gretsch to fear the consequences of betraying me, not fear me because I was bully in a bad mood. I lowered the tankard and let the scowl fade from my face. 
 
    “Fancy a drink?” I asked him. 
 
    He stopped cowering in the corner and straightened his posture before nodding. I motioned to the stools in front of the bar and he walked over taking a seat. 
 
    “What’ll it be?” I asked, imitating the stereotypical landlord of a London pub. 
 
    Gretsch pointed to a beer pump with a drawn illustration of a green creature like an orc or goblin playing rugby. He likely picked it because of the picture. 
 
    “Dirty Tackle it is,” I said, grinning at his choice. 
 
    We drank then in companionable silence for a few minutes until Gretsch burped loudly. He looked at me guiltily for a moment before we both started laughing. 
 
    “It’s good,” he said simply when our chuckling subsided. 
 
    I just nodded in response and refilled the tankard when he finished. 
 
    “Don’t get used to me waiting on you, consider this a thank you for your efforts in the dungeon,” I said, handing him the refilled tankard. 
 
    He nodded his understanding. 
 
    “Is this the reward you spoke of?” he asked. 
 
    “You remember that, do you. As it happens, it’s not, this is more of an interim measure. We have four more challenges coming up. If you keep it up there will be a reward for you at the end,” I said, dangling the carrot without explaining further. 
 
    When I had made the offer the day before I didn’t have any ideas on what to do, but now I had an inkling. We talked for about half an hour longer, the goblin loosened up and lost the perpetual something crawled up my butt and died look. Maybe Gretsch wasn’t such a bad fellow, or maybe I was just missing the company of my blue best buddy. Whatever the reason, I found myself actually enjoying getting to know the goblin a little. 
 
    As is often the case when you actively stop thinking about a problem, the answer reveals itself to you. For me it wasn’t necessarily an answer, more a conviction of the path I should tread. I had achieved all I had because I’d found a way around the rules and precedents arrayed before me blocking my path. If I wasn’t getting what I wanted as quickly as I wanted, it was time to go back to the well. I needed to hit the books, pore over the Accords again and find the technicality I can use and abuse. More time was my friend, not my enemy. 
 
    First, though, I wanted to reaffirm the bond I had with my existing disciples. Leaving Gretsch with permission to have a few more drinks I went into the viewing lounge to find out where they were. 
 
    They had all separated and I decided on visiting Karragh first. She was in the Forge workroom. It had become her second favourite place in the dungeon. I crept into the room as quietly as I could and watched her for a minute. She was wearing an armless plaid shirt, tied beneath her bust and blue daisy duke cut-off jeans. I may have picked it originally, but this had become her outfit of choice. Her short-cropped blonde hair was beginning to grow out a little, which was weird as hair, fingernails, etc. didn’t grow in the Proving Grounds. Unless you wanted them to, it seemed. 
 
    She was hammering away at some copper bars at one of the forge workstations. Her muscled arms glistened in the orange glow of the coals. She was using her newly enchanted hammer and tongs, that I could create now my enchanting still had reached eleven. The instruments conferred +1 to the effective skill rank of the user. I had enchanted similar versions for all the implements we used growing the skills we utilised here. 
 
    Although this was great news, it also exposed an element of folly on my part. I had been so laser-focused on crafting all our gear I never even considered buying the pre-enchanted tools. I only noticed when I thought about selling them, once I could make them, and checked out the price. They were only one hundred coins. They would have paid for themselves a dozen or more times over. It wasn’t a huge loss in the grand scheme of things, but it could have been. Another coming down to earth reminder I had and would likely still make mistakes. 
 
    My enchanting skill had reached the necessary rank of eleven a half dozen runs ago to put that enchantment on the tools. It opened a raft of other enchanting options. The basic enchantments I had been using went up to the next tier. I could now create +2 stat enchantments and increase the DR against piercing and impact by two. I had to wait until my skill level reached sixteen before I could craft the enchantments which increased the damage/DR from other sources. 
 
    My new skill level allowed me to add other effects like Silence, used by Maladosh in the gauntlet. You had similar options to help fool the other senses, Stealth for sight, Light-step for touch, and Bland covering taste and smell. There was a counterpoint enchantment improving your general perception, but nothing to specifically enhance a particular sense. All these enchantments used different ingredients, but they were all things we could collect from my resource rooms. 
 
    The only drawback was every time I used one of these higher tier enchantments there was a twenty-five percent chance it would reduce the quality of the item enchanted twice, not once. If the quality dropped below standard it would be destroyed. More to the point I wanted to maximise the potential of our gear, which means I wanted everything we used to have four enchantments of the highest tier we could manage. Using the DDD, I calculated that statistically to avoid a twenty-five percent chance of a double drop four times in a row was just over thirty percent. We would need to craft a lot more gear. 
 
    Karragh was intent on her work and still hadn’t spotted me lounging at the doorway. She had the other forge workstations running too, but they would be going a great deal slower. Taking hours instead of minutes to complete, but every little bit helped. I tip-toed up behind her before slipping my hands under her arms, and lifted her away from the forge while swinging her around. 
 
    She squawked in surprise at first, but then started giggling when she realised it was me. I pulled her in close as I lowered her back down to the floor. I nuzzled against her neck and inhaled deeply, taking in her scent, a mixture of salty sweat and metallic tang, unsurprising given her current exertions. Nuzzling became fondling, sighing, and soon there was another tangy scent invading my nostrils, ardour. I flipped her around, and we kissed deeply before breaking a minute later. 
 
    “Well, hello there,” I said in a low tone while resting my forehead atop hers. 
 
    “Hello, Master,” she said back, just as softly. 
 
    We stood there holding each other for a few moments before I spoke again. 
 
    “Are you growing your hair out?” I asked curiously. Karragh blushed as I asked and tried to pull away, but I was too strong for that to work. She lowered her eyes from mine instead. 
 
    “Ummm…yes,” she said after a few more thumping heartbeats. “I only used to keep it short so my kin wouldn’t see I was…forgiven. I don’t have to do that here do I?” she finished the last part almost plaintively. 
 
    “Of course not. I’ll have none of that forgiven shit here. If you ever have any doubts on that count, I want you to speak to me. We’ll soon clear them away,” I told her gently, pressing my lips to hers. 
 
    Self-esteem is a fragile thing and easily shattered. It takes much longer to rebuild. Jessamyn had similar self-doubts when she first joined me but after a few missteps had found her better badass self. Karragh’s pain had taken root much deeper, and it had only been a few months in dungeon time since I’d freed her from that life. 
 
    “Do you like it?” she asked, as our lips broke. 
 
    “I love it, how long are you planning on letting it get?” 
 
    “To my shoulders, I think, any longer and I’m afraid it would get in the way,” Karragh said. 
 
    “Do you want to let it grow naturally? I can speed it up using the DDD if you want,” 
 
    “No, thank you, Master,” she said quickly. “I want to let it grow by itself, I’m still getting used to it.” 
 
    “No problem,” I said, moving back in for some more smooching. 
 
    “So, did you need an update on my progress, Master?” 
 
    “Hmmm, no,” I said distractedly. “I wanted to see how my favourite dwarven smith is doing.”  
 
    She smiled at what I said, her eyes lighting up in pleasure. Then she slapped my arm lightly. 
 
    “I’m your only dwarven smith,” she said with mock sternness.  
 
    “True. Who knows, we might be getting a few more soon enough, but you’ll still be my favourite,” I told her playfully.  
 
    The smile faded from her face as she looked at me seriously. I thought for a moment I had upset her, but I could smell she wasn’t angry. 
 
    “Are you concerned about how the other dwarf women might treat you?” I asked quietly when she didn’t say anything. 
 
    “No, it’s not that. Jessamyn did explain to you about Ironhammer’s brides, didn’t she?” she said, staring back at me. 
 
    “Yeah, she gave me the lowdown. They swear themselves to him, volunteer to be sent here and there is a history of ritual suicide. They might be tough nuts to crack,” I said. 
 
    “Tough to crack is an understatement, Master,” she said solemnly. “I mean no disrespect to Miss, but her knowledge of them is second-hand. Learned from the words of the Silver Lady’s priestesses. She may have underestimated the depth of their fanaticism and devotion.” 
 
    She stopped then, her eyes losing focus, lost in memories of the past. 
 
    “Go on,” I said, encouraging her to continue. 
 
    “I had several encounters with their…cult, as part of ironskin raiding parties. They tend to site their temples away from the dwarven clan holds, to avoid official prying eyes I presume. Anyway, it made them easier targets. Ironskin raiders have a deserved reputation for cruelty and the men…well, rape was not uncommon,” she said, pausing in her narration. 
 
    “I’m sorry if this is stirring up unwanted memories,” I said, as she hesitated. “What the other raiders did was unforgivable.” 
 
    “It’s not that. Most of them got what was coming to them, raiding is not easy work. Many die, and those captured often wish they had. No, it’s not what the ironskin raiders did that shocked me. It’s what the brides would do, to themselves, Master,” she said, pausing again before taking a deep breath and continuing.  
 
    “They would mutilate their bodies, most horrifically, using forge heated tools. All to preserve their purity for Ironhammer. Killing them, when we found them in such a state was a mercy, not hatred,” she said with compassion.  
 
    I held her as she finished, aghast at what I was hearing. Karragh hadn’t gone into details about what they mutilated, but you didn’t need to be a genius to figure it out. 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand, why not just kill themselves or die fighting?” I said, hardly believing I was asking why someone wouldn’t just take their own life. 
 
    “Some would, the weaker-willed. Most chose otherwise, it was to show their devotion, to both their vows and the Smith,” she said calmly. “I just want you to be ready, Master. Those dwarf women will likely not react as we have.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said. This was important information, but it had acted as a bit of a mood-killer.  
 
    “Wait,” I said. “If the raiders with you got their just desserts, how did you manage to survive and be successful?”  
 
    Once the words left my lips, I cringed inwardly at the backhanded insult. Karragh, though, chuckled at my inquisitive question, showing she hadn’t been offended.  
 
    “Sometimes being ‘forgiven’ has its advantages. I was on raids that collapsed, but I was never taken prisoner during the fighting itself. Once out of sight, I would remove my armour and claim I was an unwilling camp girl. At the least, they took me elsewhere and left me poorly guarded. I always managed to slip away before my brethren knew, for they would surely have exposed my ruse, malicious cunts the lot of them,” she said proudly. 
 
    “Swift with her mind as well as her axe,” I said gaily. “Seems I’ve got myself a real winner.” 
 
    Karragh blushed at my praise and I was sorely tempted to ignore the earlier dark conversation and resume our canoodling, but I had three other disciples to visit. If we started banging anything but the anvil, we’d be here all day. I was hit with inspiration as we parted. 
 
    “Keep up the good work, come to the banquet hall in two hours we shall have a feast.” 
 
    Karragh nodded and turned back to the forge, picking up the hammer and tongs, before resuming her work. She watched me with her gorgeous purple eyes as I reluctantly left her, resuming my tour of the facilities. 
 
    Next, I headed into the new meadows I had bought where I found Nessa examining the two treants we had in here. I bought them early, even though we didn’t have the DP to put them on any of the dungeon floors. The reasoning was they might continue evolving as plant creatures regardless. I hadn’t bothered checking on that for sure, but Nessa appeared to be doing so now. 
 
    “Hello, Nessa,” I called out. 
 
    Her vine-dreads swung as her head whipped around, her lips edging upwards when she saw me. Before I could say anything else, she was running towards me and jumped into my arms. I caught her easily and she wrapped her legs about my waist and pressed her lips to mine, her tongue darting into my mouth. I enjoyed our greeting for a few moments before breaking our lips. 
 
    “Are you here to make love to me, Master?” she asked breathlessly. 
 
    “Why am I surrounded by such insatiable women,” I said, chuckling good-naturedly.  
 
    Her face scrunched for a moment. 
 
    “Who else have you been with?” she asked. I couldn’t smell any hint of jealousy, though. Only curiosity. 
 
    “I’ve just come from the forge’s speaking with Karragh,” I said, emphasising speaking a little. The small bundle of sexiness in my arms was already drawing away my focus. So, I put her down gently. 
 
     “Uh-huh, so that’s a no then?” she asked, twirling in front of me. Her short leather skirt lifted as she spun, showing off her thighs and ass. These girls always make things super hard. 
 
    “It’s not a no, just a ‘not right now’,” I told her playfully. 
 
    She stopped spinning around and pouted prettily at me.  
 
    “I came to see how you were and invite you to a feast I decided on throwing a few minutes ago,” I went on. 
 
    “I am fine, Master, thank you for asking. I would be delighted to attend your feast,” she said, with mock formality, bobbing a quick curtsey. 
 
    “Where did you learn such refined etiquette?” I asked, curious. 
 
    “I wasn’t some twig-brained acorn, you know. I was specifically requested to tend the groves of Sunrider Tower itself,” Nessa said proudly. 
 
    “Not from the Realms remember, I’ve no idea what that means,” I said, chuckling. 
 
    “It is the high elf capital of my home realm. Very prestigious, very elite, they didn’t invite just any dryad to tend their precious Silver Oaks,” she told me haughtily. “Master,” she added, looking at me askance for a second. 
 
    “Sounds impressive. I’ve not had the honour of interacting with any high elves yet. Almost beginning to think there aren’t any here.” 
 
    “Oh, there will be. They can be, what’s the polite term, lazy arrogant pricks,” she replied with a hint of distaste. 
 
    “Whoa there, hold up, were you not just singing their praises a moment ago? What happened to the prestige?” I asked. 
 
    “It was a great honour to be asked, of course, but that doesn’t mean I had to like them,” she said mischievously.  
 
    We both laughed for a short while before Nessa continued. 
 
    “I suppose I do bear a grudge. It’s their fault I am here, Master. Not that I’m ungrateful to be here with you,” she said, clarifying the last part. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “They were safeguarding my return to my forest and my bond tree. I was concerned the guard detail was insufficient for the route they proposed to take, but I was told they knew best. Well, they were wrong, and I was taken by bandits on the road home,” she said, unspoken anger resonating in the timbre of her voice. 
 
    “Is that how you died?” I asked softly. 
 
    “What? No, Master. If that had been the case I wouldn’t be here. The bandits wanted a ransom, the elves tried to negotiate the price down, the insufferable leaf-tearers. By the time they finally paid, weeks later, it was too late. I had been too long away from my bond tree, he withered and died in my absence. There is no crueller fate or greater crime for a dryad than to neglect their bond tree. It’s why I’m here,” she said, pointing to the treants. “They may be unthinking dungeon creatures, but they are my responsibility, and I can’t bear the thought of abandoning or failing to tend them,” she finished. 
 
    “It sounds like the Divine wankers fucking people over, again,” I muttered angrily.  
 
    Admittedly I couldn’t talk at length with many people since I got here, but of those I had spoken with, none sounded like they deserved to be here. When I arrived, I had assumed this place would be filled with scum and villains. Although there had been a few, most came across as normal people. Even the dwarves, greedy asshats that they were, only did so because they wanted to get out of here. We were all playing the Lord’s game, and the game was rigged, just as well I was cheating. 
 
    “Tell me about the treants, have they evolved yet?” I said, trying to shift the conversation to lighter subject matter. 
 
    “Not yet,” Nessa said, beaming a smile at the two treants. “They are ten DP creatures, usually that means they get their first evolution after two weeks plus ten for their DP score. Twelve weeks total, but that’s halved to six because of my Fecund Abundance. I checked these guys and it’s almost dead on four weeks and they have a bit longer to wait. The three on my first floor have all got their first, though.” 
 
    “Cool,” I said. “How long until they get their second?” 
 
    “Each subsequent evolution increases the required time by the original amount. So, twelve more weeks for the three in my dungeon to get their second evolution and eighteen more weeks after that for their third,” she answered.  
 
    “OK, next question, what do they get out of it?” 
 
    “As a ten DP creature, they get ten points to be distributed to their stats or natural damage reduction for each evolution. The default is five to strength and five to stamina, but we can re-distribute the points using the DDD.” 
 
    “Hang on, do the thistle-folk get ten points each time they evolve?” 
 
    “No, they only get one as they are a one DP creature, but their evolutions are much faster. Theirs start at two weeks plus one for their DP score. Three weeks total, halved for my bonus.” 
 
    I really should have enquired about this more before now, again I can blame my laser focus, this time on building a well-equipped fighting force of sentient mobs.  
 
    “Is there a limit on evolutions?” I asked excitedly, this was the important question. 
 
    “No, but it doesn’t take many evolutions until getting more becomes impractical,” she answered. 
 
    “Unless you happen to have a super sexy dryad to halve the time and a shit-ton of dungeon runs, stretching a week into nigh on half a year,” I shot back. A big fucking grin on my face. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Nessa’s smile beamed as strongly as mine, as she understood what I was saying. I raced off shortly after, I still wanted to catch up with Jessamyn and Fiadh, but I also wanted to crunch some numbers on the DDD. I wanted to figure out the most time-effective plant creatures to summon next week.  
 
    Jessamyn was in the Oak Forest resource room when I had checked the DDD earlier. She’d still be there, it’s where she preferred to spend her time when not working or playing with me. 
 
    I found her there as I thought, she was wearing a pale green cotton dress complementing her long gently curling auburn hair. She was sitting in the boughs of the largest Oak, her legs swinging to a tune only she could hear. Rather than call to her I extended my claws and hauled myself up the tree, taking a seat next to her. Her grin as I settled in was infectious. 
 
    “Hello, Master,” she said, once I was in place. 
 
    “Jessamyn,” I said, nodding to her. Then I snaked my hand around her waist, pulling her in and closing the small gap between us. “That’s better.” 
 
    Jessamyn rested her head against my shoulder, and we sat there in silent companionship for a few minutes. 
 
    “Is it wrong that I sometimes wish it was just the two of us again, Master,” she said wistfully. 
 
    “No,” I said, chuckling a little. I lifted her chin and kissed her tenderly on the lips. I was proud of who Jessamyn had become, but I did miss the sweet, timid girl I first met a little. 
 
    “I love you, Master,” she said, as our lips parted. 
 
    “I love you too, Jess,” I whispered huskily.  
 
    I pressed my lips back to hers and we kissed deeply. I’d shocked myself when I said the words, not so much that I said them, but for the first time I really meant it.  
 
    I’d said ‘I love you’ to a few girlfriends when I was a teenager, but only because I felt like you were supposed to, and I wanted to get laid. That rarely worked out the way I hoped. 
 
    I pushed those thoughts aside and we didn’t say anything else. We just held one another and enjoyed the intimacy of the moment for several more minutes. Alas, all moments must come to an end. A squirrel bounding across the branches and chirping at us broke this one as we laughed at its antics. 
 
    “I think I might be sitting in front of his nest,” I told her. 
 
    “Yes, I think you are right, Master. Perhaps we should climb down.” 
 
    In response I put my other arm under her legs and shifted my butt forward, we smoothly slipped off the branch. We fell thirty feet to the forest floor where I made a perfect landing, bending my knees and absorbing the shock. At least that had been the plan, but I failed to account for the protruding roots at the base of the ancient Oak. My heel touched down on one, so I stumbled forward, but was agile enough that I rolled in mid-air. I landed on my shoulder and back, protecting the cradled Jessamyn in my arms. 
 
    The manoeuvre left me on my back with Jessamyn lying on top of me. Once the initial surprise wore off, she burst into peals of light-hearted laughter. 
 
    “I don’t think you wanted to do that,” she said between fits of giggles.  
 
    My pride was only wounded for a few heartbeats before I was chuckling along with her. 
 
    “An astute observation, young lady. I did not intend to fall on my ass,” I said, lifting my head and stealing a quick kiss on her pretty lips. “If you’re planning on staying where you are, we might be overdressed,” I said, with my head resting on the loamy earth. 
 
    “That’s not why you are here, Master,” she said, as she crawled off me and stood up. 
 
    “Oh really, and how would you know what I came here for if I haven’t told you,” I said, challenging her while I stretched lazily on the ground. 
 
    “Ha, I may not know exactly why you came, but it wasn’t for sex, not this time,” she said with a kittenish smile. 
 
    “I have it on very good authority, that I am always after sex,” I told her, getting up and putting my hands on her hips, pulling her in close. She bonked me on the nose with her index finger. 
 
    “I know you, Master. I can tell the difference between when it’s the only thing on your mind and when it’s not. Right now, it’s not,” she said smugly. 
 
    “OK, you got me, smarty-pants. I was just checking in with each of you, making sure you’re all doing well. Oh, and to invite you to a feast I’m throwing in two hours, well ninety minutes by now.” 
 
    “I’d be delighted to attend. Who else do you need to speak to?” she asked. 
 
    “Just Fiadh,” I answered. 
 
    “Hmmm, she would have finished gathering maybe half an hour ago. She would be in the baths now, Master.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’d best go and see her now, otherwise, I won’t have time to put this feast together.” 
 
    I let go of her hips and turned to leave. Jessamyn’s hand reached out grasping my arm and halted me. 
 
    “Before you go there is something I need to say as the alpha of your harem,” she said to me cautiously. 
 
    I could smell she was nervous about broaching whatever subject she needed to discuss. I smiled at her as disarmingly as I could. 
 
    “Of course, what do you need to tell me?” 
 
    “I meant it when I said I missed when it was just the two of us. I enjoy the time we spend with the other girls, and don’t want that to end…but I want more of what we just had, Master,” she said, before hurriedly continuing. “Not just me, all your women deserve some time when it’s just you and them.” 
 
    She looked up at me fearfully, as if she had overstepped a boundary and upset me. 
 
    “I hear you Jess, and it’s an excellent idea. Something I should have done more to promote myself,” I told her, getting a happy grin in response. “Do you have any specific ideas?” 
 
    “Ultimately, we should all get our own rooms. I think we can afford it now, Master.” 
 
    “We can’t do that until the next rest day, which is months away for us.” 
 
    “Yes, in the meantime, we can put in a second smaller bed for when it is just you and one of us. Then the others can use the original bed if they need to,” she answered quickly. 
 
    “You’ve been putting some thought into this, haven’t you?” I said, causing her to blush prettily. “I’ll leave it up to you to organise.” I moved in and gave her a sloppy kiss before heading off for the baths to find Fiadh. 
 
    A few minutes later I was walking into the steamy marble baths I had built. Fiadh was at the far end sitting on the underwater benches I had installed, relaxing with her eyes closed. I sent my clothes to the inventory before I stepped down the marble steps and gradually submerged myself in the hot water. 
 
    The bath, which could really have been better described as a pool, was about four and a half feet deep when you got to the bottom of the steps. I pushed off and swam to Fiadh with a few powerful sweeps of my arms, breaststroke naturally. 
 
    I sat next to her, unable to ignore her naked body beside me and pulled her into my lap.  
 
    “Fiadh,” I husked, lust thickening my voice. 
 
    “Master,” she responded in kind. 
 
    There wasn’t much talking after that.  
 
    We kissed for a few moments, before Fiadh stood and leaned over the edge of the bath, presenting her beautiful rear end ever so invitingly. An invitation I accepted with alacrity. There was grunting, whimpering and a fair bit of crude language. Personally, I was immensely proud I’d managed to visit all four women before indulging my baser desires.  
 
    Half an hour later I left my red-headed barbarian, weak legged and needing to clean up again before I made a swift exit and dropped by the kitchens. I gave the goblin dungeon creatures I had working in there the necessary orders to prepare a wide selection of dishes and returned to the DDD to start some of the research on the plant creatures. 
 
    Using the DDD, I calculated the thistle-folk would rack up eight evolutions in roughly one year with Nessa’s bonus, increasing their stats by eight points. The bloodthorn bushes which were two dungeon power creatures would evolve seven times in roughly the same period give or take a few weeks. However, as a two DP creature they would get fourteen points for those seven evolutions. The treants would only evolve four times but get forty points worth of increases. Bigger was definitely better with plant creatures. 
 
    My sentient mobs, when tricked out with the best equipment I could supply them with, would be better in the short term. However, if we were going to be here for as long as it seemed we might, this was another string to my bow. I was about to save and dismiss all my workings, but I paused. I was making a mistake leaving it now, there was more to discover, I was sure of it. I’d had this peculiar sixth sense before, and it hadn’t steered me wrong then. I had no reason to think it would now. 
 
    Instead, I doubled down and went back over everything I had been reviewing, convinced there was something I was missing. I admit the breakthrough eluded me for a long while before it occurred to me I was looking in the wrong place. I stopped poring over the Flora options I got after claiming Nessa.  
 
    That line of thought soon had me slapping my forehead with the heel of my hand, as I berated myself. Claiming Nessa didn’t just give me access to Flora creatures but added to my list as well. Dryads. Dryad’s as sentients wouldn’t be a Flora option, but they would be available to me now that I’d claimed one. I opened the list of my sentient asset options, boom, there they were. I eagerly brought up the dryad bio on the screen. 
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    Growth: Growth for all living things in the proximity of the dryad is increased by 10% (includes Health regeneration). 
 
    Life Spell Affinity: Life spells cost half as much mana than usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost. 
 
    They had their version of Nessa’s Fecund Abundance ability. Their version, Growth, wasn’t as strong as Nessa’s; it was also localised and not dungeon wide, but it was still a massive boost. Ten purchased dryad’s all chilling out in a room with a few treants would cut their evolution time in half again, taking it down to a quarter of normal. Twenty of them would bring it down to an eighth. 
 
    I couldn’t summon any until the rest day so I would have a chance to talk this over with Tenzing then. He might have some insight on how it may work or if there were any restrictions I wasn’t seeing. Having a bunch of dryads backing her up would boost Nessa’s Regrowth spell too, there were multiple applications for my latest abuse of the system.  
 
    Time had flown by as I was mentally patting myself on the back. I realised I was likely going to be late for the feast. I had something I wanted to do first though, and I needed to perform it while I was here. I brought up Jessamyn’s stat sheet and prepared, but didn’t confirm, a long overdue change. I hadn’t organised the feast specifically for this, but it occurred to me as I was lying on the Oak forest floor, this would be a particularly good moment to address it. 
 
    I strode into the banquet hall a few minutes later, my harem and Gretsch were already seated at the end by the bar. My traditional seat at the head of the table was waiting for me. I smiled warmly and took my place, pulled my seat in and gazed out at their expectant faces. 
 
    “Let’s not stand on ceremony,” I said. “Let the feasting and merriment commence.” 
 
    With that, I picked up my cutlery and speared a few juicy chunks of roast beef from the platter in front of me and heaped them onto my gilded white porcelain plate. Next, I grabbed the serving tongs and snatched roast potatoes two at a time. And piled them up beside the beef. Then slathered the lot in beef stock gravy. I probably should have added some vegetables, but dietary balance was no longer a concern. 
 
    Me greedily filling my plate triggered a similar rush from my women to sample the food before us. They were a bit more lady-like and didn’t follow my Henry the Eighth impression, but fully indulged the sin of gluttony as I did.  
 
    Gretsch was the messiest of all, at one stage I saw him spooning tomato soup directly from the bowl with his hands. I was about to inform the girls so they could avoid the tomato soup, but all eyes were on the small goblin, his face plastered in his dinner like a rambunctious toddler. That kickstarted the laughter, and it warmed me to see everyone enjoying themselves.  
 
    An hour later, with our bellies full I sent the remains off to the inventory, the quickest clean up ever. It was time for my announcement. 
 
    “If I could have everyone’s attention, please,” I said, interrupting the general conversation.  
 
    The five attendees quietened down, and I became the centre of attention. I usually was anyway, but more so than usual. 
 
    “There has been something bugging me for some time and today I’ve decided to address it,” I said to them.  
 
    I could see the looks of curiosity and even smell a small hint of concern, but they needn’t worry.  
 
    “Whenever I’ve claimed one of you, I have access to your stat sheets. As you will all have seen,” I went on, heads nodding in agreement around the table. Except for Gretsch who had lost interest the second it became clear I was talking about those I claimed and not him. 
 
    “It has always irked me, Jessamyn, that you had no surname when everyone else, even Gretsch, has one,” I said. It was something virtually unpronounceable, Vaggarlesgh, but he had one. 
 
    “You know why, Master. I was too young to remember my family name and the nuns never named the foundlings in their care,” Jessamyn explained, for the benefit of the others at the table. 
 
    We had discussed this not long after she became part of my dungeon. I hadn’t thought much on it at the time, but with all the new arrivals it stood out. 
 
    “Yes, I know, but today we rectify their egregious oversight,” I said. Mentally I confirmed the change I had made to her sheet. 
 
    Jessamyn sat up straight in her chair, her green eyes stared off into space briefly as the simple alteration I made wove itself into the very fabric of her being. Names are important, they have power over us. Not in the faery story manner of having literal power over another. Our names govern our sense of self, and it was why I was so eager to change mine when I came here. Even in those first few minutes, somewhere deep within I knew I had changed, and David Smith was no longer me. 
 
    The focus of Jessamyn’s eyes returned to the room and she looked around us before standing and approaching me, her face beaming her pleasure. The scent of her happiness and ecstasy hit me like a drug, her euphoria washed over me and pulled me along with her. 
 
    “Wolfsbride,” she whispered, “I am Jessamyn Wolfsbride,” she said a little louder before leaping into my arms uttering that unrelentingly sexy squeal I could never hear enough of. Her lips met mine and we kissed passionately, but softly.  
 
    “You like?” I asked her when our lips parted. 
 
    “Yes…husband,” she responded before kissing me again.  
 
    I stood and pushed my chair away, it flew back across the hall, smashing against the wall. I didn’t care and barely registered it happening. When Jessamyn first called me master, it was hugely pleasing on a primal level. Hearing her call me husband went further, stoking an emotional response as well as the primal one. 
 
    I carried Jessamyn from the banquet hall. I was peripherally aware of the joyful sniffling from my other women and it prompted a stray thought. 
 
    “I hope you’ve been as efficient as you usually are and arranged that second bed,” I told her in a low voice. 
 
    “Yes,” she giggled, “but we’re taking the big one.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I chuckled. As I left to make love to my first disciple, my alpha mate, and now wife. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nine days of dungeon time later and we had finished dealing with all five attack forces sent by the Brigade. None of them escaped to tell the tale of woe, spilling the beans on what it was like to face me. Each run was much the same as the first. Our first ambush thinned their numbers and shaved ten to fifteen percent from the health of those who remained. They were easy pickings after that. 
 
    One changeup from the first run was that I started playing around with the duelling options. Normally inside a dungeon the default setting for duels were straight-up death matches with penalties for forfeiting and a small reward for winning. You could customise what was offered, though.  
 
    So, when the next group came through, I sweetened the pot. My duel offer included the forced withdrawal of both Fiadh and Karragh from the dungeon should the dwarf leader be victorious. At first this wasn’t enough, and the duel was refused, but then I sent a counterproposal. I allowed them to include another member of their party to fight beside them in the duel. I hadn’t tried this before but had been considering it as part of the ‘Arena’ to encourage participation. The prospect of two-on-one was sufficient and the duels were accepted. 
 
    I’ll admit they were much closer fights than any duels I’d been in before, but on each occasion my surprise lightning bolt won me the day. I was also a much more experienced combatant than previously; I might even say skilled.  
 
    Karragh’s warnings about the attitude of the three brides of Ironhammer came to fruition. They didn’t even qualify for me to attempt to claim them. While we waited for the two days after their run to pass, I discovered I could review the stats sheets of all the failed raiders. The brides were receiving assistance in the form of a blessing from Ironhammer. The blessing effectively neutered their sex drive, thereby rendering them immune to my charms. 
 
    Well, it was called a blessing. My aptitude with soul energy had progressed to the degree that when I knew what to look for, I could sense its presence. What was enmeshed around their souls bore a greater resemblance to what Kriger had imposed on Fiadh than the symbiotic blessing I bestowed on my mates.  
 
    Unfortunately, my aptitude wasn’t strong enough that I was able to interact with Ironhammer’s curse without forging a sexual bond first. 
 
    With the curse’s current effect none of the dwarven women would welcome my attention. I reluctantly began contemplating doing it anyway, for the greater good of saving them.  
 
    My intuition kicked in keenly, a sense of wrongness and impending failure hit me immediately. Which honestly was a huge relief, as it wasn’t a decision I wanted to make. If I could have removed the curse first things may have been different, but I couldn’t. So, it was with regret, that I dismissed them to the Infernal Reaches with their kin when the time came. 
 
    That was behind me now, and I had a new target to achieve. After upskilling and seeing to the needs of my mates, I spent the majority of my time reviewing the Accords. At first, there appeared to be no obvious way around the rules preventing me from getting into another dungeon during the week. However, I was buoyed by the fact it wasn’t expressly forbidden either. 
 
    It wasn’t decreed that dungeon avatars could only enter a rival dungeon on rest days. The impediment was a practical one, as we couldn’t leave our physical domain and enter the Proving Grounds on anything other than a rest day. On the surface that seemed to stymie any potential plans in their infancy. 
 
    However, I began to investigate what the Accords interpreted as my physical domain. After reading through the passages several times my understanding was that it was anything I built, with the specific exception of roads and paths, which were considered neutral constructs. 
 
    This made sense as roads and paths were the only obvious way dungeons, when they were outside on rest days, could travel beyond their area of influence. You needed to build them, or use existing ones, to get to the entrance of another dungeon. Therefore, it was understandable they had locked this down. Now for most dungeons that would be the end of the story, but for me, there were other possibilities. What I had already done, which was unusual, was going to be what I hoped allowed me to circumvent the Accords intended restrictions. 
 
    This would require some testing and for that, I had to wait until the challenges were completed to perform them. The first test and the key to my nascent plan centred around the use of corridors. I attempted building an underground corridor from my dungeon to the Dark Moon Rising guild HQ using coin. 
 
    As what I was attempting was outside of my dungeon, if I was able and used coin to fund the construction then the build would be instant, and I wouldn’t have to wait until the end of the next rest day. 
 
    My first few attempts were failures. I was continually told that I couldn’t save and confirm the construction until the rest day. Despite the temptation to quit in disgust, I continued analysing the problem until the solution finally tweaked in my head. I was doing this the wrong way round.  
 
    Naturally, I had been building from my dungeon to the outpost and it wasn’t allowing this. Instead, I built from the outpost and had it end flush with the floor of my concealed entrance. I only had it overlap by five feet. There would be plenty of room to continue using the entrance for its intended purpose. This was a success. I was allowed to do this, but I held off from committing. I didn’t want an open passage that anyone from the guild could use to get to my core without fighting their way through the first floor. It may have been my guild, but I didn’t trust them enough that I didn’t want to put some safeguards in place. 
 
    As it was the middle of the night, I used the DDD to check the surrounding area and could see there was nobody close enough to see. I then spent a little coin to shift the quest booth so that it was directly abutting my dungeon’s entrance. 
 
    It was time for experiment two, and I raced down my secret passage having barked orders to the mobs inside to open all the barred doors. I got to the entrance hall, the first chamber and saw the way in ahead of me. I hadn’t spent much time this far forward before and it was weird seeing the doors wide open. I had tried walking out in the early days, and it hadn’t worked obviously, but would it now. 
 
    Nervously I stepped up to the threshold and before I could overthink it, I stepped through. There was no resistance as I had experienced previously. I was out of the dungeon, and it wasn’t a rest day. I was so happy I almost howled with the thrill but recalled this was supposed to be secret experimentation just in time. 
 
    While I was here, I tested the boundaries of my new found freedom. As I thought I could roam all over the ground that counted as part of the quest booth, but I was prevented from stepping out. That didn’t matter, it was a proof of concept, and I couldn’t be happier. I returned to the DDD and reset the quest booth back to where it had been. 
 
    I had preparations to make and a conversation with Simeon to plan. What I was hoping to do would require coin to do properly, more than what I had on hand. I wrestled with how I wanted to address the shortfall and eventually decided on taking a risk. I put many items up for sale on the auction house. As I needed coin and fast, I was putting up some of our cast-off gear, which nevertheless had three or four enchantments on them. I was listing each piece for the bargain price of two thousand coins. The equivalent would cost twenty if not thirty thousand from the City vendors. To safeguard me and to keep my guild in the dark, I chose the auctions to only be available in the three zones on the far side of the City. 
 
    Now I just had to wait for Simeon to run my dungeon. 
 
    I wonder what I could do to pass the time? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was a bit of a wait for me, but eventually Simeon led a team into the Forest of Xanathia. With a bit of foresight, we had agreed Simeon would be the last to descend into the basement for the rat killing quest. Having Simeon delay for a few moments gave me the opportunity to make contact, which I did. 
 
    “Hello there, Simeon,” I said using the DDD. 
 
    “Shit,” he yelped at my unexpected welcome. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to scare you, but you should have been semi-prepared,” I chortled. 
 
    “Yes, it’s still weird, though.” 
 
    “Fair enough. I won’t keep you long I just have a few requests,” I started. 
 
    Simeon instantly adopted a put-upon demeanour. 
 
    “Don’t pull faces. You might be unable to see me, but I can see you,” I admonished. 
 
    “Yes, sorry. Force of habit I guess,” he said ruefully. 
 
    “You’re forgiven. Besides, there is no need to worry, it’s nothing onerous. First, I need you to switch the office assigned to me. I need the room that is on the ground floor in the northwest corner of the outpost. That needs to be done this afternoon before you start the runs on the Lair,” I asked of him. 
 
    “Okay, that should be easy enough to arrange,” he replied with a perplexed expression. 
 
    “Good. Secondly, you need to move any guild members currently bivouacked behind that corner of the outpost. I have some construction plans in mind for that spot. That also needs to be done for this afternoon,” I said. 
 
    “Alright, that’s a bit trickier. We may have to round them up, but doable. What are you building?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m experimenting. I may not end up building anything if something else doesn’t pan out,” I answered. 
 
    “Oooh, mysterious,” he said and chuckled to himself. 
 
    “Simeon, nobody likes a smartass.” 
 
    “Yeah, they do, they just don’t like to admit it,” he retorted with a cheeky grin. 
 
    I struggled not to laugh myself and took a few seconds to regain dignified comportment. 
 
    “Finally, I need you to keep the guild and any others out of the Lair and Xanathia this afternoon while I experiment. If you don’t hear from me by the evening then my experiment has failed and you can resume dungeon runs,” I said. 
 
    “Uhh…How am I going to hear from you if I’m not in the dungeon?” he asked. 
 
    “All will be revealed in due course.” 
 
    “You’re just withholding information to be a dick aren’t you,” he accused. 
 
    “You’re fucking right I am,” I laughed smugly. 
 
    I signed off, and Simeon waited for another minute or so, waiting to see if I would say anything else. He shook his head in disgruntlement and headed into the basement. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After the guild’s morning runs were completed, I watched via the DDD as Simeon complied with my wishes. The tenants of the office I wanted were relocated as were any tents near that corner of the building. I would need those to be moved if the first part of my plan worked. I had asked him to prevent any runs while I did this because of the time dilation. When I saw Simeon had assigned groups to bar entry at all the visible ways into either dungeon, it was time to crack on. 
 
    I went back to the DDD and keyed up a corridor running from under the guild outpost connected to the office Simeon had just cleared out. I then ran that corridor to the spot just inside my concealed entrance I had tried previously. I saved, confirmed, paid and the corridor was officially in place. At least according to the DDD it was. Now for the practical trial. 
 
    “Ladies,” I said to my assembled disciples. “Let’s go break some rules.” 
 
    We left the viewing lounge and walked through the dungeon and up the steps which led to the concealed entrance of my core floor. When we got to the top, I was happy to see there was a new stairwell leading down into my newly created corridor. 
 
    “Phase one is a success,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” Jessamyn said at my side. 
 
    Over the past few weeks, Jessamyn had adopted the practice of addressing me as master when part of the group and husband in private, mostly. 
 
    “I did not think this was possible,” Nessa said while peeking from behind Jessamyn. 
 
    “We don’t know if it’s possible yet. No time like the present to find out,” I said. 
 
    Then I went down the first step not meeting any kind of resistance, prompts, or warnings. I stood on that step for a few seconds waiting for anything to happen, in case there was a delayed reaction. Nothing, not even a tinkling laugh from Alyssa. I had progressed from curious to outright concerned by her continued silence, but I couldn’t think of anything I could do about it. I had to press on and hope I would hear from her again soon. 
 
    With that in mind, I pressed forward and descended the rest of the way into the corridor. I could see clearly; the corridor was just like any other, illuminated with the strange light without a source. I got to the bottom and took a few steps in. I wasn’t smote from above, so it all looked good. 
 
    “Everything seems to be working as I was hoping you can come and join me,” I said. 
 
    I watched as my women made their way down the steps. I was getting a pleasing eyeful of their legs as they came down the steps. Jessamyn led the way and flashed me a knowing grin as she got to the bottom and saw what I was ogling. When they had all reached the bottom I turned and headed down the corridor with my disciples following on my heels. We didn’t have far to go before we came to the ascending set of steps. Without preamble, I ran up the steps two at a time and emerged into the office. 
 
    I’d been able to view the layout of the office from the DDD, so the hole in the floor wasn’t below the desk or any of the other pieces of furniture in the room. I looked about and smiled widely. Jessamyn and the rest of my crew scurried up the steps once I nodded the okay. We had left Gretsch behind. I’d made progress with the goblin, but didn’t fully trust him, yet. Although I was more concerned he might accidentally give away information I would prefer to keep quiet, rather than deliberate betrayal. 
 
    “Welcome to the HQ of the Dark Moon Rising,” I said to my disciples with exaggerated grandiosity. 
 
    “We’ve been here before, Master,” Karragh said, clearly unimpressed. 
 
    “Yes, but not during the week,” I said. “Which is the point I’m making. This will create so many fresh opportunities. I’m almost giddy with the excitement.” 
 
    My statement resulted in a round of laughter from the assembled women. 
 
    “This is not the time to rest on my laurels. Ladies make yourselves comfortable. I shall go and fetch Simeon now that phase two is complete to begin work on phase three of my grand plan,” I said, resisting the urge to laugh maniacally. 
 
    “Should we not go with you, Master? How can we serve and protect you if we remain behind?” Fiadh asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately, if you were to wander around the guild HQ, you might be recognised by the rank-and-file guild members. It’s far too early to be openly revealing my association with the guild. This handsome face, on the other hand, hasn’t been seen by any who aren’t already bound to secrecy,” I said. 
 
    “Well, it’s true. You are handsome,” Nessa said, flirting. “However, that could be a problem too, as you are rather…memorable. People might wonder who you are and how it is that they hadn’t noticed you before.” 
 
    “You make a good point, Nessa,” I said. 
 
    I then produced a heavy dark brown cloak from the inventory, donned it and pulled the hood up. Gratified that this had even worked, as it hadn’t been until this moment that I’d thought to test the inventory outside of my dungeon. 
 
    “This should do the trick,” I said. 
 
    “Well, you do kind of stand out still,” Nessa said doubtfully. 
 
    “Maybe, but they can’t see my face,” I said grinning. 
 
    Now that they could see me from the depths of the hood. I whirled about dramatically and left, closing the door carefully behind me. I knew the way to Simeon’s office and headed directly there. There were only a few other guild members in the halls as I made my way through the passages swiftly. I could smell the curiosity my presence evoked, but no untoward alarm. This was good, but not all that surprising. Only guild members should be able to venture into the back rooms without triggering an automated alarm. 
 
    I was at Simeon’s door in no time at all. I knocked before pushing the door open and strode into the room like I owned the place. 
 
    “What the fuck?” the halfling squeaked as I made my entrance. 
 
    He wasn’t alone. Pacclo, Sindar and Arash were all present. Although the dwarf twins were absent. 
 
    “Relax gentlemen. It’s just me,” I said, pulling the brown hood back. 
 
    “How the hell are you here?” Simeon asked the question on all their lips. 
 
    “How did I build a rank eight guild outpost? How did I dispose of a hundred over-ranked dwarves that sought to feast on my core last night? Because I’m fucking clever, Simeon,” I told him as I took a vacant seat in front of his desk. 
 
    “So, you have found a way to leave your dungeon during the week,” Sindar said. It wasn’t a question. 
 
    “Indeed, I have.” 
 
    “Will other dungeons be able to do the same?” Sindar asked. This prompted worried frowns from Arash and Simeon. Pacclo as ever remained placid and cool. 
 
    “Theoretically, yes. Although they would have to figure out how I was doing it and then make similar investments in their infrastructure as I have. So, it’s unlikely,” I said, trying to reassure them. “Anyway, those are concerns for another day. I would like an impromptu meeting in my new chambers. I shall see you there in a few minutes, yes.” 
 
    With that, I got out of the chair I had only just sat in and pulled the hood back up and went to the door. I turned with the door half-open. 
 
    “Do you have a map of the zones? Specifically, this zone and zone six?” I asked. 
 
    Simeon looked at me dumbfounded for a second before recovering. “Uh, yes, we do actually. The other guilds delivered some, so we could see all of the currently claimed territory.” 
 
    “Excellent, that will do nicely. Bring it along if you would, please,” I requested politely. 
 
    “By ‘if you would’, I’m sure you mean do it or else. It’s almost like I never left the Brigade,” Simeon muttered under his breath, for his ears only. My wolf senses picked it up, nonetheless. 
 
    “I don’t have a bushy beard,” I called back gaily. Letting him know I had heard but wasn’t taking offence this time. 
 
    I was back in my office shortly, taking up my position sitting at my desk. Fiadh was kneeling at my side, Jessamyn standing at my shoulder on the other side. Karragh and Nessa were seated behind my desk when Simeon and the other three guild officers came in. They looked the place over, their gaze zeroed in on the stairway leading down in the corner. 
 
    “No twins then?” I asked offhandedly. 
 
    “They are overseeing keeping people out of your dungeon, as you asked. Is that how you got here then?” Simeon asked, as he pointed at the descending stairwell. 
 
    “An astute observation,” I said with a chuckle. “Roll the map out on the desk and then pull up a chair chaps.” 
 
    Arash was the one carrying the rolled-up parchments. He had three under his arms. He walked forward and unfurled one of the maps before me. 
 
    “This map covers zones six, seven, and eight. I brought the other two we have. One map for this zone and another covering all thirty-six. The detail on the complete map of all zones is a bit lacking,” Arash said. He stepped back and habitually scratched his scalp. 
 
    “This one is perfect, thank you,” I told him. 
 
    “So, are you going to fill us in on what this is all about?” Simeon asked impatiently. 
 
    “In a moment,” I said distractedly as I pored over the map in front of me. “I need to check something first.” 
 
    I mentally connected with the DDD. My familiarity had grown to the stage where I could call up displays anywhere in my dungeon if I needed to. I hadn’t tried it in a building I owned outside my dungeon, but today was a day of firsts. The floating display screen popped up in front of me and caused a stir of consternation among the adventurer guild officers around me. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Jessamyn said for me, “It’s just our master’s interface with the dungeon. It is just one of the many marvels he has at his disposal,” she went on proudly. 
 
    “To be fair every dungeon gets one,” I said with false humility. 
 
    “Nobody uses their tools the way you do,” Nessa said, chuckling lewdly after. 
 
    As much as I would have loved engaging in some sexy banter, I had more pressing concerns. Would I be able to pull off phase three of the plan? I called up my own map of zones six and seven, resized it and overlaid my display on the map parchment. 
 
    The two didn’t align exactly, mine was an accurate digital map and theirs was presumably hand drawn. They were close enough to give me confidence I would get the necessary information. My map had the data I was getting from my Spy totem in the Caverns of Jen’Zadeer, pinpointing the location of the dungeon. I summoned a pin from my inventory and thumbed it into the same spot on the guild map and then dismissed my display.  
 
    The guild map had colour-coded circles of almost uniform size dotted in various places outside of the City. The biggest size difference was the circle over my glade and forest. It was larger than any other on the map. The map had dots with numerals that corresponded to the legend on the side naming dungeons of significance. They were all high-ranked dungeons, so Jen’Zadeer’s wasn’t listed.  
 
    What I could see which brought a mighty grin to my face was that my pin wasn’t covered by any of these coloured circles. I knew the map was a little inaccurate, but it was far enough away from any of them to be within a safe margin of error. 
 
    “Simeon, I assume this large green circle here…” I pointed to our location on the map. “…represents the Dark Moon Rising guild?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s us,” he said. 
 
    “Would I also be correct in assuming our circle is larger than the others because we have a rank eight outpost and most of these others are just beacons?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” he said. 
 
    “Good. Now, who do these grey circles represent?” I asked. I was pointing to three circles closest to the location of Jen’Zadeer’s dungeon. 
 
    Simeon didn’t answer me, but Sindar came over and looked at the map. “That guild is the Sons of the Shadow. They are a dark elf guild in zone six. They are why we have no dark elves in our guild. My grey-skinned cousins are as full of themselves as my high elf cousins are. The Spires and the Towers, eternally hating one another, but simply different sides of the same coin,” the wood-elf finished. 
 
    “Sons? That doesn’t sound very matriarchal or am I making a foolish assumption about their societal makeup.” 
 
    “No, Master, you are correct. The Spires are a matriarchy, but dark elf women are not sent to the Proving Grounds. Jen’Zadeer is an exception and almost certainly this is why she is like you and not a supplicant,” Jessamyn said. 
 
    “Jen’Zadeer? Who is Jen’Zadeer?” Simeon asked, leaning forward, his curiosity etched on his face. 
 
    “Jen’Zadeer Shadestar is a dungeon in zone six. We had an encounter in a competition for dungeons right back at the beginning,” I said, without really explaining. 
 
    “Shadestar!” Sindar reacted with shock when I said the name. “She is a scion of Shadestar Spire. Even in the seventh realm we have heard of them. They are a powerful house, the most dominant in the sixth realm. If the Sons of the Shadow knew who she was they would stop at nothing to destroy her.” 
 
    “Oh, why would that be?” I asked nonchalantly. 
 
    “Dark elf men are treated poorly, as little more than disposable fodder for the Spires endless plotting and conflict. The Shadestar’s are both the most reviled and feared of the dark elf noble houses. I spent time as a scout at a crossing portal between the realms. I met several dark elf men fleeing their homeland, and those running from the Shadestar’s were always in the worst shape. The Sons no doubt have many who toiled under the Shadestar’s and would happily seek a chance for vengeance,” Sindar said. 
 
    “Interesting,” was all I said in response. 
 
    Although becoming Daxas the Wolf King had granted me many gifts, master of subtlety wasn’t one of them. Simeon knew something was up, and I could already smell his determination to drag it out of me. A few well-placed snarls would shut down his inquisitiveness, but I was still breaking him in, and didn’t want to throw my weight around too much. So, I held my hand up to forestall him.  
 
    “I’ll explain in a moment, but I have one more question. I see here that some of these circles overlap a little, how does that work?” I said. 
 
    Simeon got out of his chair and stood on his tiptoes to get a good look at what I was pointing at. Specifically, in zone six there was a grey circle for the Sons of Shadow intersecting with a blue circle for another guild. 
 
    “Oh, that,” he said. “Yeah, sometimes a guild wants to claim a specific dungeon, but the two beacons would overlap. You can do it, but you are supposed to site the second beacon so as to prevent the overlap as much as possible. It’s not a big deal as the first beacon always keeps its original territory. It’s the second beacon that loses out.” 
 
    “Okay, I can work with that,” I said, mostly to myself. 
 
    “I think it’s time you told us what you’re planning,” Simeon said, crossing his arms and giving me his best I-will-not-be-moved-on-this expression. 
 
    “I give in, it’s simple. With your willing assistance I’m going to invade her dungeon and claim her tonight,” I said and then basked in the glow of their stunned faces. 
 
    “What? How? Why?” Simeon mumbled aimlessly. 
 
    “The why is easy to answer. I want her and refuse to be denied what I want. The how will require a bit more explanation. Perhaps you’d like to sit down and close your mouth before you catch any flies,” I said in good humour. 
 
    Simeon looked at me sourly but after a quick look around the room, he shrugged his shoulders and took my advice to sit down. 
 
    “I’ve been performing a few tests recently and believe I’ve found a way to do this. Being able to build a tunnel system to the guild house proved I could do most of it,” I said, and then pointed to the map. “Confirming her dungeon is not already in another guild’s territory has removed the last possible obstacle. What I need from you is to send a team to her dungeon tonight and place a guild beacon.” 
 
    “Whoa. I’m stopping you there,” Simeon interrupted. “We only just claimed the glade as our territory. The other guilds aren’t going to recognise another claim so soon, and we’re on thin ice with the unexpected nature of our emergence already.” 
 
    “What the other guilds think isn’t important,” I said, dismissing his concerns. 
 
    “It’s important to me,” he argued back heatedly. 
 
    “Simeon!” I growled menacingly. 
 
    I partially shifted, my teeth and claws extending, muscles bulging and hair thickening. I’d been practising this over the last few weeks. The partial shift allowed me to make use of my fear aura, which I did now, letting it wash over the halfling and his associates. It was apt, I thought, I got the idea to try this when I had done it accidentally during an earlier conversation with Simeon. 
 
    “You will listen, and when I am done you will understand,” I demanded. 
 
    I could see and smell they were suitably cowed by my menacing presence and reversed the shift, relaxing back in my chair. 
 
    “Now where was I? Ah, yes. You will send a team tonight with a guild beacon that I shall buy, no need to dip into guild funds yet. They will place the beacon to cover her dungeon but following the guild guidelines. That should help placate the other guilds,” I said, nodding at him. 
 
    Simeon gulped but didn’t speak, only nodding his assent. 
 
    “Once the beacon is placed, they should remain there. With the beacon in place and the territory belonging to the guild this will allow me to build another guild outpost at the same spot. As Guild Master of the Dark Moon Rising, the outpost should be ours already, but the group we sent to place the beacon can be there to claim it on the off chance it is not. With the new guild outpost in place, I can link them with a tunnel network as I have done here.” 
 
    “Then I will invade her dungeon. When it is conquered, and I have claimed her, I shall construct entrances to the Lair and Xanathia by the new guild outpost as well as an entrance to the Caverns here in the glade. This will create questions I have no doubt. However, the guild’s prior claim to my dungeon and the Caverns being incorporated under my control should provide all the legitimacy needed for the unprecedented land grab. We can brainstorm what bullshit we feed them after this is done, but this is happening,” I finished. 
 
    They looked shell-shocked. I couldn’t blame them for that. 
 
    “Any questions?” I prompted. 
 
    “I understand how you got here to the guild HQ…” Pacclo finally said thoughtfully. “…but how will you cross from the guild outpost to the Caverns? I can’t imagine you will be allowed to build a tunnel into her dungeon, against her will.” 
 
    “A good question. I will be going in through the front door. I can build other outdoor structures, not just the outpost. Being Guild Master of the Dark Moon Rising makes the territory the outpost envelops mine as well as hers in a roundabout way. I will erect a quest booth, place it so that it directly abuts the way in and then build another tunnel from the outpost to the quest booth. That will get me to the front door and then I can just walk in like anybody else,” I told them. 
 
    The catkin nodded at me. “It would seem you have thought this through.” 
 
    “I have. Oh, and while I’m here,” I said. 
 
    I brought my display back, buying the beacon which appeared on the floor in front of Simeon. At the same time, I bought an annex for the outpost and sited it adjacent to the wall my tunnel stairwell was alongside. I hadn’t bothered with the annexes before as a brand-new outpost was more cost-effective. However, I would need somewhere a bit more defensible for this new way onto my core floor. 
 
    The adventurers were startled by the sudden appearance of a new doorway. My last act before I dismissed the screen was to shift the tunnel stairwell into the new annex. 
 
    “The annex is for my use. Keep the door to this office locked, that will keep out any snoopers. If you need to speak to me, come in and take a seat. I will know and either one of my lovely disciples or I will be with you shortly,” I said. 
 
    I stood preparing to take my leave, my women went ahead of me into the new annex and I followed turning at the doorway, looking at a troubled Simeon 
 
    “Cheer up Simeon, things are about to get exciting,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, but this is a big risk. We may be growing rapidly and already have more guild members than other long-established guilds, but our members are all under rank eleven. If the others choose to move against us, we’ll be crushed,” he replied quietly. 
 
    “That’s why it’s so much fun,” I quipped back, forcing a smile on his face. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not a halfling?” he asked rhetorically. 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    “Simeon, I have a plan for that eventuality too,” I said in a more serious tone as I closed and locked the heavy-duty door I had bought to bar the way in. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was just before midnight PGT, Proving Grounds Time as I’d begun calling it. Thus far my plan had gone off without a hitch. They chose Pacclo to be the guild officer who led a team of the most trusted guild members to plant the beacon. He had more familiarity with crossing between zones, having come from outside zone seven himself. Any concerns the building would be up for grabs by anybody proved unwarranted and they hadn’t needed to claim the outpost after I built it, as it was already owned by the Dark Moon Rising. 
 
    Once inside he had sent his team to the mess. Although I didn’t actually need them out of sight. I built a locked annex similar to the one at the Guild HQ and could do what was necessary from there. Our paths would not be crossing, not tonight anyway. 
 
    Sales of our unused armour had been surprisingly successful on the Auction House. I had more than enough to build another rank eight outpost, the accompanying annex for me, quest booth, and the tunnel network to connect them all. Well, maybe not more than enough, just enough would be a better description. I would be relying on health potion sales to refill my coffers soon. 
 
    I was waiting until we arrived in Beta outpost before putting the last few pieces in place. I had named the first outpost Alpha and this as Beta. I would likely keep the theme going when I built more. Gamma outpost would go up beside the Forest of Xanathia when I could afford it.  
 
    I built the tunnel connecting them in a direct line. I had a few misgivings when it belatedly occurred to me something could go wrong when I tried to cross the border, but nothing did. The tunnel was almost two and a half miles long, but with my eagerness, we jogged through the tunnel and covered the distance in under half an hour.  
 
    Once again, I had decided to leave Gretsch behind. He was only rank one and wasn’t ranking up until the end of the next rest day. Our conquest party wasn’t very large either so even if I equipped him heavily ‘Mob Rule’ would likely halve whatever stat boosts I put on him. 
 
    His only real use would be to have him run ahead, springing any traps, and dying. I’d been sorely tempted to use him like this anyway, but it would undoubtedly wipe out the tenuous cordiality we had developed. The benefit of utilising him as a mine canary wasn’t great enough to justify the hassle it would likely cause later. 
 
    I was supremely confident of our success. Jen’Zadeer was rank six, whereas I was rank eight and geared to the gills. We would be going in blind, though. I could have asked Simeon to send a scouting party through but would have had to wait for them to complete the mission and then report. Waiting for that information would have meant waiting a full day, which for me was almost a month. If I had that kind of patience, I would have waited for the rest day and paid for a road network to Jen’Zadeer’s door. Also, I wanted to do this under the cover of night, so we would go unobserved. 
 
    I was standing in the annex of Beta outpost; I had come up the stairs to confirm we could enter the building, while the rest of the party remained in the tunnels below. I brought up my display quickly and made the last few necessary alterations. Buying the quest booth and then connecting my tunnel network to it and I was done. I hustled back down the stairwell joining my four disciples and a surprise experiment. 
 
    Yes, I had one last potential exploit I wanted to try out. I may have left Gretsch behind but brought my Life-Seeded troll Shelly along with us. Under normal circumstances you could not bring dungeon creatures with you when invading another dungeon. However, that was usually because they were effectively ‘programmed’ not to co-operate with such an order.  
 
    Shelly was seeded and had a mind of his own. Yes, he was inherently loyal to me, but he could still make his own decisions. This possibly meant he could ignore the constraint affecting other dungeon creatures. It might be the case that he would be physically incapable of coming with us, but if that happened, I would just send him back. My confidence that we would be triumphant was not predicated on Shelly’s participation, but he would be a handy addition to the team. 
 
    A minute later and we were climbing up the stairwell exit into the cold night air of zone six. Jen’Zadeer’s dungeon was located in a bizarre landscape that resembled the base of a mountain range, without there being any towering mountains. I approached the open entrance to the Caverns of Jen’Zadeer. Unlike when I entered Nessa’s dungeon, I was given two prompts instead of one. The first was what I expected to see. 
 
    This is a Destruction Domain, Ambush Sphere, rank six Dungeon with the following specialities. Subterranean and Matriarchal. The following Dungeon Laws are in effect. 
 
    Party of Six: A minimum of 6 adventurers is required to form a party to enter this dungeon. 
 
    Daily Lockout: Adventurers may only enter this Dungeon once per day. 
 
    Over Six Penalty: Every party member over 6 will contribute a cumulative 10-minute time penalty to the 3-hour time limit. (Per rank) 
 
    Ambush: Damage from sources the victim is unaware of or is unable to willingly evade are doubled. 
 
    Matriarchal: Women or those accepting the authority of a woman receive a 10% bonus to damage. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer’s sphere added a dungeon law enhancing ambush damage and she had two specialities, which was apparently unusual for Realms born dungeons. The Matriarchal dungeon law likely didn’t assist many, but it actually helped my team. I wouldn’t benefit, but four of my team would. Oddly enough I had come across Subterranean as part of my study session and knew what it did. It was one of the more common specialities and gave access to the Cavern advanced room. It doesn’t take a genius to guess what the theme of this dungeon will be. I dismissed the first prompt and read the second. 
 
    You have a Life-Seeded dungeon creature in your party. They are not forbidden to enter but are subject to some additional rules. 
 
    First, as a dungeon creature they are not avatars of dungeons or disciples and can’t exist in two places at once. Therefore, if adventurers or other raiding groups enter the dungeon in which they are stationed, they will be summarily summoned back to take their place. There will be no warning if this occurs. 
 
    Second, as they are not avatars should they be slain as part of the invasion the dungeon creature will be returned to your dungeon but will no longer be Life-Seeded. The Life Seed asset is permanently lost. 
 
    Alright, so the good news was Shelly could come in, but he was at risk. Having him being summoned out wasn’t a worry. One of the reasons I was doing this at night was so there weren’t going to be any runs of my dungeons while we were here. I debated internally as to whether to bring him or not. Ultimately, I chose to, he hadn’t accrued much life experience so far and I already knew I was going to pick up Life Seeds at a much faster rate than I ought to.  
 
    Long term it would make sense to build up a cadre of Life-Seeded creatures not officially in my dungeon, like the two treants currently hanging out in my meadows. I could use them for activities just like this without impacting my day-to-day business. I had to refocus on the task at hand, claiming Jen’Zadeer and pushing down thoughts of all the ways I could abuse this discovery. With that done, I was ready to lead us in. 
 
    “Everyone ready?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” I got as a chorus of replies. 
 
    “Damn well here goes nothing, let’s hope it’s not full of spiders,” I said. 
 
    “Spiders? Why would her dungeon be full of spiders?” Nessa asked me. 
 
    “It’s a thing from home. Did I tell you that we have stories about races from the Realms and they have often been surprisingly accurate. In our stories dark elves are often associated with spiders,” I explained. 
 
    “Oh! Well not to worry, Master. Dark elves of the Realms have no particular association with spiders,” Nessa assured me. 
 
    “Excellent. I’m not a fan of creepy-crawlies,” I said, relieved. 
 
    “No, it’s the sabre-tooth panthers we need to watch out for,” Nessa said deadpan. 
 
    I had a little chortle at her joke and was about to congratulate her on a good one when I took in the confused expressions of my mates and the penny dropped. 
 
    “You’re fucking kidding me, sabre-tooth panthers. Really? Jess, why didn’t you tell me about this,” I asked her. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Master. I thought you knew. Like you just said, you told me you knew all about dark elves from your Earth stories,” she replied a little defensively.  
 
    I let out a deep sigh. 
 
    “Okay, new rule. Tell me about stuff. All the time, even if I’ve already told you I know what the fuck is going on, because as we now know, sometimes I don’t. These sabre-tooth panthers, are they big?” I said ruefully. 
 
    I’d seen various sabre-tooth cats in the Beast list. However, they weren’t considered standard animals and I couldn’t pick them. If I’d been a Fauna Sphere dungeon, I would have had access to them. Some of the varieties were the same size and threat rating as a tiger, others were a lot more powerful. 
 
    An interesting fact, panthers aren’t a different species of cat. They just have a recessive gene pairing giving them their dark colouration. 
 
    My forlorn hope that they would be manageable mobs was soon confirmed as well, suitably forlorn. 
 
    “Very big, Master. They are the largest sabre-tooth cats known in the Realms. Rumour has it that they have been adapted over the years by dark elf magic,” Jessamyn told me. 
 
    “Of course, they have. Normally a rank six dungeon is limited to rank ten creatures. However, if these sabre-tooth panthers are especially associated with dark elves, an exception may have been made. Alright, this isn’t a big deal. Instead of watching for giant spiders trying to ambush us, we need to be on the alert for big fucking cats. This doesn’t change anything; I have faith in us and our abilities. Let’s head in,” I said. 
 
    Pep-talk complete I led my party through the portal into the first of Jen’Zadeer’s chambers. Where, before I even had a chance to get my bearings, we triggered a trap. Part of the ceiling above us collapsed, showering us in heavy rocks and dust. The damage was of the impact variety and with the armour we were wearing, all but a few points were mitigated, but that didn’t stop me from being angry. 
 
    “Fucking bollocks!” I growled as I shrugged the fallen masonry from my eight-foot frame. Dusting my fur down was more difficult and drew a few sniggers from my women at my lack of success.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re all laughing at, it’s in your hair too,” I groused. 
 
    “Yes, but we don’t have as much of it as you do,” Karragh quipped. 
 
    I wasn’t having that and shifted back to my humanoid form quickly, stepping back and bending down out of the way of the dust that was now separated from my smaller six-and-a-half-foot frame. I gave Karragh a smug grin before shifting back to my warwolf form. 
 
    “Cheat,” she said, with a nonplussed look on her face. 
 
    “Fuck yeah, I am,” I growled happily. 
 
    I looked around the room. This wasn’t a cavern but had the slate grey granite walls I was accustomed to in my dungeon. I could tell from the dimensions it was the basic size and was otherwise unadorned. The exit to the corridor was on the other side of the empty room. 
 
    I had to give Jen’Zadeer credit, a collapsible ceiling trap as you entered the dungeon was underhanded but effective. We had walked in six abreast, so I wasn’t sure who had set it off. The entire entrance could be the trigger stone; however, the smart move would be to make it a single stone that you could move each week. That way even with foreknowledge the trap was there the first through always had a chance of setting it off.  
 
    “With this being an Ambush sphere dungeon, I think we can expect quite a few traps. Keep your eyes peeled. Shelly, it’s probably best if you walk behind us, no offence but you’re the most likely to set them off,” I said, warning my team. 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand why I would be offended, sir. You have just stated a pertinent and accurate fact. Agility is my lowest physical stat, increasing the probability that I will set off hidden traps,” Shelly responded in a neutral tone. 
 
    It was still a bit weird to hear him talk so coherently. Shellitz, the troll I felled to get his template, wasn’t the sharpest tool in the box. He spoke brokenly and referred to himself in the third person a lot.  
 
    “Do you talk like that to the adventurers in the dungeon,” I asked curiously.  
 
    I had to confess to having grown a bit bored with watching delves and hadn’t reviewed any of the few encounters Shelly had been involved in. I resolved to change that when we were back later. 
 
    “No, sir. On the few occasions that adventurers have entered my wing, I have adopted a traditional trollish vernacular. I assumed your preference would have been for cogent communication between us. Have I made a mistake? I can correct this if necessary,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Not at all,” I said quickly. “It’s a refreshing twist and ‘cogent communication’ is definitely a plus. Good thinking.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. Your praise is deeply gratifying,” he said. 
 
    “Alright, time’s a wastin’, let’s be off. Further and deeper,” I said, tabling the discussion with the oddly well-spoken troll. 
 
    We moved through the connecting corridor and passed into the next chamber. No falling masonry this time, thankfully. This room appeared more cavernous than the previous, where we entered there was a semi-circular clear area and the option of three seemingly natural passages through dark grey stone. A glance at the floor, still the slate grey flagstones, revealed we were still in a basic room and not an advanced cavern type. Jen’Zadeer must have used environmental effects to craft the décor. The passages were both wide and tall enough for Shelly to pass through. That was a design requirement after all. 
 
    “We go left,” I said to the group, without thinking. 
 
    “Any particular reason why?” Nessa asked. 
 
    “Ahem, because you always go left in a dungeon, everybody knows that,” I told her. Hoping they wouldn’t ask why. 
 
    “Since when?” Nessa asked. 
 
    “I’ve never heard that rule either, Master,” Karragh said. 
 
    “Enough! We shouldn’t be questioning our master on such matters,” Jessamyn cut in. “He undoubtedly has a sound reason for the strategy and doesn’t wish to give it away to a watching opponent.” 
 
    “Indeed. That was an astute observation, Jess,” I said, smiling at her. She stood straighter at the praise and the rest of the team settled down. 
 
    We walked down the passage on the left, following the tried and tested D&D strategy that I didn’t want to admit to. I was leading the way and after only a few paces stepped on a trigger plate setting off a spear trap. The point of the spear shot out from the right-hand side of the wall just missing my elbow and pierced me solidly in the side, beneath my armpit. I felt the sharp pain as it entered my abdomen and reflexively moved away, pulling myself off the spear tip. When I did so the spear withdrew back into the wall. I put my hand up calling a halt to the party.  
 
    “I just set off a spear trap, hang back a moment,” I said to them.  
 
    “Yes, Master,” came a chorus of feminine voices. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the lone masculine voice of Shelly.  
 
    It probably hasn’t escaped your notice that Shelly isn’t a very masculine name, but I don’t think the troll cared overmuch. This was a jibe at Shellitz’s expense. Why did I feel the need to denigrate Shellitz who I had already sent to an unwelcome fate in the Infernal Reaches? The answer, because trolling a troll was funny, at least to me it was. 
 
    It was unfortunate the spear had come from the right-hand side. If it had come from the left, the spear would likely have hit my shield first. Then, as I mulled it over, a clever dungeon would put it on the right as most shield-wielding adventurers would have their shield on their left arm. 
 
    Knowing where the spear was coming from, I held my shield, so it was in the way and pressed my foot down on the potential trigger flagstones until I identified the correct one. I noticed the spear was angled up so that it would hit higher on the body. I summoned a piece of chalk from my inventory and marked the flagstone. I didn’t want to backtrack and take a different passage but marked it on the off-chance this passageway dead-ended.  
 
    With that done, I examined my notifications to get an idea of the lethality of this trap. Every piece of gear I was wearing, all twenty-two of them, had a STA +2 enchantment on them. This boosted my stamina to seventy, giving me fourteen hundred health. That was a huge amount even for my rank and yet after being speared I saw the ghostly 7%/93% graphic. 
 
    Drilling down I could see the base damage of the spear trap had been fifty points of piercing. It was increased by fifty percent to seventy-five for being a body shot and doubled by the dungeon ambush law, as I was unaware, to one hundred and fifty. My piercing damage reduction is over sixty, but I still took ninety-one points of damage. When you factor in that I’m eight feet and it hit me in the armpit the spear would likely catch most others in the head or neck for two hundred points of damage. That would be close to an instant kill for even rank six adventurers. 
 
    On the positive side, traps that were this powerful weren’t cheap and ate into your DP unless you made the triggers spottable as I had in my dungeon. Doing that would defeat the purpose of an ambush dungeon, though. The point I am trying to make is you can only have so many traps like this unless you happen to have very deep pockets. 
 
    Thanks to my Spy totem, I knew this dungeon used two-hundred and eighty-five DP, and each of these traps cost five apiece. This meant it was unlikely all the passages had been similarly trapped, and we were just unlucky to have picked one that had been.  
 
    “These spear traps pack quite the punch. I will lead the way as I can regenerate quickest if I set off anymore,” I said. “Shame we didn’t bring Gretsch after all. The spear would have gone over his head,” I joked, lightening the mood. 
 
    My ladies all nodded in understanding, a hint of a grin on their lips. I moved farther down the twisting passage and we came to the end just around the corner. There, a similar semi-circle that had been at the beginning, awaited us. The whole room couldn’t have been any larger than the basic eight cube configuration. I suppose I had grown used to how much I had expanded or merged rooms in my own demesne. Once we were all present and accounted for, we kept going. 
 
    Chamber three was the same as two, a basic room with three passageway options. I took us left again and though the short way meandered in a different manner we emerged at a similar end, this time not encountering another spear trap. This reinforced my assumption that Jen’Zadeer either didn’t have the resources or hadn’t used up too much of her dungeon power in her early rooms.  
 
    After we passed through the next corridor, we were faced with the same choice again for the third time. Grumbling under my breath, I decided to shift my shield to my right arm and led us left for the third time. For the second room in a row we didn’t encounter a trap or any other sign of threat. Only to find the fifth room of the dungeon set up the same as the previous three. 
 
    I was getting the hump a little, but I comprehended why Jen’Zadeer had set it up this way. Much as I had realised, she wanted adventurers to take their time. There may have only been one passage with a spear trap in each room, but with the amount of damage it inflicted groups would have to be cautious and slow.  
 
    Fortunately, I didn’t. 
 
    I strode quickly down the left passage of the fifth room. Yes, I set off another trap, but it hit my shield. I marked the trigger stone for the rest of my team and kept going. When we reached the next room, there was a difference at last. Although not much of one. The semi-circle of space was larger and there were now six stone passages to pick from. 
 
    The slate grey flagstones on the floor were unchanged, so this was still a basic chamber, but obviously much larger. I wasn’t hanging about and kept heading left, the train of my team following me quietly. Something about the presence of this place made you feel the need to be quiet. 
 
    This room was definitely larger, but the leftmost passage ended in a dead-end and we had to backtrack to the beginning. This was something that could seriously slow another group down, but I just started jogging down the passages until I reached the end and then came back while the rest of the team waited at the start. Tunnel number four was the charm, and we were through and onto the next.  
 
    As we entered the next room with a now recognisable semi-circle of space Jessamyn reached out and took hold of my arm. I stopped and turned to her. I couldn’t help but notice the rest of the team were hanging back in the corridor. Jessamyn must have asked them to give us some privacy. I hadn’t heard, intent as I was on my goal. 
 
    “Husband, don’t you think you are being foolhardy? You are tearing through the dungeon without a thought for caution,” she said. I could hear the concern in her voice. 
 
    “There is nothing to be concerned about Jess. I can handle this place…” my gruff voice trailed off. I turned my head away, my focus returned to what was ahead of us, my destination and prize. 
 
    “Husband!” Jessamyn said sharply and grabbed hold of my lower jaw. She pulled my head back and down closer to her eye level. If it had been anybody else, I would likely have bashed their head in with my double-headed maul for manhandling me in such a way. Instead, I looked into the sparkling jade fury of the slight woman I had taken as my mate and wife. Her anger tamped my own down and I chose to listen to what she had to say. 
 
    “Not half an hour ago you told us. No, ordered us to tell you stuff as you do not know everything. I’m telling you now, you are being foolhardy. This is an ambush dungeon. You may be the strongest and most powerful dungeon of your rank in all the Grounds but even you can be worn down and defeated if you continue charging around heedlessly,” she said, her voice low but her displeasure clear. 
 
    She continued in a mollifying tone. “You are eager to begin claiming a new mate, and I understand. I want that for us too, but we have waited months, we can wait an hour longer.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and calmed myself. Jessamyn was right. I was letting my frustrations at all the delays, the very delays which I had failed to anticipate, drive me to recklessness. I leaned down, snaking my wolf tongue out and giving her a long sloppy lick from chin to forehead before she could pull away. 
 
    “You are right, Jess,” I said in a low growl. Then in a louder voice, “Shelly, front and centre chap. We are rotating the pathfinding duties from now on. Take as much time as you need.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Shelly said, coming in from the corridor. “I do not have access to the inventory in the same manner as you, sir. May I have the chalk?” 
 
    I nodded to him and handed over a piece of chalk I summoned from the inventory. I kept my own in a pouch on my belt. With the chalk tucked under a bracer, Shelly mimicked me by taking the left-most passage first. He couldn’t have got much more than ten feet before he called back. 
 
    “This is different from the previous cavern, sir. There are many patches of mushrooms and other fungi lining the walls and floor. I shall approach cautiously as you have previously suggested.” 
 
    We waited as the large troll continued his investigation of the tunnel. I was listening and could hear his steady heavy booted footsteps. After a few seconds, I heard a soft hissing sound followed swiftly by Shelly whispering “interesting.” Then his footsteps continued for a little longer and there was a second soft hiss before I could hear Shelly returning to us at the beginning of the chamber and addressing me as he re-entered. 
 
    “Sir, this passage has a dead-end. Most of the clusters of fungi are harmless. However, two of them released a cloud of poisonous spores when approached. I believe they are traps with a proximity sensor as opposed to being pressure-activated like the spear traps,” Shelly said. 
 
    “Shelly let me purge the poison,” Jessamyn said, stepping forward with her arms raised ready to cast the spell. Shelly put his hand up to forestall her. 
 
    “No need, Miss,” he said. “The initial poison damage was only five for each occasion with only a point per minute for the lingering effect. My resilience is off-setting it for now.” Then turning to me he continued. “The poison does stack sir, and I will likely set off more as I continue to explore.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said. “I am familiar with traps like this. I was actually considering them for the Forest of Xanathia, Nessa.” 
 
    “Oh really,” Nessa said, coming to stand beside us. “Fungi is usually the providence of the asexual sphere.” 
 
    “True, but these mushroom puff traps are one of the poison delivery systems available to all dungeons. I imagine the Asexual dungeons might get a cost reduction or something like that. Anyway, toadstools at the base of tree trunks aren’t all that unusual, at least not back in the real world. They would fit in, to begin with, and later when adventurers knew better, they would be jumping every time they saw one. Even if most are just toadstools,” I said, then continued speaking to Shelly. 
 
    “As the damage is low, continue to search the passages. When we follow you through if you set one off you need to stay in place and absorb the spores. Unlike real spores which hang in the air, these are attracted to the nearest person. You can only be affected by a single stack of the poison from each trap regardless of how many spores you absorb. Otherwise, if we are all continually affected, we will burn through Jessamyn’s mana purging it repeatedly.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the troll said before turning around and making his way down the second passage. Listening intently, I heard Shelly set off another mushroom puff. When he came back out, he shook his head wordlessly, indicating this wasn’t the way forward either. Tunnel number three was the magic number. I knew before Shelly had even got back to us. I heard three puff traps go off as he went. It made sense the eventual way forward would also have the most traps. 
 
    “Lead the way,” I told him when he got back to us and confirmed this was the case.  
 
    Shelly followed my instructions and soaked up the poison spores as we passed the proximity puffs. We passed through and were confronted with another set of six passages lined with clumps of mushrooms. I forced my own frustration down at the monotony of what we faced. 
 
    “How are you doing Shelly?” I asked the troll. 
 
    “I am doing well, sir,” he answered. “I have taken nine doses of poison so far and have purged two of the lingering poison damage effects naturally. My resilience and regeneration are keeping on top of it.” 
 
    “Excellent, well let’s continue,” I said, gesturing for him to find a path for us once more. As Shelly headed down the left passage, Fiadh, who had been silent thus far piped up. 
 
    “This is boring. When are we going to get to fight?” she whined.  
 
    I couldn’t disagree with her sentiment but having been reminded of the need to stay sharp by Jessamyn, I wouldn’t have my disciples slacking off either. Passing my maul to my shield hand, I reached out and grabbed the end of her long braided red hair. Wrapping the braid around my wrist I pulled Fiadh to me hard. 
 
    “Getting bloodthirsty, are we?” I growled at her. “You’ll have plenty of opportunities soon enough. But keep your focus sharp, the point of what she has done is to lull you into a false sense of security.” 
 
    “Yes, Master. I will, Master,” Fiadh whined in an entirely different manner now.  
 
    I could smell the spike in her scent, the musky aroma of arousal. She even pouted in disappointment when I released my grip on her hair. She didn’t move away but pressed herself up against me. Making a satisfied mewling sigh when I stroked her head. I glanced at Jessamyn, our eyes meeting, she smiled in amusement and shrugged. We had both noticed Fiadh’s growing animalistic tendencies over the past month. I wasn’t sure what was the source, but it wasn’t interfering with what I wanted or needed. Thus, I was content to let it continue. 
 
    Shelly returned. “No traps in this tunnel,” he said before heading down the next. It was the same for the next three. When he returned from the fifth tunnel, he informed us it was the way to the next room. That and he had encountered no mushroom puff traps. We kept going, maintaining our level of caution. The next chamber was identical to the last. This time the way out was the second tunnel, so we didn’t have long to wait. 
 
    We were walking down this passage single file with Shelly in the lead when we had a surprise. As Shelly neared the exit to the corridor, a stream of bats flew from a concealed alcove above us, flapping their leathery wings up and down the corridor. Not much of a problem except as they flew above our heads near the ceiling, they set off a series of mushroom puff traps that had been placed strategically on the ceiling along the entire corridor. The bats and my team were all within range of the spores as they drifted down, and we were all dosed with the contact poison. 
 
    I swung my maul about rapidly and battered the bats if they came near. One-shotting them as did Shelly. In short order, the bats were either dead or had fucked off somewhere to quietly die from the poison.  
 
    “Everybody out of the corridor,” I ordered.  
 
    Shelly was leading the way and exited first into another carved out semi-circle foyer and set off a spear trap as soon as he stepped out. This one sprang from the floor, but he was large enough that it missed his crotch and slammed into the meat of his inner thigh. He grasped the spear shaft and pulled his leg off but held onto it while he shuffled around to make space for the rest of the team to pass by him. I was bringing up the rear and was the last to get out and after I was clear Shelly released the spear. The spear withdrew into the floor with a snickt sound.  
 
    “How badly were each of you affected?” I asked the group at large. Each of those mushroom puffs was a separate trap so we could be affected by the poisonous spores from every individual cluster. 
 
    “I was dosed six times, Master,” Jessamyn answered first. 
 
    “Four for me, Master,” Karragh said next. 
 
    “I was also affected four times, Master,” Fiadh said. 
 
    “I only received two doses,” Nessa said.  
 
    She had been following in Shelly’s wake and closest to the front, so it made sense she had been lightly impacted compared to the others. Jessamyn had been in front of me with Fiadh ahead of her and Karragh behind Nessa. I always wanted our healers flanked by the fighters. 
 
    “I too was afflicted by two doses, sir. I must apologise for not detecting the danger during my earlier foray,” Shelly said. 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Shelly. This was competent dungeon design is all. Jessamyn, purge the poison from yourself and the other ladies. Shelly and I can recover on our own. Then you and Nessa heal any damage taken and restore your mana with a potion. We’re going to wait here fifteen minutes, as we still have plenty of time. While you do that, I will scout this next set of tunnels,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” Jessamyn and Nessa said in unison. They looked at each other and chuckled lightly at the jinx. 
 
    Leaving them to obey my instructions I went on my scouting mission. I didn’t need any healing even though I was dosed eight times, more than anybody else. I could probably blame my height for that dubious honour. 
 
    My natural regeneration was more than enough to handle the eight points of poison damage a minute. Honestly, I was secretly a little happy as it was contributing to building up my poison damage reduction granted by my resilience. I looked around the cave-like corridor and it was still filled with patches of sprouting fungi. 
 
    I paid more attention to the roof than I had before as I went and spotted a few suspect looking mushrooms. I waved my maul above my head, but it didn’t set anything off. This turned out to be a short scouting trip as the left tunnel was the way out. I didn’t enter the next room but at last I could see there was a change.  
 
    The new room was more spacious and had no passages, it was all open plan. There were dirty white stalagmites and stalactites of various sizes dotted throughout the chamber, but I could still see slate grey flagstones on the floor. This was a basic room with environmental effects. I guessed the room was about sixty foot by one hundred and twenty. I couldn’t see any sign of threats and no mushrooms either. I headed back after taking the opportunity to quietly observe the room for a few minutes.  
 
    “Well for once left really is best,” I said cheerfully to my harem and Shelly who were sitting down awaiting my return. Fiadh’s head was in Jessamyn’s lap and she was gently brushing her now unbound hair.  
 
    “I don’t know what is down these five, uh seven passages, but this one is clear and leads to an open chamber,” I said. I had pointed to the remaining tunnel openings, which was when I realised there were seven and not five as there had been previously. This must have been a larger room than the last. 
 
    “Has anybody else been keeping count of how many rooms we’ve been through? My recollection is this is the tenth,” I asked the group. 
 
    “I concur, sir,” Shelly said and several of the others nodded their agreement. 
 
    I came and sat down in their circle as we waited for the rest of the fifteen minutes to pass. 
 
    “Okay, if Jen’Zadeer has figured out she can merge rooms and it looks likely given the size and layouts we’ve encountered, then hopefully we are roughly halfway. My spy totem from the gauntlet informed me how many dungeon points she is using. I’m guessing a bit here, but my estimate is we’ve only come across maybe a third of that total thus far. This suggests she is backloading the danger. All of which makes sense. She has shown herself to be a canny designer. Fiadh I suspect you’re going to get your fight soon enough,” I told the group. 
 
    “I agree, Master,” Jessamyn whispered as she continued to brush Fiadh’s hair. “Her use of traps has been clever. The poison alone would trouble unwary groups, wearing them down. They would either have to keep a large supply of poison antidotes or accept a slow reduction in their health. That would encourage groups to move swiftly to minimise those losses. Yet, the placement of the far more lethal spear traps warrants caution and taking your time. You can’t do both effectively.” 
 
    “Damn, she is smarter than me. All I thought to do was throw creatures at the adventurers,” Nessa said. I could smell her despondency and pulled her in for a hug. 
 
    “She has been at this longer than you, Nessa, that’s all. Also, from what I’ve heard about the Spires she has a background in backstabbing, deviousness and cruelty. You were devoted to life and growing and that’s nothing to be ashamed of, but it doesn’t prepare you for the harsh realities of the Proving Grounds,” I said, trying to cheer her up. 
 
    “You should have seen me when I got here, Nessa. I was so useless the only people who would take me on a dungeon run only did so because they planned to betray me and let the dungeon kill me,” Jessamyn told her with a self-deprecating smile. 
 
    “She’s right, in a few more months they’ll be calling you the ‘Terror from the Trees’, I guarantee it,” I said as I rubbed her back. Nessa chuckled and I could smell her mood improve dramatically. 
 
    “Thank you Master, and thank you Jess,” she said after a moment. 
 
    “Alright, we have plenty of time for small talk later, we have a dungeon to finish,” I said, getting back on my feet. 
 
    We all stood and prepared ourselves to continue. Jessamyn quickly re-braided Fiadh’s hair with practised swiftness and tied the end. Stroking her cheek as she finished, Fiadh leaned into her touch and Jessamyn responded, kissing her tenderly. 
 
    Another time seeing that would have led to plenty of sexy fun. Today I was focused on my mission, but the scene was logged in the wank bank and the appropriate action would be taken later. Not that I was wanking any longer. 
 
    Time to focus, Jen’Zadeer awaited me at the end of this journey. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    In a short while we were on our way, entering the new open chamber which I had already scouted. I continued leading the way, with Jessamyn and Fiadh behind me. Karragh was walking alongside Nessa and Shelly was covering the rear of the party. We moved cautiously through the chamber. We couldn’t take a direct path as the stalagmites were spread about in a haphazard manner. I could see the exit on the far side of the chamber and did my best to take us in as direct a path as I could while keeping my senses focussed, hunting for threats. 
 
    We were about a third of the way across the chamber when they struck. They emerged from the shadows and carved apses in larger stalagmites we couldn’t see from the direction we entered. The first I knew was a flurry of small crossbow bolts striking me in the chest and head. A few bolts skittered from my shield, but I was hit three times. I heard soft cries and a grunt from behind me indicating that most, if not all, of the party had been hit at least once too.  
 
    With my armour, the piercing damage was negligible and would likely barely affect my ladies either. The kicker was these bolts were envenomed. It was a rank one venom like the spell I had taken. The toxin inflicted ten points of venom damage for the initial hit with a further five points every thirty seconds. This continued until it was purged by your stamina, a potion, or spell. Thankfully, unlike poisons, venom bleed effects didn’t stack unless they were from differing ranks. They hurt more upfront though, and repeated doses did make the periodic stamina checks to end the effect more difficult. 
 
    Our assailants revealed themselves as they charged wordlessly from their hiding places. They were humanoid, about six feet tall wearing dark black leathers with hoods covering their faces in darkness. Their cowls were so effective even my excellent eyesight couldn’t penetrate the dark. 
 
    They had dropped their hand crossbows and were dual-wielding daggers. They were fast, which didn’t give us long to prepare for their melee assault. However, except for Shelly, our enchantments meant we were faster. We reacted in time and were able to defend ourselves. I had just enough time to absorb their numbers. There were ten attackers, five on either side before the fighting started. 
 
    Fiadh raged and launched herself at those coming from the parties right, so I turned to the left covering Jessamyn. Then they were upon us and I deflected the first few incoming dagger strikes on my shield. Swinging my double-headed maul widely in response, catching one of the attackers who was trying to bypass me with a solid body blow. I instantly saw the damage graphic 100%/0% as he crumpled to the floor. 
 
    I was strong, yes, but not that strong. These guys had to be glass cannons. Hard hitters, but they couldn’t take anywhere near the same kind of punishment they dished out. 
 
    I abandoned my defensive posture. If they had so little health, I just needed to swing like there was no tomorrow, even glancing strikes would likely leave them critically injured. Within a few seconds, I had clobbered two more on the left and seen Karragh, who was guarding Nessa farther back, despatch the other two. I turned to our right side and saw Shelly was struggling with the lone surviving speedy assailant.  
 
    Before I could intervene, I saw the flash of fiery red hair as Fiadh zipped across the chamber floor bouncing from stalagmite to stalagmite and engaged the remaining mob. She tackled it with authority, the pair of them crashing into a free-standing limestone stalagmite nearby and she was pummelling her victim before they slipped back to the floor. The first punch was likely sufficient, but I let her wail away on him for a few seconds more before I deactivated her ‘Battle Frenzy’ ability bringing Fiadh back to her senses. 
 
    “Well, that was exhilarating,” I said with a gruff chuckle. “I assume everyone got hit by a crossbow bolt and has been envenomed. Jessamyn purge yourself and the other girls. Nessa heal everyone up with Regrowth and then replenish your mana and we’ll wait for a bit before moving on. Was anyone cut by a dagger?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I was,” Shelly said. “They were envenomed as the bolts were. In fact, Miss, if it wouldn’t be too much trouble, could you cast Purge on me also. I was hit by five bolts and slashed three times with the dagger. It will likely be some time before I purge it naturally and the damage is outpacing my natural health regeneration.” 
 
    “Of course, Shelly,” Jessamyn answered and stepped towards him. 
 
    “Thank you, Miss, but please do me last. I shan’t be in any danger for several minutes,” he said. Jessamyn nodded and went to cast her spell on Nessa instead. 
 
    While my healers saw to the wounds of the party, I hunched down by one of our fallen attackers and pulled back the hood, revealing a dark elf male. I should have guessed considering the dungeon. These weren’t like my sentient dungeon creatures, though. 
 
    My senses were razor-sharp, and I didn’t get a hint of their presence suggesting a sophisticated covert ability incorporating Stealth, Bland and Silence. Buying gear that provided all of that, as well as envenomed weaponry for ten dark elves, was too much for Jen’Zadeer. Couple that with their laughably low health and these had to be a pre-built dungeon creature available to the Ambush sphere.  
 
    There would be more of them I was sure, but we could handle them and unlike my sentient mobs, there was no versatility. These guys would get a single surprise attack in but offer us little threat after. For a party of adventurers, on the other hand, this would be a real challenge. It was no surprise Jen’Zadeer was advancing as quickly as she was. She had to be culling half the party a run at least and forcing them to delay waiting for their potion cooldowns to re-pop. This was the kind of build I would have toyed with using if my dungeon laws hadn’t cut the time most adventurers had by so much.  
 
    After fifteen minutes we continued. The next room looked the same as what we had just been through, but there were no attackers. We kept going and stepped into a chamber that was just as large as the last two. Now though, I could tell we were finally entering a proper cavern advanced room. There were no flagstones, and the ceiling of the chamber was twice the height, but you didn’t need those tell-tale signs. There was a variance to the stone and décor that just rang true, where those before always had the hint of artificiality. Apart from that, it was much the same layout with the limestone stalagmites and stalactites filling the room. The room was interspersed with some other features like veins of quartz and crystal formations.  
 
    We didn’t come across anything in this room as we passed through. In the next room we were hit once more by another cadre of ten hidden dark elf assassin types. Followed by another chamber with almost nothing, apart from a spear trap which I set off. It wasn’t until we got to the sixteenth room that what we’d been discussing before we entered the caverns became relevant. 
 
    Shelly was leading the party through into this room and I had only just crossed the threshold. I noticed immediately the stalagmites in this cavern were larger and there were raised ledges flanking either side of the way in. There were gaping dark caves a few feet back from the ledges. I heard rather than saw what was about to happen.  
 
    “Ambush from the ledges,” was all I had time to yell. This was enough to get my party looking up in vaguely the right direction so they could react. 
 
    Leaping at us from the caves and over the ledge on either side were two black-furred sabre-tooth cats and they were fucking enormous. The sabretooth on the right aimed his leap at Shelly. My troll was stalwart but not very quick. He was able to shift his body to meet the cat’s leap with his shield, likely saving himself from serious injury from its claws and ten-inch fangs. The sabretooth still barrelled into him and as big as the troll was the cat was at least twice his size. Therefore, it was Shelly who gave way and fell backwards with the cat on top of him, trying to claw at him past his tower shield. 
 
    The second sabretooth cat came from the left and targeted the middle of our line. With the heads up I gave them and their enhanced agility, my ladies were able to evade, dive or backpedal out of the beast’s way. As it landed in our path, this gave me a chance to get a good look at it. 
 
    The beast had to be six feet at the shoulder and close to nine feet long snout to hind legs. Its fur was black, but you could see some differentiation suggesting thin striping if it hadn’t been a panther. The forelegs were longer than its hind legs, but those were thick and powerful and perfect for pouncing. The shoulders were heavily muscled and there was a thick tuft of fur on top between the shoulder blades. Their canines were ten inches and serrated at the back. The teeth didn’t look that big in the context of the beast’s massive malevolent head. These sabretooth cats had to weigh at least two thousand pounds if not more.  
 
    Now don’t ask me how I knew, because I don’t remember where I picked up the information, a documentary probably, but I knew Smilodon’s from Earth never got that big. Not even close. I could well believe these things had been enhanced with magic. 
 
    I snarled my defiance at the cat. I wanted its attention on me. As its baleful gaze swung in my direction, I leapt forward bashing the beast in its snout with my shield and swung my maul with all my might into its side. 
 
    Battling against something significantly bigger than me, even in my warwolf form was something of a novelty. Shellitz had been bigger than me, but not by much. Now, an advantage I found fighting a larger foe was it was quite easy to hit. There was a lot of panther to make contact with. The disadvantage was it was fucking strong and its answering paw swipe hurt like buggery as it clawed my thigh. It was piercing damage and I only dropped three percent of my health, but I was struggling to keep my footing from the power of the blow.  
 
    I could see on its left flank that Fiadh was in frenzy mode, slashing and punching the cat’s body. My job was to tank, so I kept up my tactic of jabbing its nose with my shield to keep its focus on me. Whenever it knocked me away, I bounced straight back, irritating it. This prevented the cat from turning its full attention on the whirlwind of fists draining its health. Fiadh danced up and down the panther’s body, evading the hind legs attempts to claw her with ease. Those thick muscular legs’ might provide the power to launch a creature of this size through the air, but they lacked manoeuvrability.  
 
    I took a moment to absorb what was happening in the rest of this combat. Shelly was still on his back but was keeping the second cat occupied. Karragh had joined that fight and was methodically using her hand-axes to wear it down. 
 
    Nessa and Jessamyn had scampered up the walls and were now on the ledges where the cats jumped from. They were both using the bows I had given them to rain a steady stream of arrows into the body of the cat Shelly was struggling with. They were being sensible and aiming for the centre of the large beast and not risking going for headshots. From their perch, they would also be able to cast their respective healing spells if they were necessary. My only worry was the possibility of something else being up there, hidden in the caves. I had to trust they could handle it if that happened. 
 
    I smiled and growled at the enraged cat before me, everything was well in hand. Now I could have finished this quicker. I had aces up my sleeve after all, but if Jen’Zadeer was anything like me she would be watching as we made our way through her dungeon. I didn’t want to show my hand too soon. I wanted my surprises to actually be a surprise, if you get my thinking.  
 
    My fight with the cat went on for twenty more seconds. I almost felt sorry for the poor thing in the end. The beast had to sense on some level that the comparatively tiny woman punching it was hurting it badly. Yet, every time he began turning towards her my guttural snarling challenge distracted the cat and allowed me to shift back in front of it, stopping it from getting to Fiadh. Finally, the cat fell and without delay Fiadh and I rushed over to the second sabretooth panther. 
 
    Shelly held the beast by its elongated canines. The cat was clawing his gut and he kicked at its underbelly in response. As Fiadh and I joined the fray, I saw a faint green glow surround Shelly revealing Nessa had just cast Regrowth to help heal the terrible wounds he was taking from the cat’s clawing. Karragh flashed me a vicious smile as I moved up beside her. No longer needing to defend, I dropped my shield to the floor. Taking my maul in both hands I started pounding the struggling cats back with short, sharp thumps of my blunt weapon. 
 
    We finished the second cat off very quickly. The biggest problem was after we killed it, the beast collapsed on top of Shelly. Shelly was big enough himself that despite the creature’s weight and being pinned to the floor he wasn’t being harmed. If it had fallen on one of the girls, we may have needed to act with more urgency.  
 
    With my current item enhanced strength, I was five or six times stronger than the strongest human to have ever lived. Theoretically, lifting a two-thousand-pound cat above my head ought to be achievable, well from the weight perspective it ought to be. Though it would still be bloody awkward with how that weight was distributed.  
 
    However, it took both Shelly and I cooperating to move the carcass enough for him to pull himself free. I was immensely strong in combat terms but not super-lupine. This was one of the oddities of the Proving Grounds and how it worked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m beginning to think I might have preferred the spiders,” I said deadpan once Shelly was free. The howls of laughter from my mates echoed across the cavern.  
 
    We had to wait for a while once more. Jessamyn and Nessa had both used a fair amount of their mana during the fight and had to imbibe another mana potion to restore it. Jessamyn had blessed Karragh to give her some extra sanctified damage during the fight and they both erred on the side of caution and healed Shelly during the fight. If we lost him here then it would be permanent, so I approved of their choice. After the fifteen-minute break was over we pushed onward. 
 
    I was thinking that tactically this was the first mistake Jen’Zadeer had made. Had it been me I would move up through the dungeon with whatever troops I had at my disposal and struck while we were recuperating. There was the possibility we weren’t as close to the end as I thought we were, but it was unlikely. Those sabretooth’s and the concealed dark elves had to account for a large part of her dungeon power. Presuming she kept something back for the end of the dungeon we couldn’t have too far to go. 
 
    We passed through three more large cavern rooms, coming across another spear trap and were jumped by the hooded dark elves again. Although there were only five of them this time. I had been keeping the count and we had been through nineteen chambers. As we neared the exit of this nineteenth room my intermittent sixth sense kicked in. It wasn’t a warning as such this time, just a surety that my goal was at the other end of the corridor. Jen’Zadeer was waiting for us in the next room. 
 
    I took point and led us through into another expansive cavern chamber. It was very similar to the chamber where we had been ambushed by the sabretooth cats, with limestone ledges ahead of darkened caves on either side. I pressed forward, keeping my senses alert. I didn’t get any scent of threats from the ledges, though the pungency of the limestone could have been interfering with my sensory input. The rest of the party filed into the cavern behind me. My eyes scanned the rocky terrain, but there was no sign of Jen’Zadeer. 
 
    “Keep your wits about you,” I whispered in a low growl. So, it wasn’t much of a whisper. 
 
    My team didn’t answer. I glanced behind me and saw they were all through and my girls nodded their heads in acknowledgement. As my thoughts flitted across the incongruity of my whispered growling my sixth sense went into overload filling me with startling clarity of what I needed to do.  
 
    I shifted back to my dashing and incredibly handsome humanoid form. I would be dealing with Jen’Zadeer directly and this form would prove far more useful.  
 
    Shifting wasn’t the inspiration my sixth sense bestowed, I’d planned to do that anyway once I found her. No, what I suddenly knew, was I didn’t need to see her to enact my plan for handling her. I only needed to know she was there, somewhere. 
 
    I focused internally and sent forth a duel request.  
 
    You have challenged Jen’Zadeer Shadestar to a duel. 
 
    In addition to the standard duel terms, you have added the following clauses. 
 
    If Daxas of The Wolf King’s Lair wins then Jen’Zadeer Shadestar will willingly submit to his dominion and accept being claimed as his disciple. She will obey his commands and serve him for the rest of her existence. 
 
    If Jen’Zadeer Shadestar of the Caverns of Jen’Zadeer wins then Daxas will acknowledge her superiority in a manner of her choosing. She will have thirty minutes in which to physically mutilate him as much as she desires with no interference from his party. He will then withdraw from her dungeon in defeat and pay 1,500,000 in experience at the start of the next rest day. 
 
    These clauses will be imposed by the Proving Grounds should the duel take place. 
 
    I was in Jen’Zadeer’s dungeon, so she could refuse. The genesis of this idea was based on my belief she wouldn’t refuse a straight-up duel. Her pride would never allow it, but I wasn’t sending her a straight-up duel request. I knew she lusted after me, but she had to be angry with how things ended last time between us. 
 
    I was one hundred percent confident I could conquer her dungeon. But conquering her was one thing, claiming her as my disciple also required her acceptance of my dominion over her. My aura of domination was typically sufficient to ensure this for most of my intended mates. However, my experience with the dwarven brides and Fiadh had shown this wasn’t foolproof. Jen’Zadeer’s rage and pride might be enough to deny me even if her libido was pushing her to accept.  
 
    My experience with the dwarves had also taught me that if you got creative you could convince people to accept a duel they might otherwise refuse. Hence why I was being so generous with my ‘defeat’ clause. I wanted to appeal to her greed, get her thinking about all that XP and let it override any reservations she might have about becoming mine if she lost. 
 
    “Impossible,” I heard Jen’Zadeer shout from the far side of the Cavern. “You don’t have that much experience,” 
 
    “I do. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have been able to offer it,” I yelled back. 
 
    This was a half-truth. I didn’t currently have that much XP, but it was likely I would by the next rest day. If I had tried to offer ten million, I wouldn’t have been able to as I knew I wouldn’t have that much. Not that I had any fear of losing and actually having to pay her. The important thing to note Jen’Zadeer was indeed focussed on the XP as I hoped. 
 
    Stalking from the shadows at the far end was another sabretooth panther. This one was perhaps even bigger than the others and had a leather saddle with Jen’Zadeer sitting astride it. I had to stop myself from giggling as I thought of Evil-Lyn finally overthrowing Skeletor for his repeated ineptitude and taking his place as I watched her. I supposed I did look a bit like a dark-haired lascivious He-Man. The good news, she was going to accept. She wouldn’t have revealed her position if she wasn’t. 
 
    I embraced the opportunity to ogle my opponent. Jen’Zadeer had a slim build and narrow hips but was still rocking a pair of C-cup breasts. She was incredibly beautiful with high cheekbones and full lips the colour of amethyst. Her long white hair had coppery hints at the tips, and she was still clad in revealing black leathers. They looked to be of finer quality than before and undoubtedly were enchanted. She was staring me down with her piercing lavender eyes.  
 
    I hadn’t forgotten how exquisite she looked. She was hands down the sexiest woman I had ever encountered. This wasn’t an insult to Jessamyn and the rest of my harem. They were all gorgeous women whom I cared for deeply. But facts are facts and though they were all solid ten’s Jen’Zadeer broke the rating system and dinged eleven. She had the kind of beauty which made men’s cocks ache with desire when she was near. 
 
    “I see you’ve surrounded yourself with lowborn sluts,” she sneered as her sabretooth panther continued slowly stalking towards us.  
 
    I could hear my harem’s disgruntlement behind me, but they held their tongues and position. They knew my intent and trusted me to win through. 
 
    She may look exceptional but then there was her winning personality you had to take account for. A solid three on that front, maybe a four when she wasn’t actively trying to be a bitch. That wasn’t my problem, though and she would regret her words when she was mine. And she had to make it up to her new sister-mates. 
 
    “Jen, I hope you’re well. Spreading those lithe legs and riding a powerful beast is a good look on you,” I leered, leaving her in no doubt as to my real meaning. 
 
    “Shatzah!” she screeched. “You will pay for your impertinence, you filthy animal.”  
 
    She swung her left leg over the saddle and slid down and landed gracefully on the cavern floor. The high heels of her black knee-high leather boots caused no issues with her balance. 
 
    Once on the ground she finally accepted my duel request. I smirked and designated a spot halfway between us as the location for the duel. Everyone else would now be frozen until its conclusion. The automated nature of the duel took over. I felt myself being compelled to move forward and take my place for the coming battle. 
 
    I had prepared for this duel. Fighting it had been my plan all along after all. There was a mini-exploit I had discovered over the course of the many duels I had fought which I was finally going to make use of. The compulsion to move into position did take control of your lower body, forcing you into position, but it didn’t prevent you from doing other things, provided they weren’t directly offensive. 
 
    I had two things I wanted to accomplish before we began. First, I cast my Summon Beasts spell. I summoned four wolves behind a large stalagmite out of sight of Jen’Zadeer. Secondly, I retrieved a potion from my inventory, popped the cork and guzzled the contents. 
 
    This was all I had time for. Jen’Zadeer chose to use those moments to taunt me instead. 
 
    “I have been collecting some especially rancid guano to rub into the stump of your manhood once I have my pet claw it from your wretched body,” she spat.  
 
    I just grinned wider, further fuelling her rage. 
 
    Now we were in position, the countdown began 3, 2, 1, and the duel commenced. I was about to adopt a classic defensive posture. Hunching behind my shield, with it out in front guarding me. Then the strangest thing happened, Jen’Zadeer waved happily at me. I stood a little straighter in surprise, the surprise only growing stronger as I was hit by an icy blast in the chest just an inch below my throat.  
 
    Having stood up I was no longer braced. The force of the spell knocked me from my feet, and I fell back prone onto the cavern floor. I dropped my double-headed maul and it clunked as it hit the ground, skidding away. My left arm, with the shield attached, flopped on my other side. My grip on the shield failed and it slipped loose leaving my body completely exposed. 
 
    Déjà vu from our Gauntlet encounter anyone? 
 
    As I lay there getting an awesome view of the cavern ceiling, I began to feel a little better about that fight. At the time I had berated myself for being so stupid and allowing her to get the spell off so easily, which almost cost me the victory. With a bit more experience under my belt, I could tell this must be an ability she was using. Something which confounds her opponent allowing her to cast without them understanding what she was doing. 
 
    “Yes!” Jen’Zadeer crowed with savage delight.  
 
    This was followed by the clacking of her heels as she closed the distance between us, daggers drawn, ready to take advantage of my vulnerability.  
 
    Was this the end? Was I about to suffer ignominious defeat? Was everything I’d done and sacrificed to get here be in vain? Was I really letting Jen’Zadeer carve off my pride and joy? Fuck no! I would have thought you’d have a bit more faith in me by now. I’m disappointed in you, I really am. 
 
    Okay, I may not have been expecting whatever sleight of hand shenanigans she had pulled to hit me with her Ice Blast right off the bat, but that doesn’t mean I wasn’t prepared for it. I’m not some noob, you know. I was privy to pertinent information Jen’Zadeer was not. 
 
    You have resisted the Ice Blast spell’s freezing ‘Paralysis’ effect. 
 
    I had studied up on Paralysis effects following our first confrontation. All my gear was crafted specifically for this fight and gave me additional Cold damage reduction. Which along with my resilience and the potion of Cold Resistance I supped on moments earlier contributed a whopping eighty-eight percent to my chances of resisting paralysis.  
 
    The wolves were my insurance policy. Paralysis may freeze your limbs, but it doesn’t affect your mind. I would still be able to command them to run interference and harass her until I was able to fight off the incapacitation, should I have had the misfortune of ‘rolling’ that twelve percent. 
 
    I may have been lying there open and exposed, but I wasn’t vulnerable. It was pure Hollywood. Jen’Zadeer in her zeal hadn’t stopped to consider I was fully aware of what she was capable of, having suffered it once before. Now she was running to me and my waiting, strong as fuck, arms. The hardest part was withstanding the urge to grin like a Cheshire Cat. 
 
    When Jen’Zadeer reached me, she stared down at me with misplaced glee. 
 
    “This is what you wanted, isn’t it? For me to ‘spread my lithe legs’ and ride you?” she taunted as she straddled me, sitting on my chest. 
 
    She raised the daggers before her, pointed down and lined them up with my eyes. She planned to blind me with her first attack. Such a shame for her that she wouldn’t get the opportunity. As she smiled maliciously at me, her shoulders shifted, beginning the motion to thrust down and stab out my eyes, my hands whipped up grabbing her wrists. 
 
    “Are you sitting comfortably?” I snarked. 
 
    With a malicious grin of my own, I shifted my hips and kept a firm grip on her wrists, used my strength to roll over, taking her with me. An instant later I was on top and Jen’Zadeer was now trapped beneath my body. She still had hold of her daggers, and that could be a problem. I cast one of my spells, Lightning Bolt, and channelled it through the palms of my hands. I was holding her so couldn’t miss. The shock of the electrical damage had the desired effect, and she dropped the daggers in surprise. 
 
    “No,” she wailed despairingly.  
 
    Her eyes widened in horror as the degree to which she had been played, and just how fucked her situation started sinking in. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” I said, and lowered my head, looking her deeply in the eyes, our noses almost touching. 
 
    I was confident she had nothing left to hit me with. Her Ice Blast spell had inflicted two-hundred and eighty-eight cold damage and that was after I had reduced it by forty-two. I had crunched the numbers during the weeks I’d had to wait for this day, theorising on her possible builds. She must have focussed most of her progression and gear on Spell Power and Mana to achieve those numbers. No room for something crafty that might catch me unawares. Well, nothing she could now afford to cast even if she had it. 
 
    “The only question is are you going to forfeit, or will I have to get rough? Hmm?” I whispered.  
 
    “Never! I’ll never submit to you,” she hissed at me. My suggestion of giving in had reawakened the pride-filled dark elf within her. 
 
    “Ah, but that’s the thing about duels. You can’t renege on the terms and that’s what you agreed to. The choice is not yours, not anymore,” I chuckled darkly. 
 
    Her breathing increased rapidly, panic setting in. 
 
    “I’ll resist. You can’t break a Shadestar,” she cried angrily, but there was a hint of a tear welling in the corner of her lavender eye, exposing her words as a lie. 
 
    “You will serve. Whether it be willingly or not. I’m sure you will resist any way you can, up until the day you don’t. You may not believe me, but on that day, you will be truly happy. This I promise. Now, close your eyes. This will only hurt for a short while,” I told her gently.  
 
    Victory was mine, there was no need to rub it in right now. 
 
    I partially shifted, my teeth and jaw extending. I broke eye contact with her. Jen’Zadeer’s last act of defiance had been to ignore my request that she close them. I moved my head down to her neck and clamped my jaws on her throat and bit down hard. It may have been my imagination, but I was sure I saw her neck muscles twitch imperceptibly. Her subconscious willing her to give me easier access and submit to me. 
 
    As my teeth sunk in, I was flooded with the metallic taste and aroma of her blood as it pumped from her carotid artery which I had severed with my bite. I was true to my word; it didn’t take long. 
 
    Blink. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    We were all back in my core room. The terms of the duel meant I didn’t need to continue into Jen’Zadeer’s core floor and place my hand upon her core gem to win. Instead, we had been transported automatically back to my dungeon, per the rules of dungeon invasions. 
 
    I was sitting on my wide-fit throne. Jessamyn and Nessa were sitting on either side of me. Fiadh knelt at my feet on the same side as Jessamyn, clutching my leg. Karragh stood beside Fiadh. I couldn’t see any sign of Shelly. Presumably, he was back at his station in his wing. 
 
    Most importantly stood before me was my prize. The defeated dungeon Jen’Zadeer Shadestar. Her facial expressions oscillated from baleful arrogance to unbelieving disgust and back again. When I reviewed my options, she was available to be claimed as a disciple. I spoke as I did so. 
 
    “Jen’Zadeer Shadestar I claim as you as my disciple,” I said formally as I picked the option. 
 
    Blink. 
 
    Outwardly nothing had changed except there was a new organic pedestal beside mine and Nessa’s. Jen’Zadeer’s core gem was a scarlet ruby. Its pulsing red light combined with the green from ours to bathe the room in a technicolour glow. I brought up a display screen in front of me and could see plenty of flashing icons and pending messages for my attention. I wanted to read through a few of them quickly in case there was anything unexpected, but first I should perform a quick test. 
 
    “Jen’Zadeer sit down on the ground with your legs crossed and put one of your thumbs in your mouth until I tell you to remove it,” I ordered the dark elf. 
 
    Her eyes flashed angrily, and I could see her straining to resist my command. Not that it helped as she promptly sat on the ground, crossed her legs, and put her right thumb in her mouth. My mates all tittered at the display of the proud dark elf forced to behave like a naughty child. The laughter only fuelled Jen’Zadeer’s discontent as she glowered up at us. Now I was assured she wouldn’t be running off or running her mouth I could review the messages. 
 
    Dungeon Update! 
 
    The Wolf King’s Lair, a rank 8 Sexual Life Dungeon has conquered and claimed the Caverns of Jen’Zadeer, a rank 6 Ambush Destruction Dungeon in zone 6. They now have a collective rank of 16. 
 
      
 
    Warning! Illegal Dungeon configuration. 
 
    The configuration of your Dungeon does not currently fit within the design protocols. You must change your design before the end of the next rest day or suffer 10 tithe penalties for every week it is in an illegal configuration. 
 
    Those first two messages were what I was expecting, but there were more. 
 
    Achievements Gained! 
 
    Dominator 2 (afforded by the Domination speciality) 
 
    You have successfully conquered two other dungeons. 
 
    You are granted the Dungeon Dominator 2 ability which increases your aura of dominance by x3. 
 
    Dungeon Delver 2 
 
    You have successfully completed the floors of two rival dungeons. 
 
    From now on you garnish twenty percent of a defeated dungeon’s current experience pool. If you choose not to destroy the dungeon, a permanent totem is placed in the defeated dungeon taxing them 2% of all future experience. 
 
    Custom Duellist 1 
 
    You have offered and had accepted customised duelling options five times. 
 
    From now on when you offer customised duelling options that favour your opponent there is a 25% chance they will accept even if their natural inclination is to decline. (Their chance of winning the duel will be incorporated into the favourability assessment.) 
 
    Bonus achievements were always nice. The other boons might come in handy, but it was the dominance enhancement that would be most useful. My dominance aura was bumped up to one hundred and eighty. Simeon and his fellows were already jumping to obey me when it had been one hundred and twenty. I could probably advance my intentions on disciple expansion sooner than I planned without upsetting my source of income. Not to mention it was going to be useful bringing the recalcitrant dark elf staring daggers at me into line. 
 
    Soul Shard Update! 
 
    You have 22 collective soul shards across 3 dungeons. The split is as follows. 
 
    The Wolf King’s Lair: 8 
 
    The Forest of Xanathia: 7 
 
    The Caverns of Jen’Zadeer: 7 
 
    I recalled that as the dominant dungeon I would get any odd shards if they couldn’t be split evenly. This was why I had eight and Nessa and Jen’Zadeer seven each. 
 
    The rest of the messages were fairly inconsequential. Mostly just updates on what new options claiming Jen’Zadeer gave me. There were still four days PGT to go in this week. Now my dungeon was three strong, this meant I had more than four months for me to review it all. Just before getting to the business of welcoming my newest acquisition, I decided to try something. 
 
    I changed the display and used it to view Simeon’s office. It was empty. I tried looking in his quarters instead, as I ruefully recalled it was about three in the morning for them. Simeon was indeed in his quarters, sound asleep. 
 
    A patient man would have waited for the morning before trying this, and it was a shame for Simeon I wasn’t. Using the DDD, I projected my voice into the room. I was only supposed to be able to do this in my dungeon, but I owned the building. If I could wangle a way to get inside a building I owned during the week then surely I could project my voice. The answer was a resounding and mischievously satisfying yes. 
 
    “Simeon! Wake up,” I said much louder than necessary. 
 
    “Wha…” he part mumbled, part yelped. 
 
    His head shot up in the air in surprise, the sheets wrapped around his short body. He was also near the edge of the bed so as he spun about half asleep, he fell out the bed and landed on the wooden flooring with a thump. 
 
    “Fucking hell! What’s going on,” the sheet-covered lump on the floor moaned. 
 
    I muted our connection briefly, sparing him the laughter from our end. I re-opened the connection when we had regathered ourselves. 
 
    “Simeon, it’s just me, Daxas. I was just checking in to let you know everything went off without a hitch. We are the proud owners of two rank eight guild outposts. We’ll meet tomorrow night, or should I say tonight, to discuss the next steps. Sleep well,” I signed off with a chuckle. 
 
    “Ass,” the pile on the floor mumbled tiredly. 
 
    Before dismissing the display, I actioned the last thing I needed to do and built the new entrances and exits for the dungeons in the freshly available locations. I did however set the DDD to monitor Jen’Zadeer continuously, retaining a count of a list of behaviours I specified. Waving the display away I regarded the thumb-sucking dark elf sitting in front of me. I hadn’t just been testing the efficacy of the duel-imposed obedience, stripping Jen’Zadeer of her haughty attitude was a necessity for the smooth running of the dungeons. 
 
    “You may stand,” I started, “but you will keep your thumb where it is.” 
 
    I watched her scowling lavender eyes as the gears turned in her mind. I hadn’t ordered her to stand. She could remain as she was if she chose, but doing so left her in a more humiliating and vulnerable posture. Which would she pick? Stubborn defiance or her self-respect. Self-respect won out and she slowly got to her feet. 
 
    “That’s better. For being a well-behaved girl, you may remove your thumb from your mouth. You will not speak until I permit you, and you shall remain standing there until told otherwise,” I said. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer’s scowl deepened but faced with the same choice as before she chose to remove her thumb rather than stubbornly spite me by continuing to suck on it. So far, so good. 
 
    “Good. You see how easy this can be if you cooperate,” I said pleasantly. “Now let’s start with a few ground rules. First, you may not harm me or my disciples or through inaction allow us to come to harm. Second, you must obey not just my orders but the orders of Jessamyn Wolfsbride, Nessa Fiveleaf, Karragh Dvarhold and Fiadh Longclaws, except where such orders would conflict with the first ground rule. Third, you will protect your own existence as long as such protection does not conflict with the first or second ground rules. Fourth, when I ask you a question you will always answer, and you will always tell me the truth. Unless this should conflict with the first three ground rules.” 
 
    You aren’t imagining things. I totally ripped off Asimov’s laws of robotics with a little flourish of my own at the end. There would still be a little wriggle room for her, though. We were just avatars after all and except for some situations, harm was impermanent. The rules should stop her from doing anything genuinely destructive and it would likely take her a while to figure out what she could get away with. 
 
    “You may now speak. Do you understand?” I asked her. 
 
    “Yes, I do, you vile piece of rat shite,” she snapped, a smug grin on her face.  
 
    I had told her to answer my questions truthfully, but I hadn’t said anything which would ban her from unleashing a vitriolic tongue lashing. She may think she had just won a victory, but my ‘oversight’ wasn’t a mistake. Jen’Zadeer would understand this soon enough. 
 
    “Feisty,” I said to my loving women who were surrounding me. I looked back at Jen’Zadeer and continued. 
 
    “Repeat the ground rules back to me as you understand them.” 
 
    She resisted briefly, trying to defy my order, but could not. This only encouraged her to lash out. 
 
    “I can’t hurt the pathetic excuse for a male in front of me and must even save the worthless shatzah when his arrogance leads him towards failure. I must do the same for his wretched sluts. I have to obey his whores unless the treacherous lizards order me to turn on the mangy dog himself. I’m not allowed to put myself out of my misery and must always answer the idiotic questions of the dullard before me with the truth,” she finished with a satisfied smirk on her face. 
 
    “You think you’re clever, don’t you?” I asked her quietly. 
 
    “Smarter than you, that’s for certain, cock-licker,” she retorted. Her being smarter than me she believed, otherwise, she couldn’t have said it. Not even as an insult. 
 
    “That remains to be seen. DDD, please display the running counts,” I said. 
 
    “Counts, what counts?” she queried. 
 
    I didn’t need to say it as I was mentally in tune with the DDD. My verbalisation was more to unnerve the dark elf. A large display appeared to my right showing the counts I had asked it to record when observing Jen’Zadeer. 
 
    Failure to address Daxas appropriately: 4 
 
    Insults to Daxas: 6 
 
    Insults to other harem members: 3 
 
    “You may request to see this list whenever you are permitted to speak. These counts will continue and the higher they go the greater the punishments you will endure.” I said, with the kind of fake concern a teacher uses for students they secretly despise.  
 
    “I’m not particularly bothered by the insults you throw in my direction; they mostly expose your alarming lack of creativity. However, I can’t have you insulting your fellow harem members. From now on when you want to insult a member of my harem you will instead touch your index finger to your nose and say ‘boop’. This will remain being counted for your punishments. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, I understand king of fools and your precious boop,” Jen’Zadeer said. 
 
    She involuntarily touched her nose and said boop at the end instead of whatever nastiness she had planned to say. Her face was like a thundercloud. Pealing laughter rang through the room as my mates enjoyed the joke. Jen’Zadeer glared murderously as they did so. 
 
    “Boop,” she said, touching her nose. 
 
    “Boop,” she said again, touching her nose as the laughter increased. 
 
    “Boop. Boop. Boop. Boop. Boop,” she continued her anger boiling out of control. 
 
    “You fucking cunt,” she screamed at me without moving, as I hadn’t given her permission. “You will fucking pay for this, all of you, you and your…boop.” 
 
    More laughter from all of us. I let Jen’Zadeer swear herself out for a while. The display was still visible as the counts kept rising. Fiadh had been rubbing herself against my leg this whole time and her hand had reached up and she caressed my inner thigh. Jen’Zadeer had a taste of what my dungeon had to offer in the Gauntlet, and it was high time she was reminded. 
 
    Amidst Jen’Zadeer’s ongoing vituperative tirade, with my right hand I seized hold of Fiadh’s braid and pulled her around, so she was kneeling in front of me. I was still clad in my combat gear and dismissed it with a thought but neglected to summon my black jeans to replace them. 
 
    My sudden nakedness derailed the dark elf’s verbal diarrhoea. My shaft stiffened and with my guiding hand Fiadh’s greedy mouth swallowed the swollen head. She started sucking and teasing my penis enthusiastically. I let out an audible sigh of content. Jen’Zadeer stared at us like a rabbit caught in the headlights. 
 
    “Please, continue. I think you had got to the part about severing my various appendages,” I told her pleasantly over the sound of Fiadh’s eager slurping and swallowing. 
 
    “Ack…uh…What the fuck are you doing?” Jen’Zadeer sputtered. 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious,” Nessa piped up. “He’s getting a low job from one of his mates,” 
 
    Nessa snuggled in closer to me, her hand reaching down and cupped my balls as Fiadh’s mouth slid up and down my shaft. 
 
    The mispronunciation of blowjob had spread from Jessamyn to the others, and I’d stopped trying to correct them. At the end of the day, it didn’t matter what they called it as long as we were all enjoying the experience. I gave Nessa’s ass a sharp spank, eliciting a squeal from her, one half surprise the other half pleasure. I wanted to distract her from needling Jen’Zadeer further. 
 
    The dark elf viewed me with equal parts rage and lust. While we had been feeding her anger, she was able to ignore her carnal desires. Now I wanted her to feel the full weight of my sexual magnetism. First though, I needed a bit of misdirection. 
 
    “When I claimed this one,” I said, indicating Nessa. “I had the nasty surprise of a goblin disciple intruding on our carnal activities. Do you have any surprises like that for me Jen’Zadeer?” 
 
    “Uh…yes,” she managed, struggling to pull her eyes from the red-haired beauty bobbing between my legs. I could scent her arousal building steadily, the same tangy oceanic breeze that enraptured me before. 
 
    “Don’t be shy. Please tell me the details,” I said innocently, with barely a hint of a smirk on my lips. 
 
    “I…um…I claimed an infernal minotaur as a disciple earlier this week,” she said distractedly. 
 
    “Infernal minotaur eh. I can’t say I’ve seen one of those yet, but the more the merrier. What’s his name? I’m assuming it’s a him. Where is he?” 
 
    “Marux Splithoof. Yes, he’s male and will be in my core room. I couldn’t put him in the dungeon yet,” she answered. She shook her head and forced herself to look at my face and not the scene unfolding down below. 
 
    “Excellent. Karragh would you be a dear and go and collect Marux. Give him the rundown on what’s happened. I’m connecting Jen’Zadeer’s core room to the banquet hall. Take him in there and he can refresh himself until I have a chance to introduce myself.” I asked the blonde dwarf woman. 
 
    “Of course, Master,” she said, bobbing her head with a little reluctance. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I called to her as she hopped off the marble throne dais. “I’ll make sure you don’t miss any of the fun,” I finished with a grunt. 
 
    Fiadh had increased the intensity of her cock-gobbling. I think she was growing impatient to taste my spunk. 
 
    “Thank you, Master,” she said, and smiled as she left the room. 
 
    “You’re…You’re letting them watch,” Jen’Zadeer stuttered. 
 
    “Un-huh,” I grunted. 
 
    I put my finger up to halt any further talk. I was ready to unload. I took hold of Fiadh’s face gently and started some short hip thrusts, pushing my cock up against the back of her throat. She stole the initiative and pushed my dick past the resistance of her oesophagus and my cock throbbed hard, twitching as my cum poured down her gullet. Fiadh moaned with lusty contentment. A few seconds later and my balls were emptied. Fiadh licked her lips and then my cock. I pulled her up and kissed her. 
 
    “Good girl. Let Jessamyn take care of you now,” I whispered. 
 
    Fiadh nodded wordlessly, her eyes welling with joyful tears. Then she clambered over my leg into Jessamyn’s lap, where my smiling alpha mate stroked her hair with one hand and pulled her panties to the side. And stroked her freshly exposed pussy with the other. 
 
    “What was I saying? Ah, yes, I’ll be letting them watch, take part, all that fun stuff. There are no secrets in this dungeon. Well, at least not from one another there isn’t.” 
 
    Jen’Zadeer just stood there stunned for a moment and then sneered. 
 
    “Boop,” she said, touching her nose. 
 
    Deliberate defiance, I was sure of it. It was time to take her down a peg or two. 
 
    “Jen’Zadeer, how do you normally run the end of your dungeon? Do you kill all comers?” I asked conversationally. 
 
    “No, I don’t kill them all, idiotic brute,” she sniped, having regained her bitchy attitude. “You get more experience if you leave some alive to come back the next day. I would have thought such a successful dungeon as yourself would know this,” she continued, her voice dripping with sarcasm. 
 
    “Oh, I’m aware of the concept,” I said with false civility, all the better to lure her in. “How do you address the final battle? It must be difficult dying at the hands of such inferior beings.” 
 
    “Me? Die? At their hands,” she scoffed. “Never. They haven’t earned the right to face me directly. I spare those that aren’t completely inept if they can make it to my final chamber. I take the soul mark of one of their number as a tribute and let the others pass.” 
 
    “Really? How merciful of you. How do you cull the unlucky delver?” I said, letting her arrogance dig her metaphorical grave. 
 
    “I have a gallery made of limestone I can observe them from. I freeze one and let my sabretooth panther drag them away. Those who remain I permit to leave the dungeon with a few knick-knacks,” she said with a huff. Irritated that she had to explain things to me no doubt. 
 
    “Do you wish it was you sucking my cock instead of Fiadh,” I said without altering my tone from before. 
 
    “Yes,” she said without thinking, caught off guard and impelled by my orders. Her hands whipped up trying to cover her treacherous lips, but far too late. I grinned knowingly. 
 
    “Well, that’s changing,” I said, switching subjects to keep her on the back foot. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I said that’s changing,” I told her as I stood from my throne and hopped down, my wedding tackle swinging in the wind. 
 
    “I spoke of punishments for your misbehaviour,” I said, pointing to the display and the already high number of offences she had racked up. 
 
    “This shall be one,” I continued. “From now on when facing a dungeon group in anything other than a challenge, when they make it to your final chamber you will face them in combat personally. No sabretooth panther to assist you. Just you. You can put up a good fight, but you can’t kill any of them and most importantly you will let them defeat you. Every time. You will continue doing this until the counter logging your insults to me hits zero. I will reduce the count by one for every ten runs completed in this manner. Keep insulting me and that counter will continue to climb. I’m sure the dark elf males will appreciate the opportunity to cut you down. I can only imagine what they’ll do when they discover you are a Shadestar.” 
 
    Jen’Zadeer’s eyes bulged in horror at what I was saying and as my unspoken threat sank in. 
 
    “But…but you can’t do this,” she said, a hint of a whine in her voice. 
 
    “Of course, I can. I own you Jen’Zadeer. Forever. I can do whatever the fuck I like,” I told her bluntly. 
 
    Her cheeks darkened at my words, distress and anger bubbled up. She was breathing heavier. 
 
    “Bastard,” she gasped. 
 
    “Darn tootin’ I am, and that’s another ten runs,” I said. 
 
    “Fuck you, shatzah!” she said unable to help herself. 
 
    “That’s ten more. Do you want another?” I taunted, channelling my inner Principal Vernon.  
 
    “No,” she grated out between gritted teeth. 
 
    “Better. Maybe now you understand if you mess with the bull, you get the horns,” I said. 
 
    What can I say I’d been dying to drop the Breakfast Club quote ever since she told me she had a minotaur disciple. I made a mental note to add the film to one of our movie nights, so the girls would retrospectively get the reference. 
 
    “Now for the rest of the list,” I started again, Jen’Zadeer’s eyes bulged with barely contained anger. 
 
    I summoned an outfit I had created especially for this moment. I had crafted a slutty French Maid uniform and held it out for Jen’Zadeer to see. 
 
    “When not running your dungeon, you will wear this. You are now the dungeon’s maid. You will do whatever my harem asks of you, no matter how degrading or disgusting you think it to be. You will be attentive and strive to complete the jobs they assign you to the very best of your abilities…but you will not hide your feelings or expressions while you complete these tasks. If my harem observes you working with genuine humility and suitable deference, they may at their discretion reduce the counter by one. This will continue until the insults to my harem counter hits zero. Be thankful I’m not making you wear the maid outfit on dungeon runs and be aware that can change. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes,” was all she could say. She glanced up at Jessamyn and heard her gulp audibly at the derisive look my alpha mate gave her. 
 
    “Change,” I ordered. 
 
    “What? Here? Now?” she said apprehensively. 
 
    “Yes, and don’t think you can use the inventory to do it instantly either. I want to get a look at the goods,” I told her. 
 
    Her confused expression told me she hadn’t figured out some of the inventory life hacks. She tried turning away from me. 
 
    “Front facing forward,” I told her. 
 
    She nodded imperceptibly and started to disrobe. At first, she tried rushing, but a single quirked eyebrow from me nipped that in the bud. I’d seen her before but her lissom body and flawless light grey skin were still breath-taking. Her breasts were firm and her thick nipples hard in the air. 
 
    Despite her trepidation, I could smell how turned on she was getting. My cock reacted to the sight of her naked form and sprang to attention, the tip inches from her. Slowly she donned the skimpy maid outfit, but she looked just as sexy, so my mast remained firmly erected. She licked her lips unconsciously. I even saw a muscle twitch in her shoulders as she almost reached out to stroke my length. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    “I forbid you from calling me master until you mean it. I forbid you from touching yourself or seeking any sexual gratification without my express permission and I forbid you to touch me without my express permission,” I said with an evil grin. 
 
    I could tell that of everything she had been through today, this shocked, confused and stung her the most.  
 
    “I…I don’t understand,” she said. 
 
    “Did you think it was going to be this easy,” I asked her rhetorically. “That you could show up in my dungeon with your attitude, flash your tits and get what the other girls are entitled to. Did you expect me to bestow the earth-shattering orgasms and sexual bliss only I can deliver without proving yourself worthy of such treatment? Because it’s your due? No. Not that easy at all. Jen’Zadeer you can have all that you crave, but not until you accept your place. This is your punishment for improperly addressing me. You will remain untouched and unsatisfied until I am convinced you deserve it.” 
 
    “I know. When I said punishments, your mind immediately thought of whips and chains. We’ll get to that, but only if you are a good girl. I don’t do physical torture. Pain will only teach someone to do just enough to avoid more pain. When you capitulate to me, it will be because it’s what you want more than anything else and not because you want to avoid something altogether less pleasant.”  
 
    I stepped back from her as she stared at me wordlessly, stunned. 
 
    “Jen’Zadeer, are you ready to call me master and beg to be mine?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she almost sobbed.  
 
    This was both her answer and wail of despair. She had no choice but to tell the truth. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    I know what you’re thinking. Why did I go to all the trouble of securing Jen’Zadeer only to turn her away from my bed? The answer is I’m not ruled by my dick. Well, I’m not completely ruled by my dick. This wasn’t about sex. There would be plenty of that later for sure, but I already had four dazzling beauties ready, able, and willing to provide in that arena. This was about where Jen’Zadeer belonged. She belonged here as part of my harem with me. 
 
    I wasn’t surprised by Jen’Zadeer’s answer, though. It would take more than a few hours and me waving my member in her face before she surrendered herself wholly to me. My domination aura would only do so much. She may acknowledge me as the one in charge, but that is a far cry from embracing full submission to my will. Without that there would always be the danger of her dark elf pride rearing its head to cause us trouble in the future. Best we nipped that in the bud in the beginning.  
 
    Furthermore, I wanted to stave off any potential power struggle within the harem. Nessa adapted quickly enough to having Jessamyn at its head, but I couldn’t see Jen’Zadeer doing the same with her current attitude. I once told Jessamyn she had to earn her place as my alpha mate, and as far as I was concerned, she had. Allowing sniping from within benefitted no one.  
 
    I summoned my black jeans outfit and turned away from Jen’Zadeer. 
 
    “Jess, if you would be so kind as to put our new addition to work,” I said to the auburn-haired wood elf.  
 
    “Yes, Master,” she said. 
 
    “Nessa, can you come with me, please,” I said, addressing the dryad. 
 
    She got up from our throne and jumped from the dais, joining me with a knowing smile on her face. I may not be ruled by my dick, but my trouser python was still straining against the fabric of my jeans which restrained it. It was Nessa’s turn for some alone time, and I was horny. I could kill two birds with one stone.  
 
    As we left the core room, I heard the tail end of the conversation between the two elven women. 
 
    “…to a swamp. Our master has a special bag we can turn into a bucket linked to the inventory. There you will shovel mud until I say otherwise,” Jessamyn said. 
 
    “Mud! You boop. I won’t do it boop. Fucking hell, boop. You can’t make me boop. Boop,” Jen’Zadeer raged. 
 
    “Oh, but I can, and will. Are you quite finished?” Jessamyn said sweetly.  
 
    “No, boop,” the dark elf bitched. 
 
    “Keep going, please. Every little boop is just more time you remain my personal plaything,” Jessamyn said reasonably. 
 
    “…but…but…why?” Jen’Zadeer whined. 
 
    “We need mud and why pay for it when we have a work mule to dig it for us,” Jessamyn answered to the sounds of the dark elf’s groan of defeat. 
 
    I chuckled to myself. Mud duty was good for humbling the haughty. We did need a lot of it with the plans I had for my future second floor, but more on that later. 
 
    “Nessa, we just have a couple of errands to cover and then we can retire to the boudoir,” I told the eager little dryad beside me. 
 
    “Okay Master,” she pouted. “These errands won’t take long will they?” 
 
    “No. There are just a few things I should attend to before we get to my important duties,” I smirked lasciviously. 
 
    Nessa’s answering grin was equally lewd. I took us into the viewing lounge first. I wanted to do a quick review of my new addition’s capabilities. I could have done this anywhere, but I’d purpose-built this room for this task and oddly, it felt like a waste if I didn’t use it more. That and as I had walked out on Jen’Zadeer for dramatic effect I didn’t want Jessamyn bringing her this way and find me standing about in a corridor. 
 
    Once we had settled onto the leather couch. Nessa insisted on sitting in my lap. I got down to work and brought up Jen’Zadeer’s and Marux stat sheets.  
 
    Name: Jen’Zadeer Shadestar 
 
    Species: Dark Elf 
 
    Rank: 6 
 
    Strength: 8 
 
    Agility: 15 
 
    Stamina: 10 
 
    Mana: 20 
 
    Spell Power: 30 
 
    Dungeon Power: 6 
 
    Health: 200/200 
 
    Fallen Total: 148 
 
    Skills: All at 0. 
 
    Spells: Ice Blast 3 (Frost) 
 
    Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used. 
 
    Description: 1) Throw a blast of ice at a target. On a successful hit the target takes cold damage (spell power/4 rounding down) per point of mana used. A missed thrown spell costs 1 mana regardless of the original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 2) Hit targets have a chance to be paralysed by the cold. Base chance is 100% less the targets resistance. Paralysis lasts Spell Power x 2 seconds. There is a 30-minute cooldown before the same target can be affected by paralysis again. 
 
    Concealed Casting: Opponents will be unaware of the first spell cast, catching them by surprise. They will actively misinterpret the caster’s words or gestures.  
 
    Frost Spell Affinity: Frost spells cost half as much mana than usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost. (Granted by Spellcraft perk) 
 
      
 
     I had already assumed Jen’Zadeer had taken the Spellcraft perk as her first. That she had stuffed most of her advances into Spell Power and Mana was no surprise either. And there it was under Special Effects, the key to how Jen’Zadeer was able to blast me unawares. An ability called Concealed Casting. The first spell she cast would always catch her opponent off guard, even if they were watching her closely. She would be an excellent addition to my raid group giving us some much-needed ranged DPS.  
 
    Although when I reread the Ice Blast spell description, I realised maybe utilising it for smaller frequent strikes rather than a fully channelled blast would be more helpful. Particularly in lengthier engagements. The success of the paralysis effect wasn’t linked to Spell Power or the Mana used. Using it to freeze as many combatants as possible may prove to be its greatest strength.  
 
    Jen’Zadeer’s Ice Blast was currently rank three. When spells went up in rank they got stronger or more useful, but how they did so wasn’t set in stone. When we got the opportunity to upgrade Ice Blast to rank four, if we could cut the cooldown or expand the number of targets this could become a deadly weapon in our arsenal. These were thoughts for another day. We had to reach the next tier threshold of rank eleven before we could purchase the next rank in any spells available to us.  
 
    Next, I viewed Marux details. 
 
    Name: Marux Splithoof 
 
    Species: Infernal Minotaur 
 
    Rank: 6 
 
    Strength: 21 
 
    Agility: 16 
 
    Stamina: 21 
 
    Mana: 16 
 
    Spell Power: 16 
 
    Health: 420/420 
 
    Experience: 22,550 / 28,000 
 
    Unspent Points: 0 
 
    Skills: All at 0 
 
    Infernal Spell Affinity: Infernal spells cost half as much mana than usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost. 
 
    Spells: Blood Rage 1 (Infernal) 
 
    Cost: 20 Mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: Can only be cast when health drops below 50% 
 
    Description: Strength and Stamina stat increased by (Spell Power/2). 
 
    Duration: Until no living enemies are visible. No other spells may be cast while Blood Rage is active. As Stamina increases, so does the person’s health pool. When the ability is deactivated their stamina and health pool will revert to its original size. If their current damage exceeds the new lower health pool, they will die without immediate healing. 
 
      
 
    Marux was the first denizen of the Proving Grounds I had encountered associated in any way with the Infernal. He had some nifty abilities; his Blood Rage spell was similar in nature to Fiadh’s Battle Frenzy. It wasn’t as powerful but didn’t have the drawback of mindlessness. I could already see how this might be exploited. Keep an enemy alive but incapacitated and that would keep the spell active.  
 
    It was unusual to find a former adventurer with a spell. Nessa and Jen’Zadeer were dungeons and my other disciples gained theirs after joining me. As I thought about it, the only adventurer I recalled having one was Limey, the hobgoblin. He had been part of the first party to challenge my dungeon, and I hadn’t seen any spellcasters since. This got me curious enough that I checked out the infernal minotaur dungeon creature stats. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Infernal Minotaur 
  
      	  STR 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  AGI 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  STA 
  
      	  15 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 1 
  
      	  SP 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Mn 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  HP 
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      	  Infernal Spell Affinity, Spell: Blood Rage 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Huzzah! They had both the infernal spell affinity and Blood Rage. They weren’t as strong in some areas as my other sentient mobs, though. The troll’s starting Strength and Stamina were twenty and they had Resilience. However, the trolls Agility, Spell Power, and Mana were all dogshit in comparison to the infernal minotaur. This offered me a few new exciting options. My review done; it was time to meet Marux in person. 
 
    I stood and lifted the dryad with me. She had attached herself firmly to my chest and her body language made it clear I would have a fight on my hands to extricate her. I looked down at her, and she had the gall to fake timid shyness as she fluttered her eyelashes at me. Not wanting to waste any more time I simply carried her with me to the banquet hall. 
 
    Before I reached the hall, I saw Karragh walking down the corridor. 
 
    “Everything alright?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” she replied with a smile. “I left Marux at the bar and came to find you.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve been successful, here I am. I’m a bit tied up with this viney spider-monkey,” I said jovially, referring to the clingy dryad in my arms. 
 
    “I noticed the infestation,” Karragh responded, teasing the dryad.  
 
    Nessa’s head whipped around, and she stuck her tongue out at the dwarf woman before burrowing back under my arms. 
 
    “Well, I had best introduce myself to Marux,” I said, moving to walk by Karragh. 
 
    “About that,” she said, stopping me. “My people are quite familiar with minotaurs, including those with infernal taint. They are a taciturn people who respect strength above all. Your warwolf avatar might make a more suitable first impression.” 
 
    “Karragh, thank you for the advice. It’s very helpful,” I told her. I leaned down and gave her a quick peck on her lips.  
 
    “Of course, Master,” she said, blushing slightly.  
 
    “Hey, it’s supposed to be my time,” a tiny voice said, breaking through the moment. 
 
    “You’ll get yours soon enough, minx,” I told the impertinent dryad, giving her a spank.  
 
    Karragh didn’t take any offence from the dryad’s needy demands and simply smiled at me knowingly before she continued down the corridor. To the forge based on the direction she was walking. 
 
    “Okay, time for you to let go munchkin,” I ordered Nessa gently.  
 
    Recognising the authority in my voice she reluctantly unlocked her legs which were wrapped around my waist, and I set her down on the floor. She looked up at me with a sulky pout on her face.  
 
    “Do you think that pouting prettily is going to get you what you want?” I asked her. 
 
    “That depends, is it working?” she answered in a kittenish playful manner. 
 
    “Yes, but not in the way I think you were expecting,” I said.  
 
    She looked at me in confusion for a moment, and I shifted to my eight-foot warwolf avatar. 
 
    “Time to impress a minotaur,” I said. 
 
    Then I picked her up and threw her over my shoulder as she squealed in surprise. “I think showing off one of my prizes might help set the scene,” I growled as I set off for the banquet hall. Nessa was unable to decide whether she wanted to laugh or fight at my treatment of her.  
 
    I walked into the hall. Marux heard me entering and looked over at me from the bar. He got up from the barstool he had been sitting on. Putting down the pint tankard he had been holding which looked small in his meaty hands.  
 
    Marux was approaching nine feet in height when his horns were taken into account. They emerged from the ridge above his eyebrows angling upwards and were maybe six inches long but three inches in circumference. He had the head of a bull with short black hair and a mane of longer hair running from the crown of his head and down his back to the base of his spine where a short tail had sprouted. His upper body, apart from that streak down his back, resembled a powerfully muscled man. His lower half was bovine and covered in the same short black hair. Instead of feet he had two wide split hooves.  
 
    We eyed one another wordlessly. His bovine musk swirled with my lupine scent. After what felt like an eternity but was probably no more than a second Marux blinked. His assessment was completed, and apparently I had passed muster. 
 
    “You’re the new boss?” he said. 
 
    “Yes,” I growled in reply. 
 
    “Do I have to do what the dark elf says?” he asked. 
 
    “Not anymore. She is being disciplined, but you will follow the orders of the others except for the goblin. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied.  
 
    This seemed to satisfy Marux, and he returned to his stool, picking up the tankard that was too small for him. Accessing the DDD, I bought a much larger two-pint stein, and walked over placing it in front of him. 
 
    He smiled, and I could smell we had an understanding. Marux wasn’t going to cause me any issues, so I left him to enjoy my ales and practically ran to the bedroom. An aroused dryad bouncing on my shoulder as I went. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I lay on my back in the private four-poster bed in the shared bedroom. The thick velvet drapes had been lowered and drawn adding to the illusion of isolation. Nessa straddled my cock, her petite chestnut brown breasts jiggled with the rhythm of her hips as she rode my large prick. Her slick tunnel clutched my shaft as she neared a fourth crescendo.  
 
    As her next orgasm approached the intensifying pleasure caused her to instinctively pull away. My hands shot up and gripped her hips firmly keeping her in place. I had been content to let her ride me for the last fifteen minutes but now I took control. Her wildly bucking hip movements were replaced by my powerful upward thrusts as I pumped my cock deep into her silky mound. 
 
    “Aaaaahhh!,” she yelled as she came. 
 
    With Nessa in the throes of her orgasm, the walls of her vagina squeezed my member with all its strength, and I pushed up past all the resistance those walls supplied. The tip of my penis pushed and rubbed against her cervix. Nessa began shaking all over as with each thrust as I rubbed her sensitive cervical area. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head and she would have flopped backwards if I hadn’t been holding onto her. 
 
    With the dryad insensible with a pleasure overload, I sped up my pumping until I hit my apex and exploded. My creamy payload covered the dryad’s inner erogenous zones. Done, I pulled out and the mixture of our love juices dribbled from the lips of Nessa’s well-fucked pussy. Keeping my hands on her hips, I lifted her to me and let her collapse in the crook of my arm, her still panting head resting on my shoulder.  
 
    We’d been at it for a few hours, and I thought it was time to give my lover a short respite. Virtually limitless stamina was a lot of fun but eventually you needed to take a mental break. Nessa’s arms snaked across my chest and beneath my back as she snuggled in closer as her self-awareness started recovering and she realised where she was. 
 
    “That was insanely good,” she whispered when her breathing returned to normal. I was inclined to agree and was fully engaged in smug mode.  
 
    “I aim to please,” I said, brushing my fingers through her vine-dreads.  
 
    “Well, your accuracy is unmatched,” she said, planting soft kisses on my chest. 
 
    “Is that your way of saying I’m the best you’ve ever had?” I asked her with a subtle hint of amusement. 
 
    “You’d like that, wouldn’t you,” she said, slapping my chest playfully. “…but yes, you are the best I’ve ever had,” she continued a moment later with a sigh of contentment. 
 
    “I’m not gonna lie, hearing that never gets old,” I said. “Although I may regret asking this, but how many other boyfriends was my performance being rated against?” I finished.  
 
    Oddly enough I realised as the question left my lips that I wasn’t going to regret it at all. I could smell Nessa was telling the truth. I was the best and more importantly the last she would ever have. 
 
    “Only a few and I wouldn’t have called them boyfriends exactly,” she said. I could sense there was more here, and I was intrigued. 
 
    “What would you call them then?” I asked as I stroked her back softly. 
 
    She hesitated a moment before speaking. “Ummm, indentured breeders would probably be the best description.” 
 
    There was a pause in the conversation as I absorbed what she said. 
 
    “Sex slaves,” I said, deliberately adopting the lewdest interpretation of her comment to tease her. “You’re comparing my performance to male sex slaves that you owned. I’m glad I measured up compared to dudes who had to do this for a living.” 
 
    “What? They weren’t sex slaves, not really. Everybody knows dryads need indentured breeding males and they were always treated well, and their needs met,” she said. 
 
    “I bet they were,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Stop trying to make it creepy,” Nessa said crossly.  
 
    I could smell her discontent. She wasn’t angry, but she was a bit unhappy and embarrassed. This must have been a touchy subject and perhaps my natural inclination to make light of it had not been the optimum approach. I decided to hold out an olive branch. 
 
    “Whoa there. I’m sorry if I touched a nerve, but I’m not from the Realms remember,” I said and cupped her delicate rear, giving it a loving squeeze. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, mollified for now. “I sometimes forget you are from a different world, so I will forgive your crass ignorance this time,” she finished, sharpening her wit and skewering me. 
 
    “Perhaps you should educate me,” I said. 
 
    I summoned a bowl of black seedless grapes from the inventory and popped a few in my mouth. Then I offered Nessa some as she mused on my request. I had a flash from my sixth sense this was leading somewhere significant. Not bad significant, just that it was in my best interests to let this conversation run its course.  
 
    It hadn’t escaped my attention that Nessa had dropped calling me master now we were alone either. We’d had several alone time sessions since Jessamyn had recommended I do so, but they’d been sex-fuelled passionate affairs. More grunting, less talking. I could smell Nessa’s scent, so I knew she wanted something and was calculating how best to get it.  
 
    “Alright,” she relented. “I suppose it would help if you understood dryad culture better.” 
 
    She propped herself up with her elbows on my chest and looked me in the face. 
 
    “First,” she began. “You need to understand there are no male dryads. We rely on the males of other sentient species to reproduce.” 
 
    “I had a feeling that might be the case, but it doesn’t really explain why they need to be slaves,” I said. 
 
    “They’re not slaves,” she snapped, “and don’t interrupt. This is a sensitive subject and you’re being flippant.” 
 
    I held my hands up to forestall an angry tirade from the small woman. I mimed locking my lips and swallowing the key, topped off with a goofy grin. Nessa couldn’t help but snort with laughter and the tension was dissolved. 
 
    “Unlike other races capable of cross-species fertilisation, dryads have additional requirements to ensure the chance the child will be another dryad,” she explained. 
 
    “Hold up,” I said, risking the ire of the dryad resting on my chest. “Yes, I know I mimed I wouldn’t interrupt, but this is important. What do you mean by a chance of the child being a dryad?” 
 
    “Ermm, that’s what happens. For example, elves and humans can cross-fertilise. So, if an elf and a human have a baby, half the time it’s a baby elf and half the time it’s a baby human,” she told me as if I were an infant. A particularly stupid infant. 
 
    “Umm no. I’m not a biology expert or anything, but that isn’t how genetics work,” I said, my uncertainty clear. 
 
    “I don’t know what ‘genetics’ is, but how else would it work?” Nessa replied impatiently. 
 
    “That the child would inherit traits from both parents. They would be half-elf and half-human,” I explained. 
 
    “What a preposterous notion,” Nessa almost shouted. “You can’t be half of something. Children are either the same race as the mother or the father, you can’t be both or neither,” she finished with conviction. 
 
    “Sorry. Okay, that isn’t how it works where I’m from,” I said. 
 
    “I thought you said there were only humans where you’re from? So how would you know,” she said, her eyes narrowed, suspicion building in her expression. 
 
    “That is a fair and logical point that would require a great deal more time and effort to adequately explain or refute. I shall accept that things work differently in the Realms. Please continue,” I said. 
 
    She continued scrutinising me for a while longer. I suspect she thought I might have been mocking her, but without a lengthy discussion on science and how worlds that weren’t made by ‘Gods’ worked, I would struggle to convince her.  
 
    “Please,” I said again and ran my finger along her throat and chin. She shuddered with anticipatory pleasure and my blunt force seduction seemed to diffuse her suspicions. Enough at least for her to continue. 
 
    “Dryads are different. If we don’t conceive the child within our sacred grove, they will always be a boy who takes after their father. The reverse is also true, children conceived in the sacred grove will always be a daughter and dryad.” 
 
    “Therein lay the danger for us. The location of our sacred groves within the forest is a most closely guarded secret. If our grove were to be discovered by our enemies, they could destroy our bond trees. It may have escaped your notice, but trees aren’t very good at running away,” she finished sardonically. 
 
    “Funny,” I said, “and the indentured breeders,” I prompted. 
 
    “That’s simple. Because of this, any male brought to the groves for breeding can never be allowed to leave. Even magic to wipe their memories can be reversed. It is too great a risk and genuine volunteers are rare. Too often they are liars hoping to discover our grove’s location. Then they plan to flee and sell the information to the highest bidder. We have learned using the indentured is the safest option. The high elves usually provide them in exchange for our services tending their own groves in the Towers. You should remember I told you about that,” she said. 
 
    “I remember, yes. You were returning from caring for them when you were captured,” I said, recalling the conversation in the meadow. 
 
    “That’s right,” she agreed. 
 
    “Who do the elves usually send?” I asked, now curious. 
 
    “Typically, older men, criminals. Although they are usually debtors, nobody with a violent background. We aren’t a martial people and would struggle to handle a breeder with those kinds of tendencies,” she said. 
 
    “So, my performance is being compared to a bunch of over the hill failures. All of a sudden I’m feeling far less flattered,” I said with mock seriousness. That earned me another hand slap and cross-glare combination. 
 
    “I said older men, not doddering ancients. If they were no longer virile that would defeat the purpose of having them,” she told me heatedly. 
 
    “Hey, calm down, I didn’t mean any harm. I was just having a little fun. What happens when they get too old?” I asked. 
 
    “We always take care of them, of course. Each grove only had one active breeder and would only request a replacement when they grew too old to fulfil their duties or passed on. I only knew three within our grove, and they were all more or less happy. They missed their homes at first, but they adjusted to their new lives,” she said. 
 
    “I bet they did if the rest of the dryads were as pretty as you,” I said, nuzzling the top of her head. 
 
    “Flatterer,” she accused, but I could hear the delight in her voice.  
 
    “Does this mean you had a daughter?” I said. I’d been debating internally whether to bring this up and thought it best to do so when she had a glow of happiness in case it was a painful question. 
 
    “No. Usually, only dryads who lead their own Ring can conceive within the grove successfully. I had earned the right to establish my Ring when I returned from Sunrider Tower. That didn’t happen obviously, and no dryad would ever follow another who allowed their bond tree to wither regardless of what other accomplishments they may have achieved,” she said.  
 
    There was a touch of sadness in her words but no deep melancholy. Then, there at the end, I also caught a scent of determination and resolve. 
 
    “I have something I need to ask for,” Nessa said after a pause. 
 
    “Oh really. Like what?” I said casually. 
 
    “I should have my own Ring, here in the dungeon,” she said. 
 
    “I’ve given you a bunch of rings already. What’s wrong with them?” I said. 
 
    “Not that kind of ring. You know what I’m talking about. I was set to become a Ring Maiden and build my Ring of dryad followers. I should have that here too,” she said defensively. 
 
    “What are you asking for? Do you want me to buy some dryad dungeon creatures? I was going to do that during the next rest day anyway but if it will make you happy. I can use coin to buy some now,” I told her.  
 
    Although I knew if it was something that simple, she wouldn’t have had to work up the courage to ask me. 
 
    “No. They won’t do; they are just puppets. I need them to be disciples and don’t say I have Gretsch. We both know he doesn’t count,” she said. 
 
    I disentangled myself from Nessa and sat up on the bed. She was kneeling in front of me now. I must have had a look of concern on my face because before I could respond she started talking rapidly, endeavouring to make her case. 
 
    “Please consider it. Jessamyn already has the start of a Ring. Fiadh and Karragh are devoted to her almost as much as they are to you. I just want the same thing. I promise I’m not trying to supplant her as the Grove Mother. I respect her position, but I’m a dungeon and not just a disciple. That should count for something. Please, I’m begging you,” she finished.  
 
    Actual tears were forming in her eyes, and I could smell the fear and anxiety wafting from her. I’d never seen her this emotional, not even when she thought I was going to destroy her. I leaned forward and picked up the small woman easily. She trembled slightly, and I brought her into my lap, while I rubbed her back and shoulders. I was confused but at least understood why my sixth sense had prodded me to let this continue. Something was up. Nessa was my mate and my protective instincts kicked in. 
 
    “Nessa,” I said gently in her ear. “What’s brought this on?”  
 
    A few tears escaped her eyes then and she drew in a deep breath as she shuddered, fighting against her desire to break down crying. 
 
    “I don’t want to be forgotten. The unwanted one who gets pushed to the side. I can make a worthwhile contribution. I won’t be dead weight,” she said in a shaky voice. 
 
    “Nessa you are not dead weight, and I both care and value you profoundly,” I told her. I took her face with one hand and kissed her deeply, our tongues mingling. I waited until I could feel her emotional shivering had ceased before breaking the kiss, but I didn’t pull away. 
 
    “What’s happened that’s got you thinking this way?” I asked her as she looked up at me. 
 
    “You’ve claimed Jen’Zadeer’s dungeon. It won’t be long before I’m bottom of the pile and the least thought of,” she said in a small voice.  
 
    “Nessa, if anyone can be described as the bottom of the pile, and I don’t think of any of you that way, it’s Jen’Zadeer, not you. Did you miss the part where she has to do every filthy and nasty job you girls come up with. Jessamyn has her digging up mud in the swamp,” I said trying to inject a bit of levity to the discussion. 
 
    “It won’t stay that way,” she said quietly. “Eventually she will give in and call you Master. Then she will be above me as well. You will give her whatever she wants, and she’ll want disciples to serve her, and I’ll still be alone and useless.” 
 
    “Nessa, I don’t know where you are getting this from. I’ve never thought you useless. Why do you think I would treat you like that?” 
 
    “Because you wanted her,” she said. Some heat returned to the cadence of her voice. “You studied the Accords for hours. You bent and broke the rules in ways no one else thought possible to claim her dungeon.” 
 
    “Nessa, I bent and broke the rules to claim you, or have you forgotten,” I said trying to reason with her. 
 
    “No, not like her, you didn’t,” she started. “I was…I was just…convenient,” she sobbed as her tears burst the dam holding them back apart and flowed freely down her cheeks. 
 
    I held her then for a few moments, letting her cry it out. Lamenting to myself how I continually managed to reduce the women most important to me to tears with such minimal effort. You would think I would feel less awkward with all the experience I was getting, but no. 
 
    “You shouldn’t think like that,” I said to her when the sobs subsided. “Yes, your dungeon may have been conveniently placed but claiming you was no act of convenience. If you had been elsewhere and I’d known where you were, I would have come for you too.” 
 
    I caught the hint of a smile on her tear-stained cheeks. 
 
    “Do you really mean that?” she said. 
 
    “Of course,” I said. 
 
    “Does that mean I can have my own Ring of disciples then?” she said looking up at me with big faux-innocent eyes. 
 
    She may have been emotionally distraught a few minutes ago, but it didn’t stop her from recognising and exploiting the opening that gave her. Had she a few more weeks to build her dungeon I’ve no doubt Nessa Fiveleaf would have been considerably more difficult to conquer. 
 
    “Technically I never said no,” I said, sighing audibly. “...but I suppose something can be arranged. You will always have fewer direct subordinates than Jessamyn. She is and will always be my Alpha mate.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” she answered immediately. Her face lit up with joy. 
 
    “It may be a while. We’ve been going easy on the Dark Moon Rising so there aren’t any women close to losing a mark. Challengers seem to be in short supply as well unless something comes for the Caverns which is still a bit of an unknown,” I said, musing on the situation. 
 
    “Pfff,” Nessa blew through her lips. “Daxas, if you can find a way to claim another dungeon in the middle of the week, you can manage one disciple.” 
 
    “Daxas is it now?” I queried.  
 
    I took hold of her wrists and drew them behind her back, crossed them and held them in place. She panted in arousal at the treatment. 
 
    “Only when we’re alone, Daxas. Please, I’ll be your perfect Ring Maiden. You can trust me to have my Ring ready and willing to serve you…Master.” 
 
    “That’s better. I can tell you’ve already given a lot of thought to this. I’m guessing you have a specific target in mind,” I said with a low growl. 
 
    I pushed my free hand between her legs and started stimulating her clit as a reward. 
 
    “Oh! Yes, Tabitha,” was all she said. 
 
    Tabitha. The name rang a bell, but it took me a moment before I could place it and then I broke out in a predatory smile. 
 
    “The bunnygirl?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Nessa moaned in response. “Well, she is hare-kin and not rabbit-kin,” she corrected a moment later. 
 
    “Any particular reason you want her?” I asked. 
 
    I wasn’t displeased by her choice. Tabitha was a gorgeous woman. 
 
    Like a bolt from the blue, I was struck with realisation as I thought about this. Almost all the women I had seen in the Proving Grounds were beautiful. Solid eights or higher across the board. If this wasn’t an effect of the Proving Grounds itself then the Realms born men were lucky fuckers indeed. Nessa had been distracted by my dextrous ministrations but eventually answered me. 
 
    “Unghhh! The hare-kin are a fecund people. They reproduce quickly with short pregnancies. I want you to rely on me and my Ring to produce your supply of Life Seeds,” she said. 
 
    This was a good reason and one I was on board with. It was also a good justification for pushing the boundaries of what could and could not be done in this place. 
 
    “How short are their pregnancies?” I asked. 
 
    “Two months,” she gasped. 
 
    With Nessa’s Fecund Abundance that meant one month for a Life Seed. Which, for us, meant one for every day PGT. 
 
    “I will find a way,” I said, moving my head in and greedily sucked on Nessa’s dark brown nipples.  
 
    Everything else could wait for a while longer, I needed to make love to my sexy dryad a few more times. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Simeon Reedwhistle 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was sitting behind my desk in my office with four representatives from other guilds arrayed in front of me with various expressions on their faces. None of them were happy. The sudden appearance of a Dark Moon Rising guild outpost in another zone had ruffled many feathers. News had broken of what happened yesterday morning. We had a few days until the rest day and our fellow guilds’ insistence on meeting this morning instead of waiting for the convenience of the day when dungeons were closed was a good indicator of just how ruffled those feathers were. 
 
    All my officers were sitting or standing along the far wall. They were giving the assembled dignitaries some space but presented a united, if silent, front. I hoped the diversity of our leadership made it clear that I ran an open and welcoming guild and not one that served the needs of other halflings. 
 
    I looked at my guests, running from left to right they were Bargarrak Granitefist, a dwarven representative from the Black Hills Brigade. Torvald Hust, a human who spoke for the Blue Pennant. Taliel Sunrider, a high elf here on behalf of the Gleaming Towers and Nel’Van Lackspire, the dark elf Guild Master of the Sons of Shadow. It was a crying shame that this seeming breakthrough in high elf-dark elf relations where they weren’t just in the same room but actually sitting beside one another was their joint displeasure with me. 
 
    These were the four other significant guilds that operated in zones six and seven. Technically the orc tribes like the Jagged Boar Tusks were guilds as well but there was no point inviting them to attend. Equally the Sons were only here because the Dark Moon Rising’s claim directly impacted them in zone six. They had no official presence here in zone seven. The Brigade only operated here in zone seven, but both the Blue Pennant and the Gleaming Towers spanned both zones, which was unusual. 
 
    Most guilds only had a presence in a single zone. Zone seven being dominated by orken races who never really used the guild system properly was the primary factor driving the difference here. Not that any of that really mattered. What mattered was I had to use all my wit and guile to convince this lot from turning on us and spam killing our fledgling guild. We had numbers, but they had high-ranked warriors capable of flattening one of our dungeon parties single-handed. 
 
    “I want to thank you for treating with me at such short notice,” I started. 
 
    “You had nay choice in tha’ matter,” Bargarrak interrupted. 
 
    He was young for a high-ranked dwarf, but not the High Lodungr of the Black Hills Brigade. He was one of his High Drottinn lieutenants. His deep brown beard was well kept and trimmed. He had arrived in full adamantine armour, a backhanded insult considering he was a diplomatic envoy, and his safety was guaranteed until he returned to the City. 
 
    “Yes, but you are welcome all the same. You must have set out before dawn to arrive here so early, perhaps even skipped breakfast. Can I offer you any refreshments? Our kitchens are well stocked,” I asked them cordially. 
 
    “Bah! Trust a bloody halflin’ to think with his stomach,” Bargarrak sniffed. “Let’s get on with it, there be nothin’ to discuss. Ya guild’s transgressions speak for themselves and ah’ll be calling for a declaration,” he finished. 
 
    That was a direct threat to me and the Dark Moon Rising. A declaration was how the guilds declared ‘war’ on one another. That the Brigade were eager to do so was unsurprising. The failure and disappearance of their raiding groups at the beginning of the week virtually guaranteed it. They had tried destroying the Lair, not that I was supposed to even know that, so I plastered on a fake smile instead. 
 
    “Not so fast Bargarrak,” Taliel said. The high elf was garbed in purple ermine robes with gold trimming. He had his leg over one knee and regarded the room with disdain as his people viewed everything not high elf. “I second your wish for expediency, but the conventions must be adhered to. The Dark Moon Rising must be given their opportunity to explain themselves before any declarations are made.” 
 
    “Thank you, Taliel,” I said, flashing him a grateful smile. His answering look could only be described as withering. Fucking arrogant high elves. “Are you all content to continue?” 
 
    Torvald, a large blonde man with an oversized handlebar moustache simply nodded. 
 
    “Yes, let’s get on with this. I want to hear what you have to say for yourself. It is our territory that you are impinging upon,” Nel’Van spoke up. 
 
    The dark elf was short for his people, dressed in leathers and had a permanent scowl on his face. He would likely be the most difficult to win over today, Bargarrak notwithstanding. The Brigades enmity was the only true certainty. 
 
    “What would you like to know?” I asked the group. 
 
    “We already know what we need to know ya thievin’ halfin’ scum. Ya cannae be trusted and ya guild should be crushed,” Bargarrak sneered. 
 
    Taliel glared at the dwarf for his outburst. Although I doubt it was because he disapproved of his sentiment. More likely because he had talked over the high elf. 
 
    “Perhaps we should start with why you have claimed a second dungeon and surrounding territory so soon after your first? This is a direct contravention of the laws by which we comport ourselves,” Taliel said. 
 
    “I’m glad you asked that,” I began, to an audible snort from the dwarf to my left. “I think you’ll find we haven’t claimed a second dungeon. You will all have seen the unexpected announcement that the Wolf King’s Lair and the Caverns of Jen’Zadeer are now a collective.” 
 
    There were a few heads which nodded, acknowledging my point. All guilds had received a message announcing the unanticipated midweek change. 
 
    “So, you see,” I continued. “We are only solidifying our existing claim. A claim which predates the Caverns being incorporated into the Lair’s influence. I’m sure if you consider the situation, where access to our acknowledged claim suddenly became available elsewhere, we had to move quickly to avoid a complicated dual claim situation.” 
 
    Torvald continued to nod as I spoke, which was promising. Bargarrak’s sounded like he was choking with his continued snorts of disagreement. Taliel remained unreadable and Nel’Van’s scowl deepened worryingly. I decided to keep going. 
 
    “We apologise profusely to you Nel’Van and the Sons of the Shadow for not informing you beforehand, but expediency was paramount, what with the disgruntlement of certain interested parties when we claimed the Lair in the first place,” I said. 
 
    I looked meaningfully at Bargarrak who was currently staring anywhere but at me, muttering to himself angrily. I hoped they would pick up on my less than subtle suggestions that the Brigade could not be trusted, and we had to act fast to pre-empt their interference. The scowl remained on the dark elf’s face but at least it was no longer deepening. 
 
    “Be that as it may,” Taliel said, taking over. “Questions remain. How is it that you were able to move so quickly? Are you expecting us to believe you despatched a team to solidify your claim after this announcement and managed to get there and establish an outpost in what? Minutes?” he said. 
 
    “That outpost was there at dawn,” Nel’Van interjected before I could answer. “Before the announcement was delivered. We are sure of this,” his voice filled with accusation and distrust. 
 
    “How do you explain this, Simeon?” Taliel said. 
 
    Damn these elves aren’t they supposed to be at each other’s throats. I took a moment to compose myself. I knew this was going to be a sticking point and had discussed with Daxas how much we should reveal. 
 
    “Yes, you are right. Whatever happened which resulted in the Lair and the Caverns becoming incorporated happened overnight. I believe the announcement was delayed by the Proving Grounds until sunrise,” I said. 
 
    “That is likely,” Taliel said, “but does not explain your preparedness.” 
 
    “True,” I answered. “However, you must have heard the Lair is unusual for a dungeon. Daxas the dungeon master has been known to speak to parties personally should they enter his arena. I was present when this happened during a run when I was still a member of the Black Hills Brigade. This must have been reported back and the news passed along, or do you deny this Bargarrak?” I said, challenging the dwarf. 
 
    He squirmed in his seat and his cheeks reddened with ire before he finally capitulated to the staring faces surrounding him. “Aye, tha’ much be true.” 
 
    “There you have it,” I said triumphantly. “We were informed that evening by Daxas that a change was coming and that we should be ready. He seems quite happy with the interaction between him and us, so it should come as no surprise he would want to keep that relationship intact.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if any of the assembled representatives had a way of detecting falsehoods. Therefore, I had worded my response carefully. Everything I said was true. Daxas did talk to groups in the arena, and he did inform us this change was coming, he just didn’t do it via the arena. They didn’t need to know that, though. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Taliel mused, “I shall grant you that this dungeon’s behaviour is…distinctive. How then did you pay for this structure and so soon after building one here?” 
 
    “The funds were provided by guild members. I swear it is so. That is all I shall say on that matter. Our funding is our own business” I said pointedly. 
 
    Again, not a lie. Daxas was a member of the guild.  
 
    “Are there any more questions?” I asked. 
 
    Taliel, who had naturally assumed the lead, looked to each of the other representatives. Each shook their head “It would appear not,” he said. 
 
    “Then allow me to make one final point,” I started. “I wanted to reiterate that despite our claim of extra territory outside the norm we have no intent to prevent access to any of the dungeons it currently covers. We will be exercising control of said access, but only so we know who is coming and going following recent…activities,” I looked pointedly at Bargarrak before continuing. 
 
    “The Sons of the Shadow are welcome to continue to enter the Caverns as they could before and now have the convenience of a way into both The Wolf King’s Lair and the Forest of Xanathia. I realise these dungeons are still too low a rank to be of much interest to either the Blue Pennant or the Gleaming Towers, but the offer is extended to you also. The Brigade are also welcome to return if they behave themselves. There is no reason we can’t work together in harmony,” I finished beaming them a hopeful smile. 
 
    “Bollocks!” Bargarrak shouted. “Ya a fuckin’ liar and a traitor Simeon Reedwhistle. We will nay stand for it. The Black Hills Brigade calls for a declaration of expungement against the Dark Moon Rising.” 
 
    The dwarf’s brown beard quivered with his anger. His cheeks almost purple, they were so flushed with blood. I recalled then that Varandar and a significant number of those who fell recently were part of the Granitefist clan. That could explain Bargarrak’s wrath, or it could be because he was a fucking dwarf that hated halflings. 
 
    “A declaration of expungement has been called for,” Taliel announced with a nasty gleam in his eye. “The representatives of five guilds with authority to speak for them are present. Therefore, a quorum has been achieved, and we shall vote on the matter. The Brigades vote in favour has been noted. Simeon is it fair to assume the Dark Moon Rising votes against,” he said. His voice dripped with smarm. 
 
    The bastard was enjoying this. I was a good judge of character and throughout most of the meeting Taliel had covered well with his air of aloofness. His mask had cracked when Bargarrak made his announcement, though. There was an eagerness to see our downfall hidden behind his façade. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if he hadn’t planned this with dwarves before they arrived. This was very worrying. I had anticipated the Brigade and the Sons would vote against us and was relying on the Towers supporting us, to avoid the disruption destroying another guild brings if nothing else. 
 
    “Yes, we do,” I said, trying to keep my tone neutral and not give anything away. 
 
    “Very good. Speaking for the Gleaming Towers we vote in…favour,” he said drawing it out. 
 
    Smirking at me as he did so, not even bothering to hide his feral glee at pronouncing a death sentence on my guild. I wasn’t the only one who noticed, though. Torvald had been looking at him, first in surprise, but now his lip curled beneath his bushy moustache. He was deeply unimpressed and spoke for the first time. 
 
    “The Blue Pennant votes against. The circumstances are unusual as is this dungeon, but I believe what Simeon Reedwhistle has to say. His generous offer to all our guilds to waive the Dark Moon Rising’s right to exclusivity is refreshing. You should both be ashamed of yourselves,” he said curtly. 
 
     Taliel’s shock was clear to see, but he recovered quickly, and shifted back to his veneer of civility. Bargarrak let out another snort and a harrumphing sound, contributing nothing more. 
 
    “Thank you, Torvald,” I said, and the blonde man nodded back. 
 
    “No matter,” Taliel said, having recovered his poise. “With the Sons of the Shadow’s vote the motion is carried.” 
 
    Nel’Van gave Taliel a dirty look but didn’t gainsay his assumption. 
 
    “Wait,” I said, turning my attention to the dark elf guild leader. 
 
    I had one last roll of the dice to get us out of this situation. Nel’Van hadn’t officially cast his ballot yet and there was a chance I could change his mind. 
 
    “Nel’Van I am asking you to vote against this motion. I understand why you would be angry and be naturally inclined to see us removed, but I have an offer to make you,” I told him. 
 
    “What!” Bargarrak shrieked. “The time for talkin’ is done. Ya lost ya mangy cur.” 
 
    “Quiet, Bargarrak!” Torvald snapped. “We are still guests within his guild hall, and he has a right to say his piece. We are talking about the fate of his guild. Nel’Van are you willing to listen or are you casting your ballot.” 
 
    Taliel’s face scrunched up as if he were eating a lemon but held his tongue. Torvald had the right of it. I was permitted to make an offer if Nel’Van hadn’t confirmed his decision. Nel’Van looked from me and to the rest of the group and then sat back in his chair sighing with resignation. 
 
    “I will hear you out, Simeon. I make no promises that it will change my mind,” he said. 
 
    Bargarrak was making strangled noises from where he was sitting but I tuned him out. Taliel’s irritation was plain to see, his mask of cool detachment slipping more and more. His increasing frustration was obvious, which was good as it meant I still had a chance. I assumed he managed to control himself knowing the enmity between his people and Nel’Van’s would hinder any attempt to force his vote. 
 
    “Thank you, Nel’Van. My offer is a simple one. My guild’s unique association with the Lair and its subordinate dungeons means we have come into possession of knowledge I believe you would consider of great value. That information is what I am offering you,” I said to him. 
 
    He looked at me askance before answering. “You can’t expect me to confirm my vote against the declaration with an offer of some information you think I might value. It could be worthless to me. I won’t make such a deal.” 
 
    His initial refusal brought the smirk back to Taliel’s face. 
 
    “No, that is not the offer I am making,” I started. “Would you be willing to swear on your honour and the honour of your guild that if I tell you what we know, you will judge its value fairly. And also swear that if you find it genuinely valuable you will vote against this declaration of expungement,” I said, leaving the decision and our fate in his hands. 
 
    He took his time before speaking. “You place a great deal of faith in me to keep my word little one. Few trust my people so…implicitly.” 
 
    I chose to ignore his careless comment about my size and concentrate on him not rejecting my offer out of hand. 
 
    “I have admitted from the beginning that it was our guild which has erred, and you are the wronged party in this. We are willing to make a show of faith,” I told him diplomatically. 
 
    It couldn’t hurt to try and butter him up a bit with a show of humility. I was known for my sharp tongue and propensity to speak out of turn but even I knew when to mind my manners. He contemplated my words, not looking at anyone but me. Thankfully, he was ignoring the sputtering from Bargarrak and the now openly scowling Taliel. 
 
    “I agree to your offer and so swear,” Nel’Van finally said, relieving the tension that had been building up in the room. “What do you have to tell me?” 
 
    Before I answered Torvald spoke again. “Simeon, would you like us to leave while you impart what you know?” 
 
    If looks could kill Taliel would have disembowelled Torvald on the spot. I considered it. I really did. The temptation was almost overpowering. Spiting the dwarf and elf would have given me an immense amount of personal satisfaction. I had to think about what was best for the guild, though. The Brigade and the Gleaming Towers would be a problem even if the Sons voted our way. The more time we had to prepare for whatever shit they pulled the better. It would be vital, so I didn’t want to accelerate their inevitable reaction. That didn’t mean I held back from giving them my widest shit-eating grin before turning down the opportunity. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary, Torvald,” I said, “but thank you, once more. All I have to tell you is the name of the dark elf core in the Caverns.” 
 
    “Bah!” Bargarrak interrupted. “We all know tha’. The arrogant bitch named the fuckin’ dungeon after herself.” 
 
    Now wasn’t the time for any further stalling. 
 
    “Shadestar,” I said, “She is Jen’Zadeer Shadestar.” 
 
    Nel’Van’s eyes widened as I said the name, simmering anger building in his expression. This was our ‘trump card’ as Daxas described it. He had given me permission to reveal her identity as a last resort. 
 
    Nel’Van was a Lackspire. The name indicated he was of noble birth, one of the Spire born, and not a commoner. He had either been stripped of his noble name or had chosen to reject it. It didn’t really matter which, as either way, he was likely to hold a deep abiding hatred of any member of the ruling matriarchies. He may even be a scion of Shadestar Spire himself; they gravitated toward leadership. Our gamble was swiftly confirmed as a sound bet. 
 
    “I vote against,” Nel’Van said. 
 
    “Ya can’t,” Bargarrak roared. 
 
    He even stepped towards the dark elf, to do what I’m not sure but Torvald stood and blocked his way, holding him back. Which was a boon indeed, if I had needed to call on my guild officers to restrain him, they could have tried to spin that as another expungable offence. 
 
    “It is done,” Torvald proclaimed. “The votes have been cast, and the motion to expunge the Dark Moon Rising has been defeated by three votes to two.” 
 
    “So it has,” Taliel said with a levity his body language contradicted. 
 
    He stood and straightened his robes. With one last sneering sweep of the room, he sniffed audibly and walked out of the room without another word. He was followed momentarily by the dwarf and his thunder-clouded expression. He got to the door before he turned and glared at me. 
 
    “This nay be over, halflin’ scum,” he spat and stormed off. 
 
    “I apologise on their behalf,” Torvald spoke up. “Their disrespect is inexcusable.” 
 
    “There is no need, Torvald,” I said. “They make their own decisions, and I must admit I have come to expect such behaviour. My earlier offer of breakfast still stands.” 
 
    “Heh, I thank you for the courtesy, but I must return and report the outcome to my Guild Chief. I suspect we are in for some troubling times. Bargarrak was incapable of hiding his disdain for the decision here and their only saving grace is the Brigade lacks…subtlety. Unfortunately, I think the Towers will work against you as well and they are far more capable of circumspection,” Torvald said. 
 
    “I fear you are right,” I said without elaborating we would be preparing for such an eventuality. 
 
    Torvald stepped towards me stretching out his hand. I took his hand in mine and shook it. 
 
    “I wish you good fortune, Guild Chief Simeon Reedwhistle,” he said formally. 
 
    “And I you,” I answered. 
 
    He smiled at me and released my hand and took his leave. This left only Nel’Van Lackspire. He hadn’t risen from his seat and seemed caught up in a world of his own. I wondered if he had absorbed anything since he had voted in our favour. 
 
    “What about you Nel’Van. Would you care to break your fast?” I asked him, nudging him from his reverie. 
 
    He grunted and got out of his seat which I interpreted as a no. He made his way to the door. I followed him intending to close the door and talk over events with my officers who had remained stoically silent throughout this meeting. He stopped at the door and looked over his shoulder at me. 
 
    “I am grateful for what you have told me,” he started. “…but this does not make us friends or even allies. Regardless, I will tell you this in the spirit of openness that you have demonstrated this day. I may be the Guild Master of the Sons, but I am no tyrant. I cannot say for certain what our guild will do, but I know my people. They will not suffer a female Shadestar to live. They will seek to destroy her, and this means they will seek to destroy the Lair. This can but mean we shall soon be at odds. I personally have no grievance with the Shadestar’s and will counsel against taking that course. This may give you two weeks, but nothing more.” 
 
    “Nel’Van, thank you for your candour. I understand, and we won’t try and stop you,” I said. 
 
    He blinked at me and held his position for a moment before grunting again and leaving the room. I closed the door gently behind him and let out a deep breath.  
 
    Who would have thought the hardest part of this meeting would have been the parting. Guilt weighed on me now. I had desperately wanted to warn him Daxas would be expecting him and was even counting on the Son’s reaction. Nel’Van had spoken of my openness, but I had held so much back. To save my guild and myself I may well have damned his. 
 
    On the other hand, those fucking dwarves were going to get theirs. There was always a silver lining. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    The guild’s runs were over, and I wandered through the tunnel from the Lair to the Guild HQ. Admittedly there was a chance with the guild’s open dungeon policy a group in zone six might enter, but it was fairly low. I’d been watching Simeon’s meeting with the other guilds from the comfort of my viewing lounge as it happened. 
 
    The meeting taking place so early in the morning was convenient for me as I was able to watch it live and uninterrupted. However, that had been over a month ago for me, so I had watched the recording to refresh my memory before setting out. Another bonus was it gave me plenty of time to mull over the outcome and prepare a plan for moving forward. 
 
    I was a bit disappointed that Simeon had been forced to reveal Jen’Zadeer’s family name. Although it hadn’t led to any challenges in her dungeon yet. How long the Sons of the Shadow would wait was the biggest unknown. I wasn’t angry with him, though. 
 
    The high elves had several patron Lords, whereas most races had but one. Apparently, it was one of the various reasons for their unbreakable faith in their superiority over everyone else. Jezebel, the Silver Lady was one of them and after getting the better of her recently she undoubtedly had been in their pointed ears. Pressing them to destroy me. 
 
    In fact, it did have an unanticipated benefit, by assisting with Jen’Zadeer’s attitude adjustment. Being forced to endure the humiliation of defeat during that first day had curtailed most of her vituperative retorts already. 
 
    Those directed at me at least, apart from when she was particularly angry. Now the dark elves knew who she was, her motivation to be courteous increased exponentially. To the degree that she had actually worked the count of insults to me down to zero by the end of the second day. 
 
    Her boop count had continued climbing for longer, albeit much slower than before. I had deliberately worded that order so every time she wanted to insult the harem she would have to make it clear with a boop. However, her punishment for those offences and working them off was between her and her future harem-sisters. 
 
    I had left the insults to me as something she actually did. Consequently, I made the punishment and how to avoid it something tangible. With her new motivator and the frequency of delves by the Dark Moon Rising, encounters with groups of angry dark elf males was quite low. 
 
    After Simeon had revealed Jen’Zadeer’s identity I did have to adjust the orders she was working under. If it appeared a group were looking to exact their vengeance against her in a deeply ‘personal’ manner, then the gloves could come off. She was permitted to call in the hidden sabretooth panthers and use her spells to defend herself. I did tell her that if this happened to leave one of them alive to spread the word of the consequences. Jen’Zadeer only had to deliver the message once. 
 
    I ran up the stairs to my annex two at a time. I could have called them to come and see me in here, but I got a kick out of the literal cloak and dagger routine when I wandered through the guild building myself. I threw on the same dark brown cloak I had used before and made my way to Simeon’s office, knocking and entering without waiting for an answer. 
 
    Simeon was present of course, as were most of his inner circle and a few new faces. He had maxed out the number of guild officers who reported to him. Well, they weren’t exactly new to me as I did review the goings-on in the guild and during runs in my dungeon, but we hadn’t been formally introduced. 
 
    “Good evening all,” I said brightly, as I stepped into the room. 
 
    All heads turned to regard me as I came in. I didn’t wait for Simeon’s invitation to sit and practically jumped into the armchair I had come to think of as my seat. Simeon wisely kept it available for me despite the office being a little crowded. If we were going to meet in such numbers regularly, I would have to arrange a proper meeting room in the annex to accommodate the growing brood. 
 
    “Daxas, good of you to join us,” Simeon said, after clearing his throat. 
 
    Simeon was trying to present an air of authority for his new lieutenants. How precious. I could smell his nervousness, though. The only question was should I burst his bubble publicly. I ummed and aahhed but decided against shaming him with an aggressive power play. However, it wouldn’t do to leave them under any false impressions as to who ultimately called the shots. 
 
    “Not at all dear boy. A good boss always makes himself available to valued colleagues and I pride myself on being the best,” I said cheerfully. 
 
    Simeon winced but was clever enough not to push his luck. There was a reason I had approached him to be the figurehead and day to day manager of my guild. I let my eyes roam over the newcomers to gauge their reactions. 
 
    First there was Piotr. A young halfling Simeon had taken under his wing. His eyes were wide, but it was difficult to tell why from his expression or scent. He was just generally overwhelmed by being in the same room as me. His elevation had been the biggest surprise. Piotr wasn’t just new to the guild but the Proving Grounds too, and the lowest-ranked of the officers. I think Simeon just liked him, and he was starstruck enough to be trustworthy. 
 
    Next in line was an orc named Ferash. He was trying to be inscrutable, but his nerves were clear to me. Bringing in one of the orken was a wise move. They were still a minority within the guild, but their numbers were growing as more outcasts joined up. So far, they had preferred to remain separate from the rest of the members. Ferash came across as a bit smarter than your average orc. Recognising the opportunity the Dark Moon Rising presented and was the first to sign up. 
 
    Then there was Dane and Pollis. Dane was human and Pollis a wood elf. Both men led separate raiding parties for the guild and were sitting next to one another in a love seat holding hands. Evidently, they were a couple. I only mention it as the predominant smell from Dane was jealousy and insecurity. I was a mega-handsome dude don’t forget, even if my aura didn’t affect gay men the way it did women. His insecurities were unfounded, not only did I not swing that way, but I could also tell Pollis was besotted with him. 
 
    That just left the smiling beauty standing in the corner apart from everyone else. She eyed me unabashedly, her pink tongue licking her upper lip. Krista Belhoff was a tall woman with a runway model’s figure. She had long, thick, raven black hair and pale skin. Those weren’t her most distinguishing features, though. That would be her piercing red irises and sharp elongated upper canine teeth on full display as she grinned lasciviously at me. Krista may have been born human, but she died a vampire. Krista was wearing an evening gown, where most of the others were garbed in what clothing they wore while delving sans the armour. 
 
    I didn’t know much about Krista. She was a very new arrival, as she and her group reached the HQ’s doorstep an hour or so before dawn today. They hadn’t even finished signing up before the meeting with the other guild’s representatives took place. They were so new I hadn’t had the pleasure of them running the dungeons yet. Obviously, their arrival caused enough of a stir that I was watching intently. 
 
    Why was such a new member drawn into the inner circle so quickly? I might have made a suggestion or two to Simeon this afternoon. I didn’t resort to ordering him, but I did make a few pertinent points that swayed Simeon to my way of thinking. 
 
    Krista herself was already rank sixteen and most of the group she led, made up of a few other vampires and humans, were all at least rank fourteen. This would make them the strongest faction in the guild. 
 
    With the threat from the Brigade and the Towers turning them away was a definite no-go. Not that I would have let Simeon do that anyway. However, having Krista, their leader, as an officer made her privy to the truth and directly under my influence. 
 
    I also explained to him the restraints I was under when it came to claiming disciples. And that Krista’s status of being undead and infertile disqualified her from the running, which reassured him somewhat. 
 
    Full disclosure on my part, though this may be true, I had a plan on how to work around it. Krista was on my radar and I would have her, but I could exercise a little patience. The guild would need a bit of higher-ranked muscle in the coming weeks. 
 
    I left Simeon with some time to ruminate on what I had said, knowing the possibility of a powerful faction leader trying to take the Guild Chief position from him would be enough to convince him. With Krista as an officer, I could exert my influence to protect his position, and she would, in turn, keep her group in line. 
 
    Simeon had been making the introductions while I had been staring at the vampire woman. It was just as well I knew who they all were already. 
 
    “Welcome to our cabal,” I said by way of greeting. 
 
    That drew a wider smile from Krista, a grunt from Ferash, and Piotr laughed nervously. I continued. 
 
    “I can only apologise that we couldn’t inform you of the guild’s unusual nature before bringing you into the fold. Now that you know I’m sure you’ll soon realise it can be a mutually beneficial relationship,” I said, leering at Krista as I did so. 
 
    “That is perfectly alright, my lord,” Krista said and bobbed in a short curtsey. 
 
    Her voice was thickly accented and sounded eastern European. Not for the first time I wondered if the accents I heard were real or just what the Proving Grounds had me hear because I expected it. 
 
    “I was surprised, yes, but not disappointed. I hope you will be…satisfied with my performance,” she flirted. She even pronounced her W’s like a V. 
 
    Krista seemed as willing to allude and tease as Alyssa was. Not for the first time, my thoughts became concerned by the continued lack of communication from her. I would talk it over with Tenzing during the rest day, but for once I was coming up empty on ideas or plans on how to change the situation. I was confident I would change it but the how was eluding me right now. 
 
    “We shall see. When can I expect to have the pleasure of your company?” I said, putting thoughts of Alyssa to the side for now. 
 
    Krista laughed lightly at my playful return before answering. 
 
    “Tonight, I hope my Lord. Guild Chief Simeon has explained why the delves are limited to daylight hours. I am hoping you would permit an exception in my case. Although daylight in the Proving Grounds does not have quite the same…detrimental effect on my kind we are still nocturnal creatures by nature. You wouldn’t want me at any less than my best would you, my Lord?” she teased. 
 
    “I always want people at their best,” I chuckled. “I hope Simeon has already covered that I won’t be taking it easy on you just because you are part of the guild, Krista.” 
 
    “Yes, my Lord. Despite his warnings I was sorely tempted to test myself against you in the arena. Now, having met you I think we can come up with a more mutually beneficial physical activity,” she purred. 
 
    Krista was either naturally this brazen or my aura was in overdrive and she forgot we weren’t alone. I could tell openly eye-fucking one another was making most of the others a tad uncomfortable, though. Perhaps I should think about switching off my sexual magnetism aura for these encounters? I almost laughed out loud, yeah, that’s not happening. Eventually, Simeon’d had enough. 
 
    “Ahem! This is a guild meeting not a courting meeting,” he said with a touch of exasperation. 
 
    “Relax, Simeon,” I said. “I’m a sex dungeon. You should be used to this by now.” 
 
    That raised a few eyebrows among the newbies, even the orc. 
 
    “Can you rein it in and continue this in private,” he said, almost begging. 
 
    “Fine,” I responded. “Krista, we will continue this at a later date. I can be quite the welcoming host as Simeon can attest.” 
 
    “Of course, my Lord. I look forward to it,” the vampire said smiling, showing off her teeth. 
 
    I would have to quiz the ladies about vampires in the Realms. Find out how they differed or not from Earth mythology. 
 
    “Simeon, please tell us your thoughts on how this morning’s meeting went,” I said, returning the conversation to where it should have been all along. While completely glossing over that it was my fault we had been diverted. 
 
    “Yes, well it went about as well as can be expected. I managed…” he said stressing the I, “…to defeat a motion for expungement. The Brigade and Towers were unhappy with the result and will continue to work against us. However, we should have a few weeks grace before they can drum up some other accusation to level at us to ask for another vote.” 
 
    “I didn’t tell any direct lies, so even if they were wearing any epic items that detect falsehoods, we should be good. If they had access to anything superior, they would have called me out. We have some time to make preparations to better protect ourselves,” he finished. 
 
    I had a few thoughts on what we could do but something Simeon had said demanded my attention first. 
 
    “Simeon, what do you mean by epic items?” I asked him. 
 
    Simeon gave me a curious look, and then his lips quirked in a triumphant smile that he was trying, and mostly failing, at hiding. 
 
    “You mean you don’t know?” he questioned back. 
 
    I knew straight away I had made a mistake. I ought to have waited to talk with my disciples and Tenzing. I let my desire for instant gratification guide me. I could still salvage the situation, though. This was an inconvenience, nothing more. 
 
    “Yes, Simeon, I don’t know. Some things are hidden from Dungeons. Wipe the smug grin from your face and tell me what you mean,” I said this casually, but with an undercurrent of steel. 
 
    I hadn’t quite made it an order but left Simeon under no illusion that it could have been. This was the real reason I was disappointed in myself. It was only natural Simeon would look to assert his authority in front of his subordinates. I didn’t want to undermine him publicly if I could avoid it, but I couldn’t allow the impression he was getting one over on me. Simeon was smart enough to get the hint. A subtle quirk of Krista’s finely manicured eyebrow told me she had picked up on it too. 
 
    “That would make sense actually,” Simeon started. “If what you have told me about your capabilities is true,” he quickly qualified when I gave him a look. “Hang on and I’ll explain. There are special gear drops in dungeons of higher ranks. They are incredibly rare, so it makes sense that it isn’t the dungeon that provides them. When they drop, they are assigned to a specific person, unlike loot where the delving team chooses how to distribute it. They can’t be sold, but they can be given away. They will often have unusual properties that you won’t find on gear that can be bought or crafted. Being able to detect lies is a fairly common one on epic quality gear.” 
 
    “Interesting, and at what ranks do these drops begin?” I asked. 
 
    “Heroic drops begin at rank thirty-one. Although they aren’t gear as such, but scrolls giving you skills or attribute boosts, maybe even a spell. Epic drops start at rank fifty-one, Legendary at rank seventy-one and Mythic at rank ninety-one. Not that I’ve heard of anyone who has a Mythic quality item. Krista, have you heard of any?” Simeon said. 
 
    “I have not. If such a thing has happened, the supplicant has kept it to themselves. I know I would. You may not be able to sell them, but you can be duelled for them and at that rank you need to be wary of supplicants who have gained the ability to force you to participate against your wishes,” Krista said. 
 
    I understood that caution at least. My achievements were developing in such a manner to give me a similar ability. 
 
    “Anyway, most guilds have at least one Epic bit of gear for detecting lies and that is given to their representatives,” Simeon said. 
 
    “Thank you, Simeon. That is useful information,” I said graciously. I was trying to soothe any erosion of his authority with the others. “With regards to our defensive preparations, I have a few ideas. They have no official authority to expunge our guild and this will make it more difficult as they won’t have the assistance or approval of other guilds. To win as I understand it, they need to kill our guild members repeatedly or capture them. They want them vulnerable to duels where they can be forced to forfeit soul marks. It is mostly terror tactics to coerce members into abandoning a guild until it collapses.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Simeon said. “Should they be able to keep us from completing a dungeon for six weeks you lose your right of refusal. Guilds usually frown upon duelling for soul marks, especially if they are forced, but during war exceptions are made. If this were just the Brigade attacking us without warrant, we could call for a declaration against them, pull in a representative from a zone eight guild to make quorum if the Brigade refused to meet. With the Towers in their corner this becomes much harder. The high elf guilds stick together, and they would bring in ringers from other zones to vote their way.” 
 
    I nodded to him before outlining my intentions. 
 
    “First, the unusual position of our HQ is an unexpected benefit for us. There are several fortification options available to us if we have the coin, which I can top up if the guild coffers are short. If we had a traditional Guildhall in the City as an HQ, we wouldn’t be able to utilise this as fortifications are unavailable in the City. This should prevent them from spam killing or capturing our members easily. I will shift the utility buildings and some of the entrances closer and we can surround them all. The walls we build will keep them out, but the guild can continue functioning. I can even provide access to my tunnel network allowing us to give people who do fall and emerge from the resurrection pools a chance to get back within our walls and keep running dungeons,” I said, before continuing. 
 
     “Secondly, when things escalate this may harm our recruitment efforts so we need to double down on that front while we can. When we get a clearer understanding of the strategy they adopt, then we can adapt our efforts to counter them and keep things running.” 
 
    “Third, I do have some offensive options open to me as a dungeon. I’ve been planning on using these against the Jagged Boar Tusks but can expand the operation. I can’t do anything until the rest day, but I can place my own dungeon beacons not related to the guild. I plan to do so in their territories and build entrances to the dungeon there.” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” Piotr piped up from the back. 
 
    He turned beet red from embarrassment when all eyes swivelled to him. I flashed a disarming smile, but I’m not sure he noticed he was so intent on looking at the floor. 
 
    “I mean to antagonise them, Piotr. Get them nice and angry and not thinking clearly. They’ll seek to destroy me and by doing so feed me what I need to keep growing and expanding. The guild will grow as a result until we are strong enough to battle them directly. Simeon, what are the current membership numbers?” 
 
    “As of today, 1,628 members. Most of them are under rank five, though,” Simeon informed the group. 
 
    “And our opponents?” 
 
    “The Brigade I estimate has roughly two thousand, most above rank ten following recent events. However, maybe a hundred of them are over rank fifty. The Gleaming Towers have fewer than a thousand, but they are all rank thirty-one minimum. They have maybe another thousand ‘associates’ of lower ranks trying to earn their way in. I’ve no idea about the Tusks,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t worry about the Tusks. I only mentioned them so you would know I have alternatives if the Brigade exhibits a level of patience they have lacked thus far. With our recruitment we should pass two thousand at the end of this week and be well past three thousand, maybe close to four by the time they are organised enough to become truly troublesome. Having outposts in two zones is going to stretch them thinner than they would care for,” I said. 
 
    “Then we concentrate on boosting our member’s ranks. I estimate that within ten weeks even the unranked recruits will make the low teens. At that point, their higher-ranked members will no longer be a bother. Our members will be strong enough they can’t be one-shotted and we can swamp them with superior numbers. When they realise we can take the fight to their doorstep I believe their alliance will crumble.” 
 
    “That…that actually sounds like it would work,” Simeon said brightly. 
 
    “I’m glad you approve,” I joked, the mood in the room improving rapidly now everyone was reassured we had a defined way forward. 
 
    The meeting went on for another thirty minutes as we thrashed out some of the details. Where to move the Bank etc. what else we should buy for convenience’s sake. Things of that nature. I made sure to touch base with Krista before I departed, whispering we could talk privately later. I would use the DDD to speak to her when she was alone. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    I left Simeon’s office in a good mood. I flipped my dark brown hood up and took a step in the direction I usually went when returning to the annex. Bam! I was hit with a metaphorical slap in the face by my sixth sense or intuition. Whatever it was I had learned it was in my best interests to follow it. This time it was telling me to take an alternative route to the annex. If I went the other way there was a corridor that went around the back of Simeon’s office that intersected back onto the hall that led to the annex. This was a slightly longer way back which was the only reason I didn’t use it, but now I did. 
 
    I turned around and walked in the other direction taking a right turn once I had cleared the offices in this hall. As I walked around the corner, I bumped into someone going the other way. They had their head down and didn’t see me. I was bigger and stronger and made an effective roadblock. After walking headfirst into my chest, she bounced back, stumbled, and fell on her ass with an Oh of surprise. 
 
    It was indeed a she. Tabitha thy name is serendipity I thought. I had, by ‘accident’ run into the hare-kin woman Nessa desired to make a part of her Ring within the harem. She was a stealthy little thing. I hadn’t heard her coming down the corridor. 
 
    “Oh, I’m ever so sorry,” she said from the floor. 
 
    “Don’t be. It was my fault. Here let me help you up,” I said, extending my hand for her to take. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, taking the proffered hand. 
 
    I gave a gentle tug, and she sprang up. I didn’t let go of her hand, getting a good look at her. She had big hazel eyes, noticeably larger than any other woman of the same size, with long luxurious eyelashes. Apart from that her facial features were indistinguishable from a human. Well, apart from her eyes and the two floppy bunny ears on her head which were almost a foot long. She had soft brown fur instead of hair and it covered the sides of her head, fading before reaching her cheeks. She was clothed so I couldn’t see how far the fur extended, but she was barefoot. She had large hare paws for feet that were fur-clad and explained how she was so quiet, interestingly her hands were human-like and furless. 
 
    She looked up at me as I stared at her and gave her a predatory grin. There it was, that heady scent of arousal. This sealed the deal and her fate. Her cheeks blushing, she looked away and tried to step back, but I kept a firm but gentle grip on her hand. 
 
    “No thanks needed. Now, how is it that the Guild Master of the Dark Moon Rising has yet to make the acquaintance of such a lovely lady like yourself?” I said, laying on the charm. 
 
    “Oh! You’re the Guild Master, but I thought Simeon…” she started, but I cut her off mid-flow. 
 
    “Simeon is the Guild Chief and the public face of the guild. I am the Guild Master. We are jointly in charge, but I don’t like throwing my weight around,” I said, smiling at her. She laughed at that, and it was a higher pitch than I expected, but cute. 
 
    “And your name?” I prompted her again, despite knowing it. 
 
    “Tabitha Greenfields, but my friends call me Tabs,” she said. 
 
    “Then I hope you don’t think it presumptuous of me if I call you Tabs,” I said, giving her a wink. 
 
    Tabitha giggled again, “of course not.” 
 
    “Tell me Tabs, where is it that you were going in such a hurry?” I asked quickly. I didn’t want to announce my name within the guild walls just yet. My senses told me nobody else was nearby, but they weren’t infallible. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry again for bumping into you. I was on my way to the mess hall to get something to eat,” she said. 
 
    “How serendipitous,” I exclaimed. “I find myself hungry too and eager to indulge my appetite. Allow me to invite you to my private chambers where I can give you something far more satisfying than the mess hall. It’s the least I can do by way of apology.” 
 
    “Um, are you sure? We’ve only just met…” she hedged. 
 
    “True, but I feel we’ve forged a powerful connection already,” I said. 
 
    I stroked her cheek with my free hand as I said this. She closed her eyes and let out a little gasp of pleasure at the intimate contact. She nodded, a shy smile on her face and I looped her arm in mine and guided her through the corridors until we reached the door to the annex. 
 
    “This room is locked and off-limits,” she mumbled as we came to a stop in front of the door. I chuckled. 
 
    “I have the keys, or have you already forgotten I’m the Guild Master?” I teased her. 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten, but…” she said looking a little ashamed. “I thought maybe you were fibbing, trying to impress me,” she trailed off. 
 
    I laughed loudly at that. I hadn’t lied to her, but I was very much trying to impress her. It was great being awesome, I highly recommend it. 
 
    I unlocked the door and ushered her inside. I locked the door again behind us. I saw a brief flash of concerned startlement in her expression. I was confused for a heartbeat and then it dawned on me how this might appear from her perspective. A man, admittedly devilishly attractive, whom she had just met had locked her in and was the only one with a key. 
 
    “I like to preserve my anonymity,” I said by way of explanation. I wandered over to my desk and opened the top drawer. I dropped the key inside. “The key is in the top drawer, should you need to leave without me. If you would be so kind as to lock the door on your way out and return the key to Simeon. I have spares so no need to worry about that,” I said. 
 
    This reassured Tabitha and the coquettish smile returned, all concern fleeing as quickly as it manifested. Although I had no intention of her leaving my dungeon as anything other than my disciple. Ever since my conversation with Nessa, I had been mulling over my options for claiming disciples in a less traditional manner. Coming across Tabitha alone convinced me it was time to start applying theory into practise. That my sixth sense had reared its head was an encouraging factor and filled me with confidence of an impending success. 
 
    “This way,” I said, approaching the hare-kin woman and putting my arm around her waist. 
 
    We left the office and entered the annex proper. I hadn’t done much to the ground floor but add some furnishings. We weren’t staying here but as I guided Tabitha to the spiral stairwell that led into the tunnel complex, I felt her body tense apprehensively. It occurred to me I should probably establish a dining room and bedroom on the upper floors for entertaining to avoid this awkwardness. 
 
    “You want me to go down?” she said nervously, looking around. 
 
    I had to resist the urge to crack a crude joke, now wasn’t the time. 
 
    “No need to be afraid it doesn’t go anywhere dangerous. I’ve just been experimenting on how to move around unseen. That requires tunnels,” I said amiably, gently urging her forward. 
 
    “I’m not afraid,” she said a bit defensively. 
 
    She allowed me to propel her forward and we descended into the tunnel network. I turned her to the right towards the dungeon, left led to Beta outpost. I explained that as we walked, hinting Beta outpost was where I had been and why she hadn’t seen me before. It was a short walk before we ascended up into my dungeon. I decided against going directly to the banquet hall and took a different path to the viewing lounge. The lounge would be better suited to what I had in mind. 
 
    The lounge was empty, and I gestured to one of the black leather couches. Tabitha took a seat. I sat next to her placing one of my arms around her shoulders and she didn’t object. I could feel a slight nervy tremble of excitement ripple through her as I did so. 
 
    “I thought we were going to eat?” she asked as she looked around. Her big hazel eyes taking in the surroundings. Her bunny ears reflexively sprang up straight. 
 
    “So we shall,” I said. I summoned the DDD display and used it to locate and speak to my disciples. “Nessa and Jen’Zadeer would you come to the viewing lounge please.” 
 
    “What was that?” Tabitha said, her voice going up several octaves as concern washed over her. 
 
    I didn’t have time to answer before she asked more questions. 
 
    “Did you just say Jen’Zadeer? As in the Caverns of Jen’Zadeer? Who are you? What is happening?” Tabitha rattled off in agitation, slowly realising I had never told her my name. 
 
    “Why didn’t I notice you were Wolfkin?” she added, dread and apprehension thickening her voice. She sounded ready to bolt, her ears twitching. Fortunately, she was already ensconced in my arms making that difficult. I would have a chance to ease her concerns. 
 
    “Sshhh, calm yourself. You are perfectly safe. I promise,” I crooned softly in her ear. Her heart rate slowed a touch, and she stopped squirming. Her instincts were screaming at her to run, but her libido was pushing for the opposite. The longer she went without descending into a full panic, the more comfortable and trusting she would become. I held her firmly but gently for a minute until the only thing getting her heart racing was her lust for me. 
 
    “As you have no doubt guessed by now, my name is Daxas. I am the Wolf King, and you are in the Lair. You are safe, though. You are my guest, and no harm will come to you,” I told her once she had grown comfortable in my embrace. 
 
    She nodded in understanding just as Nessa and Jen’Zadeer came in. Nessa’s face lit up with joy when she saw Tabitha sitting beside me and she made a beeline to sit on her other side. Jen’Zadeer displayed a more stoic expression, but I still caught the quirked eyebrow giving away her surprise. 
 
    “Tabs, this is Nessa Fiveleaf the dryad dungeon mistress of the Forest of Xanathia and Jen’Zadeer Shadestar the dark elf dungeon mistress of the Caverns of Jen’Zadeer. By some rather clever manipulation of the rules, I have taken them both as disciples, hence the combined dungeon ranking,” I said, introducing the two. 
 
    “I’m so happy to meet you,” Nessa said, leaning in to hug the hare-kin girl before sitting next to her. Nessa mouthed thank you to me over her head. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer remained uncommunicative, bordering on rude, but she had at least shed the air of disdain common in those early days. The conditions I had imposed on her were slowly chipping away at that ice-queen super-bitch demeanour. I didn’t think it would be too much longer before she cracked. 
 
    “Jen, Tabs is famished please bring us a platter from the kitchens. Vegetarian, I presume,” I said, and Tabitha nodded. “Some cocktails from the bar as well. Tabs you look like a strawberry daiquiri kind of girl.” 
 
    “I…uh…don’t know what that is, but I like strawberries,” Tabitha whispered, a bit overwhelmed at all the attention. 
 
    We made small talk for a while. Jen’Zadeer returned with the grazing food and alcoholic drinks. I encouraged Tabitha to partake as much as she wanted. As I predicted she rather enjoyed the daquiri and had two more. Jessamyn came in and introduced herself but begged off remaining. I, of course, had talked this over with my alpha mate and she knew how important this was to Nessa and fully supported the notion. Nessa gave her a grateful smile as Jessamyn left to oversee the smooth running of the dungeon. Which mostly meant keeping Gretsch from getting bored and interrupting us in the lounge. 
 
    Tabitha was a bit tipsy after the three drinks and fully relaxed, she and Nessa were already getting along like a house on fire. Whispers and giggling galore and Nessa had one of Tabitha’s hands in hers. I could hear everything that was being said, of course, most of it dirty. 
 
    Hours passed as we basked in pleasant company. With Nessa and I double-teaming, Tabitha honestly stood no chance against us. Nessa made a move faster than me tonight and she and Tabitha were kissing softly. Using the distraction, I altered the lighting in the lounge setting the mood for something more sensual. I had decided it was time to up the ante and put my full design in motion. The girl’s kiss broke, and Tabitha let out a shy giggle when she saw the sexual hunger in my yellow orbs. 
 
    “Oh, what must you think? I’m not usually this forward,” she whispered. I just grinned wider in response. 
 
    “Tell me Tabs,” I said, “Why did you come all the way here? You were in zone ten. Why cross three zones to run the dungeon of a wolf?” 
 
    “Uh…I’m not sure,” she said hesitantly. 
 
    I tutted at her answer. “Come now Tabs, I thought we were friends. Friends don’t fib to one another,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, you can trust us,” Nessa cajoled from beside her. 
 
    “Oh…okay. It sounds silly, but I was always so cautious before I died. I never took any risks and thought, here, maybe for once I should,” she told us, her cheeks blushing. 
 
    “That’s not silly, everyone should live a little,” I said, reassuring her. 
 
    “No, you don’t understand even then my courage failed me. I came to face the Wolf King, but I could never volunteer for a group visiting the arena. If I had understood who you were in the corridor I would have fled in fright and shame,” she said in a small voice. 
 
    Her choice of word, shame, and the smells I was getting from her filled in the last of the blanks for me. I remembered those early days with Jessamyn and my conversations with the Wolf King within. I now suspected that sensing my mate’s desires had more to do with my sixth sense than being a Wolf King. 
 
    The source of that intuition didn’t matter, what mattered was what it was telling me. Tabitha was turned on by danger, but she was ashamed of her own desires. The fear holding her back wasn’t about the danger she would be in but the judgement of those who witnessed. 
 
    No judgement was practically the mantra of my relationship with my mates and disciples. Plus, there was no one here to observe her and I knew exactly what would work best with the adorable bunny girl. 
 
    “We are going to remedy that, Tabs,” I started. “You remember the way back to my office and where the key is, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Daxas,” she said, slightly perplexed at my question. 
 
    “Good. I’m giving you to the count of three as a head start. If you can make it back to the guild and out of my office before I catch you, you’re free. On the other hand, if my warwolf form catches you I will never let you go,” I told her. 
 
    I unleashed just enough of my predatory nature to convey I was serious without overdoing the menace. 
 
    “…but you said I would be safe,” Tabitha gasped. 
 
    “You will be,” I said reasonably. “Safe here, in my dungeon, as my captive.” 
 
    Nessa laughed lightly. “He can be tricksy with his words this one. No dumb beast that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Nessa, can’t you do something? He promised,” Tabitha said, panic edging into her voice. 
 
    “Oh no, Tabs. He took me too, but I’ll be here and will take good care of you,” Nessa told her gently. 
 
    Tabitha’s head whipped about looking from one to the other. When I could sense she had accepted this was no joke I started my count. 
 
    “One,” I said. 
 
    Tabitha didn’t wait for two. She was out of the black leather couch and racing for the way out. She was fast there was no doubt about that and decisive under pressure which boded well for her future career as my dungeon disciple. I didn’t bother finishing the count as Tabitha was soon out of earshot. I rose from the couch myself, sending my casual clothes to the inventory. 
 
    “Nessa, why don’t you get the bedroom ready, I’ll be back with Tabs shortly,” I told her. 
 
    Her answering grin was eager, and she bolted off to the bedroom, shedding her own clothes as she went. I shifted to my warwolf form estimating the three count had indeed passed and took off in pursuit of Tabitha. She was incredibly quick and already out of sight. Although I could follow her scent and knew she hadn’t deviated from the path back to my guild office. 
 
    Had all things been equal with a three-count Tabitha would likely have made it out. But things weren’t equal, I could and regularly did cheat. With a thought, I donned a full set of gear and tore down the corridor, my agility more than doubled. She was in sight as I rounded the corner leading up to the concealed entrance of the dungeon which doubled as the way into the tunnel network. I could have caught her by the bottom of that first stairwell, but I checked my pace to keep the gap between us constant. 
 
    I know what you’re thinking, but I wasn’t being needlessly cruel. You may have forgotten already I knew what Tabitha wanted. She might not acknowledge it on an intellectual level, but Tabs wanted to be chased. I could even smell the thrill she experienced as she ran from me. She had been hot for me before and now her womanhood was positively molten with desire. Her arousal and fear left an almost cloying miasma in her wake. However, more than being chased, what Tabitha wanted was to be caught. The catching would be all the sweeter for her if it came as escape was within her grasp. 
 
    I followed her up the stairs to the annex, and she risked a glance behind. Her eyes widened as they saw me in wolf form for the first time and she re-doubled her efforts. Although she had to know I was too close. 
 
    I again delayed, letting her get to the room first. I heard the drawer open, the scraping of the key on wood as she grabbed it. When I heard the pounding of her feet on the wooden floorboards as she bounded to the door I stepped up to the entry, that way I could see her. 
 
    Tabitha put the key in the lock first time, no mistakes. She turned the key unlocking the mechanism and twisted the door handle and pulled the now unlocked door inward. That is when she dared to look over her shoulder again, victory and relief in her eyes only to be dashed by my hulking form right behind her. My long right arm reached over her head and slammed the door firmly closed. My left arm wrapped around her waist and lifted her into my embrace. 
 
    “Got you,” I said simply. 
 
    Throwing the struggling hare-kin woman over my shoulder, I turned the key locking the door and pulled it out of the keyhole. I threw the key onto the desk and left the room, walking back the way we came, my quarry safely secured. 
 
    We passed Jessamyn and Fiadh in one of the corridors as I made my way back to the bedroom. I squeezed their asses by way of greeting before heading on. I left Jessamyn consoling a whimpering Fiadh and reassuring her that it would be her turn soon. 
 
    Upon entering the bedroom, I could hear Nessa on the smaller of the two four-poster beds. The one designated for privacy. The side drapes had been pulled closed, so I walked to the end of the bed and looked in. The dryad woman had been busy preparing our play area. Nessa had either developed the power to read thoughts or we were simply on the same wavelength. She had tied silk rope to the posts at the headboard end of the bed and positioned a large cylindrical cushion in the middle of the bed. 
 
    Tabitha had ceased uselessly struggling before we reached the bedroom. She was moaning in equal parts fear and arousal. I stripped the bunny-girl and threw her onto the cushion in the middle of the bed, belly first. This gave me a first look at her naked body. Her soft, brown, short-hair fur continued from her head and down the nape of her neck and faded as it spread across her shoulders. Similar to Marux a strip of fur followed her spine down to her ass where it ended in a short flat tail. The rest of her body appeared human with the exception of her feet. The fur from her hind paws passed her knees and faded about halfway up her thighs. It looked like she had fur stockings on and it was incredibly sexy. 
 
    Her legs spread as she landed, and I saw her pretty pink pussy was already drenched with her precum. Her labia were the smallest I had seen and the bud of her clitoris, enlarged from her arousal, stood out a bright cherry red. I licked my lips in anticipation. I dismissed my gear and climbed onto the end of the bed letting out a low growl. I was rewarded as her body trembled and she risked an apprehensive glance back at me. 
 
    Nessa, whose eyes were wide with excitement, shot forward, taking hold of Tabitha’s left arm. She slipped the silk rope about her wrist and swiftly tied it tight. Tabitha instinctively reached for the rope with her right hand to try and untie it or pull free. That only gave Nessa the opportunity to grab Tabs’ free hand and pull it away. I could see Nessa had taken a leaf from my book and was also cheating. She was wearing enchanted jewellery boosting her strength. She overpowered the one-handed Tabs and soon both her hands were secured. 
 
    I shuffled forward on my knees and gripped Tabitha by the hips and dragged her back towards me just enough that the ropes tying her hands went taut. I pulled the cushion back a little as well and left her resting on top of it. I spread her legs open on either side of my hips, letting the tip of my rock-hard cock trail the tuft of soft fur above her wet pussy. The tips of Tabs pert nipples brushed the mattress as her firm, good-sized orbs battled with gravity. Nessa moved to kneel in front of her and began playing gently with her long ears which were alert and prominent. Tabs couldn’t help but moan a little at the attention. 
 
    “Such a pretty little captive,” I growled. 
 
    “Hmmm, yes,” Nessa said, petting her head.  
 
    Tabitha whimpered in response. 
 
    “Pretty, yes, but so foolish. To come into the wolf’s den and think she could escape so easily,” I said tutting at the end. 
 
    “I didn’t know,” Tabitha pleaded. 
 
    “Did you hear that Nessa? She didn’t know. A paltry excuse if ever I heard one,” I snarled, smacking Tabitha’s left ass cheek smartly. 
 
    Tabitha bucked at the slightly rough treatment, her arousal spiking even further. I grinned wickedly at Nessa who returned it in kind. 
 
    “Perhaps she didn’t realise the danger she was in, Master? You are a very charming man after all,” Nessa said. 
 
    “I considered that Nessa,” I said, playing along. “That’s why I gave her a chance to run, to escape, she just didn’t take it.” 
 
    “I tried,” Tabitha wailed. “I almost made it,” 
 
    “…but you weren’t fast enough were you. You couldn’t outrun the big bad wolf,” I said in a low growl. 
 
    I was keeping up the predator motif. Tabitha couldn’t help but respond, her natural lubrication seeped from her slit. A small damp patch was developing on the sheets directly beneath her quivering snatch. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” Nessa said. “Maybe not another chance, but a bargain instead,” she suggested innocently. 
 
    There was nothing innocent about the suggestion. Nessa knew what I was leading up to. I playacted that I was mulling over the suggestion. 
 
    “Hmmm, okay. Maybe we can make an agreement. What are you willing to give me Tabs? A captive adventurer is quite a coup for a dungeon. I would need something of equal value to convince me to let you go free,” I said, giving her right ass the same treatment as the first. 
 
    “Aahh, my pussy,” she whimpered. “You can fuck my pussy.” 
 
    I laughed loudly at her opening gambit. 
 
    “Your pussy is already mine for the taking and take it I will. You can be sure of that,” I told her in a low growl. 
 
    To make my point I rubbed the glans of my dick up and down her slit, coating my tip with Tabs juices. I reached down and parted her pussy lips with my fingers, getting a decent dollop of her cum in the crevice between my fingers and lifted it up tasting her tangy love honey. 
 
    “Anything,” she yelped. 
 
    It was unclear what she was offering anything for. Her freedom or my cock. 
 
    “Anything,” I mused. “How interesting,” 
 
    I was rubbing the sting from my slap on her ass and teased her entrance with my cock. She was trying to push herself back onto my length but the ropes holding her in place prevented her from doing so. 
 
    “Would you be my willing fuck toy for the rest of the night?” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” Tabitha moaned, without hesitation. 
 
    “Would you do whatever I tell you?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered. 
 
    “Would you work for me if I demanded it?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    “Would you lick Nessa’s moist cunny until she cums?” 
 
    “Yes,” Tabitha said, looking up at the dryad, who smiled and took her face in her hands. 
 
    “Would you pledge to be loyal to me?” 
 
    “Yes,” 
 
    “Would you pledge to obey Nessa?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, again almost pleadingly. 
 
    “Would you give me that which is most precious to you?” I said, pushing the head of my penis past her quivering lips. 
 
    “Yes,” she gasped.  
 
    She was ready and it was time. 
 
    “Then Tabitha Greenfields, forfeit your soul marks to me, Daxas of the Wolf King’s Lair,” I said, projecting all my strength and authority into the command.  
 
    “Yes,” she said with an ecstatic cry surpassing the fervour of the previous seven times.  
 
    I may have been overly cautious and could possibly have led by asking her to do that straight away. I received the familiar and welcome prompt and happily accepted intoning. 
 
    “Tabitha Greenfields, I claim you as a disciple.” 
 
    With that, it was done, and the hare-kin woman was mine forevermore. I might need to smooth things over with Simeon, it was too much to hope that even with the current distractions he wouldn’t notice Tabitha’s sudden disappearance. That and her name automatically appearing as a guild officer would pretty much out what I’d done. He’d bitch and pout a little but get over it, I was sure. 
 
    “My little bunny has been caught by the wolf, and the wolf is never letting go,” I grunted as I thrust my hips forward and buried my cock deep in Tabitha’s tunnel.  
 
    “Yessssss,” she yelled. 
 
    She wasn’t able to speak for long before Nessa spread her knees apart and guided Tabs face to her own moistened snatch. Tabs, her hazel eyes wide, extended her pink tongue and started lapping at Nessa’s nectar. I grinned widely at the sight but was soon focussed on my own pleasure from Tabs’ body. 
 
    I had been teasing the poor bunny-girl for hours and her vagina was a sopping molten furnace of desire. Her vaginal walls were strong and gripped my shaft tightly, only Nessa’s pussy had been tighter, and I groaned with ecstasy as I pumped my cock deeply. I grabbed hold of Tabs’ tail and used it to hold her in place, she squealed, and her entire back end twitched when I did so. Her tunnel filled with more lubricant and swiftly my rhythmic thrusts eased into her tight snatch smoothly and with negligible resistance. 
 
    We stayed like that for several minutes, but it wasn’t long before I felt the clamping of Tabs vaginal muscles and the keening moan muffled by Nessa’s mound indicating she had her first orgasm. Nessa came soon after and I sped up, pounding Tabs pussy harder as I went, building to my own climax. 
 
    In the midst of our rampant screwing, I felt the familiar sensation of my soul reaching out and connecting with Tabitha’s. The connection was almost seamless with little resistance from the bunny-girl. Before I blessed her with my cum, the pulse shot from my chest and settled around her soul bestowing a more traditional kind of blessing. My soul sense withdrew once its job was complete, and I was free to finish inside her.  
 
    “That’s right, Master. Fill her up with your seed,” Nessa gasped, as she came down from the throes of her orgasm. 
 
    “I intend to,” I chuckled breathlessly. 
 
    “That’s what you want isn’t it Tabs,” Nessa crooned. “You want our Master to fill you up. Spurt his seed deep into your womb and breed you.” 
 
    Tabitha didn’t answer with her mouth which was still dedicated to pleasuring the dryad but if the additional squeezing of her pussy on my cock was any indication, she very much wanted this.  
 
    “Is that right?” I grunted. “Does my dirty little bunny want to be bred by her wolf master during her very first fucking?” 
 
    Nessa pulled her mound away far enough to let Tabs respond. 
 
    “Oh…yessss, Master. Fuck me. Fill me. Breeeed me,” she moaned lustily. 
 
    “Very well,” I growled, her words driving something primal inside me into overdrive. 
 
    I wanted to breed her. Her and all my mates. I would have to settle for the Life Seeds while we were in the dungeon, but once we were out…well, once we were out then there would be no stopping me. Their bellies would soon be swelling with my pups. 
 
    Keeping her tail gripped firmly I reached forward and took a firm hold of the back of her neck. I increased the speed and power of my pumping and the room filled with the visceral slapping sound of my thighs and hips against Tabs’ supple ass. It didn’t take long before I felt the welcoming ache as my cock tried stiffening ever harder. I plunged my shaft as deep as I could, ramming my cockhead against her cervix and unleashed the flood of my creamy load. I kept my dick in deep, performing a few mini-thrusts for each subsequent spurt of my seed. 
 
    When my balls were emptied, I lay down on her back, whispering soothing words, cupping her breasts, and teased her nipples with my fingers as we came down. Nessa released Tabs hands from the ropes, and I pulled out and rolled to the side. 
 
    Because of my eagerness I had neglected to pull the drapes at the end of the bed closed. We had an audience. Jessamyn, Fiadh and Karragh were on the other bed opposite. They were naked and busy touching one another as they had been taking in the show of their master claiming a new mate. I’d been aware they were there of course but hadn’t cared in the heat of the moment. 
 
    I sat up and hoisted Tabitha up and over my shoulder and bounded across the short space between beds with Nessa close behind me. 
 
    “Time to meet the rest of your sister-mates,” I told the panting hare-kin woman, as I clambered onto the bed to a chorus of cheers. 
 
    We spent the next several hours getting to know Tabitha intimately and Tabs getting to know us.  
 
    A good time was had by all, except for one. During our escapades I glanced to the doorway and spotted Jen’Zadeer with a distraught look on her face. She fled when she saw me noticing her. It hurt me that we couldn’t include her yet, but I couldn’t allow it until she genuinely submitted. She needed to want to be a part of this more than she wanted to rule, and she hadn’t reached that headspace. Not yet, but soon I hoped. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a few hours until midnight PGT and soon it would be the end of the week. I was relaxing in the viewing lounge revisiting my displays. I had wanted everything I could do in place before the day began and was in the process of crossing the T’s and dotting the I’s. Thus far there had been very little fallout from me taking Tabitha as a disciple in an unorthodox manner. 
 
    Simeon had been peeved of course. I let him stamp his feet for a while, in private, and he got over it. He didn’t really have a choice, it was done.  
 
    Explaining away Tabitha’s disappearance proved easier than I had first expected. This was because not everyone who joined the Dark Moon Rising was as appreciative or smart enough to understand the value of the gift I was giving them.  
 
    There were always some malcontents. Simeon’s officers had been identifying likely candidates and casually grouping them together over the last couple of weeks. Two such groups had decided it was time to challenge me in the days after I claimed Tabs. Given the nature of the guild and its reliance on my Lair these groups weren’t exactly advertising their intent and made their move on the down-low. 
 
    The rank and file only became aware of what these fools had tried after the fact. It was a simple thing to suggest without needing to outright say that Tabs had gone with one of those teams. Handily this also covered explaining her upcoming appearance in the dungeons from next week. 
 
    Personally, I found it amusing Simeon seemed to be perfectly fine ‘rounding up’ and duping the foolhardy into getting themselves offed. But found it so objectionable when I chose to radically improve the survival chances of these women by welcoming them into my embrace. 
 
    Speaking of Tabitha, I glanced at her sheet. I had all my disciple’s sheets displayed almost permanently these days. There was plenty of wall space to accommodate the material. 
 
      
 
    Name: Tabitha Greenfields 
 
    Species: Hare-kin 
 
    Rank: 6 
 
    Strength: 14 
 
    Agility: 27 
 
    Stamina: 16 
 
    Mana: 13 
 
    Spell Power: 13 
 
    Health: 320/320 
 
    Experience: 24,650 / 28,000 
 
    Skills: Mining 1, Hunting 1, Gathering 3, Farming 1 
 
    Wind Spell Affinity: Wind spells cost half as much mana than usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost. 
 
    Frith’s Fleetness: [Daxasian Blessing] When being pursued Agility is increased by x1.5 for thirty seconds. This ability can only be activated once every thirty minutes. 
 
    She had the Wind spell affinity which gave her access to the Agility boosting spell and Wind Blast, but I couldn’t add those spells until we got her a few new ranks. She had already been at rank six but was close enough to seven that she should make that next week. 
 
    The blessing I had bestowed was immensely useful. Increasing her already impressive Agility by half making her a perfect candidate for bait and switch. Fake like she is running and gull her opponent into running after her. Then activate the ability, turn back and become a whirling dervish of DPS. 
 
    The more I studied this system the more I realised how much deadlier Agility was over Strength if properly cultivated. Strength-based weapons offered more punch than any whose damage ran off Agility, but the extra speed, and therefore extra strikes more than made up for it. Not to mention the potential for evasion, who needs the extra armour if you aren’t getting hit in the first place. 
 
    Unfortunately for me, there was no way I could think of changing to an Agility build without sacrificing the tanking aspect. We would still need somebody to draw the gaze of our opponents when we raided other dungeons, which I suspected we would have to do in the near future. That didn’t mean I couldn’t create an Agility focussed loadout for alternative situations. 
 
    Karragh and I had been busy crafting and enchanting in the last few days keeping our gear as up to date as we could. I had been using the DDD design properties and medieval armour books from Earth that I bought to experiment with new armour types. 
 
    I had new templates for Brigandine armour. An armour type that riveted a series of small metal plates on leather. The result was a hybrid of what the Proving Grounds supplied. At first, I thought the experiment a failure, the new Brigandine was no better than armour made from Lesser Leather, but that was only when I was using copper plates. When I switched up to using crafting materials from the next tier, Leather and Bronze, the differences became apparent. 
 
    I was still making regular types of armour which we were selling to the guild and I was considering selling a new base bronze set for members who make rank eleven or who aren’t unranked when they show up. An example was the Bronze Breastplate. 
 
    Bronze Breastplate 
 
    Damage Reduction: 8 (Piercing and Impact) 
 
    Handicaps: Agility reduced by 2 while worn. 
 
    Requirements: Strength score of 3. (this adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement). 
 
    This was a standard armour recipe. It provided the most DR, but the Agility handicap made it of limited use to my team. This was why I had been equipping us in leather armour in the first place. The equivalent Leather chest piece had these statistics. 
 
    Leather Bramour 
 
    Damage Reduction: 5 (Piercing), 3 (Impact) 
 
    A simpler piece of gear that had no Agility handicap or Strength requirement, but this was my newest creation. 
 
    Bronze Brigandine Bramour 
 
    Damage Reduction: 6 (Piercing), 5 (Impact) 
 
    Requirements: Strength score of 2. (this adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement). 
 
    It was a significant step up from Leather alone and didn’t incur the Agility handicap which I wanted to avoid for obvious reasons. The Strength requirement was a bit of a pain. Although it was lower than the requirement for regular bronze armour. The rest of the set for my harem was as follows. 
 
    Bronze Brigandine Shoulder Pads 
 
    Damage Reduction: 5 (Piercing), 4 (Impact) 
 
    Requirements: Strength score of 2. (this adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement). 
 
    Bronze Brigandine Garter Belt 
 
    Damage Reduction: 5 (Piercing), 4 (Impact) 
 
    Requirements: Strength score of 2. (this adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement). 
 
    Bronze Brigandine Stocking x2 
 
    Damage Reduction: 4 (Piercing), 3 (Impact) 
 
    Requirements: Strength score of 1. (this adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement). 
 
    Bronze Brigandine Gloves x2 
 
    Damage Reduction: 4 (Piercing), 3 (Impact) 
 
    Requirements: Strength score of 1. (this adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement). 
 
    Bronze Brigandine Bootstraps x2 
 
    Damage Reduction: 4 (Piercing), 3 (Impact) 
 
    Requirements: Strength score of 1. (this adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement). 
 
    Bronze Brigandine Bracers x2 
 
    Damage Reduction: 4 (Piercing), 3 (Impact) 
 
    Requirements: Strength score of 1. (this adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement). 
 
    Bronze Brigandine Armbands x2 
 
    Damage Reduction: 4 (Piercing), 3 (Impact) 
 
    Requirements: Strength score of 1. (this adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement). 
 
    Bronze Brigandine Tiara 
 
    Damage Reduction: 4 (Piercing), 3 (Impact) 
 
    Requirements: Strength score of 1. (this adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement). 
 
    All told the set gave each of them a DR against piercing of sixty and forty-six against Impact. The only drawback was it did require seventeen in Strength to carry and once I had upgraded their weapons to the bronze equivalents the Strength requirement became nineteen or twenty. 
 
    Not a big ask for Fiadh or Karragh who had close to twenty in Strength already but for my sexy casters it meant I had to redirect some of their enchantments. This wasn’t a major problem; my girls had an overabundance of Mana and not enough spells to use them on, so I replaced six Mana +2 enchantments with six STR +2 enchantments for Jessamyn, Jen’Zadeer and Nessa. Fiadh didn’t need Mana enchantments, so she had a +2 in the nine different damage types, Heat, Cold, Necrotic, Electrical, Corrosive, Venom, Poison, Sanctified and Infernal.  
 
    The second big bonus of the Bronze Brigandine was it required less bronze to make, so we didn’t have to compromise on the quality. I made sets for Marux and Gretsch as well as myself of course. As for me, I upgraded my maul and shield to new bronze versions. 
 
    Bronze Double-Headed Great Maul 
 
    Damage: 17 + STR (Impact) 
 
    Requirements: Strength score of 30 to wield 2-Handed, 45 to wield 1-Handed. (this adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement). 
 
    Bronze Tower Shield 
 
    Requirements: Strength score of 10. (this adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement). 
 
    I’d also been rueing my lack of ranged options and so I made ten javelins for me to use. My tower shield was large enough that I forged some clips to hold the javelins on the inside but where I could reach them easily. I had also flattened the head of my great maul so now when I rested it on the ground the handle remained upright, making it easy for me to switch between the maul and the javelins. 
 
    Bronze Javelin 
 
    Damage: 10 + STR (Piercing) 
 
    Requirements: Strength score of 1 to wield. 
 
    I also equipped everyone with a Bola and had them practise using them over the last month worth of time here in the dungeon. These weren’t meant for dealing damage but for entangling our foes and slowing them down making them more vulnerable. They fit nicely on the hip attached to a belt. 
 
    I was pretty much done with perusing the changes and updates in my personnel. I had a fair few updates and alterations queued for the dungeon floors. The flow of experience this week had been the biggest yet and had exceeded my expectations. I wouldn’t get confirmation until I got the notifications in an hour or two, but my manual calculations put it in excess of two and half million. Adding Jen’Zadeer to the mix midweek and providing access to her dungeon to the Dark Moon Rising had helped bump the numbers from my earlier estimates of two million. 
 
    I smiled recalling the look on Jen’Zadeer’s face when I showed her the projections. After she had managed to lift her jaw off the ground, we had to listen to an expletive-ridden tirade as fury overwhelmed her. My wry amusement of her antics probably hadn’t helped her calm down any. Needless to say, I was a cheat, a fucker, and much more besides. She was mollified when it finally occurred to her this titanic amount of experience would be applied to enhancing her dungeon and accompanying survival chances too. 
 
    Taking Tabs into my bed had also provided an updated achievement. 
 
    Polyamorous Lover 2 (afforded by the Lust speciality) 
 
    You have taken six or more different lovers into your bed with the intent to add more. You gain benefits to assist in this endeavour. 
 
    The Lust affinity bonus to your aura of sexual magnetism is increased from x3 to x4. 
 
    Disciple experience points for sexual activity with you increased to 150 per day. 
 
    Another bump to sexual magnetism aura, not that I needed it. The extra experience for my women was more important. This combined with my Dominance and the Harem Builder ability would give them just over fifteen hundred experience a week even if we weren’t claiming soul marks or fallen. 
 
    As for dungeon progression, based on our positions on the various leader boards we were all advancing tomorrow. Although you could look at that as a good news bad news scenario. This meant our collective rank would rise to nineteen. That was good for attracting a higher calibre of dungeon runner to the guild and allow the likes of Krista to continue advancing themselves. The bad it also allowed for a higher calibre of challenger which put us all in more danger. On the flipside I had a ton of XP to spend on upgrades and had Marux and Tabitha to add into the mix, all of which would beef up the security of my property. 
 
    The minutes counted down and then the wolf howled throughout my dungeon informing us all the clock had struck midnight and the rest day had officially begun. Tenzing materialised in front of me and I smiled at him. 
 
    “Long time no see, buddy,” I said cheerfully. 
 
    “It is good to be back, Daxas,” Tenzing said. 
 
    His wrinkly blue face cracked a very wise smile in return, before continuing. 
 
    “I have been watching events as they transpired, and I believe we have a lot to discuss. You’re claiming of Jen’Zadeer’s dungeon midweek, while inspired, is bound to cause ructions amongst the Lords. What did your other adviser, Alyssa, have to say when you spoke to her about it?” he said. 
 
    “Tenzing, I’ve not had any contact from Alyssa since the arbitration meeting last week. That was one of several things I wanted to talk over with you,” I said. 
 
    “Truly?” he said, and I nodded in response. 
 
    “This is troubling indeed,” he went on. “Daxas, for you as a dungeon to have found a way to circumvent the restrictions put in place to keep dungeons apart during the week will have consequences. Potentially dire consequences. I had assumed you had talked this over with Alyssa and were aware of the ramifications of your actions. Thus, allowing you to plan for them. That she appears to have been silenced is…well it’s not good,” he finished a bit lamely. 
 
    I was about to ask him to elaborate when I was interrupted by a display prompt flashing in front of me. I had programmed the DDD to alert me should I get any unusual notifications, in case they needed attending to straight away. One of those messages was bleeping in front of me now. With an impatient humph I opened the message on a large display so Tenzing could read it as well and scanned it quickly. 
 
    Gauntlet of Novice Champions! 
 
    This message is to inform you that the Gauntlet for Novice Champions is set to begin, and this is your one-minute warning to prepare yourself. 
 
    Due to the unusual nature of your dungeon you will be accompanied by Jen’Zadeer Shadestar and Nessa Fiveleaf to the battleground. 
 
    In the interests of balance and to compensate for this advantage the Gauntlet will not follow the traditional knockout format. It will now be a single match, team-based, battle royale. 
 
    You, Jen’Zadeer Shadestar and Nessa Fiveleaf will form one three-person team. You will face fifteen other dungeons who were victorious in a Novice Gauntlet. These participants will be split into five teams of three. 
 
    Good Luck. 
 
    I didn’t hesitate to act and activated the DDD and sent a verbal message to my entire dungeon complex. 
 
    “Jen and Nessa meet me in the viewing lounge immediately and equip yourselves for battle. We are being pulled into a Gauntlet match in less than a minute,” I said. 
 
    I followed my own advice and equipped my battle gear. As well as the armour and weapons, I also had a bandolier with a selection of potions. Jen’Zadeer and Nessa had similar bandoliers. It didn’t just have health and mana potions but a range of utility potions too, including buffs. Most importantly anti-venom and poison antidotes. We wouldn’t have Jessamyn casting Purge in this battle. 
 
    “Our conversation will have to wait, Tenzing. I’m not sure if we’ll be sent back to the moment after we are taken or not,” I said to him. 
 
    During my first Gauntlet the timeframe was affected by the Lords’ interference. 
 
    “No, you are returned one hour later or at the end of the rest day whichever is sooner,” he informed me after reading through my message himself. “Daxas, I don’t think this is a coincidence, the timing, the change to the Gauntlet rules without informing you or me first. Something is definitely happening, and I fear this is just the beginning.” 
 
    “I get you, Tenzing. Find Jess and the rest of the girls and brainstorm the possibilities. Jess has full access to the DDD. Watch the outside as closely as the inside. I’ll be back as soon as I’m allowed,” I said, putting both my hands on his shoulders. “I trust you to watch my back when I can’t.” 
 
    He gave me a grave smile and then my dark elf and dryad walked into the room. Armour clad and ready for battle as I ordered.  
 
    “Ladies, are you ready?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” Nessa said, though she looked nervous. I’d learned since I claimed her that her first Gauntlet didn’t go well. This time would be different. 
 
    The dark elf, on the other hand, had a look of feral glee in her eyes. She was looking forward to this. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Jen’Zadeer said. 
 
    “Nessa, no need to be so nervy. They’ve changed up the Gauntlet and we’ll be fighting as a team,” I said. 
 
    I had just enough time to see Nessa’s lips beam prettily. 
 
    Blink. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    My eyes opened and I felt a wave of remembrance, as memories of my first Gauntlet match flicked through my mind. It was the first action I had taken part in after I arrived in the Proving Grounds. The first time I had fought, the first time I killed and when I met Jen’Zadeer. My penis hardened as I remembered taking her on the black obsidian altar in the centre of the arena. 
 
    I glanced at the dark elf and our eyes met. She must have been thinking the same, as her perfect light grey cheeks darkened in a blush. I couldn’t help but grin. Wonder of wonders, Jen’Zadeer smiled back. And it wasn’t a snarky smile designed to convey her contempt but one of genuine joy and her face lit up as a result. 
 
    I leaned in and whispered, “you’re pretty when you’re happy.” 
 
    Her blush deepened and the smile became coy. This only lasted a moment before Jen’Zadeer checked herself and her cold impassive mask returned. Progress, yes, but she wasn’t fully in the headspace where I needed her yet. 
 
    I looked around and the surroundings were familiar. The slate grey granite walls, the sandy floor, the iron portcullis blocking our exit and the deep impenetrable dark that stretched out behind us. The only difference was when I peered out of the gaps in the portcullis. This was not the same coliseum style arena as before. The sand faded quickly into grass which extended in a circle for about thirty feet before dropping away. 
 
    I could see that below us was a large valley surrounded by sheer cliff walls that enclosed it. I wasn’t great when it came to estimating sizes that large, but it was maybe two square miles. I could see there were rocky outcroppings that rose away from the cliff edge and sat atop them were small forts with three flags flying from their ramparts. I presumed we were in a similar fort, and our opponents would be starting in the others. 
 
    Was this going to be some kind of capture the flag contest? 
 
    I stepped forward to get a better look and cursed loudly as soon as I did so. Remembering only as my foot crunched on the sand, this was what started the Gauntlet the first time. 
 
    Sure enough, the ghostly white message hovered in the air for us to read. 
 
    Daxas, welcome to the Novice Gauntlet of Champions. You, along with 15 other Dungeons who have previously won a Novice Gauntlet have been selected to take part. Due to the unusual nature of your Dungeon, the traditional knockout tournament has been replaced with a team-based battle royale, with Nessa Fiveleaf and Jen’Zadeer Shadestar as your teammates. 
 
    Blah. Blah. Blah. I thought. I knew this, get on with it already. 
 
    You will face five other three-person teams whom you must slay. This battle will continue until only one team remains. There is no time limit. Each team has a different colour designation and three flags flying from their fort. When a team member is slain, a flag will be lowered. 
 
    Not capture the flag then. This was a straight-up slaughter-fest. I could live with that. 
 
    As most contestants are unfamiliar with one another this contest will begin in ten minutes. Good Luck 
 
    The ghostly written words faded away. Appearing on the wall beside us was a plaque with further details on the coming fight. Specifically, the participants and the potential rewards. 
 
    Rewards: Victor’s Choice, Achievements, and a share of the stakes. 
 
    Penalty: Each team stakes 50% of their current experience pool (This includes what has been earned in the last week). The value of each team’s pool can be found below in the team descriptions. 
 
    The first team eliminated will forfeit 50% of their stake to the overall winner and 50% to the team which slays their final member. 
 
    The second team eliminated will forfeit 40% of their stake to the overall winner and 40% to the team which slays their final member. 20% of their stake will be returned. 
 
    The third team eliminated will forfeit 30% of their stake to the overall winner and 30% to the team which slays their final member. 40% of their stake will be returned. 
 
    The fourth team eliminated will forfeit 20% of their stake to the overall winner and 20% to the team which slays their final member. 60% of their stake will be returned. 
 
    The fifth and final team eliminated will forfeit 10% of their stake to the overall winner and 10% to the team which slays their final member. 80% of their stake will be returned. 
 
    I finished reading the top section but already had a sinking feeling in my gut. This was quickly confirmed when I read through the list of our opponents. 
 
    Team Blue 
 
    Daxas (8), Jen’Zadeer Shadestar (6) and Nessa Fiveleaf (2) 
 
    Pool: 1.42 million experience. 
 
    Team Red 
 
    Kargan Stonesmith (12), Barraggar Ironhide (11), Darius Phelps (11) 
 
    Pool: 136,000 experience. 
 
    Team Yellow 
 
    Bertwald de Vincent (14), Trevon Windham (13), Winfrey Darnell (12) 
 
    Pool: 142,000 
 
    Team Purple 
 
    Smaghed Tornlip (12), Graklak Brokentooth (12), Urug Manslayer (11) 
 
    Pool: 156,000 
 
    Team Green 
 
    Prarow Bane (15), Foudulus Morte (14), Jarlath Eckhoff, (14) 
 
    Pool: 243,000 
 
    Team Orange 
 
    Xoradach (8), Dakamon, (7), Vazzezon, (7) 
 
    Pool: 96,000 
 
    “Fucking Bollocks,” I muttered. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Master?” Nessa asked. 
 
    “They’ve spelt out the size of our respective experience pools. What we are risking if we win or lose. Unsurprisingly, none of the other teams come close to risking the same amount of XP. However, that we are risking more is not really the problem. It’s the others knowing what they gain by taking our team out. Assuming they aren’t thicko’s, they’ll understand that being the team to finish us will cover any losses, even if they don’t win the Gauntlet themselves. That and they are all higher ranked than we are. In short, they are going to be gunning for us,” I said. 
 
    “Let them come,” Jen’Zadeer said. “They will fall before us like stalks of wheat to the farmer’s scythe.” 
 
    A strange analogy for a woman who I’m sure had never set foot on a farm until I claimed her. Nessa didn’t look anywhere near as self-assured. 
 
    “I’m loving the confidence…” I chuckled. “…and you’re right. We can work with this. We will need to take a defensible position and let them come to us. One that will preferably force them to cross paths with one another.” 
 
    “Why so, Master?” Nessa asked. 
 
    “We have a couple of advantages. First, we are a genuine team and the others have just been thrown together. I doubt they will develop any kind of coordinated strategy. Nessa, you are a healer and will be looking out for both Jen and me. Do you think they will do the same? Second, these ‘teams’ will be looking out for their own interests. If we can bring them together, they might slaughter one another first so that they can be the ones to get to us. That leads to our final advantage. We don’t need to win; we just want to avoid losing. We don’t need the prizes on offer, so we won’t take the same risks trying to secure them,” I finished. 
 
    Both my women nodded their understanding. We chatted away for a few minutes discussing various strategies and me reminding Jen’Zadeer to cast her Ice Blast with minimum mana to keep the cooldown duration at only thirty seconds. 
 
    Quicker than I thought possible, the ten minutes passed, and I heard the metallic screeching as the portcullis rose and the Novice Champions Gauntlet began. They definitely needed to work on their naming conventions as that was a proper mouthful. 
 
    I shifted to my warwolf form and was the first to step through the gateway and out into the arena. The weather was dazzling sunshine, and I moved to the centre of the small plateau we were on. Now that I was out, I could see that directly in front of us were steps that led to the valley floor. The valley was longer than it was wide, and the fort outcroppings were arranged with three on each of the longer edges equidistant from one another. 
 
    Our fort was in the middle with the blue pennants fluttering in the gentle breeze above us. To our left were the green team and to our right purple. Using the names as a guide, I was confident the purple team was made up of members from the orken races. I was less sure about the green team. However, Krista’s surname was Belhoff and one of their members was Jarlath Eckhoff, so another vampire was possible. The other two I wasn’t certain about either but with surnames like Bane and Morte they must be Death domain dungeons. 
 
    Directly opposite us on the other side of the valley was the orange team. They had the lowest ranks next to us, but I wouldn’t let that fool me into underestimating them. Like me, they had a single name and both Jen’Zadeer and Nessa agreed they almost had to be Infernal creatures. I hadn’t encountered any apart from Marux who wasn’t a true Infernal, but a species tainted by the Infernal Lords influence. My disciples again agreed, that like me, they would be more powerful than your average dungeon avatar. 
 
    In the far left-hand corner was the yellow team who sounded human and in the far right-hand corner were the red team. Two of whom had to be dwarves. My best guess was these teams weren’t as random as the Gauntlet rules suggested. Like appeared to have been matched with like. Perhaps they might form more cohesive fighting units than I first assumed. 
 
    My spidey sense was firing on all cylinders, something was very off with this Gauntlet match. Something significant had changed and it was linked to Alyssa’s unnatural silence. Regardless, my wolf jowls retracted into an evil grin. I would relish this challenge and enjoy it all the more because it was testing, but I would emerge victorious. Of that I was certain. 
 
    I surveyed the valley below me. The land below had a relatively thick jungle canopy, though there were some trails open to the sky that crisscrossed the valley floor connecting the bases of the fort outcroppings. We’d avoid hanging around on the trails if we could. Breaking through the thicker jungle canopy was the occasional ruined structure. I spotted one which was almost central and just a little off to the right. It looked like an overgrown Machu Picchu and I knew instantly it was the perfect place for us to lay in wait for our opponents. My intuition helped me solidify my decision. 
 
    The forts themselves were solid stone, more like sandcastles made from rock than genuine defensive fortifications. The only ingress was through the gateway we had walked out of and the portcullis had already dropped. I had considered staying up here, as there was only one way up. However, we would be easy to spot, and it would be the first place our opposites would check while searching for us. Also, in the back of my mind was a growing suspicion that ‘something’ might happen to encourage us to leave at a most inopportune moment. 
 
    Before I signalled Jen’Zadeer and Nessa to follow me onto the stairs I let my gaze wander over the other five starting points. My eyesight was excellent, so I could make out the figures, if not the details. In most cases, our opponents were already making their way down their own sets of steps. The sole exception were the orcs, for I could clearly see they were orcs, to my right. They seemed to be fighting among themselves for now. It just seemed to be shoving and punching, a contest for dominance. I was happy to see it wasn’t seamless harmony across the board. 
 
    “Let’s move out. I’ve spotted where we are going to make our stand,” I said and headed down the steps. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” Nessa said. 
 
    “Yes…Sir,” Jen’Zadeer said. 
 
    I noted how she tripped over the words, almost mimicking Nessa by accident and grinned internally. 
 
    The tors the forts were situated on were maybe fifty feet high. Large enough to see above the jungle canopy. We got to the bottom of the steps quickly and were on a well-beaten trail that formed a crossroads. Behind us, the path led back up to our tor, left and right led in the direction of the green and blue team’s starting places but we walked dead ahead. This trail led deeper into the jungle and would undoubtedly continue to a similar crossroads in front of the orange team’s starting point. 
 
    I wasn’t planning on keeping us on the path for long. My estimate was it was a mile each way to the other starting points, a little further for the two far corners. The ruins I had picked out were almost halfway between the orange team’s fort and us. It was a little closer to us, so we should be able to make it there before any unwanted encounters. 
 
    We hustled along this path for the sake of speed for a minute or two covering a quarter of a mile before I called a halt and entered the thicker jungle. The going was tougher, but the Agility of my team was such that we had little problem navigating the roots of the trees and ferns obscuring our way. I did shift back to my humanoid form to make it easier for me to pass. I would stay this way until the fights began, my warwolf was much easier to spot. 
 
    Ten minutes later and we reached our destination. The ruins were made of whitish stonework on a small hillock in three concentric circles. The first circle was at ground level and was in the greatest state of disrepair. It was little more than rubble and was in an advanced state of being reclaimed by the jungle. There were two sets of wide steps leading up on either side of the hillock, both of which were badly damaged. Climbing them would be tricky to do which was to our advantage, but it was possible if you took your time and watched your footing. 
 
    The second circle of buildings were in slightly better condition and the walls of the buildings remained intact up to about six feet. There were no roofs and the building fronts had sustained the most damage and had collapsed inwards. Unlike the ground ruins, this circle had a connecting paved path. Quite a few of the bricks were either missing or chipped and tufts of grass and other vegetation sprouted from the gaps, but it was otherwise navigable. 
 
    There was a single flight of steps perpendicular to the two sets that led to the ground and were the only way up to the final third level. This flight of steps was in much better condition than the sets on the lower level, with fewer breakages and less vegetative growth blocking the way. 
 
    At the top were the remains of a single large building, it must have been the palace or temple of the people who lived here. The building’s greater exposure meant it had suffered more than the middle layer and the walls had been reduced to about two feet in height. The flooring inside was littered with the remains of those walls making it treacherous footing for the unwary. 
 
    All told the ruins were raised about thirty feet from the jungle floor. They were high enough that we could see above the canopy when standing in the ruined palace and we could make out the six forts in the distance, their different coloured flags flapping in the breeze. Yet, it wasn’t so high that the ruins stuck out over the canopy and were easily spottable from ground level. The other dungeon avatars would need to search for us. 
 
    We spent the next fifteen minutes moving rubble from the temple and using it to block off one of the lower sets of steps, the one that was in a slightly better state of repair. This should funnel our future assailants up to where we wanted them. 
 
    I ordered Nessa to hide on the uppermost level and to mark Jen’Zadeer for her Regrowth spell. I took up position in one of the ruined buildings near the unblocked steps and positioned Jen’Zadeer on the other side. If those who came for us chose the more difficult path up, then Jen’Zadeer could Ice Blast and paralyse them, giving me the time to circle around and join her for the fight. 
 
    Now it was just a case of waiting for them to come to us. I didn’t think we would have to wait too long. Two square miles might sound like a lot of space, but it isn’t really, not when you potentially have five different groups all searching for you. There was also my growing suspicion we were being singled out. Then my intuition kicked in once more and I felt it was important that I join Nessa up top for a few minutes. 
 
    I left my sheltered position and raced around the uneven paving that led to the upper steps and joined her moments later. 
 
    “Master, are they coming?” she asked as I approached her. 
 
    “Not yet,” I said. “I have a feeling there is something I’m missing, and I will find the answers up here.” 
 
    Nessa looked at me hesitantly and spoke, “Master, I think I may know what it is. Look at the flags for the green and purple forts,” she said pointing at the forts in the distance. 
 
    I followed her outstretched arm and viewed the flags. All three were still present flying from atop the forts flapping in the westerly breeze. 
 
    “Now look at ours,” Ness said, pointing at our starting position. 
 
    My gaze shifted and spotted what she was referring to immediately. The three blue pennants fluttering above our fort were pointing in a north-easterly direction defying the direction of the gusts we were experiencing. I wasn’t jumping to a conclusion yet. We were in a valley and there might have been swirling currents causing our flags to blow in a different direction. A glance behind me confirmed the other three sets were all blowing westward, though. That and the fact our flags were pointing right at us convinced me this was unnatural. 
 
    Why did I bother trying to be reasonable and giving them the benefit of the doubt, of course they were fucking with me. 
 
    “Those motherfuckers. Somehow the Lords are influencing and trying to fix this Gauntlet. Our position is being given away. The only question is do the other groups know this or are they expected to figure this out for themselves,” I said angrily. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Master. I should have said something sooner when I first noticed the difference,” Nessa said. 
 
    “It’s not your fault Nessa. I should have seen this myself. Never mind, this is still a good spot to hold out against them. We might not have to wait as long as I expected,” I told her, leaning in and hugging her. 
 
    I kissed her then before making my way back to my hiding place. I was back in position for perhaps fifteen minutes before I heard our first uninvited guests making their approach. The yelling and grunting not only gave away their position but outed them as the orcs. 
 
    They emerged from the jungle on my side of the hillock. I stared at them from my concealment and knew who was who, just from observing them. I was finally experiencing the imbuement of knowledge for the first time. It was a little freaky I had to admit, it almost felt like somebody was adjusting my mind. I was not a fan. 
 
    They all looked very orcy. Bald dark green heads with protruding jaws and their lower canines exposed above their lips. Red eyes peered out above their piggy noses and slobber dripped from their lips. They were wearing bronze armour and were armed with bronze battle-axes and shields. The good news was they were alone and did not appear to have made any allies along the way. 
 
    “You two check out the ruins and be quick about it,” the one I knew was Smaghed Tornlip said to Graklak and Urug. His words were slurred as his lips were split by three gruesome scars as his name suggested. They looked like claw marks, and he might be getting some fresh gashes to join those soon enough. 
 
    Smaghed must have been who won whatever pissing contest these guys engaged in outside their starting position. Graklak and Urug moved to obey him, but not with enthusiasm. Nessa held, she knew to wait for me to engage before firing any arrows and giving away her position. 
 
    The orcs did us a favour by splitting their forces as Smaghed remained at the edge of the jungle while his two reluctant subordinates slowly made their way up the shattered steps. Our traitorous blue pennants might be telling them the direction we were in, but they didn’t tell them our exact position. Only letting them know which direction they should be searching for us in. If they had known for certain we were here, they wouldn’t have been so sloppy. 
 
    I was still covered by the shadows of the ruins and waited until both orcs had made it to the top of the steps. I sprang from my hiding spot, shifted to my warwolf form as I went, and bull-rushed the pair catching them both by surprise. They probably assumed we would have attacked before letting them get up to us and mistakenly concluded they were relatively safe. Graklak had been the first to get to my level, so I went after Urug and bashed him firmly with my shield. 
 
    He took the contact with his own bronze round shield, but I was stronger and heavier, and he toppled backwards down the broken steps. He didn’t have far to the bottom, maybe fifteen feet, but he rolled almost all the way down. Grunting with each collision with the loose masonry. I received the ghostly damage notification as his tumbling finished 1%/99%. Not much, but it wasn’t a proper fall like I had in my dungeon. With his armour, I was surprised he took any damage at all. 
 
    I snarled loudly and turned to my remaining opponent Graklak, stepping back from the edge in case he got the bright idea to try and push me down the steps too. 
 
    “Orcs on the south side,” Nessa yelled from the ruined structure above us. 
 
    This would have been for Jen’Zadeer’s benefit. Letting her know what had happened if my snarling hadn’t alerted her. 
 
    Graklak’s surprise was momentary, and he was swinging his battle-axe at me by the time I had turned to face him, but I raised my bronze tower shield and deflected his first attack. I returned the favour swinging my double-headed great maul in a low arc, attempting to slip it under his shield. These orcs may have lacked the necessary caution approaching our ambush spot, but they were experienced fighters, and he shifted his position, intercepting my maul with his own shield.  
 
    Honours were even after the first exchange. 
 
    We circled one another warily searching for an opening. From my periphery I could see Smaghed was rushing to join the fray but had stumbled on the debris as he went, slowing his advance. Nessa was firing arrows at Urug, whose fall had exposed him making it easier for her to target his body for greater damage. 
 
    Graklak took advantage of my split focus and feinted to my right only to whip his battle-axe back to my left and scored the first hit of the fight just inside my shoulder. My red graphic blinked the information, 2%/98%. 
 
    Although I wasn’t overly worried by Graklak’s damage, things could get a bit harder if the other two managed to join the melee. Taking him out early and preventing Jen’Zadeer and me from getting outnumbered was in our best interests.  
 
    So, I charged up a maximum mana Lightning Bolt and swung my maul in a high overhead arc aiming for his head. Graklak raised his shield to intercept my incoming weapon and exposed his body. I channelled the spell through my shield and unleashed the Bolt directly into his centre mass. 
 
    The bolt went under his shield and blasted him. 77%/23% flashed up and he was thrown backwards and fell, losing his footing. Lightning Bolt didn’t have any fancy special effects but stripping a target of more than three-quarters of their health in a single hit will leave you dazed and unsteady. Having crunched my numbers obsessively in my free time, I knew my maxed out Lightning Bolt inflicted 480 electrical damage. That meant Graklak had a little over 600 health to start with. 
 
    I didn’t waste any further time and was standing over the orc’s prone form and wailing on him with my maul and slashing at his legs with my clawed feet. He blocked most of my maul strikes but could do nothing about my claws and didn’t have much in the way of health remaining. The fight, if you could call it that now, was soon over. 
 
    Which was just as well. I turned to assess the situation, and Smaghed had reached the top of the steps. It had taken the orc longer than I expected and Urug was still scrambling up the uneven stairs having recovered from his fall. Although I could see several of Nessa’s arrows sprouting from his back. 
 
    Then I grinned evilly and remembered the equipment review I had been doing only a few hours earlier. These guys were in full sets of bronze armour. This armour came with significant Agility penalties and I doubted they invested many of their stat points outside Strength. No wonder this was proving such an impediment for them. 
 
    “You’re fucking dead, wolf cunt,” bellowed Smaghed. 
 
    Before he could run at me, I saw Jen’Zadeer step from one of the ruined buildings and sneer at the orc. She gestured and fired off her Ice Blast spell. 
 
    Smaghed stood there dumbly, and he was hit in the face by Jen’Zadeer’s magic. Her concealed casting ability ensured there was little he could do to dodge, his dogshit Agility score sealing the deal. 
 
    He tried stepping back on his right foot but partway through the motion his body stiffened when the paralysis element of the spell affected him. Off-balance he toppled back onto the broken steps, bouncing, and crumpling as he went down just as Urug had moments earlier. 
 
    Speaking of Urug, the third component of the purple team had made it to the top of the steps and was trying to decide who to attack. I roared in rage and made the decision easy for him by dropping both my shield and maul to the floor. Seeing me unarmed swayed his little piggy brain to choose me. 
 
    Unconcerned by the potential damage I took a few steps forward and received a battle-axe to my chest as Urug screamed at me in fury. 2%/96% flashed in red, but it didn’t matter. The advantage of the Proving Grounds which I had abused before was you could do things which in real life would be suicidal or just plain daft. Letting someone hit you in the chest with a battle-axe was one of those normally stupid, and almost certainly fatal, ideas. Here I took a little health damage, grunted from the pain a bit, and grasped the orcs wrist as he was pulling his battle-axe free. Then I grabbed hold of his shield and tried to pull him in for the kill. 
 
    It turned out he was strong enough to stop me from pulling him close enough to sink my fangs into his throat, but it still exposed his back to my partner in crime. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer made the most of the opportunity I provided, and she was behind him stabbing the orc relentlessly in the kidneys. Urug squealed in pain and fright as his vulnerability became clear, but he was already lost. He might have been strong enough to resist being pulled in close, but it didn’t mean he had the power necessary to break my grip on him. 
 
    I couldn’t see the graphics as it was Jen’Zadeer doing the damage, but he didn’t last long. It took Jen’Zadeer three maybe four seconds to stab him a dozen times. Urug’s resistance dissipated to nothing and he fell limp before me. I stamped his head into the broken paving to be sure, though. 
 
    This only left the leader of the purples, Smaghed. He was lying at the bottom of the steps and already had four arrows embedded in his body fired by Nessa from above. With Jen’Zadeer’s boosted spell power, the paralysis would last almost two and a half minutes. Although he would get periodic chances to overcome the effect early. 
 
    I didn’t want to wait, so I leapt to the base of the steps, bending my knees as I touched down. My own boosted Agility high enough that I landed on the rock-strewn surface without issue. 
 
    It was time to indulge my new obsession, Arnie quotes. I selected the next little ditty from his role as Mr Freeze. 
 
    “Take two of these and call me in the morning,” I drawled in my best Anglo-Austrian accent. 
 
    His eyes betrayed his confusion and without further ado, I proceeded to batter the orc’s head with my maul which I had retrieved before making my leap. It required three hearty blows instead of two to cave his head in, mildly spoiling my quotation, and it was done. 
 
    We were victorious and it felt good. True these orcs hadn’t really tested us. They were arrogant, over-confident and divided. There would be deadlier contests waiting for us. I was sure of it. 
 
    I knelt and hauled the orc leaders’ lifeless body up and onto my shoulder. And launched his battle-axe underarm into the air and watched it spin in the air. 
 
    “Fore,” I yelled. 
 
    Nessa may not have understood the golfing reference, but it got her attention and she aptly evaded the trajectory of the hurtling axe as it landed with a clatter in the ruined palace at the top where she was still standing. 
 
    “Was that really necessary,” she called back down. 
 
    I could see her pouting, nonplussed expression. 
 
    “Nope,” I chortled. “We’ll bring the rest up in the customary manner,” I finished, reassuring the dryad. 
 
    Nessa shook her head and returned to examining the jungle for any signs of the other teams. I started carefully making my way back up to our ambush spot. I didn’t want to leave any easily spottable evidence of our encounter with the orcs for when the other groups reached our position. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer seemingly agreed with my strategic decision and had gathered up the battle-axes and shields of the other two fallen orcs and was hiding them out of the way in the ruins before she returned to her position. I was strong enough to stack all three bodies on my shoulders and I dumped them up in the temple with Nessa. Her nose crinkled with distaste when she saw what I was leaving her with, but I forestalled any complaints. 
 
     “The bodies are too large to hide easily in the ruins and leave me enough room to hide adequately,” I said reasonably, shifting back to my humanoid form. 
 
    “Fine…Master, but I think I should be getting a reward,” the dryad sniffed.  
 
    “You’ll be getting a reward alright, a thick, lengthy one. You have had a taste of it before, but I know you hunger for more,” I laughed. 
 
    With the flirting done I surveyed the landscape. My position on the middle level made it difficult to see past the foliage of the trees and make out the forts. The three purple flags had all been lowered from their masts. All we needed was the sound of distant cannons to complete the Hunger Games vibe. I spun in a quick three-sixty to take in the other forts. 
 
    Two of the red flags for what I was thinking of as the dwarf team in the northeast had been lowered as well as all three yellow flags from the human team in the northwest. The orange team whom I believed were infernals almost directly north of us were intact as were the green death domain team in the southwest. 
 
    “Nessa, when did the red and yellow flags go down?” I asked her. 
 
    “All three of the yellow flags descended maybe ten minutes ago, but we were staying silent waiting for attackers. I hadn’t noticed the red flags before our fight with the orcs. Only one of them had gone down by the time we were finished with them and you were throwing battle-axes without a care for who you might hit,” she said critically. “The second one must have been lowered very recently, as it was still flying before you started carrying the bodies up.” 
 
    “The other groups must have encountered one another and not learned to get along. That just means less work for us to do. I’ll head back down and update Jen’Zadeer,” I told her and started walking to the steps. 
 
    “She’ll probably be disappointed,” Nessa said offhandedly over her shoulder. “She’s been itching to get off the leash you’ve tied to her, Master.” 
 
    I chuckled as I sped down the steps, confident of my foot placement now I had been up and down them a few times. Nessa’s assessment was undoubtedly accurate, and I returned to my hiding spot going the long way around conversing the update briefly with the deadly but beautiful dark elf as I did. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Novice Champions Gauntlet Interlude 
 
    (10 minutes earlier) 
 
    Bertwald de Vincent 
 
      
 
      
 
    This was a strange situation. Nothing in the dungeon tomes mentioned anything about working together in the Gauntlets, not that they mentioned the Gauntlet matches much. This had to be linked to that dungeon causing such a ruckus in zone seven, the Wolf King’s Lair. The supplicants I observed were often talking about that dungeon, often it appeared to be the only thing they were discussing. I recognised the name Daxas from the messages we received about the new ability to claim dungeons and knew they must be one and the same. 
 
    Thankfully, Trevon and Winfrey, the two dungeon lords I had been teamed with, seemed to be amenable to my plan to go after Daxas and his subservient dungeons. 
 
    The instructions we received told us the choicest prize still available would have the flags on their fort pointing out their position. This had helped sway them to my plan. That and the staggering amount of experience available if we were triumphant. 
 
    How the fuck some rank eight dungeon had accumulated so much so quickly was mystifying. Not that it mattered how he did it, soon I would be the beneficiary of his success. 
 
    “We need to move faster,” I said to my two trailing companions. “The others already have an advantage by being closer, and we need to make up for that by acting decisively.” 
 
    “We are aware of that Bertwald,” whined Trevon. “Just as we were aware of it the first four times you told us.” 
 
    I stopped and looked at the man. He may have made it into the next tier of dungeons, but he was attired in leather and copper armour, while I was resplendent in enchanted bronze. I had polished the armour myself as my father had taught me. I may have been a baronet but unlike others in my position I did not have my squires perform such a role. My father taught me your armour was what shall save your life on the battlefield. You should know it as well as you know your own body. This complainer had no pride, unquestionably he was of peasant heritage. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Winfrey piped up, “if we wish to get ahead of the other teams, we should leave the trail and cut across the jungle?” 
 
    Unbelievable! How did either of these incompetents manage to win a Gauntlet? 
 
    “Do you think it will be quicker to navigate through the undergrowth?” I said, heat rising in my voice. “And how will we see if the flags change direction if our view is obscured by the leaves of the fucking trees!” I finished, now yelling. 
 
    “Don’t presume to speak to me in such a manner,” Winfrey replied heatedly. “If we continue on this course, we will have to pass one of the other groups. They may seek to stop us.” 
 
    “Such cowardice,” I sneered at the man. “All the other dungeons will want to be the first to kill Daxas. They will be long gone and if we do happen across another group, we will handle them.” 
 
    As I finished, I heard a rustling from the scrub and pain lanced in the back of my neck. I saw a 25%/75% damage notice. 
 
    “I hate being the bearer of bad news, but you are wrong on both counts,” an urbane voice I didn’t recognise said from behind me. 
 
    By the Lords! I thought desperately as I staggered a few steps forward, bumping into Trevon who was in front of me. I regained my balance and spun to face my assailant. 
 
    Standing in the middle of the path was a tall man clad in dark leather armour. He had light-blonde slicked back hair and pale skin. Protruding from his mocking smile was a pair of pointed fangs. He wielded a light rapier in one hand and a small buckler in the other. 
 
    A fucking vampire! Disgusting creatures that were rightly hunted wherever they were found in the Lionnestal Empire. 
 
    “You foul and foolish monstrosity. Your underhanded scheme has failed, now I and my compatriots will cleanse this Gauntlet of your presence. I, Bertwald de Vincent, Baronet of Selliscourt of the Lionnestal Empire, pledge it,” I announced. 
 
    That should put the fear of the Lords in him. I drew my longsword from its scabbard and advanced a few steps forward. The arrogant fool simply grinned wider and held his ground. All the better, we would finish him swiftly before continuing onwards. 
 
    “You misunderstand my pompous friend,” the vampire laughed. “Skewering your grubby neck was merely lucky happenstance. That wasn’t the purpose of my…scheme. I am merely the distraction,” he finished. 
 
    Distraction? Impossible. Who would ally themselves with such a corrupted mockery of life? 
 
    The answer whizzed from the trees on either side of the road. Two bolts or roiling blackness streaked towards and collided with Winfrey and Trevon. Our unseen attackers had aimed low, and my companions were unable to react swiftly enough and block the magical attacks with their shields. They both collapsed in agony, their legs appearing to wither where they were struck. 
 
     Necromancy. It had to be. 
 
    Before I could rouse the other two dungeons to find their courage. To rise and do battle for the sake of the Empire, the ground around them erupted in small black clouds and a dozen or more skeletons rose from out of the darkness. 
 
    I watched aghast as the two prone men were set upon by these undead monsters. Sharp, yellowed talons scored their armoured forms and they soon screamed in fear and pain. 
 
    But all was not lost. During our earlier argument we had bunched up, and this meant there was a gap between the mass of the dead, the dying, and the jungle’s edge, that I could make use of. It was time for a tactical withdrawal back to our fort. There I would reassess the situation and come up with a new plan of attack. 
 
    I made it maybe ten feet past the clutter of skeletons when the urbane voice of the vampire stopped me in my tracks. 
 
    “Now where might you be running off to?” he said maliciously. 
 
    I don’t know how, but he was in front of me, blocking my egress. I struggled to vocalise a suitable riposte. I’m sure I had one, but I couldn’t control my lips. They and my teeth chattered uncontrollably. He must be using some foul sorcery to rob me of my valour. That had to be it, there was no other explanation. The Selliscourt family didn’t breed cowards. 
 
    I had no time for an explanation before the skeletal horde swamped me from behind. They had made short work of my allies and despite my strength, I was pulled to the floor by the weight of their numbers. They stabbed and scraped at me with their talons, stripping me of my health and vitality. The eyeless sockets of their skulls mocking me with a tiny red dot deep within their orbits implying their inhumane desires. 
 
    The vampire slowly sauntered over to me. The skeletons made room for him as he approached but held me in place. He smirked as looked down upon me and placed his booted foot on my chest. 
 
    “Don’t pierce the brain,” a hoarse voice called out from the jungle. 
 
    “I remember, Prarow,” the vampire said in a disinterested tone. 
 
    His wrist flicked forward, and his rapier slashed at my exposed throat, opening it up. He pounced upon me, saliva dripping from his mouth as he knelt and lapped at my life’s blood as it pumped from the gaping wound. 
 
    We had failed. We might even have been the first group to fall which would set me back, but I would recover from this. I was a son of the Lion Throne, nobility for the Lord’s sake, even if of a minor house and we are never truly defeated. I would regroup in my dungeon and make my plans, perhaps even find this mocking monstrosity’s dungeon, invade, and destroy him.  
 
    His victory would be short-lived, I pledged it, and I would finish that fucker Daxas while I was at it. This was all his fault, after all. My eyes closed as the last of my health ebbed away and I lost consciousness. 
 
    My eyes opened and something was wrong, very wrong. My vision was a bit blurred, but I could make out the open sky above me. This was not my dungeon. Where was I? Questions of that nature quickly faded as I became aware of the deep and throbbing ache throughout my body. The pain was immense, and I hadn’t felt anything like this since I broke my leg falling from my horse during my fourteenth year. 
 
    “Rise my slave. Rise and do my bidding,” a hoarse voice whispered. 
 
    “Yeth, Mathter,” I mumbled, completely against my will. 
 
    I had no control over my actions and my body sat up, rolled over, and got to its feet slowly. If I had thought laying on the ground was painful, my limbs actually moving was pure unadulterated agony. 
 
    Winfrey was standing not far from me and had been similarly zombified. His master stood a few feet away from him. He was a short ascetic looking man with an imperious sneer on his face. 
 
    I could make out the man who had spoken and commanded me. He was an emaciated balding specimen in a dirty brown robe. Ugly as sin and as he squinted at me, he cackled evilly. 
 
    “Still in there are you?” he said. “What an unexpected boon. It has been some time since I have been able to relish the suffering of my puppets. I shall probably lose you when the Gauntlet finishes, but maybe I’ll come and visit when this is done, make this a permanent collaboration.” 
 
    He laughed uproariously at his own joke. 
 
    By the Lords! I wished fervently it was a joke. Please, let it be a joke. Please, let it be anything but this. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kargan Stonesmith 
 
    I’d been running for at least ten minutes and I was lost. I puffed out my breath and leant up against a tree. I had to take a break. Besides, if those infernal fuckers still chased me, they would have caught me by now. Dwarves weren’t built for speed, I lamented. 
 
    I couldn’t believe our poor luck to have run into them as we searched for Daxas. I spat a gob of phlegm imagining it was the Wolf King I was spitting on. I’d been looking forward to harvesting that piece of shits experience, but that wouldn’t be happening now. 
 
    My dungeon sat within territory claimed by the Black Hills Brigade, so I knew a bit of what was happening elsewhere in our zone from listening to their conversations. What that revealed and mattered most to me was losing a hundred or more potential delvers when that cunt killed them all. 
 
    Instead of taking a piece out of him, we ran into those infernal bastards. An incubus, an imp, and Lord’s damned brute of all things. The brute smashed into Darius and threw him around like a rag doll. I think the incubus charmed Barraggar as he just stood there while the imp flew in and cut his throat. I felt a little bad about leaving them, but they will thank me later when they understand it was the only sensible thing to do to minimise our losses. 
 
    I still smarted from the glaive strike the brute got me with before I ran into the jungle and was hidden from his sight. If things go my way, the other groups might wipe one another out and then I can take down the last man standing. Collect all that experience. Experience I was entitled to considering what the wolf fucker had done. 
 
    I couldn’t stay here, though. They might still be looking for me and I needed to keep on the move. Having regained my breath, I came up with a new plan. I would walk in a straight line until I got to one of the trails. I would stay long enough to get my bearings and then back into the cover of the jungle, maybe go hide behind someone else’s fort. Would they think to look for me there? I didn’t think so. 
 
    I walked onwards, looking over my shoulder but seeing no sign of pursuit. 
 
    “What do we have here?” a voice whispered in the dark. 
 
    I spun about looking for the voice’s source and saw a tall man in dark leathers lounging against a tree. He flashed me a sardonic smile revealing his sharp elongated canines. 
 
    Fuck me, a vampire. I didn’t wait. I turned and ran, pumping my legs as fast as I could. I needed to get out of the cover of the canopy and into the sunlight. Infernals and now a vampire! Curse my thrice-damned luck. 
 
    “Run rabbit, run,” he laughed, and I could hear him pursuing me. 
 
    I burst out of the jungle growth a moment later, into the sun and safety. At least I thought so until I raised my head and noticed I was surrounded. There were three humans in front of me, their skin pallid and sickly looking and two other men standing behind them who didn’t look much better. Too late I understood the vampire had been herding me towards his allies. 
 
    “Take him,” commanded one of the back pair, a slovenly man. 
 
    I stepped back and felt the point of the vampire’s rapier penetrate my back. I reacted instinctively and lunged forward, where I was seized by two pairs of cold hands. I hadn’t even drawn my warhammer and panic overwhelmed my mind as I struggled against the grasping fingers of my assailants. 
 
    “Another not so willing recruit,” the slovenly man squeaked hoarsely in poor humour. 
 
    He seemed to be the only one who thought himself funny. 
 
    “I won’t help you,” I spat out, finding my courage. 
 
    Perhaps I could play for time, find a way to survive just a while longer. 
 
    “Ha! You speak as if you’ll have a choice,” he snorted with his squeaky laugh. “Soon you will tell us everything. Slaves throttle him,” he ordered. 
 
    The creature that wasn’t holding me moved forward and wrapped its sickly hands around my throat applying pressure and choking me. I struggled in vain and endured the discomfort of suffocation as my health ticked down to my end. 
 
    Except it wasn’t the end as much as I wished it so. 
 
    I mumbled everything they wished to know and less than an hour later Darius and Barraggar’s bodies had been found and they joined us, though their minds seemed absent. The lucky fuckers had been dead too long to suffer as I did. 
 
    This was all Daxas fault, if it hadn’t been for him this would have been the usual knockout Gauntlet. He will pay for my suffering, I promised it. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been over an hour since the orcs had found and tried taking us on and I was getting a teeny bit antsy. Nessa had informed me when the last of the red flags dropped and we were down to only three trios including us remaining. I kept peering at the edge of the jungle, willing my enemies to emerge and cease straining my tenuous patience. 
 
    Enough time had passed since the battle with the orcs that I was beginning to grow concerned we might have to go and find them ourselves. As I said before the valley floor wasn’t that big and our flapping blue banners continued to point unerringly in our direction. 
 
    Was it possible we all had the same plan, find somewhere defensible and let them come to us? I dismissed that conclusion. My intuition had pointed me here, to this wrecked village, and if searching for the enemy was the right move, I was sure I would feel it. 
 
    A likelier scenario was they were being cautious. That and with two other groups having been vanquished without facing my squad then there must have been confrontations between them. They could have holed up and were simply waiting for cooldowns to expire before risking another confrontation. 
 
    I couldn’t blame them for that. I would want to be at my best too. My internal debate was pushed aside when there was a brief shift in the breeze. I detected a new scent in the wind, the pungent aroma of sulphur. 
 
    The time for waiting was almost done. They were coming in from the northwest and would encounter the steps we had covered in rubble, where Jen’Zadeer was hiding near, first. Despite my growing excitement I needed to hold my position. I had to wait here for now in case they had split up and would try to tackle us from both sides. Nessa would act as my eyes and give me a shout once all three members of the opposition were sighted. 
 
    There was a bestial roar from the far side. It looked like they were going to assault Jen’Zadeer’s position or at least make it seem so. I could hear huffing, grunting and other sounds of impatience, whomever it was, was now discovering the impediments we had put in that path. 
 
    Then there was a sudden quiet. I smiled inwardly, Jen’Zadeer must have revealed herself and slapped the attacker with an Ice Blast and paralysed him. Things are going to plan, I thought smugly. 
 
    Which of course meant this was the exact moment shit hit the fan. 
 
    “Master!” Nessa hollered, genuine stress in her voice. “You need to get to Jen now. One of them is an incubus.” 
 
    I was moving before Nessa finished her sentence. As part of our earlier strategy planning session, the ladies had given me a crash course on the different infernal races. Incubi and Succubi were essentially the noble elite of the infernals and their presence in the Proving Grounds was rare. We hadn’t expected one, but we should have, considering everything else that had happened so far. 
 
    An incubus was more a political player than a warrior and was talented with charms and mesmerism. If stories from Earth were any guide Jen’Zadeer would be particularly vulnerable to his influence. Infernals were a rarity in my disciple’s realms, though. We lacked any depth of knowledge about them to know for sure. 
 
    “Jen’Zadeer has been entranced, Master.” Nessa continued updating me as I ran to back the dark elf up. “There is an imp attacking her and a brute who Jen froze.” 
 
    Imps were the flying scout class of the infernal ranks. They weren’t very strong or sturdy, but they had mobility in spades. Brutes were the big bastards of the infernal forces. Dumb as a post by all accounts but built like a tank and hard to kill. I had fervently wished we would just have a bunch of rank-and-file legionary infernals, but no such luck. 
 
    I skirted round the curve and got a visual of what was happening. Jen’Zadeer was standing in a ruined building staring straight ahead with a soft smile on her face. Flapping its bat-like wings to keep it aloft and jabbing at her neck and head with a long knife was the winged imp. The little monster was only three feet tall, but its wingspan was double that and it was hovering at the top of the ruined wall above my dark elf. 
 
    I assumed the imp was afraid to go inside the ruin itself and attack Jen’Zadeer. Her hiding spot was in quite tight quarters and he would struggle to use his wings, as big as they were, to get back in the air from the inside. The care he was taking covering his ass was an advantage for us. This meant he was too far away to take full advantage of Jen’Zadeer’s vulnerability. 
 
    I charged towards him as quickly as possible given the uneven surface. Which regrettably meant the imp was warned of my impending arrival. As I went, I cast my venom spell and imbued my maul with it. 
 
    The imp looked over his shoulder and squawked when he saw me. He flapped his leathery wings and boosted himself into the air. He wasn’t quite swift enough and my maul thumped into the little beasts’ ankle. 12%/74% blinked above him. Either Nessa had already hurt him, or he was carrying a little damage from an earlier conflict. 
 
    The imp flew off into the sky. The venom I inflicted boosted my initial damage by ten, but it would only do a further five health damage every thirty seconds. Every little bit helps, though. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer was still under the incubus’ spell, but I had the chance to take in the rest of the battlefield. The brute was halfway up the broken stairway and had been dislodging our makeshift barrier, pushing the lumps of dirty white stone to the bottom and out of the way. He was standing still, his rage-fuelled eyes boring into me. His paralysis meant he was my secondary concern. 
 
    First and foremost, where was the incubus? 
 
    I couldn’t see him at first glance and decided not to waste any more time in a fruitless search. I moved into the ruined building where Jen’Zadeer stood and planned to bring her out of the trance. 
 
    That is when I got my first genuine shock. Jen’Zadeer was stark naked and her Brigandine armour was nowhere to be seen. The charm the incubus cast must have compelled her in some manner to remove her armour and send it to our inventory. I had to break this trance state she was in. 
 
    She stared off into the jungle and when I stepped in the way she tried to move around me. When I moved to stop her, she struggled against me, but the trance was not broken, and I released her quickly. Handling her toned and supple flesh was…distracting and we didn’t have time for this. 
 
    The brute wouldn’t remain paralysed indefinitely, and I needed to take advantage of the time we had. However, approaching the brute would mean leaving Jen’Zadeer at the mercy of a returning imp. Without her armour, it wouldn’t take the imp long to end her. 
 
    The imp circled above, seeking an opportune moment to return to the fray. Nessa was shooting arrows at him, but he was too mobile for her to have much success. 
 
    I needed to act, and a plan formed in my mind. 
 
    “Keeping shooting at that fucking imp, Nessa,” I ordered. 
 
    “Yes, Master. I should tell you Jen got perilously close to dying. I left it as long as possible before healing her back to full health, but I won’t be able to cast Regrowth again for seven minutes,” Nessa replied. 
 
    “Understood,” I said. 
 
    I put my maul down and seized the first javelin clipped inside my shield. I stepped to the edge of the ruined building but remained close enough that I could pick the maul up and keep a dive-bombing imp away from Jen’Zadeer. 
 
    The brute was a large humanoid pushing seven feet with overflowing corded muscle everywhere you might care to examine. His flesh had a faint red tint which contrasted oddly with his bulging blue veins visible beneath his skin. He had a pair of thick, short horns a bit reminiscent of Hellboy’s when he pared them down but these retained their point. I pulled my arm back, took aim and launched the javelin at the brute. The javelin slammed home into his chest, 9%/91%. 
 
    I was pleasantly surprised by how much damage I did with that one hit. I only had nine more javelins so I couldn’t kill him unless I targeted his protruding neck or overly large head. My opponents didn’t know that, though. My real aim was to get the incubus concerned enough about the brute potentially falling before recovering from the paralysis and force him to reveal his position. 
 
    I detached, primed, and released my second javelin. I had greater confidence in my accuracy for my second shot, having observed the first and aimed for his exposed throat. I was a little high and the javelin pierced his cheek and lodged itself in his face. 12%/79% flashed in front of me and I pulled out my next javelin and hefted it ready to throw. 
 
    My hunch, based on the incredibly scientific analysis of Earth role-playing games, was that the incubus would need to keep some kind of eye contact with Jen’Zadeer for her to remain ensorcelled. 
 
    If that was the case, he couldn’t be too deep into the jungle and I assumed he was using an ability or spell to remain hidden. The direction of Jen’Zadeer’s thousand-yard stare clued me in that he was likely lurking off to the right ahead of me and too far away from the brute to help him without changing his position. 
 
    I could smell him in the jungle in front of me. However, if I wanted to pinpoint his exact location, I would need to get closer and that would mean leaving Jen’Zadeer at the mercy of the imp. 
 
    I had studied the source materials available to me and made many enquiries with Tenzing on the subject of invisibility. After all, it would be an incredibly useful ability to have. What I had learned was that while true invisibility was possible, even to the degree that it hid your scent, even sight-only versions were not easy to acquire. 
 
    Ergo, my assumption was a level eight incubus would not have invisibility as part of his skill set. There were plenty of other camouflaging alternatives, but they all had their flaws. The most common flaw they shared was you had to remain absolutely still, or you could be spotted whilst in motion. 
 
    So it was that I kept the right-hand section of the jungle in the corner of my eye as I lined up my throw. I was pulling back the javelin back when from the edge of my vision I saw what I had been looking for, a shimmer moving between the rubber trees. 
 
    The shimmer told me he was moving leftward, trying to get behind the brute, to assist him I assumed. With a smooth forward action, I shifted my throwing arm ever so slightly and launched the javelin past the brute and into the jungle behind him. 
 
    I was aiming for the spot where I anticipated the moving incubus would be, but my aim was a little off. The javelin speared a rubber tree with a resounding thunk, and the end of the javelin oscillated in the air for a moment. I may have missed the incubus, but I did hear a yelp of shock, swiftly followed by the ‘oof’ sound of someone hitting the deck unexpectedly. 
 
    This was enough, and I heard the unmistakable feminine grunt of my troublesome dark elf beauty coming out of her fugue state. 
 
    “Motherfucking shatzah!” Jen’Zadeer hissed, yep she was definitely back with us. 
 
    With Jen’Zadeer free from his influence, I saw the shimmer of the camouflaged incubus scramble behind the rubber trees to hide from me once more. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer stepped up beside me, having already re-clothed herself in her gear. I couldn’t help but be a little disappointed at that, despite our current situation. 
 
    “Where is that lizard-lover?” she snapped. “I’ll fucking gut him.” 
 
    “Good to have you back. Let’s kill the big bastard first. Can you Ice Blast again?” I said as I picked up my maul and stepped out of the ruined building. 
 
    “Yes. Do you want me to use it on the incubus?” Jen’Zadeer said. “They saw me when I used it on the brute, so my concealment ability will no longer work.” 
 
    “I thought as much. Watch my back, but I want you to take shots at the imp when you can. I want to paralyse the little shit before he gets a chance to fly off when we kill the other two,” I told her, and she nodded in response. 
 
     With that, I was off down the broken steps in a hurry. Jen’Zadeer followed in my wake but not as quickly. I reached the brute and swung my maul into his unprotected jaw. My double-headed maul connected with a sickening crunch and his head snapped sideways from the force of the blow and he toppled backwards falling between the gap of loose masonry he had cleared a minute or two earlier. The javelin which had been protruding from his cheek was dislodged by the force of my blow and clattered on the steps. 
 
    I’ll confess I had forgotten paralysis didn’t petrify them in place and only prevented them from moving willingly. The javelin strikes hadn’t been enough to push the seven-foot monster over, but my maul had. 15%/64% flashed above him. 
 
    Regrettably, this put the brute much closer to the edge of the jungle and the shimmer of the moving incubus darted out to the large infernal’s prone form. What I took to be a hand reached and touched the brute and he was suddenly in motion as the flickering incubus retreated to the treeline to hide once more. 
 
    The incubus didn’t get away scot-free as two throwing knives flashed past my shoulders thrown by my lovely and deadly dark elf, both hit with a satisfying squelch and were accompanied by a grunt of pain. 
 
    The brute bellowed in rage as he jumped to his feet, he pulled my first javelin from his chest and discarded it carelessly to the side. He was carrying a large glaive with a huge blade that resembled a very large butcher’s cleaver, but with a cutting edge curving all the way to the tip. Once up, he thrust forward with the glaive, but I deflected the attack with my shield. The blockages we put in place were now proving a hindrance as there wasn’t much room for me to move and the glaive was long enough to keep me just out of reach. 
 
    “Let’s back up, Jen. Let the dumb fucker come to us,” I whispered to the dark elf. 
 
    She didn’t respond verbally, but I heard the clacking of her boot heels on the dirty white stone as she retreated up the steps. The occasional blue and white Ice Blast flying into the sky as she tried to hit the imp who still circled us. When I was sure Jen’Zadeer was far enough back I hopped up the steps myself. 
 
    “Dakamon, no!” screamed the incubus, but it was too late. 
 
    Dakamon, the brute, had mistaken our strategic repositioning for fear and was happily pursuing us up the uneven stairway. He was clearly having more trouble ascending forward than we had going backwards. Due no doubt to the disparity between our Agility scores. Maybe he would have stumbled and fallen on his own and maybe he wouldn’t, but we never found out. 
 
    Nessa in the ruined temple above had put her bow down and drawn the bola from her belt. 
 
    I didn’t see her throw it, but I could observe the result as it flew past me and the spinning balls wrapped the cord tightly around Dakamon’s legs. Now entangled the brute tripped and fell face forward onto the steps dropping his glaive as he tried managing his fall. 
 
    Things moved very quickly then. I pounced on Dakamon and started clubbing his back with my double-headed maul. The weight of my body kept him pinned to the ground at least initially. 11%/53% and 10%/43% with my first two crunching blows to his back. Then things shifted. 
 
    “Blood Rage!” Dakamon screamed and he was surrounded by a red nimbus that faded after a second. 
 
    It figured he would have the same ability as Marux as they were both big warrior types. With a heave he pushed off the ground, throwing me off his back and snapping the bola cord that was entangling him in the process. 
 
    I had been swinging my maul as he shrugged me off. I missed his back but clipped his elbow 4%/49%. I saw the graphic above me as I landed heavily on my back amongst the broken masonry. I found myself wedged between two pieces making it difficult to regain my feet without dropping my weapon or shield. 
 
    Blood Rage had increased Dakamon’s Strength and Stamina, and therefore his health pool as well. Which was why he suddenly had more health left despite taking another hit from me and further damage. My awkward landing didn’t cause me any health loss, but it did throw off any mental arithmetic I might have tried to calculate the precise increases in Dakamon’s stats. It didn’t really matter, however much it was, it had been enough to inconvenience me. 
 
    There was a silver lining, though. Lying on my back and staring at the sky gave me a great view of Jen’Zadeer’s latest Ice Blast clipping the wing of the imp. 
 
    “Got the little shatzah,” she cried with joy. 
 
    I didn’t have a chance to enjoy the sight of the little fella spinning in a deathly tailspin as he plummeted to the earth. Dakamon was on his feet almost as soon as he had shrugged me off his back and was pounding on my chest like an enraged gorilla with a double fist slam. A red graphic of 9%/91% and the aching pain of the blow let me know he was hitting fucking hard. I didn’t want to take many more of those. 
 
    “Jen!” I called out to get her attention. 
 
    “Fuck,” was all I heard in reply. 
 
    I interposed my shield in the path of his bullish rage, but with my awkward positioning amongst the rubble I couldn’t use my maul or get up. 
 
    Electro Claws, I thought, activating the spell for ten mana. 
 
    Having cast Venom a minute earlier for five mana and now ten more mana for this spell I had twenty-seven mana remaining. I could have cast Lightning Bolt and hit Dakamon easily, but I wanted to hold on to that spell for now. However, I wasn’t casting Electro Claws on myself but on Jen’Zadeer who was now behind the brute. 
 
    When she was in position, I pulled my shield back and let the brute slam his fists into my chest with a red 9%/82%. I would rather not have been hit, but it was a sacrifice I had to make so I could replicate our tactic from before and grab hold of his forearms with both hands. As strong as he had become, I wouldn’t be able to hold him in place for long, and I wouldn’t have been able to hold him at all with just one hand. 
 
    Dakamon grunted but didn’t seem to understand as Jen’Zadeer went to work behind him. Once the blades started penetrating his back Dakamon’s feeble brain finally clocked the danger he was in. He desperately pulled away from me, trying to free himself but I clung on. He almost succeeded in breaking my grip to the degree that he actually lifted my large bulk off the ground, but I had sunk my claws deep into his flesh. This prevented him from turning on the dark elf skilfully carving up his back. 
 
    He futilely continued trying to break free from my clutches. Then shortly before Jen’Zadeer finished him off with a double dagger strike to the back of his neck severing his spinal cord, his mighty Strength faded back to a level I gauged to be slightly less than mine. His version of Blood Rage must have included a short burst of an extreme increase to his Strength. Dakamon collapsed to his knees in front of me and then tumbled over to his side. 
 
    I looked about me searching for the incubus and imp. The imp had landed in the middle ring of the ruins not far from us. Based on the position of his crumpled body, it looked like he had hit the ground headfirst. If that hadn’t killed him, the shafts of Nessa’s arrows now sticking out of his body would have done the trick. 
 
    “Two down,” Nessa called to us verifying my assessment. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer and I hunched down in the cover of the wrecked stonework. Where was the incubus? Would he come and face us now that his allies had fallen or flee and make us come after him? My answer came quickly but it wasn’t what I had expected. 
 
    Stumbling out of the jungle came the incubus. He fell in front of the steps not far from us, whatever ability or spell had been making him difficult to see was no longer active. He looked almost indistinguishable from an attractive human man except for two small goat-like horns protruding from his forehead and piercing black eyes. 
 
    However, his appearance and lack of camouflage weren’t what surprised me, no, it was the physical condition he was in. The incubus was bleeding from multiple puncture wounds, far more than could be explained by the knife wounds Jen’Zadeer had managed to inflict. And I could smell the metallic tang of his blood, these were fresh, not from an earlier combat with a different group. 
 
    Before I could fully evaluate the situation two things happened simultaneously. In front of us, striding from the underbrush was a tall pale man with light-blonde slick backed hair dressed in dark leathers and armed with a rapier and buckler. He walked calmly up to the stricken incubus and thrust his rapier into the back of his head and then pulled his weapon back out with a flourish. 
 
    He looked me in the eye, grinned showing off his pointed teeth and then shrugged his shoulders as if to say ‘them’s the breaks’. The other thing that happened was a horrific scream filled the air. I recognised the voice as Nessa’s and it was coming from above us. 
 
    “The fucking Death domainers have ambushed us,” I snarled. “We need to get to Nessa now.” 
 
    Jen’Zadeer and I rose from our crouch and swiftly ascended the steps back to the middle ring of the ruins. I was loath to turn my back on the vampire below, but he didn’t seem to be in any hurry to follow us. I had been focussing all my senses on trying to locate the incubus in the jungle and now I ceased doing that I had an improved general awareness. 
 
    The results were discouraging. I could hear Nessa was certainly not alone in the ruined temple. There were several others up there with her and she was fighting for her life. Nessa’s close combat skills had improved over the months since I had claimed her, but she wouldn’t last long against multiple opponents. Worse, I could now smell and hear we had company on the middle ring, coming at us from both directions. 
 
    Appearing from our left and trotting towards us were two dwarves with a human. From the right side came three humans, the lead warrior in full bronze armour. They all showed signs of battle wounds, and the stench of fresh putrefaction assaulted my nostrils. 
 
    “Fucking hell. I think they turned the dead dungeon avatars into zombies,” I said to Jen’Zadeer. 
 
    The zombies were coming for us from both sides and blocked our way. They weren’t speedsters but they weren’t precisely shambling slowly either. I glanced up and saw Nessa had been backed up to the back wall and was desperately dodging and slashing with her daggers at humanoid skeletons made from yellowed bones. Her assailants crowded around her. 
 
    “Jen, climb the wall, get up there and protect Nessa. I’ll handle these fuckers, and then we’ll link up,” I ordered. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she answered promptly. 
 
    Within seconds Jen’Zadeer had levered herself up on top of the highest standing wall that was easily reached and was clambering up the remaining ten feet or so to the lip of the ruined temple. She paused briefly to peek over the edge. With the coast clear she was over the wall and behind the skeletons that were attacking Nessa. 
 
    I rushed forward and slammed into the approaching dead dwarves and human with my shield, knocking at least one of them to the floor. By moving forward, I had created another fifteen feet of distance between myself and the three that lumbered towards me from the rear. 
 
    Now it was time to find out if my Earth knowledge of zombies was up to snuff. I kept pushing forward using my shield to stave off the clumsy attacks of the two still standing and stepped over the fallen zombie. The fallen undead was one of the dwarves. 
 
    The zombie dwarf hit out at my knee with a warhammer. A 3%/79% red graphic told me how much damage it did. I put my foot down on its chest, released my maul and snatched one of the remaining javelins from the inside of my tower shield. Javelin in hand, I jabbed it down at the prone dwarf zombie. I speared it through the eye and drove the javelin deep through its eye socket and into the brain. The disturbing glint of awareness faded from the dead dwarf’s remaining eye and his arms flopped to the ground properly dead once again. 
 
    I grinned savagely. Kill the brain and you kill the zombie, just like home, if we had any real zombies that is. 
 
    Javelin in hand I lifted it up and thrust it over the top of my shield and caught the human zombie in the temple. The strength of my jab was enough to pierce the brain and he dropped as well. Unfortunately, the javelin was lodged in his skull and it slipped from my grip as he fell to the ground. I retrieved my maul and bashed outward with my shield, knocking the final dwarf zombie backwards. 
 
    The three behind had finally reached me, but I was unconcerned for now. I wanted to finish off the dwarf and then see if I could link up with my two disciples. 
 
    The dwarf seemed off-balance, so I was able to aim a powerful swinging uppercut connecting with the side of his head. I heard the audible crack as his neck snapped, and he fell over sideways, with his head perpendicular to his body. I took three long steps forward and created some distance from the three behind me. 
 
    They had only had the chance to hit me once each and it just so happened that my natural regeneration kicked in, basically offsetting one of the attacks. I only lost a further 5% leaving me with 74%. 
 
    “Not so fast,” said a short man with a surprisingly deep voice. 
 
    He had stepped out from around the corner. The necromancer, for he could not possibly be anything else, was a severe-looking fellow with pock-marked cheeks and a sallow tint to his skin. He was dressed in a very simple, but clean and well-kept grey smock. 
 
    “Summon Undead: skeletons,” I heard him whisper. 
 
    I kind of doubted this is what he actually said. The Proving Grounds likely translated the words for me. Either way a few feet in front of me dark clouds of smoke rose from the dilapidated path and seven skeletons with yellowed bones and scraps of rotted flesh clinging to them stood before me blocking my path once more. 
 
    I now had my very own Jason and the Argonauts moment. If I weren’t battling for the fate of my dungeon and women, I would be able to appreciate how cool that was. 
 
    “Motherfucker,” I growled, and readied to charge through them. 
 
    “Necrobolt,” the ascetic man said, pointing a crooked stick at me. 
 
    A bolt of black energy poured forth from the end of what I now knew was a wand, towards me. I shifted my shoulder and raised my shield intercepting the black magical bolt and it dissipated across the wide expanse of my bronze protection. 
 
    This was going to be problematic. I now had undead surrounding me, and a necromancer watching me like a hawk looking for a chance to blast me with necrotic energy. There was a vampire lurking somewhere and another necromancer I had yet to see. The chances that the third wasn’t part of the ambush was small given my ladies battled another batch of skeletons up above and summoning spells had a hefty cooldown. 
 
    A lesser man might have been worried by this seemingly ominous situation, but not me. For starters, two can play the summoning game. 
 
    Summon Beasts, I thought, and spent five more mana to cast the spell. I now had twenty-two remaining. I thought rather than spoke the spell as there was no need to give the necromancer a heads up to what was coming for him. 
 
    I summoned six wolves and had them materialise right behind the short man, and mentally ordered them to attack naturally. They leapt for him at once, biting and clawing at him just as the skeletons lurched for me. 
 
    While I fended off the skeletons with my shield and smashed one of them with my double-headed maul, the necromancer was mobbed by my wolves. Helpfully, as the wolves were summoned creatures of mine, I was getting the graphical damage information from their attacks. 
 
    My wolves were only rank one beasts, and their bites were only doing 1% damage each time, but working together they swiftly pulled him to the floor. Once they had him on the deck, they were able to go for his head and neck which was worth 3% a bite. 
 
    “Aieee,” he cried. “Minions to me,” he croaked out as my wolves savaged him. 
 
    This was music to my ears as the skeletons turned away from me instantly and advanced on my wolves instead. I had already destroyed one of the seven and was able to smash another to smithereens when it turned its back on me. Of course, by now, the zombies had caught up to me, and I felt the slice of a blade scour my thickly furred back. 
 
    I had time to deal with the undead behind me now and reversed my stance and saw it had been the zombie heavily armoured in bronze who had struck me. I swung my mace at him, and he managed to deflect the blow on his own shield. 
 
    I was preparing to back up a little to prevent the other two from surrounding me when I noticed they made no attempt to harm me and were struggling to get past me instead. Their eerie, dead but intelligent, eyes zeroed in on the necromancer-wolf ruck behind me. 
 
    I barked out a laugh. It would appear that the necromancer being brutalised by wolves had zombified these two. Meaning the one in front of me would have been created by the other unseen Death domain caster. 
 
    New plan. Kill the necromancer first. This should have been the first plan, but I’d lost my head a little in the heat of battle. I kicked out in front of me and knocked the bronze warrior to the ground. I turned and raced for the melee of fur and bone that had scooted just round the curve towards the cleared steps up to the ruined temple. 
 
    I outpaced both zombies answering their master’s call and slammed my maul into the head of one as I ran past. The undead creature stumbled to its knees, but I could see out of the corner of my eye it hadn’t been finished. That wouldn’t matter if I succeeded in doing what I should have done to begin with. 
 
    Most of my wolves were already dead, but a few of them were still fighting. 
 
    They were ignoring the five skeletons and concentrated on the short sallow-skinned man. The graphics were telling me he was under 30% health. 
 
    I rushed in, battering the skeletons from my path and pounded my mace into the upraised arms he was holding up to protect his face. I heard both arms break, and they fell away from his pockmarked face leaving him exposed and vulnerable. 
 
    That attack had stripped him of 20% of his health and he only had 10% remaining. He may have tried rasping a plea for mercy, but I didn’t give him the chance. Bringing my maul down on his head again, while enduring the raking of skeletal talons as the undead forlornly tried to save their master. 
 
    With the necromancer dead the remaining skeletons disappeared in the same black smoke they materialised from less than a minute earlier, and the two human zombies pursuing me stopped, tripped, and collapsed to the ground unmoving. 
 
    I had two wolves left and mentally commanded them to run interference with the bronze armoured zombie I had left behind and assumed had been raised by the second necromancer. 
 
    My eyes swivelled around the terrain, but there had been no sign of the vampire since our first encounter which had started their attack. I had no more time to waste trying to locate him. I needed to get to my mates in the ruined temple. 
 
    I ran up the steps taking them three at a time with my loping stride, swiftly reaching the top and surveyed the scene before me. There were no enemies that I could see, not any standing at any rate. That wasn’t what stole my breath and almost stopped my heart. Nessa was kneeling at the far end of the ruin and she looked at me with sadness in her teary eyes as she cradled Jen’Zadeer’s still form in her arms. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer was dead. 
 
    Somebody was going to fucking pay for this. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jen’Zadeer Shadestar 
 
    (one minute earlier) 
 
    I obeyed my mast…Daxas orders without delay. When he confidently informed me a few months ago I would one day call him Master of my own volition, I had sneered at the audacity of the man. He was an attractive male specimen. That much I would privately admit, and he had a way about him which engendered an undeniable desire for a tumble between the bedsheets. However, the very concept of ever willingly submitting to his dominion was anathema. 
 
    Yet I could no longer deny how much simpler it would be to accept I didn’t just belong to him, but desired to. How natural that desire was beginning to feel scared me and it was this fear that stopped my tongue from exposing my growing weakness. 
 
    Thoughts for another day. We had a Gauntlet to win and I would be on the victorious side this time. For that, we may need Nessa, our only healer. The cute dryad was in trouble and my mast…Daxas had entrusted her safety to me. 
 
    Wait…since when did I think that cheeky little bitch was cute. Oh fuck, this mental corruption was spreading. 
 
    I would show her my superiority by saving her worthless ass. Yes, that was why I was eager to save her, to put her in her place. 
 
    Getting up to the ruined temple was easy enough as I pulled myself up atop the tallest remaining wall. From there the decrepit nature of the brickwork offered ample footholds and places to hold on for a quick climb. Reaching the top, I peeked over the edge of the wall to get a better look at what was happening. 
 
    Nessa was ducking and weaving a clutter of skeletons. Although the pile of yellowed bones not far from where I was peering over the wall meant she had despatched at least one herself. There were six remaining skeletons and they had successfully herded the dryad to the other side of the temple ruins, and it wouldn’t be long before she ran out of room for dodging their swiping taloned finger bones. 
 
    Her situation was perilous enough I only had time to confirm there were no threats or impediments between my position and the undead. I flexed my arms and boosted from my legs. I flipped over the wall tumbling forward gracefully and rose smoothly from the roll on my feet, drawing both daggers with a flourish. 
 
    A little over the top perhaps but I was a Shadestar, and we had style and panache to spare. It was only proper that the vexatious little dryad woman should witness my glory as I rescued her. 
 
    I crossed the forty feet between us swiftly and silently. Only fools announced their presence with a grandstanding battle cry. I arrived with my skeletal foes unaware of the danger they were now in and punctured the skull of the first with both daggers. The skeleton I stabbed collapsed in front of me, and I kicked the knee joint of another, causing it to stumble to the floor. The kick did minimal damage but took the creature out of the fight for a moment. 
 
    There were four undead creatures left standing. They turned to me and emitted a horrible soundless screech you felt rather than heard that sent a shiver up my spine. Then they were on me and I spun and slashed with my blades as they reached for me with their filthy sharpened fingers. I moved towards the centre of the ruined temple, drawing the creatures away from Nessa. 
 
    I could see she was covered in shallow cuts where the skeletons had managed to scratch at her. She pulled a bottle of white liquid from her potion bandolier and swigged the contents down. Then she picked up a piece of the rubble from the ground and slammed it upon the skull of the skeleton I had taken off its feet. At least I wouldn’t have to deal with that one. 
 
    Taking advantage of our teamwork I switched between slashing at the skeletons and concentrated on taking out their legs. This limited their mobility and let Nessa and I use our superior speed to crush them. In less than ten seconds we had finished the last of them. 
 
    A few of the skeletons had scratched me during the fight. The damage was fairly low, unlike when the imp was stabbing me in the neck. However, they had managed to hit me frequently enough with their rancid fingers to give me two negative status effects. 
 
    You are now affected by the ‘Rot (1)’ negative status effect. 
 
    Damage from necrotic sources increased by 20% and healing reduced by 25%. 
 
    You are now affected by the ‘Blighted (1)’ negative status effect. 
 
    Damage from all sources causes a bleed effect. (10% of necrotic and 2% of any other damage type over 10 seconds) 
 
    Nessa must have been similarly affected by one or both of these debuffs as Daxas called them. I took a white Lesser Cleansing potion from my bandolier, uncorked it, and swallowed the contents. 
 
    The bottle being only a Lesser Cleansing potion meant it wouldn’t clear both Rot and Blighted. I was prompted to pick which of the two to remove and picked Rot which was the slightly more serious of the two negative statuses. 
 
    “Thanks,” Nessa grunted, smiling at me. 
 
    I was taken aback a little. Her simple thanks seemed so genuine. No hidden spite or meaning and I felt my own lips crook upwards. 
 
    That’s when I heard the cackling laughter. I spun about and saw two figures near the entrance to the ruins. 
 
    “How sweet. I’ll be sure to leave you gazing into each other’s eyes as I make you mine,” a short balding man in a filthy robe leered hoarsely. 
 
    I sneered at the plain, yet disgusting, double meaning and the creep simply cackled louder. 
 
    “Kill them slave!” he barked at the figure standing in front of him. 
 
    The second figure lurched forward, and I recognised it was one of the fallen orcs from earlier. The filthy letch had to be another necromancer and had raised the dead orc as a zombie to do his bidding. 
 
    “Jump over the wall…” I started saying to Nessa. 
 
    I wasn’t able to finish the sentence telling her to join Daxas below before the revolting lecher raised a wand and pointed it directly at her. 
 
    “Necrobolt,” he snorted through his mad cackling. 
 
    The dark magical energy streaked across the ruined temple towards the startled dryad and I reacted without even thinking. I stepped in front of the bolt, shielding her, and was struck in the back. 
 
    The impact of the bolt sent me flying forward wildly. I collided with Nessa and we both went down to the ground. I managed to direct my tumble so that I rolled off her. She would be able to get back up with ease and escape. 
 
    My roll put me on my back with my head resting on one of the fallen pieces of dirty white stone giving me an excellent view of the rest of the ruined temple. 
 
    The red graphic that flashed in front of me was 48%/2%. 
 
    The imp earlier had almost killed me, and Nessa had healed me back to full, but the ghastly little shit had still got a few more jabs in before Daxas had driven him off. I had been just over half health after that but lost a few more points to the skeletons. 48% meant that Necrobolt had dealt me over five hundred points of damage. 
 
    You are now affected by the ‘Withered (1)’ negative status effect. 
 
    Agility is decreased by 10 or 50% whichever is greater. 
 
    Fuck. This was bad, the orc trotted towards Nessa who was only just getting back to her feet and I was almost gone. If I hadn’t cleared Rot, I would have been killed outright, but the bleed from Blighted would finish me in a few seconds. The lecher cackled again but I smiled cruelly back at him. 
 
    I had one last card to play and just enough time to play it. 1%/1% blinked in red. The first second of the bleed effect. 
 
    I weakly lifted and pointed my right arm at the leering fool. Then cast a twenty mana Ice Blast, activating my concealed casting ability. I couldn’t use it again against the infernals but this was a different group who had not witnessed me cast a spell. Therefore, the ability was available once more. 
 
    My Agility may have been halved but it was sufficient. I couldn’t possibly miss the creepy dishevelled fuck in front of me. 
 
    The blue and white magical energy bolt left the tip of my finger and shot unerringly towards my target. The blast struck him in the chest, and I had the pleasure of watching the leer fade from his face as he slumped to the ground. 100%/0% blinked above his head confirming his death. 
 
    The orc which was only half the way towards us stumbled and face planted onto the temple floor and lay still. 
 
    “Jen!” Nessa cried loudly. 
 
    She was on her feet now but rushed over and knelt and cradled my head in her lap. 0%/1% blinked in red as another second passed. I didn’t have much longer. 
 
    I was a mess of strange, unfamiliar emotions that I struggled to comprehend. I was dying and therefore losing. I should have been enraged and declaring my undying enmity for the foolish dryad who had cost me so much. I didn’t feel any of that. I was oddly satisfied and glad she was going to make it. I looked up at her. 
 
    Was she crying? For me? I was spared any more of the confusing emotional morass welling in my chest. 1%/0% in red, and my eyes closed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Daxas 
 
    Jen’Zadeer was dead. 
 
    Somebody was going to fucking pay for this. 
 
    I know what you may be thinking. She wasn’t ‘dead’ dead, only out of the Gauntlet. What can I say? I’m some kind of huge fucking werewolf and I’m not always rational. 
 
    The sight of her that way left my blood boiling. She was mine. You didn’t hurt what was mine and get away with it. The dungeon runs were different. In them, we chose to put ourselves in harm’s way. This was not the same. 
 
    “She saved me,” Nessa whispered, “stood in front of that filthy shit’s attack and blasted him before she perished.” 
 
    Nessa was pointing at the body of a bald man in a dirty brown robe lying on the ground to my right. The second necromancer. A quick glance in the direction of the forts showed two blue pennants above our fort still pointed at us, and a single green flag flying from the fort to its right. One left. The vampire, Jarlath Eckhoff, who had finished off the incubus. 
 
    I strode over to the necromancer’s body. His robe had a circle of frost rime on his chest where Jen’Zadeer’s spell had struck him. I was proud she had managed to finish the piece of garbage before she succumbed to her wounds, but I didn’t want to be robbed fully of my vengeance. 
 
    I raised my double-headed maul above my head and brought it down as viciously as I could on his head. I kept at it for several more blows until it was a smear of blood, skull fragments, and brain matter on the weed-ridden stone. I walked up to the orc, which was no longer where I had left it earlier, raised as a zombie presumably. I bashed its head in as well just to be sure. 
 
    “Is it over?” Nessa asked. 
 
    “No,” I said. “There is one more. I’m at half health. How about you?” 
 
    “A quarter,” my dryad replied. “And it will be a few more minutes before I can cast Regrowth again.” 
 
    I nodded at her, a low growl in the back of my throat. Smashing the necromancer hadn’t assuaged my anger. Not in the slightest. I grabbed a red Health potion from my bandolier and quaffed its contents. It didn’t return much but I may as well take every advantage I could get. 
 
    “Grab your bow, Nessa. We may have to hunt this bastard down to finish this,” I told her. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary, Daxas,” a cold yet cultured voice said from behind me. 
 
    I turned my head in the direction the voice emanated from and found the vampire perched on top of the stone wall to my left. He had to have climbed up from the opposite side of where we fought the infernals and he’d slain the incubus. He must have circled around to approach from upwind, despite the direction of my blue flags suggesting that side was downwind. 
 
    Hefting my maul and tower shield in place I stepped in front of Nessa. She lowered Jen’Zadeer’s head to the ground gently and stood retrieving her bow from nearby. 
 
    “You may have dealt with my ‘allies’,” Jarlath sniggered, “…but I think it is time to finish it. While you are weak. Oh, and I wouldn’t count on any assistance from your furry friends. I despatched them already.” 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders and smiled cruelly. 
 
    Pouncing on your opponent at his weakest is a clever strategy. A move any apex predator would make, and I expected nothing less from him. I would have done the same. 
 
    “Jarlath, is it?” I asked 
 
    He nodded in response and hopped off the wall and landed lightly on the balls of his feet, swishing his rapier through the air as he did so. 
 
    The rapier was a giveaway that he would be quick. I had to be careful of death by a thousand cuts with this one. I pushed forward and swept my maul out in a wide arc, he hopped back and out of the way effortlessly. Grinning wider as he did so. I wasn’t slow by any stretch of the imagination, but I could already tell his Agility was significantly higher than mine. 
 
    Jarlath darted to my right, going around the outside of my maul, and skewered me under the armpit with his rapier and then danced behind me. 5%/46% flashed in red and I spun to keep up with him but felt much more sluggish than I normally did. 
 
    The Proving Grounds at work. This was the first time I had felt them inhibiting my speed due to the relative advantage a quicker opponent had over me in a real combat scenario. I wasn’t completely unprepared for a situation such as this as we had practised in this manner as part of our training regimen. 
 
    Despite the practise the result was his rapier sank into my back for 5% more damage before I finished swivelling about and could block him with my tower shield. 
 
    Nessa darted behind me. Even her normally swift and flighty movements seemed slow in comparison to Jarlath. He circled again, then lunged forward, and pierced me once more, reducing me to 36% of my health. This time I was able to use my maul to deflect the second strike as I shifted trying to keep up with his perpetual movement. 
 
    We were fighting in the centre of the ruined temple. My back was to the stairway down to the middle ring and I heard Nessa run in that direction. 
 
    “Nessa, no…” I gasped. 
 
    I understood why she did it. She wanted to get some distance from Jarlath and then she’d be able to use her bow. Give the vampire something else to think about. Unfortunately, this also split us apart, and it was something Jarlath took advantage of instantly. 
 
    He abandoned his circling of me and pursued the small pretty woman. He would catch and kill her quickly and I couldn’t have that. 
 
    I had one last move to make. Once I had recognised how quick he was I had held one thing back. I’d hoped I was going to be able to get him in my grasp, so he couldn’t avoid it, but I wasn’t letting him harm another of my women. 
 
    I reacted in rage, but he had his back turned to me, it provided just the edge I required. If anybody asks, I planned it this way all along, okay. 
 
    Lightning Bolt I thought and used twenty mana on the spell. 
 
    My jaws were already wide open, snarling loudly at the undead pest and the spell shot from my mouth lancing across the gap between us zapping into the back of his head. 93%/7% flashed in white above him. 
 
    Nessa had turned around at the sound of my cry and subsequent snarl and was in the process of ducking. Jarlath was thrown over her by the force of the lightning strike. His slick backed hair was frizzed and stuck out wildly. He hit the ground hard and tumbled down the steps, out of my sight. 
 
    Even with maximum mana and a head shot my lightning bolt hadn’t been enough to finish him, but it should have stunned him. Nobody could lose over 90% of their health in a single hit and not suffer some disorientation. 
 
    I charged across the temple floor, dropping my maul and tower shield as I went, no longer thinking of anything but the kill. I vaulted Nessa who was still crouching down and sailed over the stairway. 
 
    This was a huge leap even for me, but the blood had rushed to my head and I was eager to finish this. I landed at the bottom of the stairs on all fours, using my claws to arrest my momentum and stop me from being carried past the pathway and down into the rocky remains of the buildings on the lowest level. 
 
    I had cleared Jarlath completely who was lying on his belly on the third step up. He shook his head groggily and tried to get back on his feet. His rapier was nowhere to be seen; it had probably skittered over the nearby edge that I had prevented my bulky body from doing. 
 
    He couldn’t be unaware of my sudden presence as my huge form towered over him. He stopped trying to stand and laughed. 
 
    “Well played sir, well played,” he chuckled. 
 
    The chuckling didn’t last as I swooped in and clamped my jaws on the back of his neck and bit harder than I ever had before. Placing both of my hands on his shoulders, I held him down while I pulled away from his body with my teeth. 
 
    His blood had an odd stale taste to it, but his flesh gave way as easily as anyone else’s. In short order, I felt his vertebrae snap and his flesh sever. I had beheaded Jarlath and his head bounced down the last few steps. 
 
    I stood letting loose a mighty howl that reverberated across the valley and echoed off the cliff walls. 
 
    Against the odds we had won the Novice Champion’s Gauntlet. 
 
    Blink. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    We were back inside our fort with the portcullis up and the sunlight coming through illuminating the beginning of the corridor where we were standing. This was the same as what happened in my first Gauntlet match, at least this hadn’t changed. Happily, Jen’Zadeer was back with us and in full health. 
 
    Nessa did not even speak, she moved forward and hugged the dark elf woman catching her by surprise. The mismatch in height meant Nessa was squeezing her face into Jen’Zadeers bosoms. I shifted back to my humanoid form and grinned leeringly at the sight before me. 
 
    “You were both superb, and I couldn’t be prouder of you,” I said, when Nessa finally released the dark elf woman. 
 
    “I…uhhh…I died and failed you,” Jen’Zadeer mumbled. 
 
    Her cheeks darkened with a blush. 
 
    “Nonsense. I say you were superb, and am never wrong,” I told her enthusiastically. 
 
    In a rare display of solidarity, both Nessa and Jen’Zadeer gave me ‘the look’. 
 
    “Alright,” I said in defeat. “I’m rarely wrong,” I said, correcting my earlier statement. 
 
    Our repartee was interrupted as the Proving Grounds messaging service floated in front of us. 
 
    Congratulations! You have won the Novice Champion’s Gauntlet. 
 
    The Champions purse for victory is 320,600 XP. As the winner, your entire stake is returned to you. 
 
    You now have Victor's choice of reward. You may select a one-time gift of 10,000 XP or choose to place a rank one gauntlet totem in the dungeons of each of the opponents you defeated in the Gauntlet. 
 
    A rank one totem will grant you 1% of the total net XP gained from the dungeons it is placed in each week. A rank one totem is undetectable by the hosting dungeon. As your dungeon grows, you will have the opportunity to upgrade these totems, to provide a variety of different benefits. These upgrades will increase the chances of the host dungeon being alerted to your totem’s presence. They could then take steps to remove it. 
 
    Please make your choice before you are returned to your dungeon. 
 
    Thank you. 
 
    I didn’t need to think long about my decision this time. They may have changed up the Gauntlet match, but they hadn’t changed the rewards. The one-time gift had been doubled, but I suspected this would be the case anyway. This was a Gauntlet for previous champions after all.  
 
    However, as they had changed the match to a battle royale we had defeated fifteen other dungeons, instead of four in a knockout format. With my existing achievement bonus, I would get two totems in each dungeon. I picked the totems option. 
 
    Blink. 
 
    I returned to my core room a glorious victor, ready to bask in the adoration of my mates and best friend. I was greeted instead by a very concerned looking Karragh. 
 
    “Oh, thank fuck you’re back on time,” she said, with a relieved breath. 
 
    This was not the welcome I was expecting. 
 
    “Karragh, what’s the matter?” I asked her warily. 
 
    “Master, we’ve been invaded. Jessamyn and Tenzing are in the viewing lounge watching the invader’s progress. They asked me to wait for you here and to bring you to them as soon as you returned,” the blonde dwarf woman told me solemnly. 
 
    Karragh being in full battle gear and not in her usual daisy dukes and crop top should have been my first clue something was up. 
 
    “Lead the way,” I said, and she nodded in response. 
 
     We trooped out of the core room following on Karragh’s heels to the viewing lounge. We had a little bit further to go since I had been reorganising the layout of the inactive part of the dungeon. I was impatient to know what we were facing so we couldn’t get there quick enough. 
 
    “Who has invaded us?” I asked as we paced through the corridors. 
 
    “An alliance of orc dungeons, Master. Four of them, all ranked in the twenties. They have brought three disciples each, so their party is sixteen-strong,” she answered evenly. 
 
    If she was afraid, her voice wasn’t giving her away. Tenzing’s suspicions that there was more to what was happening had proved to be true. If the dungeons were ranked in the twenties, this would easily be the greatest threat I had faced thus far. I wouldn’t have to ponder much longer as I passed Karragh at the threshold to the viewing lounge and swept into the room. 
 
    The rest of my disciples were in the room. Tabs, Marux, and Gretsch were sitting on the couches watching the screens. While Jessamyn stood in the middle with Fiadh kneeling on her left side and Tenzing standing on her right. The look of relief on her face as she looked over her shoulder at my entrance was noticeable. 
 
    “Husband, I am glad to see you,” Jessamyn said, smiling at me. 
 
    “I’m glad to be back. I was hoping to celebrate our success in the Gauntlet, but it seems somebody had other plans,” I said, understating the situation. 
 
    “I had every faith you would win through. Yes, we have been invaded by an alliance of orc dungeons. We were afraid the Lords would find some way to keep you away during this attack. Now you are here I have as much faith you will vanquish these foes too,” Jessamyn said. 
 
    My heart swelled with love for the lithe redhead. I would move heaven and earth to keep her safe and at my side. I moved over to her, took her in my arms and kissed her deeply. As much as I would have loved to take this further, I had an invasion to assess and defend against. I broke away and turned to Tenzing. 
 
    “Hey bud. What can you tell me? How has this happened?” I asked him. 
 
    “Daxas, I would echo the others in saying I am happy to see you back. A few minutes after you left, a road was built leading up to the entrance of the Lair. Shortly after that the party of sixteen orcs appeared running up the new road and invaded the dungeon. They must be orc dungeons from this zone to have reached here so early in the rest day,” he said. 
 
    “This is them I take it,” I said, referring to the big screen showing the orcs in my dungeon. 
 
    The sixteen of them were all clad in iron plate and chain armour. The largest orc who seemed to be their leader was carrying a great axe on his shoulder. Most of the others bore iron round shields with a mixture of axes and maces as their weapons. 
 
    They had made it to the ‘Playground’ already and were climbing up the copper chain nets blocking the way. This is one of the rooms I had extended and there were now twelve barriers to climb over. So far, they were only halfway. The ‘Playground’ was the tenth of twenty rooms of my dungeon, and I could see from the dungeon clock they had made it halfway in only thirty-four minutes. 
 
    “They haven’t stopped to rest or recuperate,” I said, announcing my observation. 
 
    “No,” Jessamyn said. 
 
    “Has the dungeon troubled them at all?” 
 
    I was a bit worried they were progressing so rapidly; my dungeon was supposed to slow people down after all. 
 
    “Not much,” Jessamyn began. “A few fell at the ‘Slick Bridge’ but ultimately it didn’t slow them with only four elves and so many of the orcs bearing shields. I wasn’t sure if we should send the surprise force early and decided against it. I’m sorry if this was the wrong choice.” 
 
    I put my hand up to stop her self-recriminations and pulled her in close. 
 
    “You haven’t done anything wrong. I wouldn’t have sent them this early either,” I said, reassuring her and kissing the crown of her head. “What about the ‘Chimney’?” 
 
    “That did not slow them either, Daxas,” Tenzing responded. “The dart trap was set off, but with their iron armour, it didn’t do enough harm for any to fall. Regrettably, the gremlins at the top were not strong enough to push the orcs back over. The best news we have is the orcs were overconfident while moving through the mists in ‘Zap Trap’ and four of the orc disciples set off the electrical traps, one of them setting off two.” 
 
    “That’s something at least,” I said aloud. “So, who is it we are facing?” 
 
    Tenzing gestured to the other side of the main display and I could see a list of names. 
 
    “These are the details we have. You recall of course that dungeon invasions, unlike adventurer runs or challenges, allow dungeons of up to ten ranks greater than yourself to enter. With your current combined rank of sixteen, this has allowed a dungeon of rank twenty-six to lead this alliance against you. We are fortunate perhaps that he is the only one of the maximum allowable rank. From what I have observed he is significantly better geared than even the other three dungeons accompanying him,” Tenzing said. 
 
    I looked over at the screen and absorbed the information. 
 
    Krognack, rank 26, male, (Short tooth) Orc Avatar 
 
    Grukk, rank 25, male, (Short tooth) Orc Disciple of Krognack 
 
    Borkul, rank 24, male, (Short tooth) Orc Disciple of Krognack 
 
    Wakgut, rank 24, male, (Short tooth) Orc Disciple of Krognack 
 
    Shuzug, rank 23, male, (Long tooth) Orc Avatar 
 
    Vambag, rank 22, male, (Long tooth) Orc Disciple of Shuzug 
 
    Grikug, rank 22, male, (Long tooth) Orc Disciple of Shuzug 
 
    Utghat, rank 21, male, (Long tooth) Orc Disciple of Shuzug 
 
    Garothmuk, rank 22, male, (Short tooth) Orc Avatar 
 
    Digdug, rank 22, male (Short tooth) Orc Disciple of Garothmuk 
 
    Nagrub, rank 21, male, (Short tooth) Orc Disciple of Garothmuk 
 
    Vetorkag, rank 20, male. (Short tooth) Orc Disciple of Garothmuk 
 
    Drigka, rank 23, male, (Long tooth) Orc Avatar 
 
    Mazorn, rank 20, male, (Long tooth) Orc Disciple of Drigka 
 
    Zaghig, rank 20, male, (Long tooth) Orc Disciple of Drigka 
 
    Urim, rank 20, male, (Long tooth) Orc Disciple of Drigka 
 
      
 
    Sixteen orcs, thankfully most of the disciples were a few ranks lower than their parent dungeon. That should make them a teensy bit easier to deal with. 
 
    “Allowing avatars ten ranks over their target for dungeon invasions is a pain in the arse,” I mumbled as I scanned the list. 
 
    “Yes, Daxas,” Tenzing responded. “Although it was written into the Accords as typically a dungeon would struggle to form a party of sufficient size and strength to have any chance of success against a dungeon of equal rank. You are an outlier in that regard and lest you forget it was this very rule which allowed you to claim both Nessa and Jen’Zadeer.” 
 
    I chuckled at my blue adviser’s gentle admonition. He was right, of course. Tenzing usually was and I had no regrets in that regard. 
 
    “We can’t use Marux or Tabitha in the defence, can we?” I asked, knowing the answer. 
 
    “No, Daxas. Despite being your disciples, they were only claimed this week and you have not been able to place them in the dungeon yet. They are therefore ineligible,” he said, telling me what I suspected to be true.  
 
    “I should also remind you that the Domination dungeon law does not apply to them. This may not be such a bad thing, though. Krognack is eighteen ranks above you and well equipped. I fear this would overwhelm the advantages you have accrued,” he continued. 
 
    Bollocks. If this attack had come one week later our defences would have been a great deal stronger, just for having the two extra disciples. Not to mention the updates I had planned. Over two and three quarters of a million, check that, over three million experience following the Gauntlet, was going to buy a shit load of improvements. 
 
    Perhaps my impatience to get my claws on Jen’Zadeer had endangered us to a greater degree than I anticipated. Had I waited for today to claim her these orcs wouldn’t be at my doorstep and if they had come next week those upgrades would be in place. But I couldn’t change our circumstances now and I’m not sure I would have changed my actions even if I knew. This would be the greatest trial my team and I had faced, but that didn’t mean we would falter. 
 
    I couldn’t let any of that concern me. I had to formulate a plan. While the orcs continued over the chain nets, I reviewed some of the footage of their earlier behaviour and what I saw gave me hope. 
 
    This group was behaving very similarly to the very first challenge run I tackled by a group of outcast orcs and goblins. The dungeon avatars were hanging back and letting their disciples go first. This could be a cultural thing; the strongest orcs having earned the right to send their lesser fellows into battle first. Whatever the reason this offered us an opportunity to whittle their numbers down before they made it to the core floor. 
 
    “Alright,” I started. “I have a plan of attack. Jessamyn and Nessa, we are going in early. Karragh and Fiadh you will be joining us to watch their backs, but you are not to actively engage the orcs unless I say. Jess, we will gather the elves from the lair room and those hidden in the secret passage along with the trolls. We will seek to try and stop them or at least hurt them in the ‘Stairway to Hell’.” 
 
    “Jen, you are staying behind. If it looks like we can’t win out on the Stairway, we’ll pull back and go again in the forest ambush on the core floor. I want you to direct the defence if something goes horribly wrong and we don’t make it back.” 
 
    “Understood sir,” Jen’Zadeer said. 
 
    The rest of my women made similar positive acknowledgements before we made our way into the dungeon and collected the hidden dungeon creatures as well as the four wood elves normally in the ‘Lair’. We emerged at the top of the stairway, and I started distributing my troops. 
 
    I had twenty trolls and twenty wood elves that were in my secret passages. They were in there for exactly this scenario. The trolls I kept at the top in the ‘Bramble Maze’ and out of sight. They would be with me and my women and I didn’t want to give away our presence too early. The elves I sent to the base of the Stairway.  
 
    Once we were in position, I tried out something new and summoned a display screen. I hadn’t attempted this before, but it would appear the continued growth of my connection to the DDD allowed me to do so. I put it up on the opposite wall so we could watch the progress of our attackers without having to send our minds back to the viewing lounge. Not much of an advantage but I would take every edge we could get right now. 
 
    As we watched a voice cut through into the room. 
 
    “Two of the disciples fell from the beams when the sprites strafed them. They have not slowed down, but those two orcs have taken healing potions,” Tenzing’s voice said. 
 
    Tenzing couldn’t use the DDD himself but Jen’Zadeer would have been able to open the communication link. 
 
    “Thanks, Tenzing. Jen, leave the comms link open when you take up your position so that Tenzing can keep using it, please,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she responded. 
 
    I turned my attention to the live feed. They were through the eleventh chamber which only had ten one-DP wolves. My summoned wolves were barely damaging a lightly armoured necromancer in the Gauntlet and these orcs were all in full sets of iron armour. Assuming they weren’t enchanted to improve the damage reduction the sets were providing fifty-two DR. The wolves barely qualified as pests for them. 
 
    With their current equipment, my sentient mobs would only be doing a few points of damage unless they achieved body or head strikes. This was one of the truly frustrating things for this upcoming fight. I had stacks of improved equipment with better enchantments ready to go, all scheduled to be added to them at the end of today. We would have to swamp them in attacks. Kill them with pinpricks if need be. 
 
    I watched as they moved through the next two chambers. The room with rickety bridges and overhead ropes with a troop of baboons ready to jump them. During an invasion, the baboons didn’t remain on the ground. They climbed up the pedestals and ran across the bridges and ropes attacking the interlopers. Much like my wolves earlier they were too weak to trouble the orcs. 
 
    They did manage to knock a handful of them off the bridges and lose their hold on the ropes. However, once the first few fell Krognack the overall leader of the invaders ordered his disciples to jump down onto the floor and prevented the fallers from being mobbed by the baboons who had remained below. The only thing I learned was that these guys didn’t have high Agility scores, but I could have guessed that without the need for visual evidence. 
 
    This actually convinced me to make a slight change to my plans and I despatched four of my trolls to go through the secret tunnels and lay in wait a few rooms later. 
 
    Then they moved through ‘Bull Run’. With so many shield-bearers they simply absorbed the impact of the charging bulls and hacked at their legs taking them down. I wouldn’t say they handled the room with ease, some of the orcs took further health losses, but they weren’t troubled either. This did reveal that several of them had throwing axes, but they weren’t accurate enough to kill any of the bulls before they made contact. 
 
    Up next was ‘Chandelier Falls’. This was one of the newer chambers and I had been looking forward to seeing how effective it might be. None of the previous challenging groups had made it this far since I installed it. 
 
    The room was simplistic, almost empty except for the suspended intricate copper chandelier, complete with wax-dribbling lit candles. At the bottom of this chandelier, disguised as gothic art, were poison coated spikes. They were only coated with a rank one poison which would cause ten points of damage initially and then five every thirty seconds until purged. 
 
    The orcs walked in arrogantly, their vanguard even laughed when they saw a lowly and lonesome gremlin facing them. When the first few orcs got within ten feet of him it triggered the instructions he had been programmed with. He smirked at the orcs and spat upon the floor with utter contempt for them. 
 
    “Come and ‘ave a go if you think you’re hard enough,” the gremlin chanted at the orcs, channelling his inner football hooligan. 
 
    Simultaneously the gremlin held his right hand out and beckoned for the orcs to come get some in true Rock style. 
 
    With roars of anger, the orcs ran towards the cocky gremlin, spittle flecking from their overbites. Having elicited the desired reaction, my gremlin abandoned his cocksure persona and sprinted for the exit, with all sixteen orcs in hot pursuit. The gremlin made it to the exit first and pulled the obscured catch which released the hanging poison-tipped chandelier. 
 
    Maybe half the orcs, mostly the dungeon avatars and their trusted lackeys at the back, grasped the danger and ducked beneath their shields as the heavy structure crashed down upon them. The chandelier was so large it encompassed the whole room apart from about a foot from each wall. None of them managed to get out from under the falling metal. The trap’s weight and momentum forced all of them to the floor. 
 
    Those that were unaware were hit on their heads. They crumpled onto their bellies and were speared in the back by the poisoned tips. The back half of the group were pushed down into a crouch but with their shields interposed between them and the chandelier. I snorted with laughter when I saw that Krognack, who was the only orc without a shield, hadn’t crouched low enough and had a poisoned copper spike piercing through the armour and into the meat of his shoulder. 
 
    With the back half of the orc party on their knees and the front half on their bellies, the fallen chandelier came to rest at an angle. 
 
    “Lift, you curs,” Krognack grunted. 
 
    Now, had I left things without interfering, with their combined strength, the orcs probably would have shifted the weighty metal structure up and off themselves quite easily. However, I did interfere and the four trolls I had sent forward rushed from the corridor and jumped on top of the copper frame.  
 
    The sudden extra weight caused the orcs on their bellies, who had been pushing up from the floor, to collapse back down. The avatars and their top boys had to collect and brace themselves by the sudden shift, but they didn’t buckle. 
 
    My trolls clambered over the chandelier and got into position above one of the orcs near the front who were pinned down. Taking their mauls in a reverse grip with both hands they started pounding the helpless orcs below with repeated downward prods. They looked like they were churning butter. The room filled with the groans of the prone orcs, curses from those at the back and the metallic clanging of the mauls on their iron armour. 
 
    Regrettably, we didn’t have things all our own way. Krognack and his crew soon had the chandelier lifted above their heads and working together they scuttled to the edges and out from under the metal impediment before dropping it to the ground. 
 
    The sudden shift of the chandelier meant my trolls, not the most agile of mobs, lost their balance. This gave the freed eight orcs the opportunity to cross the mangled metal to my trolls before they were able to regain their footing and continue grinding the fish in the barrel. With odds of eight on four, my trolls didn’t last long under the onslaught, even with over eight hundred health. 
 
    I saw Krognack in action as he felled one of my trolls with four powerful strikes. He may not have been particularly fast but he and those with him were skilled fighters. More than a match for my mobs. I also saw some tell-tale scorch marks spidering from the wounds Krognack inflicted. He was doing some extra heat damage with those hits. 
 
    Once my trolls were felled, and my gremlin, we can’t forget that plucky little bugger in all this, even if he was utterly ineffectual in the actual fighting. The orcs heaved and pushed the fallen wreck of a chandelier up. They propped it up against the wall and freed those trapped beneath. 
 
    “Get up you useless fools. How stupid can you be not to have seen this trap?” Krognack snarled. 
 
    That he hadn’t spotted it either didn’t seem to deter his desire to chew out his fallen underlings. Most of the orcs looked up at their leader with shame-faced expressions and made their apologies. Most but not all. That was because two of the invading fuckers, Zaghig and Vetorkag, weren’t moving, or getting up, or breathing. We had killed two of the disciples. Admittedly they were the lowest ranked among the invading greenskin force, but it was still cause for a celebration. 
 
    My ladies and I engaged in a few high-fives and then some more intimate ass pinching when they enthusiastically hugged me. I was never one to waste an opportunity when it presented itself. 
 
    I watched them for a while longer as they kept going, searching for the way through the Labyrinth and I reflected on what had happened. My single regret had been sending trolls and not several wood elves, but I couldn’t have foreseen that my improvised trap would work as well as it had. My agile and swift elves would have been a deadlier option in the circumstances. Instead of two down, we could have been celebrating four or more. 
 
    Regardless of the lost chance this was a success and had forced all the remaining orcs to drink a potion of some kind. Whether to purge the poison they were afflicted with or to regain the health they had lost. I did notice their health potion bottles were fancier than even the regular Health potions we were now making in smallish quantities. These had to be Greater or maybe even Superior versions. 
 
    “Alright, everyone get ready, they will be here soon. They have almost made it to ‘Wipeout’. I will send the wood elves in to shoot at them once they start crossing over the rolling logs. We might be able to wear them down a bit more there. Then we face them on the stairs. Jessamyn and Nessa, I want you healing our frontline troops when you can. Karragh and Fiadh you are to guard them but stay up here. I’ll be getting into the thick of it and if I think we have them on the ropes will call you in to finish them off. Does everybody understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” my girls chorused back in unison. 
 
    We remained in place as our opponents entered the wet concrete-filled room dubbed Wipeout. I held the wood elves for a moment and let the orcs begin crossing the rolling logs. This took longer than expected. These guys weren’t adventurers who were aware of my dungeon’s agility testing proclivities. They took a few minutes to figure out that if they weren’t spry enough to tiptoe their way over the log somebody needed to lie down and hold it in place. 
 
    There were twelve logs they had to negotiate, and I waited until they were crossing the fourth before sending in the wood elf archers. There was just enough room for all twenty-four to fit on the exit platform at the end of the room. Once in position, they smoothly loosed their arrows seeking the most vulnerable targets. 
 
    The tactic wasn’t overly successful. All the orcs, barring Krognack, had shields and were able to deflect the assault of arrow shafts. Alas, infinite quivers weren’t an option and after a few minutes the elves had exhausted their supply. 
 
    They’d hit a few of their targets and certainly slowed the advance of our attackers. The only problem with that is dungeon invasions weren’t timed in the way challenges were so slowing them up didn’t apply the same kind of pressure. Anyway, I recalled the elves and brought them back up the stairway. 
 
    We awaited our opponents. For regular runs, I had made the ‘Stairway to Hell’ easier by making it twice the size and increasing the number of barriers from four to eight. I had kept the number of goblins at twenty and left the second, fourth and sixth barriers clear of mobs. With five platforms to defend I reduced the goblin numbers from five to four at each of the manned barriers. 
 
    There was limited room for my mobs to operate so I couldn’t put too many behind each barrier without getting in one another’s way. I frontloaded the first two blockades with goblins, ten on each. I reasoned it would be best to make the most of their Mob Rule ability while we could. 
 
    The next four barriers had four trolls manning them using up all sixteen I had remaining. I stood on the seventh, though I planned to move down and join the first group of trolls. 
 
    I put eight wood elves at the seventh and eighth stations with the final eight at the start of the ‘Bramble Maze’. The last group’s sole purpose was to delay the orcs enough for us to get into position. 
 
    The wait was short and the orc group now only fourteen strong came barrelling down the connecting corridor with their shields up. They swarmed to the first obstacle and engaged the gobbo’s manning it. I struggled to get a good view of what was happening as the step and blockades combined height was over five feet. I could see the backs of the goblins as they endeavoured to force their spears past the upraised shields. Then as I was trying to peer over and get a better look, the orcs did something which for the first time dented my confidence. 
 
    I didn’t see it but heard the unmistakable sound of wood creaking, swiftly followed by a sharp crack. The orcs had been pulling on the blockade construction from the other side and it had given way. All I could initially see was the wall of shields back up a step before they surged forward. Seconds later the goblins were falling as the orcs either hacked their legs or pulled them over and into their tight-packed formation where they were chopped to pieces. 
 
    The first step fell faster than I’d ever witnessed before, even when I only had four goblins in attendance. The orcs were up onto the step and approached the next barrier in the same manner quickly. The orcs having established a winning formula worked efficiently and the second step fell quicker than the first. Things were not going well, and my supercharged goblins had barely touched them before being wiped out. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I mumbled to myself. 
 
    I didn’t wait and vaulted from the step I was on and hurdled the others in my way, and mentally commanded the trolls to give me room as I flew down to the front line. The only benefit I could think of was they had finished the goblins so swiftly neither Nessa nor Jessamyn would have wasted a healing cooldown on any of them. 
 
    I reached the third barrier before the orcs had a chance to pull it down and slammed my double-headed maul on the shield of an orc who had been covering one of his companions pulling on the barrier. I didn’t do any damage, but the force of my blow knocked the shield away and revealed the grasping green fingers straining against the dark brown oak wood. 
 
    My actions were too late to save the third step, I could see cracks developing and knew it would give out momentarily. I backed up and slammed my maul on those exposed fingers with a sickening crunch and a pained yelp from the orc mass in front of me. The barrier was already giving way on either side where other orcs were pulling at it, so I backed up and climbed over to step four. I left the trolls to keep the orcs occupied while I re-organised the defence and issued new orders to my mobs. 
 
    By the time I had climbed over the wooden blockade a troll from steps four, five, and six made their way up to seven and nine. Wood elves were coming in the opposite direction to take their places. From now on my trolls would concentrate on knocking the shields out of the way and allow the wood elves to dart in with their long knives and carve up the orcs’ precious digits. Meanwhile, I would act as an opportunist smashing my maul into any gaps that presented themselves. Envenoming my maul when I could. 
 
    The new tactics went swimmingly for a short while. Sadly, our orc opponents similarly adjusted. If they couldn’t pull the barriers down, they pushed from their side where we couldn’t target their hands. The upside of this was when the barrier snapped and fell inwards it would often leave the pushers exposed. The elves were able to dart in, stabbing and slashing before the orcs recovered. 
 
    When the blockades fell, I would put in one last attack before jumping back to the next. I wasn’t a coward but even I knew if they managed to pull me down to the step they were on I’d be finished. The weight of numbers would see to that. With the ‘Stairway to Hell’ seemingly failing to exact the toll I’d been hoping for I couldn’t afford to drop out of the fight this early. 
 
    We had slowed them and inflicted more hurt than we had been at first, but it was not enough. Maybe five minutes later I was at the top of the stairway looking down as they assaulted the eighth and final barrier. There were no more trolls and only a handful of elves who were simply there so the orcs would have to fight, not just jump over and give chase. 
 
    I looked at my mates. I didn’t see any disappointment in their eyes, only a deep and abiding trust. And an almost overwhelming eagerness to fight on Fiadh’s part but Jessamyn had her well in hand. Their faith in me renewed my waning confidence and banished any self-doubt.  
 
    We were in a tough spot, the toughest we had faced but we had a few tricks to play yet and victory was still ours to seize. 
 
    “Come my loves,” I said. “We have more preparations to make and will slay these fuckers in the forest avenue. We shan’t allow them to so much as gaze upon the core crystals.” 
 
    With my brief words of encouragement done, we were off down the secret passage. Karragh broke from our group at my behest and took up position at the exit of the ‘Bramble Maze’.  
 
    Somebody had to use the torch and set fire to the maze once they were inside. I could have myself, but I wanted to get us set up for our final stand. I didn’t wish to risk Nessa or Jessamyn, as our healers would be vital. Fiadh wasn’t an option. As much as I loved the fiery redhead, her increasingly feral nature made her a sub-optimal choice for the task, so it fell to Karragh to do the honours. 
 
    The rest of us moved directly back into the dungeon and made our way through to the fifth of the core floor chambers, gathering our remaining troops as we went. Jen’Zadeer and Gretsch were waiting for us.  
 
    I had forgotten about the goblin to be honest. That was for the best, as I would likely have taken him along and put him with his goblin brethren on the stairway, where he would have been slaughtered with them. 
 
    I set up in the same manner as we had against the Dwarves at the beginning of the week that felt so long ago. We had eight wood elves on either side in the treetop walkways. Nessa and Jessamyn joined them on opposite sides of one another. The twenty goblins and Gretsch hid in the thick underbrush while I stood amongst the chevalier horses with ten physically re-moulded trolls and Fiadh.  
 
    Karragh would join us here when she returned from her current task. That left only one decision. Did I keep Jen’Zadeer with me or send her into the treetops with Jessamyn. I elected to keep her with me so I could direct whom to use her Ice Blast upon. 
 
    With my decisions made I re-summoned my viewer and replayed what had occurred in ‘Bramble Maze’. The orcs had stomped into the room and grunted in disgust at the thick bramble boughs they would have to weave through to get to the exit. This was another of my chambers that I had expanded recently and was three times the size than it had been since it was last used in its lethal guise. 
 
    To begin with, the orcs tried to hack their way through, but this proved difficult and time-consuming. Eventually Krognack realised this was going to take too long. Having lost his patience with the slow progress he ordered them to move inside.  
 
    However, their behaviour had exposed a potential weakness in the trap. I had used wicker boughs that could be cut through. It would take time to chop down the entire maze, but it could be done by a cannier team. When we got through this, I would need to add some metal barb wire fencing to prevent groups with patience from bypassing the danger. 
 
    Krognack may have been impatient but he wasn’t stupid. With fourteen orcs in his party he wasn’t foolhardy enough to send them all into the brambles, not with what they had encountered already.  
 
    He ordered two of the avatars, Shuzug and Drigka, to lead their disciples through first. Seven went in while seven remained, waiting to see if I had any other tricks to play. 
 
    Karragh didn’t have a choice, as she couldn’t wait for them all to go in. The forward team would get to her before Krognack would take the risk. Thirty seconds after the last of the seven entered the maze she stood from her crouching position.  
 
    Karragh grabbed the guttering torch from the sconce. After touching the torch to the oil-filled gutter and firing the maze at the exit, she cleverly cast the torch away. It spun in the air, end over end and landed on the far side of the maze, setting light to the oil-coated brambles on that edge too. 
 
    Krognack yelled a warning to those inside and raged futilely. He was forced to watch my trap unfold and hope it didn’t consume half of his team. Karragh slipped away in the heat haze to join us as we listened to the squeals and cries of orcish pain. 
 
    The seven inside didn’t manage to make their way out but didn’t panic either. They started pulling boughs down and created a fire break around them, but not without cost. This took them time. Time where they were constantly enduring heat damage. The two dungeons unsurprisingly prioritised themselves and were at the centre of the break they formed. After clearing the space around them they quaffed their healing potions to keep themselves alive. However, even with the room they cleared they were still in the centre of a raging conflagration and they continued taking heat damage. 
 
    I grinned viciously and watched as their disciples dropped one by one until only a single disciple plus the two dungeon avatars remained alive. Sadly, the maze burnt out enough before it finished the trio and they were able to escape to the steps that led out of the room. Regardless of my disappointment, they were horribly burned and whimpered in pain as they struggled to breathe through their now even more gruesome visages. 
 
    Four more down and two of the dungeons were on their last legs and had already drunk potions to stave off death. If I hadn’t blown all my forces earlier in the stairway, we could have finished the pair of them before Krognack and the unharmed six braved the fading firestorm themselves. Another lesson for me for future defences. 
 
    The question was how long would Krognack wait, assuming he would he wait at all? He and the others did move forward into the ‘Decision Chamber’ and when they confirmed it was clear they carried Shuzug and Drigka into the room and left them on the padded benches. Drigka’s remaining disciple was left to crawl up the steps and hauled himself onto a bench by himself. 
 
    Karragh had shown her intelligence here once again and had removed the Lesser Frost Brand potions on the table that we normally distributed to adventurers. The orcs probably wouldn’t have bothered using them, but now I could issue those potions to the wood elves in the treetops for a little extra damage in the coming fight. 
 
    My answer to the would they wait question was the orcs stayed in the decision chamber for fifteen minutes. Shuzug and Drigka took another potion each that eased some of the burns they were suffering from, but not all. This was good enough for Krognack and they were off. 
 
    By the time I had finished watching the events elsewhere Karragh had made it to us and joined us at the chevalier horses. We distributed the potions to the wood elves in the trees. 
 
    “Are you all ready?” I asked when I saw the orcs were approaching the entrance to the final forest before the core room. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” the trio with me answered. 
 
    Including Jen’Zadeer. 
 
    She was so focused on the fight to come she hadn’t even realised she’d said it. The orders I had her under meant she couldn’t call me master unless she meant it, not even by accident. Now wasn’t the time to point it out, but there would be a double celebration tonight and I couldn’t wait to fuck her again. First, time to kill some unwelcome loathsome green ball-lickers. 
 
    Seconds later the orc forerunners entered the forest avenue. There were ten of them remaining but three of them carried serious injuries. Krognack surveyed the scene in front of him and conferred with his companions briefly.  
 
    I clanged my maul on my tower shield and let out a mighty roar challenging the fucker. I could make out his lips pulling back in a sneer before he screamed his own defiance back at me. Then they were soon on the move as they sprinted towards us. 
 
    I let them get halfway down the avenue. 
 
    “Jen, Ice Blast Krognack with minimum mana. Let’s freeze the fucker,” I said, and she nodded in response. 
 
    She flicked her wrists and sent the bolt of blue and white energy soaring through the air zinging towards the orc leader. Unfortunately, as Jen’Zadeer fired off her spell the six disciples accelerated and pulled ahead of the four dungeon avatars. This meant one of them got in the way and unintentionally took the hit for his boss. 
 
    The orc disciple kept going for a few steps and tripped over his own feet when his legs no longer obeyed the instructions coming from his brain. The remaining orcs charged onwards, undeterred by their companion’s plight. 
 
    The wood elves in the trees fired their first volley into the backs of the orcs. The distance and them being moving targets reduced the elves accuracy and only a handful of the arrows landed true.  
 
    From the corner of my eye, I saw Fiadh surrounded by a white nimbus as Jessamyn blessed her for additional Sanctified damage. Once the orcs had passed their position, Gretsch, and the goblins rushed from where they were hidden in the underbrush. On my command half of them swarmed the downed orc while Gretsch and the other half pursued the charging orcs to hit them from behind. 
 
    “Jen, stay back and Ice Blast when you come off cool down. Fiadh do your thing and Karragh watch her back,” I listed off my orders as the orcs approached.  
 
    Then they were a few feet from the spiked logs we were standing among that were blocking their way. 
 
    Up until this point the ambush had been going to plan, but this is where my best-laid plan started to fall apart. I had forgotten about the orcs’ increased Strength. 
 
    Agility may dictate how graceful a leap is and how well you land but it was Strength that dictated height and distance covered. The five disciples leapt and cleared the obstructions. They crashed into my troll-warwolves and knocked several of them to the ground despite the size of my mobs. 
 
    They started hacking and smashing as soon as they landed. My people reacted well but the orcs were amongst us, and combatant to combatant they were stronger than my mobs or my disciples. The tight quarters formed by the staggered spiked logs worked against us now as we couldn’t take full advantage of our superior numbers or move easily. Only a frenzied Fiadh and I were physically a match for them. On top of that, the wood elves as dungeon mobs were unable to shoot arrows into the mass of bodies due to friendly fire restrictions. 
 
    Over the top of the melee, I could see Krognack and Garothmuk had turned and were butchering the first wave of goblins. The plucky little green buggers were swift as eels and darted in and out slashing with their daggers at the legs of the orcs. Yet the blows they received in turn left them stunned and vulnerable to the follow-up strikes which often killed them instantly. Gretsch was the last of them to fall, outmatched by the opponents he was up against. 
 
    Meanwhile, Shuzug and Drigka took advantage of our main party being pinned in by the attacking disciples. They ran for the steps leading up into the treetops on either side of us. One to each of them. They ran up two steps at a time seeking the elves and dryad I had hidden up there. 
 
    “Jess, Nessa, there are orcs on the way up to you,” I growled loudly over the cacophony of combat that surrounded me. 
 
    I’m sure my clever lovers had spotted the threat already, but I couldn’t help giving them a warning. For what felt like the dozenth time since this rest day began, I was cursing I hadn’t or had been unable to give them more offensive spells to bolster their combat potential. Up until this point it hadn’t been necessary but how different this fight would be if I had. Another item added to the list of improvements for later today. 
 
    I was trying to push my way out of the swirling mass of bodies but found our obstacles got in my way. I had to accept the only way out was through the orcs and re-doubled my efforts to slay them. I deflected axe blows where I could and flicked my double-headed maul past the orcs shields whenever the opportunity presented itself. 
 
    We had only been fighting for thirty seconds and already half the troll-warwolves were down. Krognack and Garothmuk had finished the first wave of goblins and were turning their attention to finishing the second wave who had followed up. The positive I noted, was the paralysed orc disciple must now be dead. 
 
    The lack of any further arrow fire during the brief period when the orc avatars were exposed between waves suggested battle had been met in the treetops. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer had been unable to avoid getting involved in the melee but her Ice Blast was off cooldown and she zapped the disciple nearest to her. She moved in with her daggers and delivered a flurry of stabbing blows to the orc’s throat. The disciple fell as blood gushed from the wounds the dark elf had inflicted. 
 
    I was having similar success against my opponent whom I recognised as the surviving burnt disciple. The orc was an experienced fighter and managed to hit me several times stripping me of 18% of my health but when I switched to targeting his limbs instead of trying to get past his guard for the meatier body blows he fell quickly enough with his previously reduced health score. 
 
    The orc Fiadh and Karragh fought fell too, but I could see Fiadh was sorely wounded from the fight. The awkward battlefield had made it difficult for Karragh to protect her. On our left up in the trees, Nessa appeared and waved her hand. Fiadh was surrounded by a green nimbus as she was healed by the dryad’s Regrowth spell. 
 
    My glee was short-lived as rearing up behind the small dryad woman was Shuzug and he hacked her down as she completed her healing spell on Fiadh. My keen hearing meant I heard Nessa’s cry of pain and I reacted. 
 
     Summon Beasts: Adders I thought and summoned them up on the same platform. Adders had very little health but had a stackable venom attack. I hoped they would be enough to distract Shuzug and allow Nessa to escape but I didn’t have time to watch as I was engaged by one of the two remaining disciples. 
 
    Krognack and Garothmuk had finished the goblins and turned their attention to us. Fiadh had charged Krognack with Karragh joining her. Garothmuk had vaulted over the chevalier horses and was swinging his great axe and gouging chunks from the few remaining troll-warwolves. This relieved his chief lieutenant who went after Jen’Zadeer and we were each engaged in combat again when from the corner of my eye I suffered a second metaphorical punch to the gut. 
 
    Over on the right side, in the trees, there was another scream of pain. I could do nothing as I watched Jessamyn fly from the platform she had been on, spinning in the air like a rag doll and landing in a heap of broken bones no more than forty feet from me with a sickening crunch. She remained where she landed unmoving and my blood boiled with incandescent rage. 
 
    I practically threw my shield at my attacker, almost beheading him as it smashed into his face, knocking several of his teeth loose and shattering his jaw. Yet it wasn’t enough to take him down and he continued to hold his ground, preventing me from getting to the other dungeon avatars who I wanted to destroy with extreme prejudice. I swung my maul with frenetic fury and eventually I started passing his shield dealing some real damage. The disciple crumpled and fell under my manic barrage of blows. In the back of my mind, I understood I had been reduced to fifty percent of my health. 
 
    A smidge of calm returned now my closest opponent was slain and I took in what was happening around me. Garothmuk had killed the last of my troll-warwolf mobs and had moved to join the sole surviving disciple in attacking Jen’Zadeer. Jen’Zadeer frantically retreated and dodged the combined attacks. She was being pushed back towards the wooden steps that led to our tree platforms on the right. Fiadh and Karragh battled with Krognack. They both had obvious grievous wounds and my heart was torn as to which group I should help. 
 
    My instincts pushed me to aid Jen’Zadeer and trust that Fiadh and Karragh could make their two on one advantage work for them. Growling loudly, I raced through the blockages to get to the two orcs harrying the elegant dark elf. 
 
    “Take him,” Garothmuk barked to the other orc when he caught sight of me pursuing them. 
 
    The disciple obeyed his commands, he must have been one of Garothmuk’s, and reversed direction coming for me.  
 
    Jen’Zadeer was free of the spiked log formation but Garothmuk was close on her heels. I kept swinging as the orc reached me and now my fury seemed to overwhelm whatever defence he tried to put up. 
 
    My first hit battered his shield out of his hands and then we were simply wailing away on one another. My double-headed maul against his mace and my maul won the contest. He was swept aside and out of my way, releasing me. I knew in the back of my mind we were in dire straits. I was down to twenty-five percent health following my latest fight and though the orc disciples were dead, all four orc avatars were still standing, and they were the deadliest foes. 
 
    I was only a second or two away from linking up with Jen’Zadeer when Shuzug and Drigka returned from their time in the treetops.  
 
    Shuzug’s appearance was heartening when I saw a damage notification that he was down to 0%. He fell down the steps in a heap at the bottom, overcome by the venom of my adders. Drigka, meanwhile, despite showing signs of the horrific burns he suffered earlier, was on his feet and ready to gank my beautiful dark elf in the back. 
 
    Drigka launched himself from the steps, his axe in both hands over his head, seeking to bring it down on the unaware dark elf who was busy fending off a largely unharmed Garothmuk. I was only a second away, but it was a second too much and I couldn’t let this happen. 
 
    “Lightning Bolt,” I roared, channelling the maximum of twenty mana into the spell. 
 
    The crackling bolt flew from my jaws arcing across the distance between me and Drigka slamming into his exposed chest. The spell killed some of his momentum as he flew through the air, and he dropped the axe as he collapsed on the ground in a heap. The white graphic flashed in front of me letting me know he was dead. 
 
    Two of the avatars were down. Sadly, his falling body clipped the back of Jen’Zadeer’s heel causing her to fall. 
 
    Garothmuk was on her in an instant, his swinging axe bit deep into her shoulder. Jen’Zadeer gasped loudly in shock from the pain. As the orc pulled his axe out of her flesh, she scooted back on her butt swiftly until her back was up against the mighty oak. I was hot on the heels of the orc and swung my maul at the back of his head. And missed by an agonising inch as he moved forward out of the way.  
 
    Garothmuk, having stepped forward and inadvertently evaded me, swung his axe from the side, aiming for Jen’Zadeer’s exposed neck. With the axe inches from beheading her she smiled coyly and whispered. 
 
    “Ice Blast.” 
 
    Another thirty seconds had passed. It was hard to believe this fight had only been in progress for one minute, but it had. They were so close to one another the blue and white energy beam couldn’t miss, but it wasn’t enough to halt the inevitable arrival of the orc’s axe as it bisected her light grey neck. I covered those last couple of steps as the light faded from her lavender eyes, staring at me from an unnatural angle. 
 
    Garothmuk was paralysed and his axe was lodged deep into Jen’Zadeer’s neck. I lost my shit as my maul came crunching down on his head. He toppled to the ground from the force of the blow, and I kept smashing away until the green fuckers head was a red smear on the earthy ground. 
 
    “So, it is down to the two of us. That is somehow fitting,” Krognack said calmly once I collected myself and stopped slamming my maul on his erstwhile allies head. 
 
    I peered over my shoulder and took in the scene. Krognack was casually walking towards me throwing aside an empty red health potion bottle.  
 
    Karragh and Fiadh were lying on the ground motionless. They had given him hell I could tell, but the potion he drank was already knitting his wounds back together. I on the other hand was down to a quarter of my health. 
 
    It was then that movement by the trees not far from Krognack caught our attention. The movement was Jessamyn, as her head lifted from the ground. Jessamyn only had eyes for me, and I felt the familiar suffusing warmth that accompanied her healing. Blinking in green in front of me was 73%/100% as Jessamyn healed me back to full health. 
 
    “Faking bitch,” Krognack snarled. 
 
    He swiped his great axe using the full length of the four-foot haft to slice into the sexy wood elf. He grunted in satisfaction getting confirmation she was dead. 
 
    “Now…” Krognack started. 
 
    He didn’t finish. I had already closed the gap, moving faster than I had ever done before. There was no thought, no plan, no reason, merely an unquenchable unreasoning rage. 
 
    We fought then, down the avenue. Me swinging wildly and furiously, Krognack backing up and taking measured opportunistic strikes. 
 
    The orc evaded most of my attacks. Although I managed to hit him a few times, he would connect with his axe as often, having made far fewer attempts and smirking at me as he did so.  
 
    The problem was after a minute of mindless fury my inevitable defeat became apparent. I was dealing 6% damage on the occasions I made contact and had reduced him to 48% of his total. Krognack was scouring me for 13% or 14% every time and I was down from full to 22% of my health and that included my natural once per minute regeneration returning a few percent. 
 
    Something, whether it was my intellect, or the intuition cut through the rage haze and I slowed my frenzied attacking. 
 
    I had driven the orc all the way back down the avenue. I stepped back, snarling my hate at the mocking sneer of confidence on Krognack’s face. Despair tried to root itself in my heart, but I wouldn’t allow it. I had defeated everything the Lords and the Proving Grounds had thrown at me. Yes, this time I was truly vulnerable and faced a superior opponent with no hope in sight. But belief welled within me, an unshakeable faith. This was not my darkest hour and I would be triumphant. 
 
    “You fought well little wolf. Who would have thought somebody so weak could be so troublesome?” Krognack jeered at me. 
 
    I was wise to what he was trying. He had noticed my unthinking anger had faded and he was trying to reignite my ire, leaving him to pick me apart. 
 
    “I cheat,” I said softly, though it came out as a raspy growl. 
 
    Krognack laughed heartily at that. I used this lull to open myself, and my senses, to the environment, drawing in what information I could to plot a course to victory.  
 
    This proved to be the right thing for me to do, and my unwavering faith was replaced by informed certainty. I knew how I was going to win. 
 
    “Any last words, you hairy cunt,” Krognack said, continuing his taunting. 
 
    “Yeah. Goose,” I said, my jowls pulled back in my toothy wolf grin. 
 
    “What?” Krognack said quizzically. 
 
    “Sorry, my mistake. Swan,” I said and shuffled to the right. 
 
    “Babbling nonsense will not save you, you mangy cur,” he snapped angrily.  
 
    Krognack shuffled to his right in response to my movement. He was now standing directly in front of the way into this forest room with his back to the archway. 
 
    “Damn. Can’t believe I got it wrong twice. Wait, I have it. Duck,” I said, punctuating the final word of the corny joke with as much pure unadulterated malice as possible. 
 
    “Fuc…” he started but didn’t finish. 
 
    He was interrupted as a double-headed maul slammed home just under his ear. The force of which knocked the cocky and freshly stunned green motherfucker from his feet. His great axe fell from his grip as he hit the deck and I kicked it away. 
 
    The maul which did the damage wasn’t mine but belonged to the troll who had just stepped into the forest room and brained Krognack. It was Shelly, the troll mob I had used my first life seed on.  
 
    The day was not yet won, though.  
 
    “I did warn you. I cheat, cocksucker,” I quipped as I stood over him, 
 
    Further questions and celebrations would have to wait until after we had done the necessary. Which didn’t take long. Krognack was on the ground and Shelly and I tag-teamed him with our mauls. We kept going even after we heard his bones crack through the iron armour he wore. His death notice flashed in front of me. 
 
    Fuck yeah, we had won.  
 
    Never in doubt.  
 
    Mostly. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    Before I could say anything, a message flashed in front of me. 
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    You have slain the forces of four invading dungeons. 
 
    As the invaded dungeon you can summon them to your core room to discuss the terms for their release. (You have until the end of the rest day). If they refuse your terms or you choose not to offer any you will be granted a permanent 25% bonus to damage against these dungeons and their followers. 
 
    “Shelly, you big, beautiful bastard come over here and give me a bro hug,” I said to the troll who was standing patiently as I’d been reading the message. 
 
    “If you insist, sir,” Shelly said. 
 
    I dropped my maul and embraced the big ugly lug. When we broke apart, I shifted back to my humanoid form. 
 
    “I’m not complaining, but how did you know to come?” I asked him. 
 
    “Tenzing was kind enough to inform me when the invaders had left the dungeon’s first floor. Lamentably, I was required to remain in my wing until there was no possibility that the invaders would pass through. Once they entered the core floor, I decided to see if I could make my way to you and assist with the dungeon’s defence. I regret that I was not here sooner,” the unusually eloquent troll said. 
 
    “Nonsense, you were right on time. Krognack here…” I said kicking the orc’s body. “…was a tough motherfucker. If he had known you were there…well things may not have gone as well. I really should have asked you to try doing that myself. If anybody other than Tenzing asks, I did, alright?” 
 
    “You can rely on me, sir,” Shelly said with a rumbling chuckle. 
 
    “Good man. Okay, let’s head back to the core and the others. We have some celebrating to do,” I said. 
 
    With that, we walked back down the avenue. By the time we had weaved our way through the chevalier horses to the way out the battlefield was cleared of corpses. The gory remains of the dead faded from sight as the dungeon reset. 
 
    With the heavy-duty gate open, we took the short and unimpeded route to my throne. When we turned the corner, I could see the defeated orcs standing silently off to the side of the dais and Tenzing standing in front waiting to greet me. I pricked my ears and could hear my mates and the other disciples. They were in the viewing lounge getting the celebration for our wafer-thin victory over the orc dungeons underway. 
 
    “Daxas,” Tenzing started, but I held my hand up to stop him. 
 
    “We’ll talk about this turn of events later, Tenzing. I know what you are going to warn me of. Something is definitely amiss. Events conspiring to endanger us in such a manner can’t be a coincidence. We have prevailed against the odds they’ve set before and today we have done the same. We will do so in the future and I don’t want to spoil the celebratory mood,” I said pointing down the corridor where even Tenzing could hear the whoops of happiness and joy. 
 
    “I understand, Daxas. We shall speak on this later,” he responded evenly. 
 
    Morale is important. There was no need to waste the significant boost we’d received on that front by reporting on potential doom and gloom. Speaking of dealing with doom and gloom. 
 
    “Shelly, do me a favour, please. Will you join the ladies in the viewing lounge and let them know I will be along in a moment after I’ve dismissed our uninvited guests?” I said. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” the troll said before he headed down the corridor. 
 
    With that, I turned to those frozen uninvited guests, the orc invaders. I allowed the four dungeon avatars to regain consciousness. 
 
    “Good morning you green pieces of bird shit. Welcome to your exit interview,” I said brightly. 
 
    “Fuck you…” Krognack started, and I froze him with a hand closing gesture. 
 
    “Gentlemen, you have sorely vexed me and I’m not in an understanding mood,” I said addressing the three remaining dungeon avatars. “The deal is simple. Whichever of you agrees to talk first gets to keep their disciples and listen to terms. The rest of you get to go fuck yourselves.” 
 
    The other three glanced at one another, and for a microsecond I thought I’d overplayed my hand. Then they all started talking over one another at once. I put my hands up to shut them down. 
 
    When they quietened, I said, “Tenzing, who was first?” 
 
    “Drigka, Daxas,” he told me. 
 
    I froze the other two and stood in front of Drigka. 
 
    “Lucky boy. This is your chance to be not quite as fucked as the other three. Talk. Explain why you’ve come after me. If you satisfy my curiosity, I might be convinced to offer less stringent terms of release,” I said. 
 
    “None of this was our idea,” Drigka started gruffly, but rapidly degenerated into self-pitying sullenness. “We were invaded ourselves last week by stronger dungeons. The terms they offered to not destroy us were that we had to do everything we could to destroy you as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “These dungeons would be ranked in the thirties, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. 
 
    “Why do they want me to take me out?” I said, asking the important question. 
 
    “They don’t. Like us they have to, even higher ranked dungeons are forcing it upon them also,” Drigka said, and I nodded in understanding. 
 
    “It’s a chain then. Alright ‘fess up the names and locations you know of those involved. Tenzing make a note of everything, please,” I said. 
 
    Drigka nattered on for a few minutes giving up the names of those involved. They all seemed to be orc dungeons from zone seven and eight with the ringleader being an orc named Gorvag. 
 
    It was as I was contemplating Drigka’s words my eyes roved over the silver rings adorning Krognack’s fingers and I had an idea. I walked over, touching them and tried sending them to my inventory. The rings disappeared from Krognack and I called up a display at my side, reviewing my inventory contents and there they were. 
 
    Enchanted Silver Ring 
 
    Enchantments: STR +3 (+4.5), Heat damage +6 (+9) 
 
    The benefit of using silver to make jewellery was that it increased the efficacy of enchantments by fifty percent. We weren’t getting any from our resource rooms yet, but Jessamyn and I weren’t far off hitting skill rank twenty-one in mining. If these guys were buying that quality of gear in the twenties it was a safe bet we would start finding iron and silver nodes then. 
 
    The important thing was that I could get some of that gear right now. I swiftly decluttered Krognack’s wardrobe. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Drigka asked. 
 
    “What does it look like? I’m stealing your shit,” I chuckled back at him. 
 
    “You can’t do that,” he whined in outrage. 
 
    “Can’t or just the first who thought to try?” I said rhetorically and then changed the subject. “I’m guessing you can’t agree to any terms that include not coming back to try and kill me again.” 
 
    Drigka stared at the floor like a scolded child. That would be a no. 
 
    “Then there will be no terms, but you get to keep your disciples as promised. Until next week, when I assume you’ll be back. A word to the wise if you thought this week was rough, next week is going to reallllly suck balls,” I said and froze him. 
 
    I salvaged the gear from all the orcs in a few minutes and sent the avatars back to their dungeons. The disciples, sans Drigka’s, had a one-way ticket to the Infernal Reaches. 
 
    Work done, Tenzing and I made our way to the lounge where my mates awaited me with booze and dazzling beauty. I crooked my finger at Jessamyn and Jen’Zadeer. The elves gracefully hurried to my side. 
 
    “Jessamyn, has Jen’Zadeer told you she has accepted me as her master,” I whispered lowly so only they could hear me. 
 
    “Yes husband, she told us and has been forgiven for her harsh words to her sister-mates,” the gorgeous wood elf laughed merrily. “Why do you think we’re throwing a party,” she said with a wink. 
 
    I laughed too and gave them both a slap on their pert behinds. I looked around the room, seeing smiles on the lips of the women. Gretsch was in the corner doing whatever the fuck he did to pass the time. Marux and Shelly were engaged in a drinking competition that would cost me an arm and a leg if I weren’t cheating. 
 
    The horizon might have dark clouds of uncertainty, but for now, they were far away. I was here with the people I loved and would be making love to some of them shortly. 
 
    It was time to let our hair down and enjoy ourselves. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The party had been in full swing for a couple of hours. Shelly and Marux were snoring with their heads on the table. Their drinking competition was officially a draw. The ladies danced provocatively, and I enjoyed the show while shooting the breeze with Tenzing. 
 
    My eyes met Jen’Zadeer’s, and I saw the lustful need in them. The room was filled with the scent of ardour, wafting from all my women, but Jen’Zadeer had been the only one denied for so long. Then Jessamyn was behind me, her hands massaging my shoulders and she leaned into my ear whispering. 
 
    “I think she has waited long enough, my love,” Jessamyn said softly. 
 
    I grinned and lifted my hand cupping Jessamyn’s cheeks. Leaning my head back, our lips met for a kiss. Jessamyn smiled and I levered myself out of the couch. Walking over to the dancing women I hooked Jen’Zadeer by the waist and pulled her with me with a startled gasp. Jen’Zadeer leaned into me when she realised what was happening and we exited the room to knowing smiles with just a hint of envy. 
 
    We walked swiftly, heading down the short corridor to the bedroom. My hands roved over Jen’Zadeer’s supple body and dismissed her clothing as we went. We were both buck naked by the time we crossed the threshold. I pushed her up against the wall and my hands trailed down the light-grey skin of her back. One hand rested on her hip and the other cupped her ass as it travelled across, down and under. My fingers questing for and dancing over her folds. 
 
    The lips of her pussy were already slick with her precum and she was panting at my early ministrations. 
 
    “Hmmm, ready for my cock already, aren’t you?” I whispered in her pointed ear. 
 
    “Oh, yes, Master, so ready,” she said, shivering in my hands. 
 
    “You’ve been a very bad girl making me wait this long,” I said, giving her ass a sharp slap. 
 
    “I’m sorry it took me so long to accept you, Master. Please, punish me,” she begged. 
 
    “Hmmm, yes, I think a little discipline is in order. Now keep your hands on the wall and spread them wide. If you are a good girl and take your punishment well, then I may reward you after,” I crooned in her ear. 
 
    She moved to obey my commands eagerly and spread her hands out. Using my foot, I coaxed her to open her legs more and then stepped back to regard my prize. Her slender and toned body with her breasts big enough to fit in my large hands was enticing indeed. Jen’Zadeer looked at me over her shoulder, her lavender eyes wet with desire. Those eyes zeroed in on my rock-hard cock bobbing in the air as I drank in her beauty. 
 
    “Do you like what you see, Master?” she asked with a sultry lilt. 
 
    I smiled predatorily and moved to her left side. 
 
    “I do, as do you if I’m not mistaken,” I chuckled. 
 
    I slapped her left ass cheek. Her firm flesh rippled somewhat, and she jumped slightly from the shock but kept her hands on the wall. 
 
    “Good girl. Now, how much of a spanking have you earned? I asked leadingly. 
 
    “I denied you for five days, Master. Five spanks?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “Five,” I said with mock surprise. “It was many more days than that and you know it.”  
 
    I moved behind her again and my hands cupped her breasts and kneaded them forcefully. My fingers gripped her thick pert nipples, squeezing and teasing them. Jen’Zadeer groaned at the treatment. I let my cock graze across the lips of her pussy, coating it in her slick juices that almost drizzled from her wanton slit. Having teased her and let myself have a little fun I pulled away once more. 
 
    “No, please, more, Master,” she whined. 
 
    “Soon enough my dark elf temptress. First, your spanking. It was about a month so thirty smacks for each cheek I think will suffice,” I finished sternly. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” she said, accepting my decision and bit her bottom lip in anticipation. 
 
    I stepped in and rubbed each cheek, parting them a little as I played with them. Then I started the spanking. Alternating between each cheek, and gave them a short sharp crack with the palm of my hands. I made sure to keep my fingers and claws out of the way. I didn’t want to cut her. 
 
    “One…Two…Three,” I counted out as I sent one firm ass check wobbling after the other. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer winced as I disciplined her but didn’t cry out or offer any complaints. By the time I got to fifteen she was practically twerked her butt in time with the spanking and was clearly enjoying this, which was pleasing. I kept a steady pace for each smack and in no time at all we reached thirty. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer whimpered breathlessly and her elbows and forearms were resting against the wall. Her ass cheeks were flushed a dark grey contrasting with the light grey of her long, sexy, legs which met just below her quivering ass.  
 
    Without warning I shoved two thick fingers past her pussy lips and into the heat of her tunnel. Her vaginal walls were already tightening strongly around my intruding digits as the dark elf was cumming from her spanking alone. 
 
    “My,my,my,” I said, gently clicking my tongue when her shuddering ceased. “What am I going to do with you? This was supposed to be a punishment. What a dirty little slut you are.” 
 
    I knew Jen’Zadeer would respond well to a bit of lewd language. Something she revealed straight away with her response. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” she said, proudly. “Would you want me any other way?” she asked, showing she still had her sass. 
 
    I stepped forward and gripped her chin with my hand and forced her head around to look at me. 
 
    “No,” I growled, and dipped my head forward. 
 
    Our lips met and I forced hers open as my tongue lanced in and claimed her mouth as mine. Jen’Zadeer fought back with her tongue but was overpowered by mine until she was whimpering with delight once more. 
 
    “Do you want my cock?” I asked her as we broke for breath. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” she managed, after regaining control of her tongue. 
 
    “Beg for it,” I told her. 
 
    “Yes, Master. Please will you fuck me with your big cock, Master. I’ve dreamed of you filling me for so long. I crave your dick deep inside me, fucking me, claiming me, making me yours. I was cruel, harsh and disparaged you and your mates and am unworthy. I beg that you can see past my faults and not deny me my deepest desire. Master, please…” she said, teary-eyed and brimming with emotion. 
 
    “You have come a long way in such a short time, Jen. That person is gone. Get ready for your new life and the first fucking of many more to come. Keep your hands on the wall,” I growled and seized hold of her hips, shuffling her back a little into the optimum position. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” she said in a mixture of relief and happiness. 
 
    I put my hand on the small of her back and tickled her with my fingers. Jen’Zadeer shivered with anticipation. With my other hand, I grabbed my penis at the base and aimed the tip at her inviting folds. I teased the labia apart. Jen’Zadeer tried to push back to impale herself on my cock but my hand on her back and orders to keep her hands on the wall prevented her from succeeding. 
 
    After a moment longer I felt she had been tormented enough and I took a step forward bending at the hips before pressing my cock through her pouting lady lips.  
 
    Her vagina resisted the intrusion but that only made its conquest all the sweeter. I pushed the first few inches in and then slammed the rest of my foot-long length home, releasing my grip on it as I did.  
 
    “Fuck! Yes! Oh, fuck me, yes, fuck me, Master,” Jen’Zadeer screamed. 
 
    My hands gripped her hips, and I pulled my cock nine inches out, slamming it back in forcefully. Jen’Zadeer screeched like a banshee again and I grinned from ear to ear. I moved straight into a rhythm, pumping my shaft in and out of her slick velvety tunnel. The muscles of her vaginal walls gripped me tightly and fought to hold me in place, but I overpowered each of her pussy’s valiant attempts at resistance. Conquering her over and over again. 
 
    It didn’t take long before a second orgasm ripped through Jen’Zadeer and the room filled with a pleasure fuelled keening wail. Admirably she battled to keep her hands in place on the wall, but I saw she was losing the fight as the building pleasure robbed her of her self-control. 
 
    I snaked one hand around her waist and grabbed a hold of the back of her neck with the other just in time as her hands fell away. I bent her body over and held her in place and maintained my steady pounding. Her new position opened up the ideal channel for my cock and I ploughed her furrow ever deeper. 
 
    “Yes! Yes! Yes! Fill me, Master. I beg you to fill me with your cum,” Jen’Zadeer managed to gasp out after cresting the wave of her second orgasm. 
 
    Her dirty talk was enough for me. 
 
    “As you wish,” I grunted. 
 
    My cock hardened achingly, and I thrust it in deep abutting her cervix. The floodgates opened and I unloaded the contents of my balls. My pearly cum spurted forth and my dick continued twitching while buried deep inside the dark elf. Being filled triggered another orgasm for Jen’Zadeer and her freshly clenching walls milked my penis for all it could. 
 
    When the mutual storm calmed, I pulled my dick out of the bent-over dark elf and stepped back. Jen’Zadeer dropped to her knees, her wobbly legs incapable of holding her up. I walked in front of the beautiful elf as she recovered. She looked up and saw my cum coated cock in front of her.  
 
    Without needing to be told she took hold of my shaft and swallowed the head in her mouth, cleaning the mixture of our juices from the glans before running her tongue up and down the veiny length. 
 
    Her work done, she looked up and smiled at me. I grinned in return as we were interrupted. 
 
    “See, I told you they wouldn’t make it to the bed,” Nessa’s tinkling voice pealed from the doorway. 
 
    I glanced over and standing in the threshold of the open doorway was my harem. Nessa smirked naughtily. Jessamyn, Karragh, Fiadh, and Tabitha surrounded the shorter dryad. They were all naked, a veritable feast for the eyes. I could smell the lust and desire emanating from each of them. 
 
    “Well then if that’s the case maybe you can carry Jen’Zadeer onto the bed?” I said to the dryad teasing her. 
 
    “…but…but I’m the little one,” she said coyly, battering her eyelashes. 
 
    Everyone laughed at that, but the laughter only lasted a moment. There were more important matters to attend to. My women came into the room, surrounded Jen’Zadeer and helped her to her feet. Then the six beauties strutted and sauntered over to the largest of the four-poster beds in the room. They clambered up and displayed themselves for my benefit. 
 
    I had matters to discuss with Tenzing, but we still had eighteen odd hours left in the rest day. I could afford to indulge myself and introduce Jen’Zadeer to her sister-mates in the biblical sense. 
 
    It was good to be the king. 
 
      
 
    The End of Book 3.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Jezebel the Silver Lady 
 
    (One week ago, hours after the arbitration) 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’d been sitting here in a nondescript hall on an uncomfortable wooden bench for over an hour waiting for the conclusion of the meeting. A meeting that would decide my fate. I remained overwhelmed at how quickly everything had spun out of my control, and I thought back on what had happened a few hours earlier. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The arbitration was over, and I had failed. I couldn’t remain here in this room styled after an Earth office meeting room any longer. Ironhammer had already stepped through and would no doubt be regaling Timian with the tale of his glorious achievement, utterly ignorant of the noose tightening around his neck with every word he spoke.  
 
    I had taken long enough but my plan was formulated. Blame the brunette arbiter. It is my only option, I thought as I stepped through the doorway to face Timian’s wrath. 
 
    “Contrary to what you may believe, that is not your only option,” a voice I recognised from millennia before said. 
 
    The voice was distinctly masculine. Deep, but smooth. Intimidating, but seductive. A cornucopia of contradictions. This was the voice of Devantus Drakonis.  
 
    I hadn’t seen him since shortly after the signing of the Accords. Some of my compatriots claimed to have encountered him since, but they were such a bunch of liars and show-offs it was difficult to believe a word any of them said. 
 
    We were in a small antechamber. The walls were made of polished onyx and the guttering flames from a series of braziers reflected across the black stone. The man himself seemed unchanged; well, he was wearing the same thing. Form-fitting green robes covered the glinting silver-grey armour that moved with him like liquid. His hood was up as it always was and though you could see past the shadow of the cowl, registering his face was impossible. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked suspiciously. “I have nothing more I can give you.” 
 
    This sorcerer may have aided us in the past, but he always had a price. One that cost more than you’d expect. Yes, he helped us form the Realms and gave us the key to harvesting that sweet energy from souls. All for the acceptable price of a portion for himself, but he never warned us of the consequences. How addicting the energy would be and how reliant we would become on it. 
 
    When the beings of the Infernal Reaches invaded, an event he was unquestionably aware of before it happened, and we were on the brink of losing everything, he came to us again. Despite knowing the dangers, we were forced to treat with him again. The price had been an even larger portion of that energy. 
 
    With what we had to give up to the Infernal to secure peace, which you would be a fool to think he wasn’t getting a slice of too, and what we now owed him there was barely enough to satisfy our needs. Timian and his lackeys had always been dismissive, but it was these tribulations that escalated their increasingly casual cruelty. 
 
    The Realms now fed Devantus Drakonis, and we were merely caretakers snaffling up the scraps. The others’ pride might interfere with their capacity to accept this, but that didn’t make it any less true. 
 
    “Nonsense. A lovely young woman such as yourself always has much to offer,” he said in response. 
 
    Fabulous, another lecherous pervert. 
 
    Devantus laughed uproariously, could he read my mind? 
 
    “No, I’m not reading your mind, my dear. Although I probably could if I wished to. What you are thinking is written large on your face. I am the dark sorcerer supreme, and this is not just a title, it is a fact. I preside over and dominate dimensions that even Gods cannot comprehend. I hold the fate of worlds in the palm of my hand and don’t need to leverage you for sex, as lovely as you may be,” he said chortling at my disgruntled expression. 
 
    “What are you offering?” I asked. I’d been humiliated and manipulated enough for a dozen lifetimes today. 
 
    “To business, very well. My offer is simple. I will intercede on your behalf with the ethereal entity and advocate replacing the current arbiter with someone more…sympathetic to Timian’s cause,” he paused to allow this to sink in. 
 
    If Drakonis himself suggested the current arbiter was at fault and replaced her, Timian would have no choice but to accept I wasn’t responsible for how things turned out. He was offering me a way out of my currently dire predicament. 
 
    “What do you want if not sex? I am already sending you most of the soul energy I have available. A swift death at Timian’s hands would be preferable than a slow decline from withdrawal and starvation,” I said, with what I hoped was steel in my voice. 
 
    “Ha, you say that now, but I suspect you would sacrifice anything for a few minutes more and for the possibilities those minutes might provide. But put your mind at rest; your meagre energy reserves are not what I require. What I want is a simple favour. Should Daxas be ultimately successful and earn his way out of the Proving Grounds I will come to you. I will tell you what I want the Lords to do should this happen, and you will present this suggestion to the others as if it were your own. You will then lobby for this course of action to the best of your ability. See, nice and simple,” he said. 
 
    “What happens if Daxas falls?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing. The price is entirely dependent on his success, as unlikely as that might be, especially following my agreed intervention. I don’t think I’ve made such a generous deal in the last ten thousand years,” he said. 
 
    “The other Lords won’t listen to me,” I said.  
 
    I was delaying for time as I didn’t trust this offer, it was too generous, there had to be a hidden stinger somewhere. 
 
    “True, but who knows how things may change in the future. I like to be prepared for all eventualities. You don’t become a being as powerful as I am without multi-layered planning,” he said. 
 
    Drakonis had an answer for everything it seemed. 
 
    “Yes, you don’t trust me or my offer…” he started again. “…but let us be honest with one another. Do you really have a choice?” 
 
    The smug bastard was right. The chances of my excuses assuaging Timian’s rage was slim. 
 
    “No…I…I accept your offer,” I said with a sigh of resignation. 
 
    “Excellent. We have an accord and are bound by my power to uphold the terms,” he said waving his hand. 
 
    I felt the agreement settle on me like a great weight that slowly faded. Then we were in the waiting room with the other Lords. Timian’s face was a thundercloud of anger, the smell of ozone was in the air and Ironhammer lay on the floor dazed from whatever punishment Timian had unleashed on him.  
 
    Yes, accepting Drakonis’ offer was my only move. 
 
    “Timian, how good to see you again. Come with me, we have much to discuss,” Devantus Drakonis said to the confused room of deities. 
 
    My execution had been stayed. For now. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Shortly after that Drakonis, Timian, and the ethereal entity entered a closed meeting. Timian, the mean-spirited bastard that he was, had insisted I wait for them here. His thinly veiled threats that my fate was reliant on him getting what he wished from this conference hung over me. 
 
    The door at the end of the hall finally opened and out walked Devantus Drakonis with the busty brunette arbiter, in her white blouse and grey skirt, at his side. Timian was not with them, which was unusual, but I wasn’t going to complain. Before I could ask the outcome, the arbiter spoke. 
 
    “I don’t know what game you are playing Lord Drakonis, but you’ve got what you wanted. I have been replaced…with that foul embodiment of unfairness,” she said with uncharacteristic heat. 
 
    Devantus Drakonis stopped in his stride and regarded the brunette woman. His hand moved faster than I could see, and he had her chin in his grip, pushing her head up slightly. He held her firmly but without overtly painful force. 
 
    “Come now, Alyssa. Daxas didn’t forge you from the depths of his soul just to be a pretty face. You know why. Tell me, what were Daxas chances before what has just occurred?” he said softly. 
 
    The arbiter, Alyssa, glared back at him. Her defiance impressed me. I’m not sure I could be so disobedient in the same circumstances. Then she relented. 
 
    “With the trajectory he was on he had a 99.9997% chance of surviving the Divine Challenge,” she said reluctantly. 
 
    “Precisely, and now?” he urged. 
 
    “It’s impossible to say. There are too many variables I am no longer privy to. This is a critical week, without me he will…” she stuttered before continuing. “…he will overreach, and his chances drop to less than half. Beyond that I can’t calculate,” she finished despairingly. 
 
    “Exactly and isn’t that more exciting?” he pressed her further. “The not knowing. Nobody enjoys watching a foregone conclusion,” he finished with a touch of glee in his voice. 
 
    I was seething. That manipulative fucking bastard. This was the sting in his offer. He was always going to do this and now he had bound me to a promise, the results of which I could not know. 
 
    “Is that all this is to you? Something to amuse you?” she snapped, pulling her chin from his armoured fingers. 
 
    “Yes… No… Maybe… They call me inscrutable for a reason,” he laughed. “Do you love him?” 
 
    The unexpected question seemed to catch Alyssa by surprise, and she didn’t answer. 
 
    “Come now, there is no reason to keep it to yourself any longer,” he cajoled her. 
 
    “Yes, I love him,” she answered. 
 
    “And can you say you were truly impartial? You don’t need to say anything. We both know the answer. The entity should have deleted you as soon as those feelings emerged. It is telling that it did not,” he told her. 
 
    “Are you saying I should be grateful? That you only insisted on my replacement and not deletion? That you are merely setting things back as they should have been? Daxas is the one who has been wronged here, by all of you,” she said, the fire returning to her voice. 
 
    “Yes…No…Maybe,” he chuckled at her ire. 
 
    Which question he was answering, if any, was left unclear as he snapped his fingers and disappeared in a swirl of thick green smoke. His point had been made.  
 
    Alyssa’s audience was over, she looked around her and spotted me sitting on the bench at the end of the hall. She straightened her glasses and stalked towards me, her heels clacking on the tiled floor. 
 
    “Jezebel,” she said. “I have you to thank for this turn of events I suspect.” 
 
    I wasn’t about to admit anything of the sort to this woman. 
 
    “I will not be accused by you,” I snarled back at her, standing to punctuate my point. 
 
    “I suppose it does not matter,” she said with a sigh. “What’s done is done and I can only wait, watch, and hope he will prevail. No, not hope,” she laughed suddenly. “I know him too well. He will prevail and you of all people must hope he does.” 
 
    What? What was she talking about? The foolish woman. 
 
    “I have no idea what insanity you are peddling,” I told her derisorily. 
 
    She laughed in my face. Laughed, the cheeky bitch. She must have lost her mind as well as her position. 
 
    “I’m talking about the Divine Challenge, of course. If I have faith that Daxas will survive to face it, then you can be sure Timian will plan for it as well. What’s more, with the influence he is being granted I think he will move to make it happen as soon as he can,” Alyssa said. 
 
    “What of it? That would be to my benefit. It’s no secret we are all looking forward to our shares of the soul energy Daxas would provide,” I said. 
 
    She laughed at me again. This was getting tiresome. 
 
    “And you believe that Timian will share that energy with you?” she needled. 
 
    “Of course, it isn’t like he has a choice,” I snarked back. 
 
    “He doesn’t?” she said. 
 
    “No, I mean…but no, he wouldn’t,” I said with growing horror. 
 
    “He wouldn’t what?” she said, quirking her eyebrow above her glasses. 
 
    “He wouldn’t risk it. He wouldn’t amalgamate his true mind with his champion’s avatar. If the avatar was slain it would mean true death, no, he will use a copy like the rest of us.” I reasoned, almost begged. 
 
    “Even with what he has to gain. You know as well as I do that if his mind is truly present, he will absorb all Daxas’ energy if Daxas should fall. Do you think he will share the wealth or use it to wipe you out? We know the answer to that. Your best hope is that Daxas succeeds as much as it is mine. Food for thought,” she finished confidently. 
 
    With that, she turned away from me sharply and walked away, the staccato clacking of those heels all I was left with. That and my churning thoughts. 
 
    She couldn’t be right, could she? Timian wouldn’t take such a foolhardy risk, surely not. Some of the other lesser Lords might be stupid enough, but not him. 
 
    This left me with only one way forward to be sure. Daxas needed to fall before the Divine Challenge. That was the only way I could be safe from the influence of Devantus Drakonis, avoid destruction by Timian, and get a share of the energy I was owed. 
 
    That just left the tricky proposition of how I could engineer this.  
 
    Then a stray traitorous thought popped into my head. Unless Daxas makes you his. 
 
    I held my head in my hands, my emotions a swirl of cannoning conflicts. That was how Timian found me minutes later. There was a grim joy in his expression, and he forewent his usual derogatory sneer. He was too intent on his imaginings of the future. Only pain, misery and suffering could make him this happy. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Alyssa was right, the bitch. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Dramatis Personae & Character Sheets 
 
    Daxas: Dungeon Master of the Wolf King’s Lair 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Daxas 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Lupus Rex 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  26 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  26 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  26 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  520/520 
  
      	  Dungeon Power 
  
      	  8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Unspent Experience 
  
      	  2,875,000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Soul Marks 
  
      	  737 
  
      	  Fallen Total 
  
      	  239 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 15, Hunting 14, Gathering 16, Farming 14, Smelting 16, Butchering 16, Woodwork 15, Masonry 8, Metal Work 15, Leather Work 17, Alchemy 14, Enchanting 14, General Crafting 9 
    
  Spells: Life Affinity 
  Summon Beasts 1 (Life) 
  Cost: 10 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
  Description: You may summon power level one beasts to fight by your side. Number of beasts summoned equals (spell power / 10 rounding down). The beasts will remain with you until slain or for ten minutes 
    
  Venom 1 (Life) 
  Cost: 10 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 2 minutes. 
  Description: You imbue a weapon with a magical rank one venom. The next successful attack by that weapon will inflict a venom effect on the target. Rank one Venom: Causes 10 venom damage initially, and a further 5 venom damage every thirty seconds until purged. If purged, target can’t be affected by a rank one venom for one hour. 
    
  Electro Claws 1 (Lightning) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 2 electrical damage each time it deals damage. The duration is (spell power/10 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of ten. 
    
  Lightning Bolt 1 (Lightning) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used 
  Description: Throw a bolt of lightning at a target. On a successful hit the target takes electrical damage (spell power/4 rounding down) per point of mana used. A missed thrown spell costs 1 mana regardless of original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shifter: Battle Form (Warwolf), Passive Form (Lupus Humanoid) 
    
  Dungeon Dominator 2: Dominance aura x3 
    
  Damage Reduction (granted by Resilience): Impact 11, Piercing 17, Heat 2, Cold 2, Necrotic 0, Electrical 2, Corrosive 2, Venom 0, Poison 0, Sanctified 0, Infernal 0 
    
  Aura of Dominance: (30) A born leader, those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. Those affected will instinctively defer to you, making them more likely to submit to your will. Its effect is enhanced the longer they are in your presence. Holding a position of authority over a person will also enhance its effect. * (Passive and Battle Forms) 
    
  Aura of Fear: (15) You possess a fearsome form, reputation or natural fear inducing intoxicant. Those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. There is a chance their actions will be weaker, or slower, or may struggle to accurately verbalise spells or abilities. (Battle Form only) 
    
  Aura of Sexual Magnetism: (15) You possess a comely form, reputation or natural arousing intoxicant. Those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. Affected members of the opposite sex will view you more positively and be more inclined to accede to your requests. There is a chance that affected members of the same sex will view you negatively and be more inclined to refuse requests or act aggressively. ** (Passive Form only) 
    
  *As this dungeon has a Dominance speciality this effect is x2 
  **As this dungeon is of the Sexual sphere this effect is x2. 
  As this dungeon has a female affinity speciality this effect is x3 for females. 
  As this dungeon has a fertility affinity speciality this effect is x3 for fertile creatures.  
  As this dungeon has a lust affinity speciality this effect is x3 for if either party would be sexually attracted without its effect. 
  As this dungeon has a polyspecism speciality those affected by the aura who would usually object to a sexual relationship with another species are less likely to do so (auras strength determines efficacy). Magnetism x2. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Jessamyn: First Disciple and Alpha Female of Daxas harem. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Jessamyn 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Wood Elf 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  11 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  220/220 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  9 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  55,600 / 55,000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 19, Hunting 19, Gathering 19, Farming 19 
    
  Spells: Sanctified Affinity 
  Heal 1 
  Cost: channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked instantly regains health equal to your spell power per point of mana used. 
    
  Bless 1 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 2 sanctified damage each time it deals damage. The duration is (spell power/ 10 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of ten. 
    
  Purge 1  
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: None 
  Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked, is instantly purged of the effects of any rank one poison, disease or venom. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sanctified Spell Affinity: Sanctified spells cost half as much mana than usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost. 
    
  Aura of Dominance: (20) [Daxasian blessing] A born leader, those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. Those affected will instinctively defer to you, making them more likely to submit to your will. Its effect is enhanced the longer they are in your presence. Holding a position of authority over a person will also enhance its effect. * 
    
  *Granted as the Alpha female of the Wolf King’s harem, its effect is x2 on other harem members. 
  As this dungeon has a Dominance speciality this effect is x2 
    
    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Karragh Dvarhold: Second Disciple 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Karragh Dvarhold 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Ironskin Dwarf 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  18 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  11 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  18 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  20 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  400/400 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  15 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  38,600 / 45,000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 10, Hunting 11, Gathering 11, Farming 9, Metal Working 14, Smelting 15 
    
  Spells: Earth Affinity 
  Stamina Boost 1 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: Stamina stat is increased by 5 for (Spell Power/2 rounding down) minutes to a max of ten. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Earth Spell Affinity: Earth spells cost half as much mana than usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost. 
    
  Magnified Metalworker: [Daxasian Blessing] Metalworking and Smelting skills are treated as twenty ranks higher than current skill ranks. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Fiadh Longclaws: Third Disciple 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Fiadh Longclaws 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Savage Human 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  16 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  16 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  300/300 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  15 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  9 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  45,950 / 55,000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 8, Hunting 11, Gathering 11, Farming 8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Battle Frenzy: An ability which allows a person to channel Mana to increase their physical attributes by 100%. Ability duration is 1 sec per point of Spell Power. It costs 1 Mana for each activation.  
  Once activated Battle Frenzy will continue to renew until all enemies are defeated or Mana is exhausted. 
  If the persons Mana pool is exhausted before the battle’s completion Battle Frenzy will continue. This will result in a 50% debuff to all physical stats at battles end (duration minutes*mana that should have been used).  
  As Stamina increases, so does the persons health pool. When the ability is deactivated their stamina and health pool will revert to its original size (or lower if they ran out of Mana). If their current damage exceeds the new lower health pool, they will die without immediate healing.  
    
  Wolf King’s Passion: [Daxasian Blessing] The activation and deactivation of the Battle Frenzy ability is now controlled by Daxas, the Wolf King. Mana will always recharge at a rate of 1 per minute provided Fiadh has no other spell abilities. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Nessa Fiveleaf: Fourth Disciple and claimed Dungeon 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Nessa Fiveleaf 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Oakheart Dryad 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  13 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  12 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  15 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  160/160 
  
      	  Dungeon Power 
  
      	  2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Soul Marks 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  Fallen Total 
  
      	  136 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 4, Hunting 4, Gathering 4, Farming 4 
    
  Spells: Life Affinity 
  Regrowth 3 (Life) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked instantly regains health equal to your spell power per point of mana used. If the target is a life domain creature the effect is doubled. 2) May be used on dead Flora sphere creatures, returning them to life.  
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fecund Abundance: (Verdant speciality) Health regeneration for living creatures in this dungeon is doubled. Growth for all living things in this dungeon is doubled. The following advanced dungeon rooms unlocked early. Jungle, Forest, and Meadow.  
    
  Life Finds a Way: [Daxasian Blessing] Life seeds from this ‘Mother’ have a chance to be masterwork items (based on dungeons % chance). A masterwork Life Seed, if charged with 1000 soul marks, can grant true life to whatever dungeon creature it is used upon. If uncharged it can be used as standard Life Seed. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Jen’Zadeer Shadestar: Fifth Disciple and claimed Dungeon 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Jen’Zadeer Shadestar 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Dark Elf 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  200/200 
  
      	  Dungeon Power 
  
      	  6 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  7 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Soul Marks 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  Fallen Total 
  
      	  148 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 2, Hunting 2, Gathering 2, Farming 2 
    
  Spells: Frost Affinity 
  Ice Blast 3 (Frost) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Throw a blast of ice at a target. On a successful hit the target takes cold damage (spell power/4 rounding down) per point of mana used. A missed thrown spell costs 1 mana regardless of original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 2) Hit targets have a chance to be paralysed by the cold. Base chance is 100% less targets resistance. Paralysis lasts Spell Power x 2 seconds. There is a 30-minute cooldown before the same target can be affected by paralysis again. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Concealed Casting: Opponents will be unaware of the first spell cast, catching them by surprise. They will actively misinterpret the casters words or gestures.  
    
  Frost Spell Affinity: Frost spells cost half as much mana than usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost. (granted by Spellcraft perk) 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Tabitha Greenfields: Sixth Disciple 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Tabitha Greenfields 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Hare-kin 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  14 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  13 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  27 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  13 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  16 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  320/320 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  6 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  24,950 / 28,000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 2, Hunting 2, Gathering 4, Farming 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wind Spell Affinity: Wind spells cost half as much mana than usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost.  
    
  Frith’s Fleetness: [Daxasian Blessing] When being pursued Agility is doubled for thirty seconds. This ability can only be activated once every thirty minutes.  
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Gretsch Vaggarlesgh: First inherited disciple 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Gretsch Vaggarlesgh 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Mountain Goblin 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  7 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  9 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  180/180 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  15 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  13,500 / 15,000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 5, Hunting 5, Gathering 5, Farming 5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mob Rule: Damage dealt is increased or decreased depending on the numerical superiority or inferiority over the opposition in the current room. This change is proportional to that advantage or disadvantage. Increase maximum is 100%, decrease maximum is 50%. (Only affects Piercing or Impact damage depending on the weapon used) 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Marux Splithoof: Second inherited disciple 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Marux Splithoof 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Infernal Minotaur 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  21 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  16 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  16 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  16 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  21 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  420/420 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  6 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  22,550 / 28,000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 0, Hunting 0, Gathering 0, Farming 0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Infernal Spell Affinity: Infernal spells cost half as much mana than usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost. 
    
  Spells: 
  Blood Rage 1 (Infernal) 
  Cost: 20 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: Can only be cast when health drops below 50% 
  Description: Strength and Stamina stat increased by (Spell Power/2). 
Duration: Until no living enemies are visible. 
No other spells may be cast while Blood Rage is active.
As Stamina increases, so does the persons health pool. When the ability is deactivated their stamina and health pool will revert to its original size. If their current damage exceeds the new lower health pool, they will die without immediate healing. 
    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Tenzing: A quarantined manifestation of the energy entity that inhabits the ethereal plane that makes the Proving Grounds possible. He acts as an adviser to Daxas. 
 
    Alyssa Hadrill: Another quarantined manifestation. Acts as a buffer between Daxas and the Lords. 
 
    Simeon Reedwhistle: Halfling Guild Chief of the Dark Moon Rising, a guild jointly founded by himself and Daxas. 
 
    The Dark Moon Rising: A guild whose members unknowing contribute to the expansion and feeding of Daxas. Notable members include Arash, Pacclo, Sindar, Garbrakken and his twin Gorbrukken, Krista Belhoff and Piotr. 
 
      
 
    Enemies and Rivals 
 
    Ironhammer: Divine Lord of Dwarves and Blacksmithing 
 
    Jezebel, the Silver Lady: Divine Lord of High Elves. Her following is devoted to chastity and temperance. 
 
    Timian: Divine Lord of Prophecy, a complete arsehole. 
 
    Gorvag: Short-tooth orc Dungeon Master. Part of a cabal of dungeons surreptitiously serving the Lords. 
 
    Genya: Gorvag’s daughter and disciple. 
 
    Runx: Gorvag’s first disciple 
 
    Tamara: Gorgon Dungeon Master. Part of a cabal of dungeons surreptitiously serving the Lords. 
 
    Reena: Lamia disciple of Tamara’s. 
 
    Gerhalt: Halfling Dungeon Master. Part of a cabal of dungeons surreptitiously serving the Lords. 
 
    Burstan: Rakshasa Dungeon Master. Part of a cabal of dungeons surreptitiously serving the Lords. 
 
    The Black Hills Brigade: A dwarf led guild in zone seven of the Proving Grounds with intentions to destroy the Wolf King’s Lair. 
 
    The Jagged Boar Tusks: A tribe of long-tooth orcs, responsible for draining Jessamyn’s soul marks and Nessa’s core crystal. 
 
    The Gleaming Towers: A high elf guild conspiring with the Black Hills Brigade. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    The Wolf King’s Lair 
 
    Book 4 
 
      
 
    By Devan Drake 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was relaxing in my enormous four-poster bed. It was in the early hours of the morning, Proving Grounds Time, and there was limited impending activity in the dungeons to disturb me. 
 
    Although I had instructed the Dark Moon Rising, the guild under my control, to cease their delving after midnight, because I continued to keep an open-door policy there were other groups active after that time. Mostly it was dark elf groups in zone six who were more naturally nocturnal but even most of them had knocked off by now. The final group to enter was still making their way through to the end but we could let the avatar autopilot function handle them. 
 
    I was making so much experience each week the XP penalty for not actively participating, which could have been fatal for me in the early days, was now as inconsequential as a drop of water in the ocean. If I did it with every run, I would notice the difference but not from the odd one here and there when I had more engaging activities to enjoy. 
 
    Activities like living up to my name as a sex dungeon with my harem. They currently surrounded me, but most of them slumbered in a post-coital coma. 
 
    What with the numerous dungeon runs and other important gathering and crafting work to be done, it was rare that I could gather the full harem for the requisite length of time for a proper uninterrupted orgy. 
 
    Jessamyn, the beautiful auburn-haired wood elf and my alpha mate, was pressed up against my right side in the crook of my shoulder. Fiadh, my redheaded berserker was closely moulded to Jessamyn’s back, effectively placing her in my arms as well, and my right hand gently stroked the small of her back. Karragh, my busty blonde ironskin dwarf, completed the set on the right-hand side of the bed. 
 
    Tabitha, a cute, shy brunette hare-kin was softly snoring on my left arm as I played with her ever so cute short fluffy tail. Her legs twitched softly in her sleep. Nessa, the feisty, but petite dryad once again used her diminutive size to her advantage and had crawled up onto my chest, her vine-like dreadlocks were draped around my neck. 
 
    That only left the most recent addition to my bed, the statuesque and stunningly attractive dark elf Jen’Zadeer Shadestar. She was the only member of my harem who hadn’t collapsed in sleep and was kneeling between my legs. I watched lazily as her white-haired head bobbed up and down with her sexy plump dark-grey lips welded to the shaft of my lengthy cock. 
 
    The room was filled with the combination of gentle snoring of the other women and the sloppy slurping sounds coming from between my legs as Jen’Zadeer lavished attention on my member. She was twisting the base of my shaft with her hand softly as her tongue flitted about and teased the head of my dick. Her lavender eyes met my golden-yellow ones and her lips quirked in an awkward grin. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer pulled my cock out of her mouth and saliva dribbled down her chin. She used her free hand to wipe it up and licked her fingers clean. 
 
    “May I mount you, Master?” she asked with mock innocence. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer was anything but innocent. I had been able to deny my urge to fuck her after I first claimed her, but now that she fully accepted her place in my harem, I was powerless to resist. And she knew it, the dirty minx. 
 
       “You may, and be quick about it,” I growled roughly. 
 
    She lifted herself up with a coy smile in my direction. My usual preference was to be in control of the lovemaking, but I also didn’t want to disturb the rest of my mates, so was willing to allow Jen’Zadeer to take the lead this time. She shuffled herself up my legs until her shins rested on my hips and her feet were hooked on the inside of my thighs. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer knelt up fully and grasped my foot-long length in one of her slender-fingered hands. She rubbed the tip of my cockhead against her grey vulva, smearing a healthy dollop of her precum over it. Then ground the eyehole of my cock onto her budding clitoris. Jen’Zadeer gasped and I grunted as she continued to play and mutually tease our erogenous zones. 
 
    “If you make me wait much longer, I will have to punish you,” I grunted out. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer giggled lustily. The scent of her sexual desire buffeted around me. One of the side-effects of the months-long lesson of denial that I’d needed to teach Jen’Zadeer to break her in fully, was that she had developed a heightened taste for delayed gratification. 
 
    The dark elf temptress found the anticipatory excitement utterly thrilling. 
 
    This wasn’t usually a problem if I was binding her and leaving her for later or filling the pussies of my other mates with my member first and leaving her for last. However, on rare occasions like this, it could be a minor inconvenience. 
 
    “Anything for you, Master,” she cooed and pushed her hips down. 
 
    The head of my cock parted her grey labia easily and slid inside her wanton tunnel smoothly despite its size. Jen’Zadeer eased herself up and down gently, inching me deeper with every shuddering plunge until she took me in fully and her firm butt slapped my seed-filled balls wetly. 
 
    I couldn’t help but groan with pleasure. 
 
    “But will you punish me even if I’m a good girl,” she gasped, as she sank to the base of my cock again. 
 
    I chuckled darkly. 
 
    “You will get everything you deserve and so much more,” I promised her. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer rode my cock with wild abandon, whispering words of desire as she went, often switching into the dark elf dialect that I found very sexy. 
 
    Her bountiful assets bounced and jiggled for my visual delight as she toyed and tweaked with her thick pert nipples and licked her lips. 
 
    After a few minutes, the walls of her tunnel clenched on my cock tightly as she approached her orgasm. The copper tints at the end of her white hair flipped about as she whipped her head around in circles, her dirty talk degenerating into an unintelligible keening moan. I felt the aching flex in my cock as I neared my crescendo and then we came together. 
 
    My white, hot, spunk jetted powerfully from my twinging cock, and coated her insides with my creamy goo. Jen’Zadeer’s clenching cunny squeezed my cock hard and milked every last drop from my spasming testes. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer’s shudders faded after a short while and she pulled herself off my shaft. 
 
    The dark elf woman was tired, but as she had been taught, shuffled back down and used her tongue to lick and clean the combination of our juices from my shaft and groin before settling down between my legs and curling up into a ball. 
 
    Her fingers played with her clit and fished out strands of cum which she lapped up with moans of pleasure before she finally drifted off to sleep as well, leaving me alone with my thoughts. 
 
    Having sex with Jen’Zadeer reminded me of the first time we had fornicated, or I should say the first time in my dungeon, as we had a grand old time in the final of a Gauntlet match before that, which was how we first met. 
 
    That second fucking had been several rest days ago, just over two weeks as far as the rest of the Proving Grounds were concerned. 
 
    For us, inside the dungeon, it was far, far longer. With time outside freezing due to so many runs, it had been the better part of three years in here, but I remembered it all as if it were yesterday. 
 
    I hadn’t noted it at the time, but Jen’Zadeer had been the first of my disciples with whom I did not bestow a Daxasian Blessing during our first sexual experience together after I discovered that I could do so. 
 
    At first, I had been concerned. The only other person I hadn’t bestowed a blessing on during sex for the first time has been Jessamyn, who had been my first disciple. 
 
    However, Jessamyn got hers during our first sex session with the busty ironskin dwarf, Karragh. Who received her own blessing at the same time. 
 
    My concerns proved to be unfounded, and this turned out to be good news. It was merely a sign that my control of this soul energy continued to improve. 
 
    Previously, it wasn’t my choice of whether I forged that deep bond with another, it just happened. Now, the choice was mine to initiate or not. 
 
    Despite practising every day, I hadn’t quite progressed to the familiarity with the energy that I could guide the effects of the blessing. Although I sensed they would always be beneficial, but believed I was very close. The closeness was what made it all the more frustrating that I hadn’t mastered the skill yet. 
 
    During that first week as part of my experimentation I blessed Jen’Zadeer, and she received a helpful upgrade. 
 
    Cold Heart of the Deceiver: [Daxasian Blessing] The Concealed Casting ability works for the first casting of each spell the caster possesses. 
 
    Concealed casting was an ability Jen’Zadeer already had before I met her, but it was a one and done effect which only reset for the next battle. Now she could cast multiple spells and keep using the incredibly effective skill. This also meant she could use utility spells during encounters without worrying that she was wasting it. 
 
    Which of course, also meant we didn’t have to worry that we were wasting her progression points on spells she would never use. 
 
    Over the last few weeks, the Wolf King’s Lair had progressed to rank ten, the Caverns of Jen’Zadeer to rank eight and the Forest of Xanathia was now up to rank five. The avatars of Jen’Zadeer, Nessa and I had similarly advanced to those ranks. Of my other disciples Jessamyn, Karragh, and Fiadh had all levelled to ten, the maximum they were currently allowed with my rank. Tabitha and Marux were a couple of ranks behind on eight, with Gretsch bringing up the rear at rank seven. 
 
    This had given me a lot of leeway on how I wanted to boost everybody and apart from Fiadh who went berserk during combat, I stuck with my earlier plan of giving all of them a solid magical foundation. 
 
    With that being said, when it came to my progression, I hadn’t yet used the ten points I had earned for getting to rank ten from eight. I didn’t like not spending them, but I knew when I made rank eleven during the next rest day I would be advancing into the next tier. This not only added to the list of spells I could take from the various domains represented here is the Proving Grounds, but I could enhance the existing spells to increase their effects. 
 
    A second-tier spell cost two points to add and upgrading a first-tier spell into a rank two version also cost two points. Which is why I had saved all ten points. In fact, I had kept eleven points in reserve for both Jessamyn and Karragh as well and only spent the full allotment of points on the lower ranked members of my team. 
 
    Although unless the next tier proved underwhelming, I would be doing the same for all of them once they progressed beyond rank 8 as well. 
 
    Most of the points which we did spend went on spells or improving their base Spell Power and Mana. Fiadh aside, every member of my team had bought a depth of spellcasting options.  
 
    We plugged the hole in Jessamyn’s repertoire and gave her some more offensive capability to complement her Sanctified support spells of Heal, Bless and Purge. To that end, I gave her both first tier Life domain spells that I had, Summon Beasts and Venom. That wasn’t enough offence, though. We added both first-tier spells for the Fire domain and made that Jessamyn’s primary element. 
 
    Flame Bolt 1 (Fire) 
 
    Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used. 
 
    Description: Throw a sphere of fire at a target. On a successful hit the target takes heat damage (spell power/4 rounding down) per point of mana used. A missed thrown spell costs 1 mana regardless of the original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 
 
    Flame Fists 1 (Fire) 
 
    Cost: 10 Mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
 
    Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 2 heat damage each time it deals damage. The duration is (spell power/10 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of ten. 
 
    Karragh already had a primary element with Earth, but I similarly added the two Life domain spells to her arsenal. There was no reason why we shouldn’t, as disciples of a Life domain dungeon they could cast them without penalty, though they weren’t afforded the affinity which halved the casting cost as I was. 
 
    Also, as Karragh often acted as guardian for Fiadh when she was in beast mode, she took the three Sanctified spells too. This meant she was barred from the Infernal list, but that wasn’t a problem as I had others adopting those options into their builds. 
 
    For Fiadh we pumped most of her points into her Stamina. Her Battle Frenzy ability already made her a whirling dervish of destruction and ramping up her survivability was my primary desire. Her frenzied state prevented her from casting spells, so I hadn’t wasted any points on any for her. However, I had hopes that some of the next tier options, which I was prevented from knowing until I reached the tier, might offer some auto-casting variations. If it did, we could invest some points in that area too. 
 
    Nessa, like me, as a Life domain dungeon had it as an affinity. Therefore, it will surprise no one that we added the same two Life domain spells to her list. The only variation was as a Flora sphere dungeon Nessa’s Summon Beasts allowed her to pick plant-based creatures like the thistle-folk warriors instead of animals. Nessa was our second healer in the group, so it made sense to set her up with the Sanctified suite of spells as well. 
 
    That brought Nessa up to six spells, but she hadn’t taken a primary element. Wanting her to have a ranged option and knowing some of the tier advancements that would be available from Jen’Zadeer’s Ice Blast spell, we added Frost as her primary element and gave her both of the spells available. 
 
    Ice Blast 1 (Frost) 
 
    Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used. 
 
    Description: 1) Throw a blast of ice at a target. On a successful hit the target takes cold damage (spell power/4 rounding down) per point of mana used. A missed thrown spell costs 1 mana regardless of the original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 
 
    Frostbite 1 (Frost) 
 
    Cost: 10 Mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
 
    Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 2 cold damage each time it deals damage. The duration is (spell power/10 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of ten. 
 
    Nessa’s version didn’t have the potential paralysis effect yet, but that would come later. It certainly wouldn’t hurt to have two team members able to potentially stun our enemies. 
 
    Next up was Jen’Zadeer, she hadn’t advanced as much as many of the others, so we were a little more conservative with her updates and we gave her the Frostbite spell from the Frost domain. The other major difference, of course, was that Jen’Zadeer was not a Life domain dungeon, but Destruction. This gave her an affinity for Destruction spells instead of Life, so it only made sense to add them in. 
 
    Strength Boost 1 (Destruction) 
 
    Cost: 10 Mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
 
    Description: Strength stat of the target is increased by 5 for (Spell Power/2 rounding down) minutes to a max of ten. 
 
    Armour Breaker 1 (Destruction) 
 
    Cost: 10 Mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
 
    Description: DR of the target for Impact and Piercing damage is reduced by 5 for (Spell Power/2 rounding down) minutes to a max of ten. 
 
    We didn’t add the Life spells to her because as a Destruction domain dungeon they would be double the casting cost. As much as I’d hoped we’d be able to share the properties this was not the case. The only wiggle room we had discovered was that for my disciples we had the option of choosing which of those two domains, Life or Destruction, they could use at cost, but after you selected a spell from one of the domains, they were committed to it, as it was with the elemental domains. 
 
    Tabitha, the hare-kin I had claimed to add to Nessa’s Ring of disciples, already had the Wind Affinity but hadn’t taken any of the spells while she was an adventurer. We soon corrected that and gave her the two Life domain spells as well. 
 
    Agility Boost 1 (Wind) 
 
    Cost: 10 Mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
 
    Description: Agility stat of the target is increased by 5 for (Spell Power/2 rounding down) minutes to a max of ten. 
 
    Wind Blast 1 (Wind) 
 
    Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used. 
 
    Description: 1) Throw a blast of wind at a target. On a successful hit the target takes Impact damage (spell power/2 rounding down) per point of mana used. A missed thrown spell costs 1 mana regardless of the original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 2) Target is pushed back (Spell power/2 rounding down) feet. 
 
    The Wind Blast spell did less damage than any of the other bolt or blasting spells and with the damage type being impact and not elemental, the damage reductions of our enemy’s armour would mitigate most of it. However, it provided the capacity to move a person and as my dungeon had many pits, chasms, and treacherous pathways this spell offered a lot of utility.   
 
    That was a lot of updating but we weren’t done yet. Gretsch, I chose to send down the Destruction domain route and gave him the spells from that domain. Marux, the infernal minotaur, whom I had acquired by claiming Jen’Zadeer already had the Infernal domain affinity. He had the Blood Rage spell, but we gave him the other two spells from that domain to big him up even more. 
 
    Infernal Talons 1 (Infernal) 
 
    Cost: 10 Mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
 
    Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 2 infernal damage each time it deals damage. The duration is (spell power/10 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of ten. 
 
    Hex 1 (Infernal) 
 
    Cost: 10 Mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
 
    Description: Highest physical stat of the target is decreased by 5 for (Spell Power/2 rounding down) minutes to a max of ten. 
 
    As always happened when I had a bit of time for introspection, I was reminded of a missive I received seconds before the week began a fortnight ago PGT. The note had been from Alyssa and had been the first contact I’d had with her in some time then, and the last since. 
 
    The DDD responded to my musings and a display with her message popped up. I read it for what felt like the millionth time. 
 
    My Darling Daxas, 
 
    It breaks my heart that I can’t deliver this message to you in person, but we must be grateful that I’ve been able to contact you at all. 
 
    I have the gravest of news. I have been replaced as the arbitration representative overseeing your time in the Proving Grounds. Complaints were made that I was not suitably neutral and due to an intervention by the dark sorcerer supreme, Devantus Drakonis, the ethereal entity has been forced to put another in my place. 
 
    I cannot fathom Drakonis interest in these affairs, for without his intervention I would still be there to guide you. I don’t believe Drakonis seeks your death, his power is so far-reaching he could end us all with little effort, but nor does he wish this to be easy for you. As to why, he will not say. 
 
    I can tell you now that the path you were on would have almost certainly led to your salvation, but things are far less certain now. 
 
    In the alleged interests of balance, the new Arbiter will examine the essence of Timian, the Divine Lord of Prophecy, in a similar manner that I was intimately familiar with yours. Now that I have been replaced, I can freely admit that this intimacy did influence me, as I believe it has with Tenzing. (Although not in the same manner thankfully, can you imagine the awkwardness) I never broke our commitment to balance, but perhaps our regular communication did confer more advantages to you than it really ought. This can only mean my successor will be tainted in the opposite direction and will seek to interpret balance in such a manner as to stymie you where he can. Furthering Timian’s designs, which is your destruction. 
 
    I was able to secure a single condition on your behalf. The new Arbiter must request an audience with you before he can use the Arbitration process to impose any changes or strictures upon you. However, this will not prevent him from taking actions that don’t affect you directly. I urge you not to speak with him, for his impositions will almost certainly be skewed in favour of destroying you. 
 
    I believe I was only granted this condition as they did not think I would be able to contact you and you would accept any such invite believing the invitation to be coming from me.  
 
    We have Jezebel to thank for that. I may have had to bully her, but it is she who made this possible. 
 
    Just know you have all my faith and love. 
 
    Alyssa. 
 
    No sooner had I got and read this message than the first ‘request’ for a meeting with the Arbiter popped up on the DDD. A fresh one arrived every few minutes, but I had the DDD automatically sweep them into the equivalent of a trash folder. 
 
    I’d followed Alyssa’s advice thus far and hadn’t acquiesced to his request. 
 
    Unfortunately, she wasn’t wrong about him being able to take other steps, though. There had been several out of the ordinary things that happened during the last couple of weeks. Most of it hadn’t been anything more than an inconvenience, akin to an annoying insect bite, but if you get bitten enough, that could develop into something more precarious. 
 
    I blew out a loud breath, flapping my lips with a childish raspberry. 
 
    The commotion woke Jessamyn, and the gorgeous elf’s green eyes fluttered open, and she looked up at me with an adoring smile. 
 
    “What is bothering you, husband?” she whispered and lightly kissed my chest muscles. 
 
    We had been together so long now that it was impossible to hide anything from her. She followed my gaze and spotted Alyssa’s message on the display and frowned. 
 
    “Yes, Jess, this again,” I said pre-empting what was going to be her next statement. 
 
    “I love that you care about us so much,” Jessamyn started, “but I’m afraid you dwell on this too deeply. You have created a formidable dungeon and cultivated a powerful ally in the guild on our doorstep. Those orc dungeons continue to return each rest day and even armed with foreknowledge of our dungeon’s tricks they are unable to make it to the Core floor any longer, falling to our defenders. We are safe here. Follow Alyssa’s advice and ignore this Arbiter and all will be well.” 
 
    Her words were a familiar refrain. In the last few years of dungeon time, we’d had many similar conversations. 
 
    I knew why she continually advised the same course of action. Yet there was information Jessamyn was not privy to. 
 
    For obvious reasons, I concluded long ago that we were being watched, potentially all the time. 
 
    Therefore, I kept close counsel on my plans and never revealed them until they were in motion. It was frustrating being unable to share my vision with those I cared deeply for, and over such a prolonged length of time, but our survival depended upon it. 
 
    I had grown to rely heavily on my soul sense, which would often give me a feeling of certainty over a particular path for me to take and it had never failed me, until now. 
 
    Perhaps failed was too strong a term, but it was proving far less reliable. 
 
    A dozen times or more in the last year alone I had ruminated upon my options until I had that feeling which filled me with confidence for my eventual success. Happy at reaching a decision I would start making preparations only for that sense to sour into dread and doom whenever I made a move. 
 
    I had experimented extensively over the last year and proved it wasn’t my soul sense that was defective. The only reasonable conclusion was that I was being countered by external forces, forces that reacted to my actions. This began happening after Alyssa was replaced and confirmed for me that even if this new Arbiter couldn’t affect me directly, there was enough he could do to derail my plans. 
 
    “I fear that is no longer the best course of action, Jess. Whoever is now in charge has consistently shown a willingness to target me, us,” I said quietly after a moment. 
 
    “You mean the pogrom and the change to supplicant arrivals?” she said in a small voice. 
 
    “Yes, amongst other minor irritations,” I said gravely. 
 
    Those were the two clearest indications of the new Arbiter’s indirect meddling. 
 
    The day after the Novice Champion’s Gauntlet I was informed that a Pogrom to exterminate me, my dungeon, and my allies had been announced by a collection of rival dungeons with what was termed as a genuine grievance against me. 
 
    The grievance stated was that I had Gauntlet totems in their dungeon’s. Which was true, but I had been granted them as rewards for my victories in the Gauntlets. 
 
    All the dungeons I faced in the Novice Champions Gauntlet were signatories as well as the dwarf dungeon, Thurgar Greybeard, whom I had defeated during my first gauntlet match. Interestingly, Maladosh the Merfolk dungeon I met during my semi-final was not part of the group. The others I defeated, with the exception of Jen’Zadeer, had been destroyed by adventurers. 
 
    The Pogrom itself wasn’t dangerous to me. None of those dungeons individually or collectively were a threat. 
 
    However, as Tenzing had explained while the Pogrom against me existed, this prevented me from invading other dungeons, including those orc annoyances that continued to show up every rest day. Removing them or frightening them into withdrawing their complaint were my options for ending the Pogrom. 
 
    The second and more significant change was directed at the Dark Moon Rising. The number of fresh supplicants arriving each rest day in zone seven and the surrounding zones was greatly reduced over the last few weeks. And those that were arriving were typically ill-disposed to joining my guild. Dwarves and high elves for the most part. This had affected recruitment over the past couple of weeks, but we continued to draw new members from the zones further away and higher ranked existing adventurers. 
 
    To be honest, that was a relief of sorts, more members meant more runs and while the experience was always welcome it further extended each week. I was already frustrated at the necessarily glacial pace of my advancement from my perspective. 
 
    I continued. “These haven’t been overly problematic for us. The Dark Moon Rising’s numbers were already very healthy. And with Alyssa’s missive, I had already concluded to put my expansion plans on hold and that a period of consolidation was in order before going on the offensive.” 
 
    “Yes, my husband. We have been working incredibly hard. Do you truly think this has not been enough?” she asked worriedly. 
 
    “My concern is that by sitting back and playing the game how it is meant to be played will only mean we surrender the initiative. Our guild may have numbers, but we narrowly avoided an expungement declaration. If those arrayed against us are being strengthened while our allies weakened, how long before those allies abandon us? Our dungeon is likely the strongest of its rank in the Proving Grounds, but as we advance increasingly stronger enemies can attack us directly while we are held back,” I told her. 
 
    I kissed the crown of her auburn-haired head. 
 
    “I trust you will make the right decision, husband. You have never steered us wrong,” she said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say never, but then I’ve had you to kick me back onto the right path,” I said to her huskily. 
 
    Jessamyn shuffled up a little and pressed her lips to mine and we kissed passionately for several minutes. My rod returned to the horizontal position and the wet smacking sounds of our lips roused the rest of my harem. I indulged in my favourite pastime and made love to each of them again and forgot my troubles for a little while. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, I walked into the banquet hall with Krista Belhoff on my arm. Over time we had fully decorated and expanded the room. Almost every inch of the slate-grey granite walls was covered by a variety of tapestries and paintings. In the ceiling, I had installed a series of varnished wooden rafters carved in a twirling pattern. They served no functional purpose but reduced the oppressive dungeon feel of the place.  
 
    The table large enough for fifty dominated the centre of the room with the bar I built on its left and a vast roaring fireplace fifteen feet wide on its right. 
 
    Krista was wearing a beautiful gothic silk black gown with a plunging neckline that showed off her modest but enticing breasts. There were two pinpoints where her hardened nipples pressed against the silk, defining themselves nicely for my visual appetites. 
 
    The rest of my women were already seated, and I led the dark-haired pale vampire woman to the head of the table. I pulled out the cushioned high-backed chair for her in the space on the left-hand side at the end. 
 
    “Thank you, my Lord,” she said. 
 
    Jessamyn was sitting directly opposite her, with Fiadh and Karragh taking the next two seats on her side. Nessa, Tabitha, and Jen’Zadeer were sitting on the same side as Krista, with Jen sat beside her. 
 
    Once the vampire woman was settled, I took up my traditional place at the head of the table and gazed at the beautiful feast before my eyes. Not food, we hadn’t had anything brought from the kitchens yet. Regardless of my current troubles and concerns, I counted my blessings every day that these women were brought into my life. 
 
    “Krista, welcome,” I began. “I hope I haven’t inconvenienced you too much by asking you to join me in the dungeon proper for our little get together.” 
 
    The pale beauty regarded me with her piercing red eyes and smiled a seductive sharp-toothed grin. 
 
    “Not at all, my Lord” she purred in what sounded like a sexy Eastern European accent. “I have been intrigued beyond measure since young Simeon regaled me with the tale of how you two met. Your home is more impressive than he led me to believe. This hall reminds me of the great castles of my homeland before the civil wars left them as nought but charred ruins.” 
 
    You would think such dark memories might evoke sadness in her, but her tone conveyed mirth at the fall of the vampiric kingdoms, not melancholy. 
 
    “Ah, yes. Well to be fair to young Simeon,” I said, stressing the young with mild incredulity. “Time passes differently here in the dungeon than it does in the Proving Grounds. We’ve had considerable time to make the place a bit homier. You will notice this for yourself soon. When it comes time for you to return, you will find that a mere two minutes have passed outside since you entered.” 
 
    She nodded her head gracefully as she acknowledged me. 
 
    “I had long wondered how this realm kept groups apart during runs of the same dungeon. Considering that two minutes is the length of time different groups must wait before they are permitted to enter and if I am inferring your meaning correctly. They don’t meet because they are simply not there at the same time,” Krista mused, and looked to me for confirmation. 
 
    “You are correct,” I said with a smile and sage nod of my own. 
 
    She smiled, showing me her canines and then I saw the lightbulb go off in her head as she thought through the ramifications of what I had told her. 
 
    “Then that must mean time passes much slower here than I imagined if you must wait for the conclusion of each run before another begins,” she said with amazement. 
 
    “Roughly just over a year for every week above. And that is lengthening as more people join the guild each week,” I said, and grinned at her dumbstruck expression. “Although my dungeon is something of an outlier. I doubt there is another in the Proving Grounds who sees even a quarter of the activity we do.” 
 
    “My Lord, I had no idea. Your patience is impressive, rivalling that of even the Coven Kings, before they slaughtered one another, of course,” she complimented me. 
 
    “The Coven Kings?” I asked. “You may not know, but I’m not from the Realms. Who are they?” 
 
    This was a white lie. Not the part about me not being from the Realms. But my disciples had given me as much information as they knew about vampires and their society. I was interested to learn more about Krista’s from her reaction and get a better handle on who she was. I wanted to ask the vampire to fulfil a very important task for me but was unsure whether I could trust her to do so. 
 
    “The Coven Kings, or Queens in a few cases, were the great powers of the vampire world in years gone by,” Krista began. “Their power was vast and their empires mighty at one time. Vampire kind was feared and respected in every Realm and many were under the coven’s direct control. Alas, their success was also their downfall. My kind often craves dominion and are jealous of the power held by others even if their own is impressive beyond measure.”  
 
    “Confident of their place ruling much of the Realms they turned on one another and sought to wrest their allies’ power for themselves. All they achieved was to weaken their kingdoms and strengthen those with cause to despise vampire kind. Soon the great keeps were overrun and burnt to the ground either by a Coven King’s rival or rebellion from within,” she finished with a shrug. 
 
    “You don’t seem disappointed at your people’s fall from grace,” Jessamyn noted. 
 
    Krista threw her head back and laughed loudly. 
 
    “Indeed, my Lady Jessamyn,” she said after her chuckling ceased. “As you well know, this happened centuries ago and I was a young vampire then, part of a lesser coven. We were inconsequential, and thus, were largely ignored during the Coven’s many wars. Therefore, many of us survived while others, older and stronger, fell. My prospects during the height of vampiric power were limited. Paradoxically my kinds fall from favour afforded me…opportunities for personal advancement.” 
 
    “Until your true death?” I interjected. 
 
    My barb struck true, and I observed Krista’s mask of gentility slip ever so slightly. There was a brief furrowing of her brow and the sharp scent of anger wafted from her. She only allowed her visage of unflappable confidence to drop for that moment, before she recovered quickly, and her face brightened with a self-deprecating grin once again. 
 
    “You have cut to the quick, my Lord. But that is done and can’t be changed,” she said with false brightness, trying to dismiss her death as of little concern. 
 
    Her turn of anger was a good sign. You can’t trust someone who consistently fakes their emotions. Time to push that barb a little deeper. 
 
    “How did it happen?” I asked casually. 
 
    Krista’s discomfort showed around her eyes, but she did her best to hide it. 
 
    “Just a small matter of the betrayal of my family by our cousins who we believed could be trusted. The Eckhoff’s got what was coming to them, but their machinations exposed our location to the self-righteous Lionnestal empire that had arisen from the fall of the Coven Kings in the Tenth Realm and they hunted us down like dogs,” she said, her mask slipping again at the end and her bitterness manifesting. 
 
    “Shatzah licking fuckers,” Jen’Zadeer muttered. 
 
    The dark elf was sitting next to Krista, and she patted the vampire woman’s hand with her own in comforting solidarity. 
 
    “You have a betrayal story of your own, I presume,” Krista said with a grateful smile. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer nodded, scowled deeply and practically snarled. “My bitch sisters sacrificed me and sent me here. I will have my retribution, though. As soon as Daxas gets us back to the Realms he has promised to help me tear down their whole Spire. I will dance on the debris and revel in the destruction of their dreams.” 
 
    “A worthy goal, my Lady Jen’Zadeer,” Krista said companionably. 
 
    I scented genuine pleasure from the shared camaraderie between the two women. I hadn’t missed her mention of the name Eckhoff either. Possibly fortune was on my side in that regard too. 
 
    “One of these Eckhoff’s who wronged you so, wouldn’t happen to be named Jarlath by any chance?” I asked innocently. 
 
    Krista’s focus returned to me. She had regained her composure and flashed me another of her coquettish smiles. 
 
    “Why yes, he is a maternal cousin of mine. And, no, you would not be surprising me with the revelation he is one of the dungeons here in the Proving Grounds. I am fully aware of his existence and toyed with the idea of challenging his dungeon, but by all the evidence I acquired he is a wily one. I may have deeply desired vengeance, but I’m no fool to risk myself unnecessarily. Now, thanks to your generosity I’m too high of a rank to venture inside and that opportunity has passed me by,” she said. 
 
    I kept it close to my chest that perhaps that was not necessarily true and decided to ask her about something else vaguely related that had piqued my curiosity. 
 
    “Forgive me for asking the obvious question,” I started. “How are you maternally related if vampires can’t have children?” 
 
    “No forgiveness necessary, my Lord. It is a fascinating subject oft-misunderstood,” she answered. “The truth is that vampirism is not as easy to pass on as one might think. The sharing of vampiric blood, even with most humans, will result in their permanent death. For those not human, death is almost a certainty.” 
 
    “Over the millennia, families with a higher-than-average success rate for conversion were preserved and cultivated by the covens. With time, these developed into the noble vampiric bloodlines. The Belhoff’s and Eckhoff’s were two such minor noble bloodlines. My mother was born an Eckhoff. For most born into these families, it is a solemn duty to produce several offspring before you can be granted the gift of vampirism.” 
 
    I nodded along with her explanation. What she was saying ran counter to Nessa’s description of Realms reproduction which seemingly ignored genetics entirely. Perhaps if Earth humans were used as a template for Realm’s humans there remained some overlap, which might possibly explain the failure rate for non-humans. 
 
    “Does that mean you had a child before coming here?” Jessamyn asked, her eyes lighting up with keen interest. 
 
    I wouldn’t say that my mates had come down with ‘baby-fever’, but the impossibility of pregnancy here in the Proving Grounds topped their list of frustrations. When we got out of here, I would likely be surrounded by rugrats a year later. Therefore, Jessamyn’s curiosity was unsurprising. 
 
    “I did not,” Krista started, and Jessamyn’s face fell at the news. “I was an exception to the rule. I grew sick with a wasting illness when I was a young woman. Facing true death prematurely, I was offered the gift and was fortunate to survive the transition in my weakened state.” 
 
    Just as Krista was finishing, a female goblin in a chef’s outfit entered the room, with Gretsch following hotly on her heels. I’d given her the name Gretta, and she was a life-seeded goblin dungeon creature. Officially she was one of the goblins stationed on my core floor, but I had her doubling as our head chef in the kitchens. Technically she fulfilled a third purpose as Gretsch’s wife or woman, it was hard to tell with the usually sour goblin. 
 
    I had forgotten for several months dungeon time that I had promised the little bugger a reward. Which explained why after his behaviour had improved early on, he had regressed for a while to being an aggravating little oik. 
 
    By that point, Nessa and Tabs were popping out the life seeds at quite a rate with my other mates contributing at a slower pace. We now had over ninety life-seeded mobs in the dungeon. 
 
    I didn’t precisely apologise to him but feminising a goblin and giving her a real personality had cheered him right up. Not knowing, and not really wanting to know, the details of goblin relationships I did have some early concerns about him mistreating Gretta. 
 
    Those proved completely unfounded. 
 
    I don’t know if their relationship was typical for goblin-kind, but Gretsch was well and truly whipped. He did everything for her, literally worshipped the ground she walked on and followed her around like a lost puppy. To each their own, I guess. 
 
     When I was life-seeding some of our infernal minotaur creatures I did the same for Marux. Though Marux and his mate didn’t spend much time together. Karragh explained that was typical for minotaur’s whether they were infernal or not. They were naturally solitary creatures. 
 
    Gretta stopped short of me and bobbed her head in deference. “Master, everything is prepared. Are you ready for the staff to serve?” 
 
    “Yes, I think we are ready. Krista, the girls have told me a vampire’s diet isn’t strictly blood,” I said. 
 
     “Yes, my Lord. We drink blood to fuel our state of undeath, but our bodies require nourishment lest we wish them to waste away. This is, of course, in the Realms, here it is a little different,” Krista answered with her trademark inviting grin. 
 
    “Excellent, in which case, Gretta please proceed,” I told the goblin woman. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” Gretta said, and she bobbed her head again before withdrawing from the room. 
 
    Gretsch moved up to one of the free chairs at the end and pulled it out, scraping it along the floor creating an unpleasant screeching sound. He promptly sat down and smacked his lips together. 
 
    “Gretsch, what are you doing?” I asked with fake civility, which went over the goblin’s head, of course. 
 
    “Eating the food,” he said with a look of genuine confusion. 
 
    “Not here, you’re not. Most of us have seen how you eat. Toddle off back to the kitchen, if you behave yourself, I’m sure Gretta will let you have some of the leftovers,” I told him. 
 
    Gretsch slowly climbed off the chair and reluctantly filed out of the room with an exaggerated slope to his shoulders. His drama queen strop lacked any impact for two reasons. First, I didn’t really care. Second, about two-thirds of the way it must have occurred to him he could use my dismissal to get sympathy from the goblinette chef. At which point, he practically skipped out of the room with a goofy grin plastered across his face. 
 
    “What a curious dungeon creature,” Krista remarked as the goblin left. 
 
    “Gretsch the wretch? He’s not a dungeon creature, unfortunately. He is one of my disciples,” I told her with embellished regret. 
 
    “My Lord!” she exclaimed in surprise. “I was under the impression you could only claim women.” 
 
    “That is true. However, I didn’t claim Gretsch directly,” I said. 
 
    “He’s my fault, actually. I took him on before Daxas conquered my dungeon,” Nessa said with a grimace. 
 
    “Whyever would you claim one such as him?” Krista asked. 
 
    “That is a long story best told with a glass of wine of four,” the petite dryad joked. 
 
    “An excellent suggestion,” Jessamyn started. “Fiadh, remain here with Karragh while I get the bottles,” she told the fiery redheaded berserker woman and stroked her cheek lovingly. 
 
    Minutes later we all had full glasses of a red Malbec and sipped conservatively as the gremlin servers brought out our meal. The first course was Leblebi soup, a Tunisian dish with chickpeas, onion, and vegetable stock. This was followed by the main course of Beef Bourguignon and a simple apple tart with cream for dessert. 
 
    We ate and conversed amiably for an hour, during which time I asked several innocent sounding, but probing questions, to get a fuller picture of where Krista stood. 
 
    Her attraction to me was undeniable and I had full faith I could rely on her while I was present, but what I needed from her would require her to work independently of me and if her loyalty to the guild proved greater than her attraction to me then it could make things awkward. 
 
    The servers had removed the remains of our repast and we were idly enjoying our digestif beverage. A glass of port or a sniffer of Armagnac brandy for those who fancied something with a bit more kick. The pleasant meal hadn’t revealed any red flags in Krista’s character, and I decided it was time to broach the subject of what I wanted from her.  
 
    “This has been a delightful evening, Krista, but I must admit to having an ulterior motive in asking you to dine with us tonight,” I said. 
 
    Krista let out a light tinkling laugh. “I did not think this was merely a social call. What is it that I can do for you, my Lord? I am eager to prove my worth as your servant.” 
 
    She was laying it on a bit thick, but I didn’t call her on it and gave her a predatory grin instead. 
 
    “I shan’t waste any more of our time playing coy,” I started. “I’m a simple man with simple needs.” 
 
    All my mates sniggered at that, but I continued despite their treacherous mockery.  
 
    “It was no accident that I made it clear just how much time passes down here compared to up above. I have shown an enormous level of patience and restraint in my dealings with the Dark Moon Rising. Restraint that has hampered my expansion and growth as a dungeon. I don’t regret this decision, for it benefitted us all, but it is time the guild starts to give back. There is much I shall be asking of them and you in the next few weeks and while I trust Simeon to follow through in most regards, there remains one area where he continues to exhibit an unacceptable level of recalcitrance.” 
 
    I paused and Krista mulled over my words. Jessamyn stroked my thigh and smiled mischievously, quirking her eyebrow upward at me. Her meaning was clear, my claims of simplicity were belied by my meandering request, which had yet to get to the point. 
 
    Krista intuited my entreaty and helped out by cutting to the chase. 
 
    “You want to claim the female guild members as disciples,” she said. 
 
    I nodded. “Not all of them,” I clarified. “But yes, it is time to fill this table and I will not wait years down here for Simeon to get over himself.” 
 
    “I understand, my Lord. What can I do?” Krista said. 
 
    “Over the next week, I wish you to approach the two hundred odd female members of the guild and appraise them. I need you to determine which are already primed to become mine and which for whom the concept is genuinely unappealing,” I said. 
 
    “Is that all you wish?” she asked. 
 
    “For now, yes. Compile the list to be delivered before the next rest day. Krista, you will be greatly rewarded for this service,” I said. 
 
    “Thank you, my Lord. I seek only to serve you well,” she said in response, buttering me up no doubt. 
 
    “That is good to hear. I believe we are done here,” I said. 
 
    I stood from my chair and walked around and assisted Krista from her seat, taking her arm in mine as I had before. We left the banquet hall and made our way through the tunnels of my home floor in the dungeon complex. The rest of my harem were walking quietly behind us. I could see the knowing smiles on their faces when I looked over my shoulder at them. 
 
    “This is not the way you brought me earlier, my Lord,” Krista said, after we turned down a tunnel that took us away from the hidden exit to the dungeon. 
 
    “Of course, Krista. You didn’t think I was letting you leave without fucking you first did you?” I said with feigned innocence. 
 
    For the first time, the confident vampire woman smiled shyly. 
 
    I leaned into her ear and whispered. “I might be making a liar of myself, my dear. There may very well be six or even eight minutes passing up above before we’re done with you.” 
 
    Her smile grew wider, and the musky scent of her arousal filled the corridor. There was nothing more gratifying in my opinion. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Simeon Reedwhistle 
 
      
 
      
 
    My fingers drummed on the small round table I was sitting at in the tavern beside Alpha House, as the guild outpost was now known. Daxas had expanded this building to the largest size allowable and it now contained three separate levels with bars on each. Daxas had named the place The Firehouse. 
 
    There were oval holes in the ceilings of the ground and first floors, surrounded by a bannister to prevent people accidentally falling over. This gap ran almost the length of the tavern except for a bridging platform in the centre. Each of these platforms had its own smaller circular holes with a metal pole installed down to the next level. Daxas informed me they were called a Fireman’s pole and you could slide down them to get to the lower level. 
 
    They’d been very popular since he put them in. Despite numerous drunken accidents, which weren’t permanent, of course, the poles were the favoured method of descent. I had to privately admit they were a lot of fun, and being a fellow of smaller stature, they helped the likes of me, as most stairs were designed for the taller members of our guild. 
 
    It hadn’t been long before a new game was invented that involved descending the pole while carrying a tray of drinks. Gambling on how much each competitor spilt had become a popular pastime. 
 
    I wasn’t here for such hijinks on this occasion. 
 
    Technically I was holding a meeting of our guild officers, but most were absent on missions for Daxas today. Missions that had left me unexpectedly nervous, so I’d made the executive decision to meet here instead. This way we could relax and talk shop at the same time. 
 
    It may have been early, but the tavern was as busy as always and Piotr had volunteered to go to the bar rather than wait for one of the overworked lasses to finally make it to our table. 
 
    I may have been the Guild Chief, but that didn’t get me any special treatment on the service front. 
 
    At our meeting with Daxas yesterday evening he had promised to deliver more workers for the tavern and the guild outposts next week. 
 
    Apparently, Daxas had been focused on expanding our infrastructure and claimed to not have the coin for increasing the workforce. Although I suspected this wasn’t the real reason, he hadn’t informed me of why he chose to hold back for a week. 
 
    I couldn’t fault him for what he had been doing on the building front, though. The glade that housed the original dungeon entrances for the Lair and the Forest of Xanathia were surrounded by a turreted stone wall fifty feet tall with a moat encircling the defences. This would keep those of us within safe from most attempts, by the likes of the Black Hills Brigade, to ‘spam kill’ us as Daxas described it. 
 
    He had built a full suite of facilities that would be found in the City which made us totally self-sufficient. Additionally, two other fully upgraded guild outposts had been constructed in the glade and were named Delta and Gamma Houses. 
 
    Outside the high stone walls, the dungeon had placed secondary entrances to the dungeons and some basic facilities, that way those not part of the Dark Moon Rising could still access the dungeons. The guild booths had been upgraded to their highest potential as well, which was a windfall for all of us as we were getting more quests and they were paying out more experience and coin. 
 
    What we had was mirrored in zone six at our second site. Plus, Beta House had been joined by Epsilon House over there, giving us a total of five spruced up guild outposts which were almost enough to house our expanded guild without needing to convert office space into extra bunk rooms. 
 
    Arash was sitting beside me, absently scratching the back of his neck, which was a nervous habit of his. Apart from Piotr, who I could see weaving his way back to us with a tray of drinks, we were only waiting on Krista to join us before we could officially begin. 
 
    Krista was late for the meeting; she was always late. I believed she did it on purpose to test me, but as long as she didn’t overdo her tardiness, I was content to ignore her games. 
 
    Piotr reached us and began distributing the drinks. He’d brought two tankards of ale for me, Arash and himself. He was a clever lad, getting two rounds in at once would save us the trouble of getting another later. 
 
    And if we were lucky, we might get the attention of one of the serving lasses before we polished off the brace of foamy dark ales. Although as we were in a booth at the back, which was necessary as we needed a bit of quiet and privacy, it did mean any free server would likely be snagged by another interested party before she got as far back as us. 
 
    Piotr hadn’t got anything for Krista, he wasn’t being rude, as she rarely drank with us. 
 
    “Is Krista not here yet, Chief?” Piotr asked when he finished. 
 
    “She’s late, as we have come to expect,” I said, trying and probably failing to keep the frustration out of my voice. 
 
    Arash grunted beside me and picked up his tankard and took a deep gulp. He wiped the froth from his upper lip and let out a satisfied sigh. 
 
    Speaking of the devil, Krista swept into the Firehouse with regal poise as if she owned the place. She was flanked on either side by two of her thralls. She scanned the throng until she located us. We locked eyes and she smiled showing off her elongated canines. Whenever we interacted, Krista always adopted an air of wry amusement that irritated me. I was the Guild Chief and should be respected as such. 
 
    Sure, Krista never outright defied or disrespected me but it was in those mocking red eyes of hers. I tamped down my discontent and forced myself to repeat a calming mantra. By the time she had deigned to saunter over to us, and dismissed her thralls in the process, I had recovered my composure. When I put my emotions aside and thought plainly, I could admit there was a fair chance I was reading more into her demeanour than was truly present. 
 
    When her group had joined the Dark Moon Rising, bringing her in as a guild officer had seemed like a great idea, but her appointment had proved problematic on two fronts. 
 
    First, she was involved in private meetings with Daxas. In the best-case scenario, this was simply because Krista was an attractive woman, and he was a sex dungeon doing what sex dungeons do. The likelier scenario was Daxas had her operating behind his back and was doing what sex dungeons do. 
 
    Which left the open question of what shenanigans Daxas was up to that he didn’t want me to know about.  
 
    My attempts to have her followed and watched had proved fruitless. Those bloody thralls were with her almost all the time and were hawkishly perceptive. Whenever a new tail was spotted one of them would break off and intercept so she could wander off unseen. 
 
    Secondly, word spread like the pox. 
 
    Since the arrival of Krista’s group, half a dozen more over-ranked teams had joined up with the guild. In each case, it took them less than a day to hear of her rapid elevation and no more than a day after that before they made ‘polite’ inquiries angling for the same thing. 
 
    Unfortunately, I couldn’t simply tell them that despite being Guild Chief, I couldn’t increase the number of guild officers whenever I chose.  
 
    Tabitha becoming Daxas disciple allowed me to have two more officer positions, making twelve, which I had filled before these new groups arrived. 
 
    However, only twelve officers for a guild of this size was unusual. I had reached my limit and when I brought it up with Daxas you can imagine what the smug git’s solution to my problem was. 
 
    I wasn’t willing to hand over the women in the guild to him.  
 
    Yes, his rationalisations were convincing, and I wasn’t foolish enough to believe that if he ordered me directly, I would be able to stand up to the force of his personality and deny him. And yet, Fiadh and Tabitha’s fall, no matter how happy they appeared to be since, rankled deeply within my soul. It felt wrong to me and I couldn’t shake that oppressive weight from my shoulders. 
 
    My continued reluctance to institute any policy that would encourage further ‘defections’ had been the subject of many lengthy, and sometimes heated, discussions with my core cadre of officers. But as long as it remained my decision to make then I refused to compromise. I would always proffer and prioritise the traditional path to salvation in the Proving Grounds 
 
    I shook my reverie and conflicted thoughts aside before those with me noticed. The three of us rose as Krista arrived and waited for her to be seated before sitting back down. She may be the source of several of my niggling problems but that was no excuse to be rude. 
 
    “Simeon, Arash, young Piotr,” Krista purred, by way of greeting. Piotr blushed crimson red, as I’m sure she had wanted him to. 
 
    I couldn’t help but sigh and covered it by finishing off my first tankard of ale. 
 
    “Krista, good of you to join us. It shall just be the four of us today as the other officers are on various scouting missions,” I opened with. 
 
    “Ah, yes, those troublesome dungeons causing such an inconvenience for our gracious host,” Krista said semi-cryptically, in case there were any perked ears in the area. “It is a shame my team has already reached rank twenty-one, otherwise, I would have volunteered our services.” 
 
    I smarted a little at Krista’s passive criticism of my venue of choice for today’s meeting. She wasn’t wrong, if Sindar or Pacclo had been here they would have talked me out of it. Of course, if they had been here instead of on missions for Daxas, I wouldn’t have felt in such dire need of relaxation and distraction. 
 
    “Yes, quite,” I coughed. “If everything goes as expected then the five scouting parties will return to us by tomorrow morning with the reports for our…gracious host. Thanks to him, they are as well-equipped as they can be, and should be in no danger.” 
 
    Piotr squinted, not fully understanding. “Do you mean Pacclo and the other teams who are hitting those other dungeons for Da…” 
 
    I plonked my hand over his mouth and cut him off before he could finish the sentence. 
 
    Krista gave me a knowing look. Yes, it had been a dumb idea to meet here, but I wasn’t going to openly admit it now and drag us back to my office. Here we were and here we would stay, I had my pride. As tattered as it may have been right now. 
 
    “Let’s just get on with other guild business, shall we? The extracurricular stuff can wait until later,” I said. 
 
    Krista and Arash nodded. Piotr tried to as well, but I still had my hand over his mouth, which I removed. The scouting missions were to several dungeons Daxas had named and provided locations for. He wanted us to delve into them and report back on their strengths and weaknesses. 
 
    He was a little vague as to why he had us doing this, apart from informing me they were an inconvenience. Most of them weren’t even in zones six or seven. The other officers were leading five parties we’d formed to run these dungeons as he requested. 
 
    “Arash, how is recruitment progressing?” I asked him. 
 
    “As of this morning we had 4,216 active guild members,” the man said and scratched himself. “This is up seventeen on yesterday. However, with the unusual constriction of new arrivals in nearby zones, overall recruitment has mostly tailed off. None of those who joined since yesterday are newcomers to the Proving Grounds. They’ve all come from other zones, having heard about our open-door policy, and even those numbers are dipping each day. We’ve only had six arrivals at the gates so far, we may get a few more by the end of the day, but not many.” 
 
    “Thank you, Arash,” I said. 
 
    The news was what I expected. When no humans, halflings or wood elves emerged from the pools on the previous rest day we had been shocked, at first. There had been a notice about a temporary reallocation to other zones to make up for ‘unforeseen events’ and that regular supplicant allocations would resume when these circumstances were resolved. 
 
    A suitably vague announcement that Daxas all but confirmed was aimed directly at us. The Dark Moon Rising was the ‘unforeseen event’. Neither he nor I were worried, though. That the guild already had more than enough members was something we both agreed on. 
 
    “Piotr, what are the ranking projections for guild members?” I asked my protégé. 
 
    This was the first time he had been given responsibility for making an official report for the guild and he was visibly nervous, despite there only being four of us, including him, present. Piotr fiddled with his tankard and took a swig before answering me.  
 
    After a moment longer he cleared his throat. “Yes,” he croaked. 
 
    “There is no need to be so anxious, young Piotr,” Krista interjected. “We are all friends here.” 
 
    Piotr nodded gratefully before continuing. “Yes, as I was saying,” he managed his voice growing in confidence. “Projections for our member’s advancement remain positive. With the recent upgrades to the quest facilities for each of the dungeons, our members can now complete eight quests daily. The enhanced experience from these quests, along with the dungeon completion experience, if we maintain squad sizes of ten, will garner every member a minimum of 27,840 XP this week.” 
 
    Piotr paused then and looked around the table. I gave a small smile and motioned for him to keep going. 
 
    “As we have figured out thanks to Krista,” Piotr restarted and nodded to the vampire woman who grinned in return. “Female guild members are getting an XP bonus compared to their male counterparts. They can be expected to accrue a minimum of 33,400 XP if they take full advantage of what’s available.” 
 
    Piotr took another full gulp of his ale. “General expectations are that folk like yourself Chief and Arash, who already had a few ranks and were part of the guild from the beginning should reach rank fifteen or higher by the end of this week. The first wave of newcomers who joined the guild during the first week should make rank thirteen. Second wavers, like myself, should get to at least rank twelve. The third wave should get to rank eleven and the fourth to rank nine. The few newcomers we picked up last rest day will power up to seven in only a week, but as Arash reported there aren’t many of them.” 
 
    “Thank you, Piotr,” I said. “That is excellent news. With any luck, the Brigade and the Tower will underestimate our strength.” 
 
    “Everybody will also collect 4,860 coins each week for completing the Rat Hunting quests,” Piotr added eagerly. “More than enough for the new gear Da…uh…our gracious host is making available on the Auction House for guild members,” he finished with barely repressed excitement. 
 
    Yes, once the Quest Booths were boosted to their highest rank and the rewards for the quests were increased Daxas began to make much better gear available for purchase. Which was just as well as the rewards in the dungeon chests coincidentally changed to be more in line with what was being offered everywhere else. 
 
    Obviously, I was happy that those I was responsible for had access to gear no other adventurers of our rank could fantasise about owning. Plus, the prices Daxas charged were more than reasonable for the quality he provided, but it hadn’t escaped my notice this meant most of the coin the guild earned ultimately found its way into his coffers and not ours. 
 
    He appeared to be spending a lot of that coin on our facilities which was great. Except that meant we continued to be beholden to him. Our collaboration had been mutually beneficial, but I would never forget he was a predator. I’d seen his eyes when he didn’t think he was getting his way and felt the flush of my mortality while under that gaze. 
 
    That was what the others didn’t understand. What if one day what was most beneficial to him was to turn on us. Did they think he wouldn’t out of sentimentality? No, many of us would fall before we were even aware of what was happening. 
 
    It was dark contemplations like this that gave me pause at his largesse with the new weapons and armour. This was a further sign he wasn’t afraid of us fighting against him even if we were geared up to the gills. 
 
    “Ah, just the halfling I was looking for,” a voice with an undisguised arrogant sneer cut across the Firehouse. 
 
    This was a voice I recognised, and I groaned inwardly. It was Kennilen Brightmuss. He was the self-elected leader of one of those half dozen over-ranked groups that had joined the guild recently. Of the lot of them, he was also the biggest pain in my rear. The man strode across the tavern, pushing those unfortunate enough to be in his path out of the way, towards our table. He was in full set of iron delving gear, freshly bought from the Auction House by the look.  
 
    From the top of my head, I recalled that it was his teams’ slot to complete their daily dungeon runs in about twenty minutes. Oh, joy, he had decided to make sure I had the displeasure of his company before he would be gone for eight hours or more. 
 
    There were times the guild’s motto of ‘We turn no one away’ was something of a chore. 
 
    I buried my irritation and sporting my best fake smile addressed him. “Kennilen, I’m afraid I’m currently busy with guild business. Can you come and find me after you have completed your runs for the day?” 
 
    “Is this pathetic collection,” Kennilen gestured to the four of us, “the sum total of this guild’s leadership?” 
 
    “You know it isn’t,” I told him patiently. “The other officers are engaged in important tasks for the guild and will be back with us tomorrow.” 
 
    “Hmph,” he sniffed at my explanation. “All the more reason there should be more officers to ensure there is no short-fall of leadership at times like this,” he said, and snuffled gaily like a pig at his poor pun. 
 
    “Why you…” Piotr bristled at Kennilen’s clumsy slur. 
 
    I put my hand on the lad’s shoulders and kept him in his seat. The arrogant fool hadn’t even noticed the blade in Piotr’s hand that was a second away from being buried in his groin. 
 
    I couldn’t, however, prevent Krista from unleashing her own verbal barb. “I would have thought such crass punning was beneath a scion of the Lionnestal nobility,” she chuckled lightly. 
 
    “Simeon, I will not converse with one of her kind,” he sneered. 
 
    “Kennilen,” I said sternly. “We’ve been through this already. When a position becomes available you can put your name forward for consideration. This will be a decision that all current guild officers have input on, so perhaps you should mind your manners.” 
 
    Kennilen snorted his derision, without another word he turned about and stormed out of the Firehouse tavern. 
 
    I really should have held this meeting in my office and locked the door. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Pacclo 
 
      
 
    I led my team into the final room of the aptly titled dungeon the Pit of the Dishonoured Dead. This was the last of three dungeons we had been sent to scout in zone ten. All three were Death domain dungeons and were far less hospitable than the Lair. 
 
    Daxas had informed me the Dungeon Master’s name was Prarow Bane and that if present, he inhabited an emaciated, dishevelled avatar. He was not in sight, but I suspected he lurked in here somewhere. 
 
    The room was decorated as a macabre Doctor’s office. There were several heavy wooden tables in orderly rows running the length of the room. On each, lay bodies in the midst of being dissected. Their stomachs had been opened from just beneath their sternum down to the groin. Strewn on the tables was a collection of their intestines and other internal organs. These bodies twitched and moaned with pain. They weren’t alive, precisely, but they had the appearance of being aware. 
 
    “Welcome to my laboratory,” a hoarse voice cackled from the shadows. “I hope you enjoy pain, as you will not be leaving for some time,” Prarow crowed. 
 
    As he finished, his dungeon creature victims sat up on their tables and shuffled their way off them, disgorging more of their bloody guts onto the floor. Their sightless eyes trained on my group, and they lurched forward. 
 
    We had discussed at length how we would handle the threats a Death dungeon posed. Five of my team who were armed with shields stepped up without needing my direction to hold the line and provide a distracting focus for our opponents. 
 
    “You know what to do,” I said offhandedly. 
 
    Then I and the remaining two others with me stepped up behind the shield wall of five. We stabbed through and above the shields at the undead creatures now swarming at the front. Aiming for their necks and heads where we could. 
 
    We made good progress before we heard the vile cackling from the shadows in the far end of this chamber of horrors. Black smoke arose from the flagstones up to knee height and popping up from within the smoke were summoned skeletons. This could be problematic as they were behind our lines. 
 
    I switched from my favoured cutlass to a mace, one which I had purchased for just this type of scenario and walloped the nearest bony monstrosity. Our shield-bearers held their position and trusted the three of us at the back to deal with this new threat. 
 
    I despatched another summoned skeleton when my latest target opened its mouth. 
 
    “Surprise!” the hoarse voice of Prarow jeered at me from the clacking jaw of the skeleton. 
 
    Streaming from the eyeless sockets was a double beam of the blackest energy, which hit me in the centre of my chest. The voice of Prarow cackled madly from the skeleton’s gaping maw.  
 
    My damage notification flashed in front of me. 41%/39%. 
 
    It was a shame I couldn’t see the look on the foul necromancer’s face as I shrugged off the powerful spell strike and bashed his skeletal proxy to pieces. 
 
    “Impossible!” came the plaintive wail from his hiding place.  
 
    Before we had come on this mission Daxas had provided each of us with nine pieces of superior leather or steel armour for these delves. Each piece of armour had two enchantments. One that granted us eight damage reduction against necrotic damage and a second boosting our stamina by four. This pushed every member of the team to over one thousand Health and significantly dulled the bite of his Necrobolt spell. 
 
    The fight didn’t last much longer as I heard a strangled cry coming from those shadows where Prarow Bane lurked. The surviving summoned skeletons dissipated back into the black mist they sprang from and the zombies, while still standing, lost any combat coherence and were easily ended by my team. 
 
    “Well done ladies,” I yelled across this laboratory of death. 
 
    “Thank you, Uncle Pacclo,” twin voices spoke from the shadows. 
 
    Stepping out into the eerie light were two identical Cat-kin women. They were tall, with long tawny hair. They walked towards me in lockstep. The twins were Yanna and Yuni and despite what they called me; we were not blood kin. 
 
    The girls were both Cougar breed whereas I was a Jaguar. When they became part of my delving team, they started using the uncle honorific. I knew them well enough not to bother trying to dissuade them.  
 
    We had been acquainted before I joined the Dark Moon Rising and they had decided to follow my example, leaving zone four, and came to test themselves at the Lair. I pulled them aside for some privacy. 
 
    “Will Daxas be pleased with our efforts, do you think?” Yanna asked excitedly. 
 
    “Oh, please tell us he will be, Uncle,” Yuni spoke before I could answer. 
 
    “I’m positive he will be. Your stealth and strike abilities are already formidable,” I told them honestly. 
 
    The pair clapped and jumped about with exuberant joy. 
 
    I couldn’t repress a grin at their behaviour. These two were destined to be disciples of the Wolf King. Had he been anything other than a wolf I think they would have thrown themselves on his tender mercy already. That sliver of doubt, that he might reject them for being catkin, was the only reason they held back after they came face to face with him for the first time in the Arena. 
 
    I genuinely cared for the pair, but unlike Simeon, I could see past my distrust of our natural enemy. If he could have taken me, I would have volunteered to be a disciple myself. Daxas had vision and was going places, and I suspected he would do so rapidly. 
 
    Something had caused him to hold back for the last few weeks, but I could sense the dungeon’s patience wearing thin when he met with the guild’s officers. His manner screamed that he was a coiled spring ready to explode, waiting for the right moment. 
 
    Where Simeon feared he would turn on us, I believed our biggest concern should be that he would outgrow his need for the guild and leave us behind. 
 
    This was why I had informed Yanna and Yuni of what I could about our guild’s relationship with the Wolf King. Their excitement at the prospect of serving him directly was palpable.  
 
    So, no I did not have a guilty conscience about preparing the pair for their inevitable future with him. And if that ingratiated me with Daxas in the process, all the better. I didn’t feel any remorse for that either. 
 
    “Come let us make haste. We have a long journey ahead of us,” I said, and guided them back to the rest of the group. 
 
    I wondered briefly if the other teams had been as successful as we had been. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was in the forge with Karragh working on my Metalworking skill when I received the alert from the DDD, that a challenge on the Lair was underway. 
 
    The timing was astonishing enough to get my attention. It was the middle of the day PGT, this alone made the event unusual. 
 
    Challenges had been few and far between lately. There had been a couple of unaligned dark elf groups in zone six who had tried, but their tendency remained for nocturnal raids. There weren’t any other probable candidates, like a party from the Black Hills Brigade, nearby either. This made it likely that it was a traitorous group from within the Dark Moon Rising, and such groups usually only did so after dark as well, when they were out of sight. 
 
    Secondly, this group had challenged the Lair directly. Most teams that turned on me had the common sense to go after the Forest of Xanathia as the lowest ranked of the dungeons which led to our cores. Whoever this lot were, they had chosen the most difficult path. 
 
    “What is it, Master?” Karragh queried when she saw me with a display screen up. 
 
    “A challenge, Karragh,” I answered distractedly. 
 
    I opened the run information on the screen and confirmed my belief that it was a group of traitors from the Dark Moon Rising. The party was led by Kennilen Brightmuss, a human noble of some sort. I recalled him vaguely, his group had joined the guild last week PGT, and he thought very highly of himself. 
 
    I’d observed his first run with his team and despite them being ranked between eighteen and twenty I wasn’t impressed, particularly by Kennilen. His decision making as a leader and fighting prowess were pathetic for his rank. But he had a gaggle of toadies who lavished praise on him with every run, most of whom were nearly as useless as their incompetent delving captain. 
 
    If my recollection was accurate, it had been some time for me after all, he was the sixth son of the most powerful Duke of the Lionnestal Empire. Hence, why he had a collection of arse-kissing types who sucked up to him. 
 
    During the solitary run I’d bothered to observe, the team was carried by two members who displayed actual ability. Who coincidentally also seemed least inclined to pander to Kennilen’s preening need for fawning praise. I would refresh myself on the particulars soon enough. 
 
    “Do you need us to ready ourselves, Master?” Karragh asked. 
 
    “Hmmm, no need, Karragh” I answered as a plan formulated in my brain. “Keep up your work here. This isn’t a true threat. Just a spoiled rich boy about to get the comeuppance of a lifetime,” I finished and smirked to myself evilly. 
 
    I put aside the tongs I had been working with. My current Metalworking project would complete by itself eventually and left for the viewing lounge. I wanted to observe this group in comfort as I fine-tuned my welcome for them. 
 
    Less than a minute later and I was ensconced on the black leather of the huge couch. Kennilen’s crew were in the Basement wing hunting the rats which gave me plenty of time to go back and review what had prompted his foolhardy challenge. 
 
    The DDD intuited exactly what I needed and displayed up on the big screen the preceding half an hour of footage that followed the man. I watched his confrontation with Simeon in the Firehouse and then he stormed out and joined the rest of his team who were already lined up outside the entrance to the Lair, ready for the run. I sat back to enjoy the rest of the show. 
 
    “My Lord, Brightmuss. What is it that troubles you?” a human bootlicker I saw tagged as Kiefer asked and bowed deeply to the petulant armoured fop. 
 
    “What troubles me you ask!” Kennilen barked angrily. “That wretched excuse for a Guild Chief is what troubles me. Can you believe this Kiefer, the little toad had the audacity, the sheer audacity to refuse me, me Kennilen Brightmuss, a son of Clarecroft Duchy itself, a position in his wretched little council of wretchedly little people,” he raged, and almost ran out of breath before completing his tirade. 
 
    Apparently, an expanded vocabulary was yet another area where the pompous ass was sorely lacking. 
 
    “He is a disgrace, my Lord,” Kiefer simpered, a sentiment resoundingly supported by the six other petty human lordlings and lickspittles that made up most of his retinue. 
 
    The only exceptions were the two individuals that had shown an aptitude for dungeon delving. I examined their details a bit closer.  
 
    The first was Yorsashi Fukuro, a short Owl-kin man. He was notable as one of the few adventurers I’d seen who had managed to get their hands on some spells. Firebolt and Flame Fists if my memory was accurate. The second was a huge shaggy, white-furred, brute called Thrasher Razorclaw. A bear-kin of the Polar Bear subtype. He was the big and silent type, who was rarely far from Yorsashi’s side. 
 
    They were two interesting characters and any wonderment I had on how they fell under Kennilen’s influence was quickly answered as the raider’s conversation continued. 
 
    “Indeed Kiefer, indeed,” Kennilen whined, he then smirked nastily before he continued. “But we shall teach that short-arse a lesson to respect his betters. Gather round all of you, I don’t wish the rabble to get wind of my perfect scheme,” he said, and motioned for his group to lean in closer. 
 
    His lickspittles gathered in close, Yorsashi and Thrasher got nearer, though they didn’t quite huddle up as the others did. 
 
    “Today my friends, we are going to challenge the Wolf King’s Lair,” Kennilen murmured in a low voice. 
 
    Although he couldn’t quite hide his childish glee at the declaration, and the pitch of his voice went up an octave by the end and was audible for any nearby listeners. 
 
    Yorsashi shook his head and grimaced. “My Lord, are you sure that is wise? This dungeon is the lifeblood of the guild. You will not earn yourself any friends by threatening its survival,” he warned Kennilen. 
 
    “Of course, I’m sure, Yorsashi,” Kennilen spat at the Owl-kin man. “And I couldn’t care less about making friends amongst these commoners. After we have claimed the Wolf King’s scalp, I will have the power. That halfling toad will have no choice but to accede to my demands, lest I take us back in repeatedly and destroy the ‘lifeblood’ of the guild as you so eloquently named it. In fact, I’ve got a good mind to demand he hand over the position of Guild Chief to me. Not just a mind, but I shall. This guild will soon be dancing to the tune of my fiddle, mark my words,” he bragged. 
 
    His little speech was met with a chorus of claps and hearty “Here! Here!” from the lordling toadies assembled around him. 
 
    Yorsashi remained unimpressed and made one last attempt to reason with the spoiled noble brat. “I understand your frustrations, my Lord. However, wouldn’t claiming the core from the Forest of Xanathia equally send the necessary message? Its official rank is half that of the Lair and we could avoid facing the Wolf King himself.” 
 
    “Do you think I’m afraid of the Wolf King? The only thing impressive about him is the unearned title he awarded himself. No, Yorsashi, crushing him and claiming his core is exactly the message I want to send. That I am indefatigable and to be feared by all,” Kennilen announced, sealing his fate. 
 
    I was definitely going to obliterate this mouthy ingrate now, whether he had challenged me or not. 
 
    This wouldn’t cause any problems for me down the line, as Kennilen despite warning the group at the beginning had forgotten entirely about the concept of circumspection. 
 
    Several heads from other guild members had spun about at his grandstanding and a few of those members were already on the way to the guild house, to inform the Chief, no doubt. 
 
    Nobody could claim I didn’t have just cause for smiting the arrogant cunt and it would be such a pleasure. 
 
    Simeon would probably have had long enough to stop Kennilen and his party if he hadn’t been in the Firehouse instead of his office. Which had been good news for me, and bad news for Kennilen’s life expectancy. 
 
    “But…” Yorsashi started. 
 
    “Enough!” Kennilen yelled and interrupted him. “You and Thrasher both swore yourselves in service to my family in life and beyond. You will do as I say, unless you plan to forsake those oaths?” he asked with cold menace. 
 
    “No, my Lord. Thrasher and I remain your servants until fate is sealed,” Yorsashi intoned and bowed low. 
 
    Thrasher didn’t speak but mimicked the deep bow. 
 
    “Good. Ah, look we are up next. Now come along, we should take the quests too. There is no reason not to make the most of it. We could run through this dungeon in our sleep. I suspect the vaunted changes that are supposed to take place are nothing more than fallacies concocted by that wretched halfling. Petty little liars the lot of them, everyone knows that.” Kennilen announced brightly before moving onto the quest booth. 
 
    His toadies followed him eagerly, they were all in high spirits and as over-confident as their master. Yorsashi and Thrasher were more subdued but voiced no further objections as the challenge option was invoked and they entered my dungeon. 
 
    That largely brought me up to speed. His group were about to finish up with the rat hunting and make their way back up into the dungeon proper. I decided at that moment to stand down most of the more lethal alterations that happen during a challenge. 
 
    I also called in Jessamyn, Karragh, and Fiadh at that point. The three of them were all still officially stationed on my path to the dungeon core. I sent them inside to give my mobs some new orders. I needed the gremlins in the ‘Chimney’ and ‘Chandelier Falls’ to follow their regular orders and not the specific challenge versions. 
 
    The ‘Chimney’ trap had been upgraded to deal two hundred points of piercing damage and now covered the top ninety feet of the climb. Enough to encompass the entirety of most raiding groups. 
 
    In addition, I had been busy changing out every copper spike in the dungeon for iron spikes which had been enchanted to deal four points of an elemental damage type. That was four extra damage, per spike, and their armour wouldn’t be stopping that. 
 
    I was reasonably confident that even though Kennilen’s entire party were above rank eighteen and well armoured, the fall, plus the extra spike damage would likely kill or at least severely cripple several of them. Enough at any rate that they might think twice about continuing and I didn’t want that. 
 
    ‘Chandelier Falls’ similarly had too much potential to do harm and my football hooligan gremlin needed to be stood down from triggering the trap. 
 
    Finally, the hidden troops who were in the concealed adjoining corridors had to be ordered to stay where they were, otherwise, they would jump the party at predetermined opportune moments. 
 
    I didn’t pull every enhancement, which would be suspicious, so the ‘Stairway to Hell’ would remain challenging, but nothing this over-ranked group couldn’t handle. 
 
    Shelly, as a life-seeded dungeon creature, could be updated remotely using the communication features of my DDD. Like me, he wasn’t very happy at throwing fights, but he was a dutiful servant and would obey my commands. 
 
    That actually reminded me that apart from bumping Shelly up to rank ten and replacing the basic rooms that made up his wing with advanced Cavern rooms. I hadn’t made any changes to his abode. I had just shy of one hundred Dungeon Power to spend in there and it was the only wing or chamber in all three dungeons where I hadn’t maxed out my allowance. 
 
    When this fight was done, I would bring Shelly in and see what his thoughts were on the matter. The wing was his to defend and as I said, he was a dutiful servant, he should get a say in how his ‘home’ was upgraded. 
 
    I had a good reason for sandbagging the run. 
 
    One of the new quests which they had taken was to venture through the Arena on their way to the end of the dungeon. The Arena where they would face me. I wanted Kennilen to make it that far, and then feel the crushing weight of my maul as I annihilated him. 
 
    I could have confronted him earlier in the dungeon, but his downfall would be all the sweeter if he believed he was on the cusp of victory. Allowing them to proceed mostly unmolested ought to achieve the desired effect. 
 
    There wasn’t any real danger in doing this as I had made several changes to the dungeon that virtually guaranteed our success against any challenge. Each dungeon path as well as the Core floor now sported a sizable secret wing capable of supporting six hundred Dungeon Power worth of creatures. These wings were made up of sixty advanced rooms, either Forest or Cavern. 
 
    I had populated these wings with twelve infernal minotaurs, twelve dryads and twelve hobgoblins. All these mobs were boosted to rank ten as well as wearing a full set of the best gear I could produce for them. There were also sixty fully kitted, unranked, wood elves, armed with heavy crossbows in these armies as I’d come to think of them. 
 
    I had started seeding those rank ten mobs but didn’t have enough life seeds to cover all four armies. Instead, I spread the seeds around and currently half the minotaurs and hobgoblins were seeded and eight dryads in each army. This meant that like Shelly they could leave the hidden wings if they went unexplored and follow challenger or invasion groups onto the Core floor and attack them from behind. 
 
    Last, but certainly not least, with all the extra rooms generating bonus dungeon power, I greatly expanded the defence forces on the Core floor. The goblin and troll numbers I left alone, but there was now an eye-watering one hundred and seventy-two wood elves available to run around the forest or be ensconced in the treehouses and forest platforms. 
 
    From a gear perspective, like the new wood elves on the optional floors, I had replaced their bows with heavy crossbows. This meant their rate of fire would be lower. Although with the agility enchantments they had on their gear, they could reload quite swiftly. Even so, the reduced rate of fire was compensated by the crossbows increasing the damage of the bolts by fifty percent. Which with their high agility scores was a significant beat down even for the best armoured of combatants. 
 
    The attack by the orc dungeons illuminated the need for more damaging strikes to break through armour.  
 
    So effective were they, that during the weekly invasion by those orc dungeons, I moved most of the wood elves into the Core room itself. This way if the orc avatars reported back to whoever held the whip to their backs, they wouldn’t reveal just how well prepared we were. 
 
    All told, my renovations to the dungeon set me back almost ten million experience. I kept two million back for emergencies and was on course to rack up a further eight and half million experience this week. 
 
    If you thought my XP rake each week was impressive that actually paled in comparison to the coin that flowed into my account. Projections were for an intake of over eighteen million by the end of the week. Which gave me a war chest of twenty-three million. I had plans for that coin and plenty of them, but that would wait until the next rest day. I shook off my avaricious thoughts and re-focused on the raiders in my dungeon. 
 
    Jessamyn and the other girls’ eyes opened as they each returned their consciousness to their avatars on the Home floor. 
 
    “Your orders have been relayed, Husband,” Jessamyn assured me and bowed her head. 
 
    “Excellent. Jess, when I was observing them outside, they mentioned something about two of the group having sworn some kind of oath to Kennilen or his family. I think Yorsashi referenced ‘until fate is sealed’. Do you know anything about this?” I asked her. 
 
    Jessamyn’s lips thinned with disgust. “I have heard of this practise, yes. It is technically banned throughout most of the Realms, but it does not surprise me that the nobility of the Lionnestal Empire chooses to ignore such laws when it suits them.” 
 
    “You can swear an oath on the Lord’s names which binds your soul to another. You must serve them in life and then when they pass on, your service continues into the afterlife. Forsake this oath and you are condemned to the Infernal Reaches. You are only released from this service if the holder of your oath joins the Lords in their heavens. The purpose of these oaths, as I’m sure you can appreciate, is to give those who are sent here protectors who must assist them to attain salvation if they wish to find it for themselves.” 
 
    “Okay, I understand now. Why is the practice banned? I don’t think I’d ever choose to bind myself in such a way, but why remove the option?” 
 
    My curiosity was piqued. 
 
    “There are two principal reasons, the first of which you touched upon yourself. Few would willingly choose to make such an oath. In the past the wealthy and powerful forced many, with threats and torture, to swear. The oathsworn, they wouldn’t be beastkin by any chance?” Jessamyn said. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, they are,” I replied. 
 
    “This is usually the case within the Empire. Their tribes or families were likely fleeing conflict elsewhere in the Realms and sought sanctuary within the borders of the Lionnestal Empire. It is not uncommon for the less reputable nobles, either because they are out of sight or powerful enough in their own right, to insist on such oaths from their most capable fighters as the price of admittance. Often the beastkin are desperate enough to accept.” 
 
    “The second reason it was banned, is it reduced the fear of being sent here to the Proving Grounds and encouraged nefarious behaviours. For example, the Lionnestal Emperor has the Lords given power to brand any citizen, noble or not, a traitor to the Empire. Regardless of whatever else they have done in life, they would be sent here upon death, even if the emperor died before them.” 
 
    “If they had an army of oathsworn to shield them here then such a threat loses its efficacy. And insurrection or secession becomes a real proposition for the ambitious,” Jessamyn finished. 
 
    “The fate is sealed part; does that mean they are freed of their oath if Kennilen damns himself?” I asked her. 
 
    “I suppose it does. However, by the terms of their oath, they must do everything in their power, short of disobeying an order from him to prevent that from occurring, otherwise, they would be sent to the Infernal Reaches themselves,” she responded. 
 
    “Interesting. I think I have an idea,” I chuckled to myself. 
 
    I sat back then and watched as the group moved through the dungeon. Their progress was rapid, except for the double ‘Mud Bath’ rooms. Nobody got through those quickly. They elected to clear Shelly’s cavern for the quest experience, so it did take a further hour before they reached the decision room just before the ‘Lair’. 
 
    Allowing the group a smooth ride worked like a treat, and Kennilen didn’t even hesitate to take the Arena route. 
 
    My mind shifted to my warwolf avatar in the Arena. My jowls pulled back in my trademarked wolfish grin as the delvers trooped onto the varnished wooden decking on the other side of the sand-pitted arena. 
 
    I didn’t have to follow the rules I set down for the Arena during a challenge but didn’t see any need to advertise as such. To complete the surprise, I was wearing my gear loadout for a regular run but would change once the duel began.  
 
    I was being prompted to declare a duel but wanted to wait for Kennilen to step onto the sand-covered floor first. What he and the rest of this group didn’t know was that Jessamyn had gathered the force hidden in the corridors and was even now awaiting them in the decision room. Once their leader was dead, they wouldn’t be escaping, it was too late for all of them now. 
 
    “Watch this, lads. I’m going to teach this mangy cur a lesson in real power,” Kennilen laughed haughtily. 
 
    He jumped off the platform, with a swagger in his step, and approached me. Kennilen had bought the best iron armour I provided on the Auction House. He had also decided against wearing a shield and brandished two iron long swords which he swished about with a flourish in a display I was sure was supposed to intimidate me. 
 
    Of course, we always kept the best equipment for ourselves. I laughed in his pompous face and switched my gear in front of him. Something he hadn’t realised I could do. 
 
    If the sudden shift in Kennilen’s demeanour was any gauge to go by, I looked as impressive as I thought I did. If the annoying human had been capable of assessing what he faced he would have seen the following. 
 
    Masterwork Steel Brigandine Chest Piece 
 
    Damage Reduction: 13 (9) (Piercing), 10 (7) (Impact) 
 
    Requirements: Strength score of 3. (this adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement). 
 
    Enchantments: +4 Strength, +4 Stamina, +4 Spell Power, +4 Agility 
 
    Gem Slot: +2 Strength 
 
      
 
    Masterwork Steel Brigandine Shoulder Pads, Cuisse 
 
    Damage Reduction: 12 (8) (Piercing), 9 (6) (Impact) 
 
    Requirements: Strength score of 2. (this adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement). 
 
    Enchantments: +4 Strength, +4 Stamina, +4 Spell Power, +4 Agility 
 
    Gem Slot: +2 Strength 
 
      
 
    Masterwork Steel Brigandine Boots x2, Gloves x2, Bracers x2, Greaves x2, Rerebraces x2, Helmet 
 
    Damage Reduction: 10 (7) (Piercing), 9 (6) (Impact) 
 
    Requirements: Strength score of 1. (this adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement). 
 
    Enchantments: +4 Strength, +4 Stamina, +4 Spell Power, +4 Agility 
 
    Gem Slot: +2 Strength 
 
    Everything I equipped was masterwork quality which increased the damage reduction by fifty percent. On some of the armour pieces, I swapped out the Agility enchantment in favour of Mana to give me enough to cast all my spells. But it wasn’t just fancy new armour I was using. I had a new maul, shield, and enchanted jewellery. 
 
    Masterwork Steel Double-Headed Great Maul 
 
    Damage: 33 (22) + STR (Impact) 
 
    Requirements: Strength score of 40 to wield 2-Handed, 50 to wield 1-Handed. (this adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement). 
 
    Enchantments: +4 Strength, +4 Stamina, +4 Spell Power, +8 Necrotic 
 
    Gem Slot: +4 Necrotic 
 
      
 
    Steel Tower Shield 
 
    Requirements: Strength score of 10. (this adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement). 
 
    Enchantments: +4 Strength, +4 Stamina, +4 Spell Power, +4 Mana 
 
      
 
    Masterwork Silver Ring x2, studs x3, belly-bar 
 
    Enchantments: +7 (4) Agility, +7 (4) Stamina, +7 (4) Spell Power, +14 (8) Heat  
 
    The masterwork nature of the silver jewellery meant the enchantments were enhanced by 75%, instead of 50%. I added some variations changing up the damage types as you could only have one such enchantment within the set and only on jewellery and primary weapons. 
 
    For most people that restricted them to a maximum of three of the different damage type enchantments. My team and I had six pieces of enchanted jewellery and a primary weapon. So, we had all seven represented. Heat, Cold, Electrical, Corrosive, Infernal, Sanctified and Necrotic. The other two damage types, Poison and Venom, were not available as enchantments.  
 
    Our gathering had also improved to the degree that we found small gemstones in the desert and cavern resource rooms. 
 
    We had found only one-carat gems so far, and these could have a single low-level enchantment applied to them and then the gem could be slotted on any piece of armour or on a weapon. The jewellery, paradoxically, did not have any gem slots. However, gems were removable, so you could change them out for something more useful if the unexpected occurred. 
 
    The only restriction was you couldn’t add a gem with an enchantment that wouldn’t be allowed on that piece of equipment in the first place. So, only the primary weapon could have a damage enhancement gem. For my maul, I had added a bit of extra Necrotic via the gem as the Necrotic enchantment on the Maul itself didn’t benefit from silver’s property that boosted the power of an enchantment. 
 
    All told, each of my hits dealt twelve points of Necrotic and fourteen points of the other six damage types. Oh, and my impact damage, of course. My base impact damage per strike was a hefty one hundred and sixty-one. 
 
    “Mangy cur was it,” I growled at the much less confident Kennilen. “Well, lads…” I addressed his cohorts “…I’m going to teach Kenny here, just why the Dark Moon Rising advises against challenges.” 
 
    With that, I issued the forced duel which had procced. Kennilen, of course, had to accept. 
 
    The Proving Grounds automatic mechanisms took over and forced us to take up our positions. I knew what the coward was going to do once the duel began, and I was prepared for it. 
 
    3…2…1… 
 
    “I forf…urk,” Kennilen tried to give up, so his party could attack me as a single unit. 
 
    His cry was cut off by my sub-vocalised full power Lightning Bolt that blasted into his chest and caused him to stumble backwards and collapse on his knees. The spell had stripped him of half his health. 
 
    I leapt forward as Kennilen’s eyes rolled and he drooled from the shock of the hit he just absorbed. 
 
    “I…fu…fufit,” he stuttered out. 
 
    Such a shame for him that he had to get the words right for them to work and the duel continued unabated. 
 
    My double-headed maul came swinging down from an overhead strike and connected squarely with his forehead. Kennilen’s head crumpled as four inches of my maul’s prongs penetrated his skull and killed him instantly. 
 
    “On my God, I killed Kenny, I’m a bastard,” I chuckled loudly. 
 
    I put my foot on Kenny’s shoulder and hauled my weapon out of his smushed-up head. 
 
    “Who’s next?” I challenged the shocked lordlings. 
 
    Like a murmuration of starlings, they turned and fled in unison. 
 
    They hightailed it back down the corridor, foolishly believing my no chase rule remained on the table. All of them that is, except for Yorsashi and Thrasher who regarded their fallen party leader with grim determination and stepped off the platform. 
 
    “I didn’t think you two would be the type to cut and run, but you don’t really have a choice do you,” I growled out. 
 
    “We do not,” Yorsashi answered and advanced on me. 
 
    Rather than engage, I danced backwards towards the exit door. This confused the pair of them enough that they hesitated. I pulled back the bolt and flung open the door. Jen’Zadeer sashayed through the door first followed by Nessa and several of the life-seeded minotaurs and wood elves. 
 
    Before they had a chance to react Jen’Zadeer zapped Thrasher with her Ice Blast and he tumbled over, paralysed. Flanked by half a dozen of the minotaurs we backed Yorsashi up against the far wall of the Arena. Nessa and a few of the wood elves quickly started to bind the paralysed bear-man with shackles. 
 
    I heard the cessation of the sound of combat from further up the corridor and summoned a display screen with the party details. The seven lickspittles who fled had been despatched by Jessamyn, Karragh, and Fiadh. I shifted back to my humanoid avatar; it was much easier to talk without a mouthful of teeth. 
 
    Yorsashi held his arms out and unleashed his Flame Bolt at me, one of the minotaurs graciously stepped into its path and shrugged off its effects. 
 
    “Thank you, Dastin,” I said to the selfless minotaur, who nodded in return. “I hope you’ve got that out of your system, Yorsashi,” I addressed the surrounded Owl-kin. 
 
    “It behoves me to inform you that the rest of your party met a rather sticky end, I’m afraid. It is just you and Thrasher who stand between your parties continued existence and the lot of you being sent to the Infernal Reaches. Including this asshat,” I said, and kicked Kennilen’s corpse for good measure. “It’s hopeless, so why keep fighting, eh?” 
 
    Yorsashi’s face fell at my question. “Because I have no choice. Not to do my all to save him damns me, fighting damns me. I choose to retain my dignity and fight to the end,” he finished, his resolve stiffening. 
 
    “Well said. But it doesn’t have to be that way. I’ve watched the pair of you fight and you are impressive. Without you, that gaggle of geese would have been well and truly cooked long ago. You are just the kind of help my subordinate Simeon needs to help run my guild,” I said reasonably. 
 
    “Your guild?” Shock etched on his vaguely owlish features. “Of course, now it makes sense, but your words mean nothing. You do not understand the nature of the oath Thrasher and I have sworn,” he said, with a resigned sigh. 
 
    I crossed my arms and peered at him sternly. “That’s where you’re wrong. Breaking the rules has become something of a speciality of mine. And besides, what do you have to lose?” 
 
    “Fine,” he said, exasperated and dropped his fighting stance. “I’m damned either way, if listening to you earns us a few more minutes, then so be it.” 
 
    I laughed happily. Yorsashi unbeknownst to him was halfway to understanding the very exploit I planned to use. 
 
    “Exactly. We are agreed then that you acknowledge this is a hopeless battle. One that not only can you not win but will last a very short while when we recommence,” I pressed. 
 
    “Yes,” he answered with a shrug. 
 
    “Capital. Then Yorsashi, you and Thrasher must leave this room as soon as his paralysis wears off, bound, disarmed, and under guard by these fine bulls. And my lovely disciples, of course,” I winked. “Who will then escort you back to the beginning of my dungeon. Where upon arrival they will fight and kill you, or we can get it over and done with right now and send you to the Infernal Reaches.” 
 
    “What? What kind of offer is that?” he scoffed. 
 
    “The only one that will delay this miscreant’s inevitable fate of damnation,” I punctuated my words with another sound kick to Kennilen’s body. 
 
    “There is one last condition I should point out. I need you to swear that if by some miracle you should find yourselves no longer in my dungeon and Kennilen’s fate is sealed, that you will remain in the guild and offer your services to Simeon. Now, you have five seconds to decide which of those options to take. Tick tock,” I finished. 
 
    Yorsashi scowled in confusion, the penny hadn’t quite dropped. However, it didn’t need to. The oath he swore meant he had no choice but to accept my strange terms to delay Kennilen’s damnation. 
 
    “I…I so swear upon the terms you have laid out,” he said and lowered his head. 
 
    “Just what I wanted to hear. Nessa, be a dear and do the honours,” I asked her. 
 
    “Of course, Master,” she said, and sprang from her position where she was sitting on the unfortunate bear who was probably a few seconds from regaining movement. She approached Yorsashi and bound him in chains in the same way as Thrasher.  
 
    By the time Thrasher had regained the power of movement, Yorsashi was similarly trussed up and he explained to the bear-kin what he had agreed to. The bear-kin maintained his stoic reserve and penchant for silence throughout it all but nodded his understanding and assent.  
 
    To keep them in the dark, literally, we put bags over their heads before leading them back to the front of the dungeon via the concealed tunnels. I didn’t want to give away their locations to anybody. Thirty minutes later we were in the ‘Entrance Hall’ standing in front of the shimmering field that denoted the way in and out of my dungeon. 
 
    We debagged the pair and Yorsashi blinked his feathered eyebrows, they flexed in a manner that really accentuated his owlishness. 
 
    “So, this is it,” he said. “I must confess I haven’t divined why you wanted to kill us here and not in the Arena,” 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” I answered his initial question with my best shit-eating grin on my face. “I could make a joke about the hallway being easier to clean, but let’s cut to the chase. I lied.” 
 
    “Lied?” Yorsashi queried, his astonishment evident. 
 
    My answer was pre-empted by a deep belly laugh from Thrasher that boomed throughout the hallway and caught everyone by surprise a little. 
 
    “He isn’t killing us. He is freeing us,” Thrasher announced in a deep gruff voice. 
 
    “Way to steal my thunder, big guy,” I chuckled and patted him on the shoulder. “Push them out,” I ordered my minotaur guards who held them. 
 
    Yorsashi, who I assumed was still a bit confused, was tossed out easily. Thrasher, who had figured out what was happening had no choice but to fight harder, but it was four on one, and he was still tied up tightly, so his resistance only delayed him from being ejected by a few seconds. 
 
    Their ‘escape’ and the demise of the rest of the party officially ended the challenge. 
 
    I shifted back to my avatar on the Home floor. Kennilen, Kiefer, and the other lordlings stood before my throne in a zombie state. Unsure if Yorsashi and Thrasher might be compelled in some manner to try and re-enter my dungeon, I stripped Kennilen and his cronies of their gear and booted his over-privileged ass into the infernal oblivion he so richly deserved. 
 
    Then I sat back on my throne and imagined the range of strangled exclamations from Simeon when he learned what I’d done. 
 
    The only thing that could make this moment sweeter was a willing young damsel in my arms and that was an absence I could quickly rectify. The only decision was who to choose. 
 
    Fuck it, I thought, and summoned all six of them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    The remaining days passed above as the months passed below and now mere seconds remained before the rest day began. Nothing else out of the ordinary occurred during that time. The scout teams I asked Simeon to send against the dungeons involved in the pogrom directed at me returned unharmed and were resoundingly successful. 
 
    The only piece of good news was that Thurgar Greybeard’s dungeon had been destroyed by the Jagged Boar Tusks. Turns out he sited his dungeon a little too close to their territory and the Black Hills Brigade, who might normally protect a young dwarven dungeon were otherwise focused on something else. Me. 
 
    Simeon had been in an unusually good mood during that meeting. Of course, I had removed the Kennilen problem for him and he even thanked me for sparing Yorsashi and Thrasher. In typical Simeon fashion, he tried to twist my generosity into more gains for himself in the form of more guild officers without me getting more disciples. I said, no. 
 
    However, if everything went as I intended today, Simeon would get his wish tomorrow and would then bitterly regret it if I knew the conflicted halfling and I did. 
 
    I was sitting in the lounge, alone, when Tenzing materialised in front of me on the dot of midnight. 
 
    “Daxas,” he smiled. 
 
    “Tenzing,” I grinned back. “Long time, no see.” 
 
    “Indeed, it has been, Daxas,” he agreed. “Where are the girls? It’s unlike you to be on your own.” 
 
    “True enough, bud. I wore them out and left them sleeping it off in the bedroom,” I smirked. 
 
    Tenzing sniggered lightly. After all this time he had become accustomed to my occasional sex jokes. I had to work hard to get that royal blue flush in his cheeks these days. 
 
    “That is also unlike you, my friend. Not wearing them out with your sexual endeavours,” he chuckled. “But leaving them during the post-coital haze.” 
 
    He left the last comment hanging between us. Tenzing was right, of course, and I shouldn’t have expected him not to be suspicious of my behaviour. 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” I sighed lightly. “I’m contemplating…no, that’s not true, I’ve decided to do something I was strongly advised against doing. And while I know Jessamyn would support me publicly, I also know she would be unhappy with my decision privately.” 
 
    “You’re going to answer the new arbiter’s summons, aren’t you,” he said flatly. No judgement, just stating the facts. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” I answered. “And I didn’t want to worry her beforehand. A forgiveness is easier than permission king of deal.” 
 
    Tenzing approached the sofa and plopped himself down next to me. “I knew you would, you know,” he confided. 
 
    “I thought you might. Will you come with me? Be there to stop me from putting my foot in it too badly,” I grinned. 
 
    “Absolutely, you couldn’t stop me even if you wanted to,” he answered, and nudged me companionably with his elbow. 
 
    “Well, it is kind of your job,” I snarked back at him. 
 
    The room was filled with the heart-swelling sound of friendly laughter. 
 
    I summoned a display from the DDD and selected one of the new Arbiter’s summons requests from the trash folder I had created and accepted before I could change my mind. I felt a surge of rightness from within as I did so. Tenzing slipped his hand into mine just before we were overcome by the transition. 
 
    Blink. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I was in a white space room with no visible walls. Around me was a series of displays of what was happening in various dungeons in the Proving Grounds. Tenzing was standing alongside me, he had a concerned expression on his face as he let go of my hand. 
 
    Something was definitely up. 
 
    Sitting in front of me on a black swivel chair was an older man with stark white hair and wearing a crisp white suit. He had a close-trimmed white beard and the whole scene was eerily familiar. 
 
    “If this creepy motherfucker calls himself the Architect, we riot,” I joked casually to my blue-skinned companion. 
 
    This drew a disgruntled scowl from the man who had drawn me here. 
 
    “You may call me the Arbiter,” he said with a slight sneer on his face. 
 
    “Not better,” I snarked back at him.  
 
    This was not an auspicious beginning.  
 
    “Arbiter,” Tenzing said formally, getting our attention. “You are the one who replaced the previous liaison, Alyssa. We were contacted by her and told The Lords complained that she was not…impartial. That her familiarity with Daxas soul had corrupted her purpose. And that Drakonis himself intervened and forced the ethereal entity to bow to the Lord’s pressure for her to be replaced. Is this true? We are both of the entity and you must answer me truthfully.” 
 
    I still didn’t know much about this Drakonis character. Alyssa had warned me he was a powerful sorcerer. So far, he just seemed to be another asshat trying to screw me over. Thoughts about this person I’d never met had to wait as the Arbiter who had taken his time, finally, albeit reluctantly, responded to Tenzing. 
 
    “This is the case, yes. I have been spared the contamination,” the Arbiter gagged as he referred to me, “of this supplicant.” 
 
    His disgust for me was readily apparent. Normally behaviour of that nature might piss me off. Today, though, it was ammunition.  
 
    “So, Alyssa was right, he is like you guys except he hasn’t examined my soul?” I mused. 
 
    “Yes. Will you confirm you are a compartmentalised extension of the entity as Alyssa and I are, but who has had exposure to the essence of the Divine Lord Timian,” Tensing pressed the Arbiter. 
 
    “Better known as the prophecy asshat dude,” I interjected before the Arbiter could answer. 
 
    The Arbiter chose to ignore me, but if the working of his jaw muscles was any indication I was getting under his skin, as I hoped. 
 
    Eventually, he deigned to answer Tenzing. “You have been informed correctly,” he intoned, and attempted to assume an air of haughty superiority. 
 
    Tenzing nodded in response. I was less diplomatic. “No wonder this guy looks like such an IP stealing twat.”  
 
    I pointed at the Arbiter to punctuate my insult. 
 
    For some time, I had suppressed my frustrations and anger that the dickhead Lords engendered with their ass-fuckery. In this setting, I could let loose a little. The familiar flames were stoked, and I would need to use that to redirect the incoming shafting to those who deserved it. 
 
    “Umm…” Tenzing mumbled to me. “How you see him is still dependent on you. That you see him as an adversarial character is indicative of the relationship between you.” 
 
    “Enough,” the Arbiter barked. “You are here on sufferance, Tenzing.” 
 
    “I am here because Daxas has a right to have his adviser present,” Tenzing shot back. “Despite your desire to exclude me. Daxas, this is why I had to take your hand. That way I was brought with you as you were summoned. You could have asked for me to be present once you arrived, but as I think you can guess, he would not have informed you of that right.” 
 
    “Is this true, Arbiter?” I said leadingly. 
 
    “Humph,” was his response. A yes then. 
 
    “Very well, from now on I wish my advisers to be present in any meetings between us,” I told him. 
 
    He didn’t answer but bopped his head forward in acknowledgement. 
 
    “How is Alyssa?” I asked. 
 
    “Your former liaison is fine. I would have reabsorbed her, but the entity has chosen to keep her separate for the time being,” the Arbiter answered. 
 
    “She should be here with me also. She is one of my advisers,” I argued. 
 
    “Alyssa is not an adviser. She was to be an impartial liaison, a role she failed to perform miserably,” he sneered at me. 
 
    “Fucker,” I growled. “I want her here, now.” 
 
    “No,” the Arbiter grinned smugly. 
 
    “Daxas,” Tenzing cautioned, putting his hand on my arm. “This Arbiter may have been unduly influenced by Timian, but he is still of the entity. No matter the influence Timian has had on his character, he must still seek balance. Alyssa was bound in the same manner. The difference is she would warn and advise you, whereas this person has no compunction about keeping you in the dark.” 
 
    “What do you mean Tenzing?” 
 
    “If you asked for or demanded something from Alyssa that would break that balance, she would deny you, yes, but then tell you what you could have. The Arbiter will not,” Tenzing advised. 
 
    He was being a bit cagey, but sometimes he had to be. Tenzing could advise me, but he wasn’t supposed to tell me what to do. However, when I let my discontent with the smug prick stop clouding my judgement I saw where his words had attempted to aim me. I needed to change tack. 
 
    “When can I have Alyssa with me?” I asked instead. 
 
    “I have allowed your adviser to be present. Alyssa is not an adviser. Now I wish to move on to the purpose of your summons to me,” he responded. 
 
    Responded, not answered. I asked when I could have Alyssa with me, not when could she be in these meetings. A slip of the tongue on my part, maybe, maybe not. Regardless of why I asked the question as I did, it opened an avenue of opportunity. 
 
    “I think not,” I said.  
 
    I recalled my first encounter with Tenzing when he needed my permission to continue. It would appear that the Arbiter also needed me to agree to this meeting before it could take place. 
 
    “We haven’t finished our discussion on the subject of Alyssa. You have replaced her, so she is no longer my official liaison. I don’t see any reason why I can’t have her with me, in my dungeon.” 
 
    This elicited a glare from a less than happy Arbiter as the only response. 
 
    “I want Alyssa to join me in my dungeon.” 
 
    “No,” the Arbiter said curtly. 
 
    Curt was good. This meant he didn’t want to elaborate and give me any clues, but he should have realised by now it was too late. He would soon learn I was like a dog with a bone, unwilling to let go. I knew just from looking at him that I would have to drag every last iota from him. 
 
    “When can I have Alyssa in my dungeon?” I pressed once more. 
 
    The Arbiter sat there for a moment and looked like he was chewing on a lemon. He really didn’t want to help me but having to retain a commitment to balance stymied his attempt at denying my request.  
 
    His struggle to undermine me didn’t bode well for the real reason I was brought here, though. Eventually, the lemon won, and he had to spit out what I wanted to hear, well mostly what I wanted to hear. 
 
     “She can join you in your dungeon, but not yet. You spent fifteen weeks with only Alyssa and her horribly biased oversight. You must go fifteen weeks with my sole oversight to compensate. Then she may join you as an inactive member of the dungeon. As part of your filthy little harem only,” the Arbiter scorned, deriding us with the last part. 
 
    I sensed he was trying to get a rise out of me and then I figured out why. He was still trying to get one past me. 
 
    “Eleven weeks,” I corrected. “Alyssa has not been overseeing my progress for the last four weeks, has she. You were.” 
 
    “Very well, you can have her in eleven weeks,” he agreed, without confirming the reason for her silence. 
 
    “Of which, four weeks have already passed. You said my oversight without her should last only as long as my oversight with her,” I pressed. 
 
    “Very well,” he groused. “Seven weeks,” 
 
    It was my turn to give him a smug grin. I was fronting, though. Seven weeks with the time dilation was going to be a long fucking time before I could get my hands on the gorgeous bespectacled brunette. 
 
    Then the Arbiter’s lips quirked upwards. 
 
    It was ever so brief, but it happened. The white suit-wearing douche thought he was getting the best of me. But I hadn’t agreed, not yet. A couple of moments of introspection on the conversation illuminated what I had initially missed. The time dilation. 
 
    “Not so fast. Time in the Proving Grounds can be measured in more than one manner. If we measure the time from within my dungeon, which let’s be honest makes more sense as I am a dungeon after all. I have, in fact, suffered years longer under your oversight than I benefited under hers. Not only should I get her right now, but I think you owe me,” I argued. 
 
    The Arbiter’s cheeks reddened with anger, and he slammed his fist on the arm of his swivel chair. 
 
    When he had calmed down, he muttered. “Very well, she shall join you at the conclusion of this meeting, not before. Before you argue, her return is a consequence of this conference, so I do not have to bring her here.” 
 
    I felt much better now but wouldn’t let him overlook the last element by being too eager to agree. 
 
    “Understood. And you acknowledge that from the perspective of balance you actually owe me a little,” I reminded. 
 
    “Yes, I acknowledge you have a smidgen of credit in that regard. Are you happy now? May we continue?” the Arbiter asked testily. 
 
    It was good to know how much I had got under his skin. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s get on with it. How are you screwing me over?” I asked rhetorically. 
 
    His eyes flashed his annoyance, but then his lips curled with cruel smugness. 
 
    “I am not screwing you over, you are doing that to yourself. You have taken another dungeon as a disciple and I have brought you here to tell you how that is going to change your circumstances,” he said. 
 
    “Whoa there little doggy,” I interrupted. “This is ancient history, and the terms were already determined. I had a pow-wow with the Lords and everything. They agreed as to how this would be handled in the arbitration. There is nothing else to discuss.” 
 
    “I’m aware of the results of that arbitration, as flawed and poorly managed as it was. What was agreed during that meeting stands unaltered…” He paused and there was a malicious glint flash across his eyes. “…for those who claim one dungeon as a disciple. However, you have taken two,” the Arbiter announced, his shit-eating grin widening. 
 
    “What a load of bollocks,” I roared. “That agreement specifically allowed me to take more dungeons as disciples.” 
 
    “Yes, but it made no mention of what would happen if you did. You may have assumed it would all be the same, but assumption is not fact,” he commiserated with faux sympathy. 
 
    “You’re fucking me over on a technicality,” I snarled, shifting to my warwolf form and towering over him. 
 
    Alas, as much as I wanted to tear the colonel sanders look-alike to pieces like the contents of a bucket of KFC. I was struck by a similar lack of control over my body that Alyssa had used when she teased me. 
 
    I felt Tenzing pull me back from the Arbiter and I shifted back as I paced the white room. The Arbiter just chuckled at my frustration, enjoying his power, and glorying in having turned the tables on me.  
 
    He didn’t, however, have as much power as he thought. 
 
    Yes, I was angry, but I wasn’t in an uncontrolled rage as much as my behaviour might suggest. When people think they are winning, that is when they make mistakes. And I was happy to let him think he was winning. 
 
    He started talking again as I glowered at him. 
 
    “From now on your dungeon will count as one and not three. Supplicants and invaders may enter any of the entrances but may only do so once a day. What were three separate dungeons will each be a part of a greater whole.” 
 
    “When groups complete one dungeon, they will have the option to leave or continue and complete the next part/dungeon in whichever order they choose. This means challengers and invaders may choose to advance to your combined Core floor after completing any one of your dungeon paths. If they choose to conquer your Core floor before completing the other dungeon paths, they can then complete those dungeons afterwards. This, of course, means they will then be able to revisit your Core floor after each dungeon completion. Just as your other dungeon floors do not repopulate during a single run, neither will your Core floor.” 
 
    I tried to object but the grinning git had frozen my vocal chords. 
 
    “To compensate supplicants for the greater difficulty of completing multiple dungeon paths without a break, the experience rewarded will be multiplied by the number of paths completed. Additionally, the ‘Over Six’ rule shall be increased by six for each dungeon that is part of the whole even if the groups choose not to continue. This will make the rule ‘Over Eighteen’ in your dungeon’s current incarnation. This will continue to rise if you somehow add further dungeons to your own,” he explained. 
 
    “As you are now a single dungeon the fallen totals of the subservient dungeons will be added to the dominant dungeon. That would be you in this example. When you advance in rank, they will advance in lockstep with you. The combined dungeon rank will continue unchanged. Also, when your combined rank reaches one hundred you will have to participate in the Divine Challenge. This will be mandatory,” he finished. 
 
    Tenzing gasped out loud at the last part. The hold on my vocal chords was released 
 
    “Divine Challenge?” I said to my adviser, pointedly ignoring the Arbiter. 
 
    “The Divine Challenge is the final test for dungeons. Each week a rank one hundred dungeon undergoes a challenge run made up of champions representing the Lords. Both Divine and Infernal, despite the name. Fight them off and you get your reward of reconstitution, lose and you’re done,” he told me. 
 
    “Win or bust,” I muttered. 
 
    “Daxas he is forcing this on you much earlier than it should occur. As things stand when you get to rank thirty-six, the combined rank of your dungeons will be one hundred and one and you will join the queue. There are few dungeons at that rank, so you will have to participate within a few weeks. You will not have time to accrue many more ranks following that,” Tenzing informed me. 
 
    “I am doing no such thing, Tenzing,” the Arbiter snapped, pronouncing my blue buddies name snidely. “Daxas himself agreed to the combined rankings.” 
 
    “He would not have, had facing the Divine Challenge early been a requirement. Alyssa would never have allowed this,” Tenzing argued angrily on my behalf. 
 
    “The less said about that useless bitch and her incompetence the better. I am being more than generous. I have boosted his fallen total immensely and his subservient dungeons advance for free. I have maintained balance without favouring this cur and his pack of…females,” the Arbiter spoke with false piety.  
 
    I hadn’t missed the contempt he had for Alyssa or when he spoke about my women. Alyssa had mentioned Timian’s misogyny before the arbitration. The Arbiter appeared to have inherited this trait from that arsehole of a God. 
 
    “Fuck you, you cunt,” I spat, my policy of politeness in the face of authority a thing of my past life. “You’re just a fawning lap dog. Begging for a tummy rub from an indifferent owner. Willing to do whatever it takes for a smidge of attention.” 
 
    This got a reaction from him. He stood from his black swivel chair; his cheeks glowed redder with wrath than when I baited him before. 
 
    “How dare you. I do this for the Proving Grounds, for the entity, for balance. You…” he screamed, pointing at me. “…are the problem. You are the imbalance. Every moment you remain is a visceral threat to the existence of the Proving Grounds, our very purpose endangered by your mere existence. Hastening your exit by any means necessary is the very essence of balance. Alyssa and Tenzing would see this if they hadn’t been corrupted by your lecherous soul.” 
 
    I laughed in his face. Unbeknownst to him, I had the Arbiter exactly where I wanted him. 
 
    “This is why you waited until after the orc dungeon’s first invasion to begin sending your demands to haul my ass in here. You hoped they’d finish me off, didn’t you? And I have you to thank for the alterations to the Gauntlet. Oh, how it must sting to see your machinations fall short,” I mocked. 
 
    I could see he wanted to say more but thought better of it. 
 
    “We are done, begone,” he said instead, sitting back in his swivel chair. 
 
    “No, not yet,” I smarmed back. 
 
    His face creased with anger at my refusal. That he couldn’t send me back as good as told me there was something more I could secure, and he had hoped I would simply accept his dismissal. 
 
    We stood staring at each other while I thought over what he might be leaving out, what else I could get out of him before I made my last play. 
 
    “The dungeon laws,” I said slowly. 
 
    “What of them?” he asked. 
 
    “Ambush, Matriarchal, Dominance and Fecund Abundancy. All of them will apply to my dungeons regardless of which entrance is chosen,” I said. 
 
    “Acceptable but the Female, Diversity and Fertility penalty laws will also apply to all,” he said almost cordially. 
 
    “Now go,” he muttered with displeasure. 
 
    “I’m still not done,” I grinned. 
 
    “What else is there?” he complained. 
 
    “Two things. First, privacy. I know you are spying on me, constantly. That ends now,” I ordered. 
 
    “Impossible, I have to be able to observe what happens in the Proving Grounds,” he dismissed. 
 
    “I’m not demanding you be blinded to my activities for the whole of the Proving Grounds, or even in the parts of my dungeon that adventurers can enter by right. Just my Home floor, you’ll recall you still owe me credit and I’m calling that marker in for this,” I reminded him. 
 
    “Unghh, done,” he groused. “You said there were two things.” 
 
    “Privacy from the Lords as well as yourself. I want to hear you say it,” I demanded. 
 
    “Yes, privacy from all,” he agreed. 
 
    I straightened up to my full height. “Yes, secondly, it’s time to close the arbitration on me. I’m sick of the constant meddling by you and by the Lords. Both directly and indirectly,” I announced. 
 
    “You are insane,” the Arbiter laughed. “Why would I ever agree to that? You have already spent your ‘credit’, and even if you hadn’t, it wouldn’t have come remotely close to being enough to earn such an enormous gesture given your nature and circumstances.” 
 
    I’d expected that reaction, but I wasn’t done. Time to dangle the carrot.  
 
    “I’m no fool, I wouldn’t expect you to agree without something major in return. So, I’m willing to give you what you want more than anything else to help restore balance in the Proving Grounds. Me, gone one way or the other in a matter of weeks, instead of the likely months or even years,” I offered. 
 
    The Arbiter leaned forward in his black chair. I genuinely had his interest for the first time. “I’m listening,” he stated. 
 
    “A simple change to one you are already making. You’ve merged the dungeons, our fallen total and advancement. Go one step further, don’t just have us advance one rank at a time. Progress us to the highest available rank that our fallen total qualifies us for,” I suggested. 
 
    “Daxas, no,” Tenzing warned. “If he did this you could be facing the Divine challenge in no more than six or seven weeks.” 
 
    “Too late, Tenzing,” the Arbiter crowed. “Daxas has made the offer in good faith and I happily agree. It is done.” 
 
    “As long as the arbitration is officially closed, and your role in all this is also done,” I clarified. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” he sniggered. 
 
    Then he got out of his chair and danced about the room. It was a bit creepy if I’m honest. Once he finished his jig, he stopped in front of me. 
 
    “We are done and so are you. I almost hope you last long enough for Lord Timian to strip your soul bare,” he laughed. 
 
    “So much for your impartiality, not that I believed you truly possessed any,” I commented wryly. 
 
    “The arbitration is closed, and your fate is sealed. I may have had to maintain balance, but that doesn’t require me to like you or wish you well. Your overconfidence has sealed your doom,” he scolded gleefully.  
 
    “Daxas, what have you done?” Tenzing cried softly. 
 
    “I’ll explain when we return and can enjoy our newly won privacy,” I assured him. 
 
    “Yes, begone. Go, plot and scheme, not that it’ll do you a single jot of good,” the Arbiter exulted.  
 
    This time I couldn’t forestall him, nor did I want to. 
 
    I did, however, deliver a verbal barb as we departed. “If you think I was disruptive before, you’ve not seen anything yet.” 
 
    Blink. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We were back in the viewing lounge, sitting on the black leather couch as we had been before the meeting. Tenzing released my hand, but my eyes and awareness were centred elsewhere. 
 
    Standing in front of me was Alyssa. She was almost unchanged from the last time I saw her. Her chocolate brown hair remained tied in a bun. The grey business suit top was gone which left her in the white blouse that her busty assets strained to free themselves from. The top three buttons were undone and provided a pleasant view of her cleavage. She peered down at me over her black-rimmed spectacles and smiled sexily. 
 
    “Daxas, my darling. You’ve really gone and done it now,” she purred. 
 
    My cock grew rock hard, and I had to fight the urge to take her on the black carpeting of the viewing lounge floor. 
 
    Tenzing coughed lightly from beside me. I imagined he knew well what kind of internal battle I was involved in and wanted to remind me he was still there. That helped. 
 
    Using the DDD I opened a fresh communication display. 
 
    “Ladies, can you assemble in the Lounge, please,” I announced throughout the dungeon to summon my harem. 
 
    I stood and paced over to Alyssa, unable to wait, I had to do something. There was no unseen force to hold me back now. I swept her into my arms and our lips crushed against one another in a long-overdue wanton tongue-filled sloppy kiss. Alyssa moaned in response, and I grunted my desire as my hands roamed freely over her legs and ass. My hands squeezed and kneaded unopposed. 
 
    Tenzing coughed again, more loudly than before to break through the haze of lust.  
 
    “I believe I was promised an explanation for the deal you just sealed with the Arbiter,” Tenzing remarked. 
 
    I squelched an angry retort about his interruption. 
 
    Tenzing was owed an account of my decision, everyone was. I broke the kiss with Alyssa and released my grip on her. She looked as disappointed as I was that I had, but we would get to the fun stuff shortly. 
 
    “When the rest of the team arrives, I will tell everyone why,” I told him. 
 
    Tenzing nodded his blue head in mute acceptance, the wistful smile on his face letting me know he hadn’t been angered by my behaviour. 
 
    “Yes,” Alyssa crooned and rubbed herself against me. “As happy as I am to finally be here, with you, I can’t say I’m surprised you completely ignored my advice.” 
 
    “I didn’t ignore it completely,” I chuckled. “I followed it for a few weeks, but then I had to go my own way.” 
 
    “I know, darling,” she sighed. “I wasn’t criticising. Well, not exactly. But you’ve chosen a very dangerous path to walk.” 
 
    “I get it, I do, and all will be revealed,” I assured, and led the brunette to the couch, where we sat down. 
 
    The big screen at the far end of the room which I left up by default was flashing red, informing me I had messages to read. One of the messages was the details of the new rules under which my dungeon would operate. The second and more interesting of the two was my weekly advancement notification. 
 
    Congratulations! You have Ranked up. 
 
    We are happy to inform you that based on your position on the leader board you have advanced to rank 20. Well done on making it this far. The Caverns of Jen’Zadeer advance with you and have reached rank 18. The Forest of Xanathia advances with you and has reached rank 15. 
 
    As a rank 20 dungeon, who maintains a first floor, you must increase the minimum size of your second floor from 45 to 50 rooms and you will be unable to make any changes to your dungeon layout until this requirement is met. If your dungeon does not meet these requirements, a missed soul mark tithe penalty will be applied each week. 
 
    You have the option to close your first floor. If you do then the room requirement for the second floor increases to 65. 
 
    The message hadn’t been changed up much and didn’t properly account for my sudden jump of ten ranks in a single rest day. 
 
    I was both pleased and a little disappointed not to have advanced further. A quick check revealed the merged fallen total to be seven hundred and thirty-six. The Lair was just shy of being eligible for rank twenty-one which would have pushed me up two whole tiers. Which was something that called to the ambitious elements of my soul. At the same time, being a bit lower ranked would limit the enemies who could attack me. 
 
    I had no intention of closing my first floor or the first floors for the Caverns or Xanathia. The combined rank of the dungeon was now an impressive fifty-three, so the Dark Moon Rising members had plenty of room to grow themselves. I didn’t have time to review anything further when my women sauntered into the lounge. 
 
    “Everyone, this is Alyssa. Alyssa, this is Jessamyn, Jen’Zadeer, Nessa, Karragh, Fiadh and Tabs,” I introduced the group. 
 
    Then I shuffled out of the way as the ladies rocked up to one another. A round of hugs and more personal introductions got underway. 
 
    Jessamyn left the huddle and snuck in under my arm before she said. “If Alyssa is here, then you have spoken to the Arbiter.” 
 
    “Yes, I know you were set against it, but it was the direction we needed to take,” I related to her. 
 
    “I knew you would,” she smiled. 
 
    “So, you approve then?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “Approve? Not really. To me, it was too great a risk, but I also know that those of us who are Realms born don’t see the world the way you do, Husband. I trust that you would only take such a risk if you believed it necessary,” she explained. 
 
    I kissed the top of her head. “Okay, take a seat, everyone, settle down and I’ll cover what has happened,” I instructed the gaggle of beautiful women and Tenzing, of course. 
 
    When they were all sitting comfortably, I related the events that they missed in my meeting with the Arbiter, the new rules we would be working under and the likely advanced timetable for the Divine Challenge. Understandably they were all perturbed and nobody spoke for a few seconds, and then Nessa piped up. 
 
    “I suppose the obvious question is, why? Why give them a crack at us so soon? Surely, waiting and accruing more experience over time would have been safer? Is this because of the wait between weeks?” she asked in true Nessa style, which was to fire multiple questions in succession before getting the answer to the first. 
 
    “First, I need to assure you I didn’t do this because of my frustrations about being trapped down here for years, seemingly without end,” I clarified before I continued. 
 
    “There is much I haven’t disclosed to you during that time and the primary reason for that was the lack of privacy. We were always being watched, and what was observed was being fed back to the Lords.” 
 
    “That is true,” Alyssa interjected. “Technically we still are. The Proving Grounds is part of the ethereal entity, it can’t be unaware of what is happening within it. But before, I or my replacement were also aware of what happened, as it happened, especially in the Lair. We were then obligated to make that knowledge available to the Lords. By the terms of the freshly closed arbitration, the Arbiter is now blocked and thus the Lords are.” 
 
    “Thank you, Alyssa, for clarifying,” I told her. “With privacy, I can open up on my plans for the future and get your input and feedback, which will help us.” 
 
    Nessa opened her mouth to speak, probably to point out the obvious but I beat her to it. 
 
    “However, I didn’t need to offer what I did to gain privacy. It’s important as I wouldn’t have made this offer if the Arbiter hadn’t conceded that already. My justification is two-fold. First, I had to close out the arbitration and this was the only card I had to play to achieve that end.” 
 
    “This was necessary, the Arbiter may not have delved into my soul, but he was still privy to a great deal of information on my behaviour gathered by Alyssa which the entity had to be aware of, and therefore so was he.” 
 
    “That is also true,” Alyssa remarked thoughtfully. “He may not have been as adept at predicting your future behaviour, but he would have had a high level of accuracy in understanding how you would react in any given situation and interpreting your current actions to infer your intent.” 
 
    “Precisely,” I agreed. “This was the assumption I made based on my admittedly less than scientific analysis. Some of you know or may have guessed that I possess a huge reservoir of soul energy. A reservoir greater even than what the Lords have access to. This is what has allowed me to bestow my blessings. It has also allowed me to tap into a precognitive sixth sense of some sort. A sense that has guided me in my decision making at times, provided an intuition of sorts on whether I was doing the right thing.” 
 
    “Several times since Alyssa’s replacement, I have made decisions on how to proceed and not relayed those choices to anyone, not even Jessamyn or Tenzing. My sixth sense has always intuited that these were the correct moves to make. And it remained that way, provided that was all I did, make a secret decision in my head. The moment I took any action to implement that decision then my sixth sense would kick in again, but in the opposite direction.” 
 
    “The conclusion I drew is much as Alyssa stated. That the Arbiter or the Lords with his assistance were inferring my intent from my actions and reacting accordingly to bring about our ruin. Privacy to plan would have helped, to an extent, but too much of what needs to be done would be in the dungeon proper or up above in general, always giving them a chance to counter.” 
 
    “Maybe privacy alone would have been enough, but my gut told me it wouldn’t be. I had to prevent them, the Arbiter especially, from taking direct action against us in the Proving Grounds. This meant getting the arbitration closed and I suspected removing my dungeon as fast as possible would be just the carrot to entice him into agreeing.” 
 
    “Which brings me to the second reason I did this. Time. They think the accelerated time frame is to their advantage. That we will be unprepared. Well, they are wrong. I have many plans and even more exploits we can utilise, and a few weeks PGT will be more than enough to implement them. Believe me, if they thought I was breaking the rules before, they will be clawing their eyes out in rage when they learn I’ve been holding back,” I grinned widely. 
 
    “Also, I don’t believe for a second that closing the arbitration will be a true end to their interference, not from the Lords at any rate. The Lords were meddling even when Alyssa was in charge, it’s what allowed her to give me as much leeway as she did. Now, by the time they figure out what shenanigans we’re pulling, they won’t have the time to adapt, what with them being shut-out.” 
 
    “I don’t know about anybody else, but that sounded pretty comprehensive to me,” Jen’Zadeer deadpanned. 
 
    The room filled with feminine laughter. Just like that the tension faded and everyone relaxed with easy-going smiles. Tenzing got off the couch and came and stood beside me. 
 
    “I am gratified you had a plan,” Tenzing confessed when the laughter died down. 
 
    “Of course, I had a plan. You should know that by now buddy,” I chuckled and nudged him with my elbow. 
 
    “Yes, well it’s difficult not to worry, but I understand why you didn’t confide in me further, ahead of time,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sorry about that. But those days are done. I’m just sorry I didn’t get you a pass to stay here permanently,” I lamented. 
 
    “That is okay, Daxas. Unlike the Arbiter, my awareness of what happens when I’m not present is unaffected. You have Alyssa and I doubt he would have permitted you to have us both to advise you,” he reasoned. 
 
    I clapped him on the back and then caught him when he almost faceplanted. This invoked another ripple of good-natured laughter. As much as I would have liked to spend the rest of the day shooting the breeze, rest days being the only day that were truly only twenty-four hours meant they were less than restful. 
 
    “Speaking of exploits and things the Lords and the Arbiter wouldn’t like. I have one I can show off right now,” I announced to the room. 
 
    My disciples settled down and watched me intently, waiting for my announcement. Rather than talking I closed my eyes and concentrated on a little something I had been playing around with. When there were prying eyes upon us I hadn’t been able to make a practical attempt but the mental practice I’d put in over the last year left me confident I would be successful. 
 
    After a few seconds of concentration, a second avatar, Daxas 2.0, a mirror image of me materialised in the room. I opened my eyes and gazed at my double. He mirrored my expression and movements precisely. There were a few gasps from around the room. 
 
    “This is most impressive, Daxas,” Tenzing complimented. “I don’t think any other dungeon has been able to create a second avatar like this. They have always been limited to one in the active part of their dungeon and another in the inactive Home floor, and they certainly couldn’t meet.” 
 
    “Thanks, Tenzing,” I said. “Actually, creating the second avatar was the easy part. Now splitting my consciousness to make use of both avatars at the same time has proved tricky to master,” I laughed. “I’ve been practising with my active and inactive avatars for the better part of two years to develop the skill.” 
 
    “Really?” Nessa quizzed. “I don’t want to seem cheeky, but the new one is kind of just there, like an empty vessel. Not much inhabiting going on that I can see.” 
 
    “You totally wanted to be cheeky,” I teased the dryad. “But you’re not wrong. There are limitations that I haven’t been able to overcome, at least, not yet. The primary issue being proximity. If the avatars are too close, I find my split focus is too close to one another and they are forced to merge. I’m afraid there won’t be any Doc Manhattan type sexcapades.” 
 
    “Doc who?” Tabs asked. 
 
    Alyssa smiled knowingly, so at least one person got my Watchmen reference. 
 
    “Never mind, just something from back home,” I remarked. “The important thing is that once I leave this room,” I said pointing at myself. “Then my mind will settle into my clone or clones, and I can get far more done. I want to keep this under wraps, so I’m not going to be leaving the dungeon with any more than one avatar at a time.” 
 
    “How many versions of yourself do you think you can control?” Alyssa asked. 
 
    “I don’t know for certain,” I admitted. “I only had two to practice with before. However, I’ve already put two others to work while we’ve been talking. One in the forge and another gathering. I’m comfortable with three and think I can easily handle number four beside me when I add him to the mix, but the other two don’t require much concentration for such mundane tasks. I suspect that is what will determine how thin I can spread myself, the complexity of what I need each avatar to do.” 
 
    Alyssa and Jessamyn nodded in unison and then giggled like schoolgirls at the gestural jinx.  
 
    “Alright everyone, we have a busy day in front of us, with much to do. Get your most important daily tasks completed and we’ll meet back here in two hours,” I announced to the room. 
 
    “What do you want me to do,” Alyssa asked with a wink. 
 
    Rather than answer, I strode forward, picked her up and threw her over my shoulder. She squealed and giggled girlishly. The rest of my harem joined in with her giggling. 
 
    “I thought you were going to wine and dine me in a spectacular rooftop venue first?” she managed to gasp as I ran through the corridors with her bouncing a little on my shoulder. 
 
    “We can if you really want to wait longer?” I semi-threatened, semi-offered. 
 
    “Oh no, my darling. Take me to the bed and fuck me senseless,” she moaned. 
 
    I couldn’t have agreed more. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Explicit Interlude 4.1 
 
    (This mini chapter contains explicit sexual content. If that’s not to your reading taste you can skip on to the next chapter without missing any story elements.) 
 
      
 
      
 
    In less than a minute we had arrived in the master bedroom. A quick check confirmed that my fourth alternate was up and running and had already started on the dungeon updates, of which there were many. I compartmentalised what he was doing in a corner of my mind, that way I could concentrate on what was before me. 
 
    As soon as we were over the threshold Alyssa wriggled off my shoulder and I had to put her down in front of me. 
 
    “Hmmm,” she purred and stroked my chest with her hands. “Are you sure you can handle multiple avatars? You do seem awfully fully clothed for this situation,” she teased. 
 
    “That can be rectified,” I chuckled, and sent my attire directly to the inventory. 
 
    Alyssa stepped back from me, and she eyed my naked form and bobbing iron rod over the top of her black-rimmed spectacles. The grin that spread across her cherry-red lips could only be described as filthy. 
 
    Frustratingly, Alyssa remained clad in her own skirt and blouse. Although I remembered from our earlier meetings, she wore nothing underneath. 
 
    I reached out to remove her clothing in the same manner as mine and she took another step backwards. Then wagged her index finger in front of me. 
 
    “Not so fast, handsome,” she breathed huskily. 
 
    “Alyssa,” I growled with unrestrained lust. 
 
    “All good things come to those who wait,” she giggled. 
 
    “We’re not in your domain now, but mine,” I said gruffly. “There is no impediment to taking what’s mine.” 
 
    I pounced for the busty brunette but somehow missed. Alyssa had sidestepped out of my way and had manoeuvred herself behind me. Her throaty laughter was a reminder of our previous encounters. 
 
    “No impediment maybe, but I still know you better than you know yourself,” she teased. 
 
    “I will not be denied,” I snarled heatedly. 
 
    “Of course, you won’t be, Daxas, my darling beast,” Alyssa said as she edged around to the end of the bed. “And you’re a big, burly, and ever so dominant alpha, but didn’t you miss me taking you…in hand, even just a tiny bit,” she suggested. 
 
    Then Alyssa patted the edge of the bed with her hand. “Come sit down and let me take care of you. Don’t worry, you’re still the one in control, you’ll just be surrendering it, for a little bit, and I’m positive you will enjoy it.” 
 
    I harrumphed but strode around the bed and then perched comfortably on the end of the large four-poster. The silk sheets were smooth, soothing, and helped put me at ease. 
 
    It had been a long time since I hadn’t been the one in full control of the bedroom activities. I definitely wasn’t a switch, but would surrender the initiative to my lover, this time. Variety is the spice of life after all, and ‘delayed gratification’ was pretty much the byword of mine and Alyssa’s relationship thus far. 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” I practically snarled with impatient longing. 
 
    “You’ll see,” she tantalised. 
 
    Then Alyssa started to gyrate in front of me. Her hips swayed from side to side and her hands roved over and caressed her thighs and butt before she moved them up her body to toy with breasts, the nipples of which pointed plainly through the white blouse she wore. 
 
    I accessed my compartmentalised other self in the Viewing Lounge room and had him pump in some appropriate striptease music into the bedroom. ‘Pour Some Sugar On Me’ by Def Leppard filled the room and Alyssa smiled at my selection. 
 
    Her hands passed from her breasts and shifted up to her head. She pulled out her hair tie and rolled her head a few times shaking out her freed chocolate-brown locks. Then Alyssa reached for her black-rimmed spectacles. 
 
    “Leave those on,” I growled. 
 
    I might be allowing Alyssa to dictate the pace of our first encounter, but I wouldn’t surrender all control, at least I thought I hadn’t. 
 
    But I couldn’t help rationalising that Alyssa almost certainly knew I found her glasses supremely sexy. She would know I’d want her to keep them on, so would she really have taken them off or did she want me to demand that she keep them on. 
 
    Then I foisted such mental meanderings on my counterpart in the Lounge and settled down to enjoy the show, my feet tapping in time with the Def Leppard track playing around us. 
 
    Alyssa smiled and left the glasses artfully perched on the bridge of her nose and continued her teasing gyrations in front of me, slowly turning around on the spot. She waggled her shapely ass as she did and grinned at me over her shoulder. 
 
    When her hourglass ripple dance was done, Alyssa strutted across the room in front of me and finished the first circuit by kicking out with her leg and dislodging one of her shoes. 
 
    The shoe flew off into the corner and was soon forgotten about. Alyssa repeated the action crossing over to the other side of the room, her strut losing none of her graceful balance, despite her uneven footing. Soon, the second shoe had gone the way of the first, but on the other side and then she shimmied back to the centre. 
 
    Alyssa stood in front of me again. She tempted me with a few more twirls in time with the music before she finished that portion of her routine and winked slowly at me. For the next part, her legs stayed in place while she rolled her shoulders and thrust her chest outwards. 
 
    My cock was like a steel pylon, virtually unbreakable. Yet somehow, I managed to retain enough self-control that I hadn’t sprung from the bed and ravished the bespectacled beauty. 
 
    She bent her knees and lowered herself near to the ground in front of me, her hips swaying all the while. Alyssa’s hands had caressed her stomach and returned to her gorgeous assets above. As she knelt in front of me her fingers had deftly unbuttoned the last few remaining clasps on the blouse. All that held it closed were her dainty hands. 
 
    Once Alyssa’s knees grazed the floor, she sprang back up quickly and her hands parted as she did so. Each hand, which held a corner of her blouse, was pulled wide-open revealing her breasts. 
 
    Her sudden upward motion jiggled her tits in a most gratifying manner. She had a pair of creamy, swollen, yet firm, D-cups that wobbled and bounced with the rhythm of her dance. 
 
    The nipples of each boob were pert and pointed with excitement and her large breasts defied gravity. The skin was taut and smooth. Her tits were large but also visibly firm and in no way fake.  
 
    “Those are fucking spectacular,” I breathed heavily, mesmerised by the twin mountains that danced for me. 
 
    Alyssa winked in response. “A girl has to take advantage of being able to create the perfect body.” 
 
    I couldn’t disagree. She had the kind of body the purveyors of internet smut spent hours using photoshop to create. I started to rise from the bed and Alyssa wagged her finger in front of me again. 
 
    “Patience, my King,” she husked. “It’s almost time for the finale and then I’m all yours,” 
 
    She kept up her sexy sway and circled in place a few more times. When her back was to me, she slipped the open blouse from her shoulders and threw it over her shoulder so that it landed on my head. 
 
    I grabbed hold of the blouse and threw it onto the bed with a lusty growl. 
 
    Alyssa looked back at me over her shoulder. Her lips pouted and she air-kissed at me. Her hands slowly stroked the sides of her body, the curvature of her large breasts visible from behind. Then finally the tips of her fingers settled at the waist of her grey skirt by her hip. She seized the zipper and pulled it down to the hem in what seemed to be agonising slowness but was probably only a few seconds. 
 
    The skirt parted and she drew it away from her waist and opened up her front for full visibility. Unfortunately, her back was still to me and she rubbed the loose grey material back and forth on her backside as her hips continued to sway with the music. 
 
    Then as I reached my breaking point, Alyssa dropped the skirt to the floor and revealed her velvety supple ass. She giggled, but my focus was on her peach-shaped bottom. Her legs were slightly parted, and she had leant forward a touch. The shape and shadow of her labia were exposed and the tangy scent of her arousal, which she must have somehow suppressed, hit me like a freight train. 
 
    Which was no doubt wise on her part, as I don’t think I would have been able to control myself if all my senses were under assault. 
 
    I’d lost track of the song that had been playing and had no idea if it had been repeated or if Alyssa had simply timed her show to end with its crescendo. With a final few hip sway’s, she faked twisting to face me a few times, before swerving one way and then the other. With each fake-out, she inched her body closer to me. 
 
    So, when she finally relented and twirled about, her arms raised, hands clutching at her hair, she stood between my outstretched knees. 
 
    My hands left the silken sheets, brushing and caressing her smooth thighs instead. Her delicious pussy was displayed before me and Alyssa whimpered as my hands connected with her flesh. 
 
    With my face so close, I couldn’t help but notice that she had a light thatch of hair above her mound that had been shaped into a wolf’s head. That hadn’t been there when she flashed me her delicates so many years ago, but I certainly had no complaints. 
 
    “It would appear that you are already marked as mine,” I proclaimed hoarsely. 
 
    “Oh yes, my King. Are you going to claim what is yours,” she squealed in delight as she finished the sentence. 
 
    I hadn’t waited and buried my face in her snatch. My hands gripped her buttocks firmly and I greedily devoured the tangy nectar that already dangled from her pussy lips. My upper lip grazed the nub of her clit and encouraged it to poke out further, while my elongated tongue reached to the back of her labia and roughly lapped at them. 
 
    We stayed like that for several minutes, me slathering my glossal attention on Alyssa’s lady parts while her hands were buried in my hair and massaged my scalp with every lick. Several times I had to hold Alyssa up as her legs almost gave out on her as the sensation of my ministrations proved overpowering. 
 
    In the back of my mind, I was aware that the music continued to play, though the songs had changed. Before long the room was filled with a siren song of a different kind as Alyssa screeched her lungs out as a mind-bending orgasm rippled through her body. 
 
    When she recovered Alyssa took charge once more and pushed my head back from her glistening pussy. 
 
    “I’m supposed to be making the decisions or did you forget?” she accused me playfully. 
 
    I leaned back on the bed and licked her tangy juices from my chin and smirked. “By all means, show me what you’ve got.” 
 
    Alyssa chuckled in response. Then she got down on her knees in front of me and took my aching member in hand. So much precum had seeped from my cock’s eyehole during her dance and the cunnilingus session, that it was more than sufficiently lubricated. She stroked my length up and down easily. 
 
    Alyssa pursed her cherry-red lips and kissed the tip of my penis reverently. Her tongue flicked out and lapped from under the sensitive base of my cock, back up and over the helmet, coating her tongue with a layer of my natural lubricant. 
 
    She looked at me over the top of her glasses, every inch the sexy secretary, winked once more and drew her tongue back in. 
 
    She smacked her lips. “Hmmm, you taste fucking fantastic,” she declared. “Worth every second of the wait.” 
 
    “I’m quite partial to your natural flavour myself,” I rasped in return. 
 
    My words were cut off and became a deep groan of pleasure as those cherry-red lips planted themselves on the tip of my dick and spread over its head until it was fully encompassed in her mouth. Alyssa’s tongue swirled over my helmet dexterously and seemed to know each and every one of my most sensitive spots. And she worked those spots mercilessly. 
 
    Despite there being barely more than the head of my cock in her mouth, and Alyssa’s bobbing action being almost imperceptible, this was one of the best blowjobs I’d ever had. She had mad skills and I grinned stupidly knowing she was mine and this was merely the first of many such encounters. 
 
    As much as I was enjoying Alyssa’s fellatio and the slurping sounds she made as she sucked and hoovered up my precum, without taking me over the edge, my hands got restless. I reached down and grabbed hold of her gently swaying flesh orbs and manipulated both until they rested on my thighs. 
 
    Then as Alyssa pleasured my cock, I kneaded her bountiful breasts. I alternated between caressing the flesh and tweaking her pert nipples between my thumb and forefinger. 
 
    We remained like that for the better part of half an hour, Alyssa bringing me to the brink and then letting me recede while I manhandled her gorgeous boobs. However, all good things must come to an end. Alyssa’s mouth released the head of my penis and she knelt up a bit, lifting her breasts from my thighs and I sighed in mock disappointment. 
 
    She lifted her lips to mine, and we kissed passionately, my hands found their way back to those fabulous tits mid-kiss. 
 
    Alyssa laughed lightly. “Why, my King, I do think there is a part of me, or should I say parts,” she giggled and wiggled her boobs, “that you seem to appreciate more than others.” 
 
    “I love and desire every inch of you,” I growled lowly. 
 
    “I know,” she sighed happily in response. “But I still think you will appreciate this,” she whispered mischievously. 
 
    Alyssa reached out and grasped my cock loosely with both hands and stroked my rod up and down. When she had worked up a combination of my pre-seminal fluid and her own saliva into a good lather, she released my prick and slathered the mix over her breasts and sternum. 
 
    My lips felt like they met my ears as I grinned widely, deducing what came next. 
 
    Alyssa grasped my penis again and leant in, giving it another reverent kiss. Then she pressed her stomach up against my balls, which twitched in response, and rested my hard rod in between her large, sweet, titties. Alyssa kept one hand on the base of my cock to hold it in place and then moved her upper arms forward to squeeze her bounteous D-cup breasts around the shaft of my dick. 
 
    Then she locked her gaze on mine, smiled naughtily, and started moving her body up and down. Her sweet, swollen, melons were wrapped around my length and gently massaged it with her every movement. 
 
    And it felt absolutely fucking glorious. 
 
    After a few minutes, my balls and belly were coated in the sloppy effluence that dripped from our mutual activities. Not wanting Alyssa to stop for the reapplication of sufficient lubricant, I summoned a bottle of lube from the inventory. We could make use of it as we were in the inactive part of the dungeon, and I drizzled a generous amount over her breasts. 
 
    Alyssa displayed an equal level of skill in delivering a titty-wank as she did with her efforts in fellatio. She varied the speed of her movements and brought me to the cusp of climax before slowing down and allowing the cum-surge to dissipate before she coaxed the fire in my balls back to life. 
 
    Eventually, she looked up at me. “Are you ready, my King,” she gasped as her chest heaved around my erection. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, so fucking ready,” I grunted. 
 
    “Good…because I want you…to paint my pretty face with your cum, my King. I want you…to wreck these glasses…and then wreck my pussy after,” Alyssa leered. 
 
    Her dirty talk was a huge fucking turn-on. Concurrently she sped up her titty-wank and it didn’t take long before I was at the edge again. This time, nothing was going to prevent me from speeding over that clifftop. 
 
    The only temptation I managed to resist was not seizing her and filling her pussy with my seed. Alyssa wanted it on her face and that was exactly what she was going to get. I felt the familiar aching flex of my cock as I reached my limit and then my balls clenched. My cum rushed up and out of my dick in orgasmic bliss. 
 
    Alyssa showed her skills once more, as she had correctly positioned herself and angled my cock in the perfect manner that my first and most powerful spurt of cum caught her spectacles dead on. The black-rimmed glasses were liberally coated in my spunk and were hit so hard by my first pulsing release, that they were knocked off their perch on her nose. 
 
    But my firehose was far from emptied and Alyssa kept her large boobs sliding up and down my shaft as I spurted gout after gout of my pearly love juice all over her face and hair. 
 
    After a full minute, my climax finally ceased and she was able to lean back away from my spent, but still fully engorged cock. My seed dribbled from her face in gooey clumps and landed on her breasts which she had squeezed together to catch my release. She smiled happily and her tongue quested around her cherry-red lips, gathering and licking up my cum with a self-satisfied sigh. 
 
    When the most obvious globs of spent seed had let gravity do its work, Alyssa released her hold on her tits and used her fingers to wipe up the result of our lovemaking and gobbled it down greedily. 
 
    I grinned at her and reached past her and picked up her glasses. The lens had smashed on the stone floor, and they were covered in my sticky leavings. I sent them to the inventory and then brought them back, repaired, cleaned, and good as new. Once Alyssa was finished cleaning herself, I placed the specs back on her and lifted her into my lap and started to play with her moist pussy. 
 
    “Aahh,” she moaned. “That feels amazing, you really know what you’re doing down there.” 
 
    “Practise,” I laughed and kissed her pursed cherry-red lips deeply. 
 
    “Hmmm, that was a great start,” I mused when our kiss broke, “but there is plenty more to come.” 
 
    “That sounds fantastic, but we’ve already been over an hour. The others will be gathering in the Viewing Lounge soon. Don’t we need to be there?” she asked with a little regret. 
 
    “No,” I said as I nuzzled at her neck. “My alternate can handle it, plus we have a mission to complete outside the dungeon that will take the better part of the rest of the day. By the terms of my agreement with the Arbiter I can’t take you along. I guess we will have to keep one another entertained here in the dungeon.” 
 
    Alyssa squealed with delight as I stood suddenly with her in my arms and threw her onto the silk purple sheets of the bed. 
 
    “Spread your legs, I’m coming in,” I yelled before I launched myself on top of her. “I believe I promised to fuck someone senseless, and you seem to be far too compos mentis for me to have fulfilled that pledge.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, my King,” Alyssa squeaked and complied, spreading her legs for me. 
 
    I needed no invite and thrust my member into her needy snatch. During this first hour I’d let Alyssa take the lead and now it was my turn. I pounded my cock into her hard, fast and unrelentingly. 
 
    She squealed with ecstasy, and I roared with lust as I filled her pussy with spunk many times over. 
 
    It took me a good ten more hours, but eventually, my vow was kept. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    I shook my head and yawned loudly as my consciousness inhabited my fourth active avatar once the primary reached the bedroom with Alyssa. 
 
    The rest of my harem and Tenzing were still in the Viewing Lounge with me. Tabitha who had been silently inspecting my motionless form, was shocked by my sudden animation. 
 
    “Oh!” the Hare-kin woman squeaked, and she jumped almost two feet away from me. 
 
    I rushed over and swept her up into a tight bear hug and kissed her soundly. Her squeaks of fear were rapidly replaced by moans of joy. 
 
    “Yes, that’s definitely him,” Nessa joked. 
 
    “It is indeed,” I confirmed as I put the slightly breathless Tabs down. “Unfortunately, as much as I would like to engage in a bit of less than wholesome fun, we have a long day ahead of us. You have two hours to clear your most vital daily tasks and then I need you back here and ready for today’s mission.” 
 
    “Mission, Husband?” Jessamyn queried. 
 
    “Yes, mission,” I answered. “We need to eliminate the dungeons involved in the pogrom against me today. Particularly the Infernal dungeons, who, if we leave it until next week, will be too low ranked for us to enter. The main reason, though, is because we can’t get rid of those orc annoyances that come back every week due to the pogrom’s limitations.” 
 
    “I understand, Husband. Come now ladies, you heard our masters’ orders, get to it,” Jessamyn ordered. 
 
    I let each of my women come in for an embrace and a kiss and then they filed out to gather and craft. 
 
    “And then there were two,” I laughed to Tenzing as I flopped down on the black leather couch. 
 
    “Yes, Daxas. Is there anything you need from me?” my blue adviser asked me. 
 
    “Hmmm, can you plot out the optimum route between the pogrom dungeons for me, please? Factor in that I can build path networks between them if none exist or if it would significantly cut down on travel time,” I requested. 
 
    “Absolutely, Daxas,” he replied happily and opened up a display of his own and got to work. 
 
    Just as I settled down to begin reviewing the dungeons and upgrades available, I was pinged by the primary avatar who asked me to play some music appropriate for a lap dance in the bedroom before he closed the connection. 
 
    I grinned widely, it appeared I was having a good time elsewhere. 
 
    A stray thought crossed my mind that I had been rather rude to myself. Was that even possible? I chuckled lightly, which distracted Tenzing briefly, but I waved it off and he knuckled back down to his own task. 
 
    It had been Tenzing and Alyssa’s existence that had given me the idea of practising compartmentalisation and using it to run multiple avatars at the same time. If the ethereal entity could create versions of itself that acted independently in the ethereal realm, then so should I. 
 
    However, I didn’t have any concerns that my parted selves might develop an inherently different personality or act of their own accord. We were compartmentalised but not truly separate. Even if we didn’t fully merge on a regular basis, I would be automatically updated of the other’s experiences whenever my focus wasn’t fully required on what was right in front of me. 
 
    I pushed my existential musings to the side, there was plenty to do and only a few hours to cover it all. 
 
    First, I wanted to review what new options were available for my dungeon perks. All three dungeons had moved to the next tier and a quick check of my messages confirmed that all three of us were due a perk. 
 
    I had been slightly concerned that the Arbiter’s ‘merging’ would strip Nessa and Jen’Zadeer of their perks. He hadn’t mentioned it in our interview, and I hadn’t wanted to bring it up. I imagine he would have tried to take theirs away, but the requirement for balance likely prevented him or that I could have argued that I should get perks based on our combined rank which would have evened it all out anyway.  
 
    In fact, as I considered it, I had to ruefully admit to probably getting the short end of the stick on that front. Had I been in receipt of multiple perks as a single dungeon I would likely have had even greater options. 
 
    Oh well, you can’t win them all, I just needed to make sure to win the last. 
 
    I opened the notification specific to me. 
 
    Congratulations! As a rank 20 Dungeon, you may choose one major dungeon perk from the following list. 
 
    Crafting: Advanced options available 
 
    Enhanced Metalworking, Enhanced Leatherworking, Enhanced Alchemy, Enhanced Enchanting 
 
    Combat 
 
    Dungeon Power +10 
 
    Spellcraft: Advanced options available 
 
    Second tier spells, A second boosted spell, or the original spell boosted a second time. 
 
    Dungeon Laws +1 
 
    Disciple Advancement +1 
 
    Dungeon Creatures Knowledge +1 
 
    Soul Expansion +5 
 
    Quest Giving 
 
    The first thing that stuck out was that not only did I have access to the Crafting advanced options, but the Spellcraft advanced options as well. So, I opened Nessa and Jen’Zadeer’s notifications too. They also had access to the Advanced Crafting options as well as the Advanced Spellcraft options and I rubbed my hands together with glee. Maybe we hadn’t missed out as much as I earlier believed. 
 
    Before I made any decisions, I reviewed what these advanced options meant. Under Spellcraft, we could be granted a suite of second tier spells or a second boosted spell which I instantly discounted. It’s not that they weren’t nice benefits, but they weren’t anything we couldn’t achieve using our rank-up points and we had plenty of those. The only tempter in Spellcraft was a boost to the already boosted spells, Regrowth for Nessa and Ice Blast for Jen’Zadeer, as this would push them up through tiers that we didn’t have access to yet. 
 
    However, by the end of the next week, we’d all be up another tier if not two, so even if that didn’t tickle my fancy, we would again be able to do it for ourselves soon enough. 
 
    There was also another slight detractor which I learned from conversations with the two women. You didn’t have direct control over how the spell was boosted. Checking out what new magic was available to me and my team from next week was on my list of things to do anyway, so I would complete that review before making a final decision on the off chance it changed my mind. 
 
    “Tenzing, sorry to interrupt, but what can you tell me about these enhanced crafting options?” I asked my blue-skinned adviser. 
 
    “Not a problem, Daxas. It is unfortunate that despite closing your arbitration some of the earlier difficulties the Lords made for you continue to resonate,” he responded. 
 
    “Yeah, I’d forgotten about the lack of imbued knowledge. I guess this is one of those situations, other dungeons would simply know what each of these options would do,” I groused. 
 
    “Indeed, Daxas. This wouldn’t be so bad for you now, even if you didn’t have me here. Nessa or Jen’Zadeer would be able to fill you in,” he informed me. 
 
    “It would still be a pain in the arse,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose it is. Anyway, each enhancement must be chosen separately. They will allow you to construct the associated advanced version of the skills workroom or upgrade your existing workrooms. These rooms reduce production time of whatever is crafted within them. The perks also offer a passive bonus of five skill points to that skill within your dungeon. Taking any one of them allows you to purchase the advanced resource rooms early. Finally, the next perk in the chain will be unlocked, but I can’t inform you of what that will be until you have locked in your selections,” he explained. 
 
    “Well, seeing as I can take the enhanced crafting for any of the three dungeons, and it counts for all of us, can I confirm one selection and then see what further options that opens up?” I asked. 
 
    “Regrettably, I don’t think so,” was Tenzing’s downcast reply. “Officially you aren’t locked in until the end of the rest day. This was an area covered by the Accords, the Lords didn’t want dungeons holding onto perks. I don’t think this is precisely the scenario they envisaged the clause would prevent, but it is nonetheless covered by it.” 
 
    “That’s a shame, but not unexpected,” I lamented. “Well then, provisionally I’m going to take Enhanced Leather Working, Enchanting, and Alchemy. Metal Working isn’t as important and Karragh’s blessing already supplies a healthy bonus to her natural skill level. And as most of our armour is Brigandine, Leather Working is the more important of those two. Plus, I’m hoping for some nice options to open up via Alchemy and Enchanting for next week.” 
 
    I picked Advanced Leather Working for my perk, Advanced Enchanting for Jen’Zadeer’s and Advanced Alchemy for Nessa’s. I distributed the perks in that manner with the hope they might pick those skills up for free as well. It didn’t matter if they didn’t, my skill levels were now high enough that I could start creating skill books, at least for the first several ranks and now five more with the effective skill bump. I’d held off on doing so until we had the privacy I’d recently acquired. 
 
    Next up, I reviewed the changes to magic. I had to access our character sheets for this, and I spent the next fifteen minutes or so reading through the new selections we could make. The upshot was that except for the Sanctified and Infernal schools each school got an additional tier two spell. 
 
    Regrowth for Life we already knew about. Destruction gained Crumble, Fire gained Fireball, Frost gained Chill Zone, Wind gained Arrow Shield, Earth a spell called Immersion and finally, Lightning received Chain Lightning. 
 
    Additionally, Death gained Summon Skeletons, Creation gained Summon Golem and Fluid a spell called Acid Rain. However, neither me, nor any of my disciples had taken any spells from those schools thus far. We were unlikely to, either, though Acid Rain could be tempting. 
 
    Just as important were the tier-based upgrades to existing spells. All spells have five possible upgrades common to all of them, and then each school had a specific upgrade available once a user had reached the second tier. 
 
    The five common upgrades were Double Effect, Extra Effect, Reduced Cost, Reduced Cooldown and Increased Duration. With Double and Extra Effect each spell might have a few alternatives of how they could be used, which also meant that Double Effect could be used twice provided it was used on different effects. 
 
    Although not every spell had an associated Extra Effect like Ice Blast, most of the direct damage ones did. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer’s version of Ice Blast was a good example of how these had been used. Her version of the spell was. 
 
    Ice Blast 3 (Frost) 
 
    Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used. 
 
    Description: 1) Throw a blast of ice at a target. On a successful hit the target takes cold damage (spell power/4 rounding down) per point of mana used. A missed thrown spell costs 1 mana regardless of the original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 2) Hit targets have a chance to be paralysed by the cold. Base chance is 100% less the target’s resistance. The paralysis lasts Spell Power x 2 seconds. There is a 30-minute cooldown before the same target can be affected by paralysis again. 
 
    Whereas the regular tier one version was. 
 
    Ice Blast 1 (Frost) 
 
    Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used. 
 
    Description: 1) Throw a blast of ice at a target. On a successful hit the target takes cold damage (spell power/4 rounding down) per point of mana used. A missed thrown spell costs 1 mana regardless of the original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 
 
    The Extra Effect upgrade had been used to add the paralysis effect. However, this would typically have been fifty percent less the target’s resistance chance of success. 
 
    The Double Effect upgrade was used to increase that fifty percent to one hundred percent. It could have been used on the damage, making the damage base Spell Power divided by two instead of four, though increasing the damage output of a spell always doubled the Mana cost too, otherwise, such an upgrade would be too powerful. You could offset this extra cost by adding limitations on who the doubling could be used on. 
 
    If the cost was doubled, this did not affect the channel min/max as this only counted for the base cost of the spell and ignored extraneous alterations.  
 
    Although Jen’Zadeer had no control over how the spell was upgraded I wasn’t disappointed, increasing the paralysis chance was a much better use of the spell. 
 
    Fortunately, now Jen’Zadeer had reached a tier two rank we could further upgrade this spell, provided we had the points to pay for it, which we did. 
 
    The common upgrades weren’t all that was available. There were the school-specific upgrade options. Life, Death and Creation spells had access to the Fallen Fight On. Destruction, Wind, and Earth spells had an upgrade called Surge. Fire, Frost, Lightning, and Fluid spells Damage Over Time for their specific damage types. Finally, Infernal and Sanctified could select Multi-Target. 
 
    Nessa’s version of Regrowth utilised the Fallen Fight On upgrade. 
 
    Regrowth 3 (Life) 
 
    Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used. 
 
    Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked instantly regains health equal to your spell power per point of mana used. If the target is a life domain creature the effect is doubled. 2) May be used on dead Flora sphere creatures, returning them to life. 
 
    The second portion of the description was the effect of that upgrade. Nessa’s version of the spell had also utilised the Double Effect upgrade for the healing portion, however, as it limited the targets for whom the doubling could affect there was no associated doubling of cost. 
 
    Surge was an option that could be added to spells with a specified duration. The effect of the spell could be doubled, trebled, or quadrupled at will by the caster or the target of the spell. The caster had the option to increase the spell’s effect by increasing the cost by the same multiplier. The target could do the same to the active spell by cutting its duration, which would be similarly halved, thirded, or quartered. Also, Surge did not have to be used when the spell was first cast but could be switched on or off at the caster’s behest. 
 
    The Damage over Time upgrade dealt one percent of the initial spell damage every second for one-hundred seconds. The major difference between this and the common Double Effect is the Damage over Time didn’t change the cost of the spell. Also, they could both be added to the same spell as they were different upgrades. 
 
    I almost giggled aloud with excitement at the thought of putting both upgrades on my Lightning Bolt spell, but that would have to wait until I hit rank twenty-one and made the third-tier next week. 
 
    Lastly, there was Multi-Target for the Infernal and Sanctified schools. This was a simple one, you could twin, treble, or quadruple your spell and apply it to multiple targets. The cost was increased by the same rate. 
 
    You couldn’t mix and match, though. Every target received the same, so you couldn’t vary the mana used on the Heal spell if it was more than what was needed for one of the targets, you would have to pay full cost for the extraneous healing. 
 
    I closed down the magic interface, my curiosity sated. When we were out on our mission later to eliminate the troublesome pogrom dungeons then I would have plenty of time to discuss advancement with my ladies. Marux and Gretsch too, though the latter of that pair wouldn’t get much of a say. 
 
    My review had only taken thirty minutes so far and I hadn’t done much of anything, but two things demanded my attention which I could do now. 
 
    First, I needed to make some updates to my holdings outside the dungeon. Secondly, I had dungeon expansion to review, which included three brand new floors for each path of my freshly combined dungeon. 
 
    I managed my external changes first as this was relatively straightforward. Simeon had been after extra help in the Firehouse, which I duly provided by creating some special helpers, whom I equipped adequately from my overflowing stores, and despatched to their posts at each of the taverns I’d built. 
 
    In addition, I created dozens more identically trained female assistants for each of the Guild Outposts. In fact, the tavern had proved such a hit that I created a second alongside each of the originals to function as casinos to cater for the gambling I’d observed guild members engaged in. Each of these new buildings were supplied with gaming tables for Craps, Roulette, Blackjack and Poker.  
 
    They were also fully operated by a legion of newly created and trained ‘intelligent’ mobs. This was just as well as I suspected there would be a fair amount of explaining of the rules for these games needed. I used games that I knew as I could ‘create’ the blueprints for them with a small expenditure. That and none of my disciples had been particularly partial to games of chance in their lives, at least not the ones I wanted in my establishment. 
 
    My shoulders still shuddered involuntarily when I thought about Gretsch’s suggestions. 
 
    In total, I created four-hundred female mobs and updated the hundred-odd existing girls. As I used coin to buy them all, none of them would be able to set foot in an active part of a dungeon, but it was well worth the expenditure of eighteen million coins, nineteen if you included the cost of two full-sized tavern-casinos. 
 
    The cost for each was very high, but then I’d added extra ranks and training for each of my outside girls and that greatly increased the price. It didn’t matter, I would make most of that back, if not more by the next rest day. Any shit-stirring guild, like the Black Hills Brigade or the Gleaming Towers, would get a very nasty shock if they tried to invade any of my properties. 
 
    Now, I could have bought these new recruits at any time as they were officially outside my dungeon in the Proving Grounds. But if I only did it during a rest day, then I could condition my opposition to only expect such advances on a rest day. 
 
    This didn’t wipe out my war chest, though. I had enough left over to buy forty advanced resource rooms for my Home floor. The Arbiter may have successfully cut the number of resets we got each week by two-thirds, but that was easily compensated for by adding more rooms that could be reset. They cost one hundred thousand each, so set me back another four million, which did finally leave me with under a million in my account. 
 
    The advanced resource rooms didn’t appear any different from the regular ones. The difference was that they didn’t contain any resources that could be gathered with skills ranked thirty and below. The nodes that would have contained those resources were then redistributed to the higher-ranked ingredients, so you got a lot more of them. 
 
    The only thing left was to buy new advanced workrooms. They also cost one hundred thousand each. I had enough left over to buy two of the advanced Enchanters Grotto, Alchemy Lab and Workshop each, and leave me a couple hundred thousand in my account for emergencies. 
 
    If I changed my mind as to which perks to confirm at days end, I would be refunded the coin for those upgrades as they wouldn’t happen. Not that I believed I would. 
 
    That only left updating the three dungeons for me to lock in before my disciples returned and we went walkabout. 
 
    My notifications informed me that the dungeons had earned a little over nine million XP this week, which when added to my two million in reserve gave me eleven. 
 
    And I would need all of it. 
 
    In fact, based on my preliminary projections that I’d been playing with over the last year, eleven million wasn’t going to cut it, not for everything I wanted to do. 
 
    This forced me to prioritise. 
 
    My top three priorities were adding the requisite number of new rooms to make the dungeons legal, maxing out the ranks of my four armies in the secret wings and filling my core floor with as many new wood elf crossbow-women as my new dungeon configuration would allow. 
 
    My secondary priorities were to update Shelly’s cavern, and then add what new threats I could afford to the new and existing chambers, perhaps utilising some of the new options I had available. 
 
    First things first, I needed to make the dungeons legal. The Wolf King’s Lair had already been rank ten, so I only needed to add the second floor. I chose to keep the first floor and that required me to add fifty new rooms for the second. 
 
    I had studied the Accords extensively during the lengthy time I had at my disposal. What I discovered was that hanging onto my first floor and meeting the Golden Path requirements on that floor gave me freer rein in what I could do with the second floor. The decision I made was to make it one large chamber with a final extra chamber for the Lair, which I replaced on the first floor with a new miniboss room. 
 
    I used forty-nine Meadows for my new room, which I christened ‘Tough Mudder’ after the obstacle course race. Each ‘room’ was arranged in a rectangle of two by four cubes and placed long edge to long edge in a column. Obviously, I had created the initial design for each Meadow ahead of time and they all included a hump built from the massive stores of granite blocks that ran from edge to edge. The slopes of which were slathered in mud. The very mud that Jen’Zadeer had helpfully gathered when I first claimed her, and she was being punished for her truculence. 
 
    Every hump was hollow on the inside and had a secret reinforced exit on the back half of the hump. In the future, if I so desired, mobs could be concealed within. 
 
    At the base of the muddy ramp which attackers would need to climb, I’d placed a roll of razor wire to slow them down. On the other side, at the bottom of the descending ramp, I built a trench with obligatory enchanted spikes and a row of chevalier horses on the far side. 
 
    On the top of each hump there was an inbuilt trench for defenders to hide inside. I even went so far as to deposit a foot of water and buckets so the defenders could bail it out during challenges and make either the ascent or descent more treacherous. 
 
    Every room had its own bunker, so they would need to clear forty-nine of them if they wanted to get to the end. My design principle was upheld, this would be more time consuming than dangerous, even when I added defenders. Unless you were a bit of a clutz, then you were probably in trouble. 
 
    My final flourish was to shift the secret optional wing with my army from the first floor up to the second. The wing interconnected with this room via one of the hollowed bunkers from below, keeping the way into the wing hidden but technically accessible. The flourish allowed my secret army to attack from behind when the groups had passed through. 
 
    For the Caverns of Jen’Zadeer on the first floor, I added ten brand new Advanced Caverns and adjoined them to existing chambers to bring the floor up to the required sixty-five chambers after I shifted the final ‘Gallery Cavern’ up to be the end of the second floor, similar to what I had done for the Lair. 
 
    The rest of the second floor was made up of thirty-six adjoined Advanced Cavern rooms which I flooded. There were special platforms built above the floodwaters and the raiders would have to swim between them, some of which involved swimming through fully submerged tunnels. The tunnels I’d created had dead ends, but to make regular runs less lethal, and to accommodate those who couldn’t swim, some chains ran from air pocket areas to other air pockets. 
 
    In the same vein, I expanded the existing chambers in the Forest of Xanathia and shifted the final chamber up to be the finish of the new second floor. 
 
    However, I mixed things up for the second floor and used forest advanced chambers which I stacked, twenty-four of them, on top of one another. This had been something I’d played around with on the DDD and had discovered that if you did so, with the forest setting, you could select Giant Redwood trees and they would link up between floors, giving you single continuous trees to ascend between chambers. 
 
    There were some limitations, most of which I managed to work around. The biggest obstacle was despite merging the rooms the design table recognised there was a floor for each. And you couldn’t have adventurers falling through the floors. 
 
    To get around this each chamber bar the bottom of the stack had to have exceptionally thick and sturdy foliage for its floor. Foliage that was so thick and sturdy that it would prevent fallers from passing through and down into the next ‘room’, thereby making the configuration legal. I seriously doubted any other dungeon had thought of this and was absurdly proud of myself for finding a way to make it work. 
 
    The rest of the ‘Canopy Climb’ was a series of intersecting walkways, Burmese rope bridges, and monkey ropes. Similar in many respects to a maze. The routes often backtracked to the same paths, and you had to find your way to the correct tree with steps up into the next canopy. 
 
    The dungeons were now legal, but I’d spent one and half million already just buying those rooms. Sure, I could have gone for basic rooms, which would have been a great deal cheaper, but that would have severely limited my options and completely killed the ‘Canopy Climb’ idea in its infancy. 
 
    Plus, advanced rooms synergised much better with my Life domain Dungeon Power bonus for siting the Lair in a forest. And that extra Dungeon Power could be spent reinforcing the Core floor, which was the key convincing factor. 
 
    Next up on the agenda was to boost my four secret armies. I had moved those wings up to the respective second floors of the Caverns of Jen’Zadeer and Forest of Xanathia as well and this allowed me to increase the ranks of the dryads, hobgoblins and minotaurs from rank ten to twenty. The fourth army wing was attached to my Core floor, so it didn’t need to be moved. 
 
    There were forty-eight of each sentient type across the four armies and the first roadblock was that the secret wings were already maxed out on Dungeon Power allowance. That meant to increase the ranks I would need more Dungeon Power in each wing, which meant more chambers. 
 
    The wings were currently made up of sixty advanced chambers and I needed to add an extra forty-eight chambers to each wing to allow for the increased ranks. That was one hundred and ninety-two extra chambers at a cost of a little under two million XP. 
 
     Then I had to pay for the ranks themselves and that cost close to another four million XP. It was readily apparent, if it hadn’t been already, why dungeons ranking up was normally a slow process and why so many dungeons chose to close their lower floors. They simply couldn’t afford to build and populate multiple floors adequately. 
 
    Next, was my third major priority, but something that was simply done. With all the new chambers, and the slight bump in Dungeon Power we got from going up in ranks I could fit three hundred and four Dungeon Powers’ worth of extra creatures onto my Core floor. 
 
    I didn’t do anything fancy, simply doubled down on what I had already set up on that floor. Namely, more wood elves with heavy crossbows, one hundred and fifty-one of them. This added another six hundred thousand to the expenses tally. 
 
    The good news was that I had cleared my priorities, but it had cost almost eight of the eleven million XP I had available. 
 
    There was twenty minutes or so left before the ladies returned and I had time to invest some of what remained in my secondary priorities. 
 
    Shelly’s wing was first up. I’d managed to fit in a conversation with the unusually loquacious troll. He hadn’t wanted much, to get stronger himself, and increase the threat of the patrols, which he felt were far too weak. 
 
    With his assent, I shifted his wing up to the start of the Lair’s second floor and then bumped him up to rank twenty. I reassigned the thirty, Dungeon Power one, wolves from his cave and used them to beef up the wolf combat on the first floor. They were replaced by ten dire wolves. 
 
    Dire wolves were a new option for me and had a Dungeon Power rating of ten. They couldn’t be used on the first floor, so it would be nice to have a few of them here. They were much larger, stronger versions of wolves. The goblins I left alone as with the new dire wolves I’d maxed out the troll cave’s current Dungeon Power allowance. 
 
    Then I turned my attention to the new and existing floors. I created a rank ten minotaur to act as a miniboss floor guardian for the end of the Lair’s first floor. Then for the new ‘Tough Mudder’ floor, we needed a few defenders. I added twenty rank-less goblins and one hundred wood elves. That sounded like a lot but spread amongst the forty-nine bunkers that was only two or three mobs per hump. To bolster this room, I put in ten dire wolves. One of which would lurk at the base of every fifth bunker. 
 
    I left the first floor of the Forest of Xanathia alone but added a new rank ten Flora option to the new second floor, Greater Assassin Vines. Twenty-three of them along with ten dryads to enhance their growth. We also had two treants that I bought years ago hanging out in meadows with a bunch of coin bought dryads. This had accelerated their evolutions and they would make fine allies for Nessa in her second floor’s final chamber. A rank ten dryad was purchased to take Nessa’s place on the first floor’s final chamber 
 
    Last, but not least, I decided to put in a third of my new options in the ‘Flooded Cavern’. Greater Electric Eels were perfect for a room where adventurers had to spend a lot of time in the water. I may have gone a little overboard and bought forty of the ten Dungeon Power monsters. We wouldn’t have them all active for regular runs, which would be too lethal, but it would be nice to have them on hand for challenges. And as I had done for the other two dungeons, I installed a rank ten dark elf to take Jen’Zadeer’s spot in the final chamber of her first floor. 
 
    Nel’Van Lackspire’s promise to Simeon about holding back the Sons of the Shadow from trying to destroy my dark elf beauty, Jen’Zadeer Shadestar, had expired. There was a small chance they might decide against trying to destroy her, but I wasn’t counting on it. In fact, I was rather counting on them doing the opposite, but that was a plan for next week. 
 
    With all those extras, my reserve of XP was tapped out, and I had Dungeon Power to spare on the first floor of all three dungeon paths. However, using the DDD, I did some maths. If my rough estimates of how long it would take parties from the Dark Moon Rising to finish all six floors were accurate, my ball-park XP figure for next week would be in excess of twenty million and that didn’t count runs by other groups and miscellaneous other sources of XP. 
 
    That should be enough experience, even if I gained sufficient further ranks that I had to build three more floors next week. I would be able to build those floors, boost my armies and play around with lower floors. My musings on the future were cut short as a train of gorgeous women trooped into the Viewing Lounge. 
 
    I smiled at them. It was time to go and eliminate those who had been foolish enough to stand in my way. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    My disciple’s arrival reminded me that we shouldn’t head out until I’d confirmed that the orcs had made their weekly attempt at destroying me. I’d been so engrossed in my work I hadn’t registered if they’d shown up first thing in the morning as they usually did. 
 
    This did cause me a fleeting moment of concern. Although the orcs themselves weren’t particularly important, their repeated attempts to conquer me had left them essentially neutered, but I ought to have paid attention. I put it down to the recent splitting of my mental focus and made a note that it was something I needed to keep an eye on, just in case. 
 
    My oversight was quickly remedied as I interacted with the DDD. They had come back as they had the last few weeks and been soundly defeated. They appeared to have lost hope as they hadn’t even bothered to bring disciples with them this week. Or maybe they were finally wising up that they were just feeding me soul marks and fallen by bringing them along. That they had run out of options was also a possibility. 
 
    I would leave the orc avatars cooling their heels, frozen in my core room, until we returned. There was no point giving them extra time to scurry back to their masters and report back. 
 
    Tenzing had finished the little project I’d given him and displayed his work up on the big screen. His proposed route was traced on a full version of the wedge map. 
 
    He had used blue lines to denote existing paths and roads that we could use to reach our intended victims. In red, linking the gaps in the blue were the road networks I needed to build to facilitate today’s excursion. 
 
    I quickly checked the cost of adding these roads and confirmed we had enough without having to resort to some quick sales on the Auction House. 
 
    The dungeons we’d faced in the Victor’s Gauntlet were clustered in five different zones for the five different teams. The orc dungeons were all in this zone over on the East side of the maps wedge where the orken tribes had established themselves. 
 
    I nodded when I noted Tenzing’s route suggested we visit them last. It made sense to bypass them, as in all honesty, their removal wasn’t strictly necessary today. 
 
    The higher ranked orc dungeons which continually invaded us every rest day were all sited in roughly the same area of zone seven and it wouldn’t take much effort to dispose of the pogrom orcs just before we moved against the invading orcs. 
 
    There was a group in zone six, all human, who had been turned into zombies by the Necromancers during the Gauntlet match. They would be our penultimate targets for the day. This was because zone eight had two dwarves and another human dungeon who would be our first port of call. Then we’d move on to zone ten where the aforementioned Necromancers and the vampire, Jarlath Eckhoff, came from. 
 
    The group of Infernals were all in zone twenty-six and getting to them was vital for today. That need dictated Tenzing’s chosen route. Those dungeons were almost directly North of where we were, and as we couldn’t move through the City itself, we had to complete a full circuit of the zones. 
 
    Therefore, it made sense to hit zone eight and ten along the way to zone twenty-six and then come back, hugging the City walls, from the other side and deal with the dungeons in zone six. That way we wouldn’t have to backtrack. 
 
    With the new roads I built, there was still roughly a hundred miles of travel required, an almost impossible task, for most. Thankfully, we were tireless, but even running flat out, most of us, except for Tabitha, wouldn’t be quick enough to cover the distance and have time to run the dungeons. 
 
    But I had taken care of that. 
 
    Jessamyn sidled up to me and I wrapped my arm around her. “Is this the plan for today?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “Yes,” I responded loud enough for the room to hear. “I hope everyone is ready, as I want us on the road in five minutes. We have a lot to do, fifteen dungeons to eliminate.” 
 
    “All fifteen dungeons?” Nessa squeaked. “In what twenty-two hours?” she questioned doubtfully; her eyebrows furrowed. 
 
    “No,” I said, and Nessa visibly relaxed. “I have something important to attend to before it gets too late and want to get this done in sixteen if we can, eighteen at most.” 
 
    My statement left a row of jaws hanging open in shock. 
 
    “Master,” Jen’Zadeer spoke up first. “With all due respect, just travelling to these dungeons will take most of that time.” 
 
    “I’ve thought of that,” I grinned. “As we speak, coin purchased steeds, warhorses to be precise, are being prepared for our journey. As they are dungeon creatures, we can push them to gallop without rest. They should be able to cover the full distance in four to five hours, if we don’t dally,” I told the group confidently. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer seemed unconvinced. “But how are we going to complete fifteen dungeons in eleven or twelve hours? We’ve all studied the Guild’s reports, but even so, we can’t complete them in less than an hour each,” she countered. 
 
    “Simple,” I smirked and swept my fingers in a circular motion to incorporate the whole group “We aren’t completing fifteen dungeons. We shall split up into three teams, one led by me, the second by Nessa and the third by you, Jen’Zadeer. We may be a merged dungeon, but you are still dungeon avatars and entitled to enter with a group. This way each of us tackles five dungeons. Two hours for each should be enough.” 
 
    “But, Husband,” Jessamyn interjected. “Even with the advantages we’ve accrued, I’m afraid we won’t be strong enough if we separate.” 
 
    Before I answered, Shelly the life-seeded troll, strode into the Viewing Lounge. 
 
    “Ah, Shelly. You are right on time. Is everything ready?” I asked him. 
 
    “Greetings, sir, and my humble greetings to you all as well blessed disciples” he announced in his unusually formal tone. “The horses will be saddled and ready for our departure by the time we exit, sir. The rest of the strike force is assembled and prepared.” 
 
    “Strike force?” Jessamyn queried. 
 
    “The other life-seeded members of the secret armies, of course. You didn’t think I’d let any of you go in undermanned did you,” I teased. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer slapped her forehead with her palm. “Obviously, why the shatzah didn’t I think of that,” she cursed. 
 
    I smiled but didn’t comment on that and relayed the team structure instead. “Jessamyn, Karragh and Fiadh will accompany me.” 
 
    “Jen’Zadeer,” I addressed the dark elf. “Marux and Shelly will go with you.”  
 
    “And Nessa,” I said and turned to the dryad. “Tabitha and Gretsch will join your group. Each group will take ten dryads, eight infernal minotaurs, and eight hobgoblins with them. Nessa, your team will include the remaining two life-seeded dryads as well. Understood.” 
 
    There was a round of head-nodding before Karragh spoke. “Master, I don’t wish to contradict the route Tenzing has set out for us, but wouldn’t it be more efficient if we went in different directions and each team visited all the dungeons in a single zone, rather than all of us travelling the full distance.” 
 
    “You raise an excellent point, Karragh. I’m proud of you,” I complimented the blonde dwarf woman 
 
    Karragh had allowed her blonde hair to grow out from the cropped style she had previously preferred. At one point she had allowed her hair to almost reach her waist, but it had proved to be too much of a hindrance when she worked the forge. She had cut it back after that experiment and her thick gold locks hung to about shoulder height and were held back from her face by a leather headband. 
 
    I chuckled when Karragh blushed from my praise and launched into my explanation. “A point which exposes that there are potential flaws in my grand plan. First, though I’m ninety-nine percent sure I’m right about Jen’Zadeer and Nessa being able to lead separate parties from me, we haven’t tried it before. So, there is always a chance it may go awry, in which case we enact plan B, storming through each dungeon at hell for leather pace, and we need to be together for that.” 
 
    “Secondly, I know it’s been several years, but you may remember when we brought Shelly along to the Caverns that if someone enters our dungeon while we are away, the life-seeded, as dungeon creatures, will all be summoned back here instantly.” 
 
    “Now, with the privacy and other measures I’ve won from the Arbiter today, the Lords shouldn’t have time to react and interfere by sending someone to do something like that. But if they do, I want those of us who remain to be together for Plan C, destroy the Infernal dungeons and deal with the rest later.” 
 
    Karragh and the others nodded and smiled at me with my explanation. “Okay, anything else we can discuss enroute.” 
 
    I clapped my hands together and ushered my disciples out of the room. 
 
    “Tenzing, can you stay here, please. I will leave the DDD’s communications open to all of us, and you can keep everyone in the loop,” I asked my blue adviser as we walked out of the Viewing Lounge. 
 
    “Absolutely, Daxas. I was going to suggest it myself. I should also be able to give you a warning if another avatar does approach your dungeon.” 
 
    “Thanks, chap. I don’t know what I’d do without you,” I yelled over my shoulder. 
 
    “You would still be sitting on the floor of a doorless room, worried about your oxygen supply,” he called back to me as I departed down the corridor to the concealed dungeon exit. 
 
    “Cheeky bugger,” I chuckled under my breath. 
 
    When I exited the dungeon there was a strange sight to behold indeed. 
 
    My other life-seeded dungeon creatures were already mounted on the warhorses I’d purchased with tack I’d made in the craft rooms. The mounted dryads and hobgoblins weren’t that unusual, but the sight of almost nine-foot-tall, six-hundred-pound, minotaurs sitting astride their horses was a little incongruous. 
 
    In the real world, the poor beasts, the horses that is, wouldn’t make it more than a mile with such heavy loads. If they managed to get going at all. 
 
    In less than a minute my disciples and I had mounted our own steeds and with a final glance around the glade, I gently kicked my horses’ side and shook the reins. 
 
    “Yah,” I yelled. 
 
    I’d always wanted to do that. 
 
    It hadn’t been necessary, the warhorses were dungeon creatures, and I could command them mentally, but where would the fun have been in that. 
 
    We tore out of the glade at a speedy gallop and would have caused quite the stir for the members of the Dark Moon Rising, had I not elected to keep us under the effect of Ethereal Roaming, thus we went undetected. Which was a shame as we cut quite the dramatic scene, like a posse riding out of town to hunt some low-down, dirty, stinking, varmints. 
 
    The imagery briefly had me thinking of the gunslinger who came before me. My fate wouldn’t be the same as his. Those who stood in my way would soon learn this for themselves, much to their detriment. 
 
    Although the horses did have effectively limitless stamina, we soon discovered that the increased weight of Shelly and the minotaurs did have a minor impact on their top speed. And they began to lag behind the rest of the group, so we had to slow our gallop a little to keep together. 
 
    Tenzing, who observed us from the comfort of the Viewing Lounge, was able to assess our pace. We averaged about twenty miles per hour, as opposed to the twenty-five that the lighter loaded horses were capable of. This increased our projected travel time by about an hour but remained within the estimations I’d made. 
 
    Although, it had largely eaten the entirety of the travel time contingency I’d allowed for, but that is what contingencies are for after all. 
 
    The landscape flew by as we rode, and shifted, often quite suddenly, as we passed through my forest into savannah, marshland and then desert before we galloped into zone eight in less than ten minutes. 
 
    In all the years I’d been trapped here I had never travelled out of my forest, let alone my zone. Except for when I claimed Jen’Zadeer, but we’d run through tunnels then and that wasn’t the same as actually wandering about topside. There was a part of me that wanted to dismount, shift into my warwolf, and run free. 
 
    That would have to wait, though. 
 
    Most of the people we passed were adventurers who, being unaware of our presence, ignored us completely. There were a few orcs we encountered roaming about on the surface who did react as we rode by them. Whether they were avatars, or merely disciples, I didn’t know. Whichever they were, the orken dungeons in the East of zone seven had been given fair warning as to my strength. 
 
    I probably would have preferred to have kept what we were capable of a secret, but it couldn’t be helped. Besides, a little intimidation can work wonders if applied correctly. 
 
    Shortly after we crossed the border, we separated into three groups and headed in the direction of the individual dungeons we would hit. I had elected to confront Kargan Stonesmith, a rank thirteen dwarf dungeon. He possessed a Creation Domain, Architecture Sphere, dungeon he’d named the Halls of the Glitterfall. 
 
    This was technically the strongest of the three dungeons in this zone on our hit list, which is why I picked it to do myself. Not that I thought either of the other two groups would struggle against him, but better safe than sorry. 
 
    From the guild reports, this was a trap heavy dungeon and that limited the number of mobs we’d encounter. 
 
    The entrance to his dungeon looked like the way into a mine. My team dismounted as we got close and one of the hobgoblins, whom I’d nick-named Grizzlor after the She-Ra character, guided them to the side of the entrance before he re-joined us. His real name was Grizzit, but he didn’t object to the informal nomenclature. 
 
    I relayed instructions to the horses to gallop away and circle around until they came back to the dungeon entrance if they were approached. Just in case anybody got the smart idea of slaughtering them and denying us our mode of travel. Then I asked Tenzing to advise Nessa and Jen’Zadeer to do the same. 
 
    With that sorted, we approached the mine entrance with intent and were prompted with the expected warning. 
 
    This is a Creation Domain, Architecture Sphere, rank thirteen Dungeon with the following specialities. Construction. The following Dungeon Laws are in effect. 
 
    Party of Six: A minimum of 6 adventurers is required to form a party to enter this dungeon. 
 
    Daily Lockout: Adventurers may only enter this Dungeon once per day. 
 
    Over Six Penalty: Every party member over 6 will contribute a cumulative 10-minute time penalty to the 3-hour time limit. (Per rank) 
 
    You have a Life-Seeded dungeon creature in your party. They are not forbidden to enter but are subject to some additional rules. 
 
    First, as a dungeon creature, they are not avatars of dungeons or disciples and can’t exist in two places at once. Therefore, if adventurers or other raiding groups enter the dungeon in which they are stationed, they will be summarily summoned back to take their place. There will be no warning if this occurs. 
 
    Second, as they are not avatars should they be slain as part of the invasion the dungeon creature will be returned to your dungeon but will no longer be Life-Seeded. The Life Seed asset is permanently lost. 
 
    Kargan’s construction speciality didn’t seem to confer any additional dungeon laws, which didn’t surprise me, it probably gave him bonuses to building. 
 
    I glanced back at my assembled team. “Everyone knows their roles. This will be just as we have practised a thousand times before in our own dungeon.” 
 
    Twenty-nine expectant faces gaze back at me, the nervous energy in the air palpable. This would be the first real test for any of my life-seeded creations and one which could prove deadly for them. 
 
    “Most of you are my life-seeded creations and not my disciples, but that doesn’t mean I value you any less because of that. You will be facing a greater risk today than the four of us,” I announced and pointed at me, Jessamyn, Karragh and Fiadh. “Watch each other’s backs, and I don’t want any heroic, but stupid, sacrifice moves for the four of us. Nothing we do today is vital, and your service will be required in the battles to come. Anybody who gets themselves killed will displease me greatly and nobody wants a grumpy-guts wolf in the dungeon,” I smiled. 
 
    The ripple of laughter from my closing joke helped release the growing tension and my followers prepared themselves for the task ahead. 
 
    The infernal minotaurs had been kitted out in a similar manner to me, with large tower shields and doubled-headed great mauls. 
 
    As they were primarily physical combatants their enchantments had focused on their Strength, Stamina, and Agility. But the reason I’d ultimately taken infernal minotaurs over trolls was that they had the Infernal spell school affinity. I’d made sure they each had the Infernal Talons and Hex spells, Blood Rage they got for free, and enough Mana to cast them. 
 
    The hobgoblins were my ranged spell chuckers. They had an affinity for Fire magic, so were armed with the Flame Bolt and the Flame Fists spell. For their suite of enchantments, I had focused on Spell Power, Agility, and Stamina. 
 
    Stamina to increase their health pool and Agility to improve the targeting of those Flame Bolt spells. The Agility also assisted for the times they used the heavy crossbow when Flame Bolt was on cooldown. Mana was important, of course, but could be replenished with a potion, so as long as they had enough to cover the initial castings, stat boosts could be focused elsewhere. 
 
    Finally, the dryads were the group’s healers and would spend most of their time surrounded by a circle of protectors. Similar to the hobgoblins, Spell Power, Agility, and Stamina were the focus of their enchantments. The dryads had an affinity for Life magic, but unfortunately, the Regrowth spell was only available at tier two. 
 
    Currently, my posse was rank ten and the rank twenty upgrades I spent so much on today wouldn’t come into effect until the next week began. 
 
    This meant we’d given the dryads the first-tier Sanctified spells, which included Heal. They didn’t have the affinity for those spells like Jessamyn, so the casting cost for them would be higher. Consequently, I’d used more enchantment slots boosting their Mana than on the other members of the armies. That combined with their naturally low Strength meant heavy crossbows weren’t a feasible option for them, so they used short bows instead. 
 
    Another benefit of not currently being dungeon bound was access to the inventory. We could swap out the armour and weapons we equipped for each of the different dungeons we faced. Kargan Stonesmith’s didn’t offer anything unusual, so our gear loadouts were designed for maximum stat increases. 
 
    After a moment, it became clear that everyone was ready and I turned back to the dungeon entrance, mentally selected the invasion option and stepped over the threshold. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kargan Stonesmith 
 
      
 
      
 
    I watched the projection of events within my dungeon with growing horror as both of my disciples were slaughtered in quick succession. 
 
    “Ironhammer, why have you forsaken me? How could this have happened?” I whispered under my breath. 
 
    The answer to the first question was obvious. Ironhammer didn’t care, none of the Divine Lords did. If I truly had any faith in him or any of them, I wouldn’t have ended up here in the first place. 
 
    And then I’d let the Arbiter manipulate me. I had been so angry after the Victor’s Gauntlet and the rewards the Arbiter offered for signing up to the pogrom against Daxas had been too great a temptation. 
 
    Who wouldn’t have taken the opportunity to get all the experience they had just lost, and more besides, back. There would have been achievements for successfully executing the pogrom on Daxas and the favour of the Divine Lords wasn’t to be sniffed at either. 
 
    What’s more, the Arbiter had assured me I wouldn’t even need to do anything. Other dungeons were supposed to end him, and I could sit back and bask in the rewards of an easy job well done by another. 
 
    That had all been a catalogue of lies and wishful thinking. His imminent destruction never materialised and now the bastard had invaded my dungeon. 
 
    I should have done more to contact the others when he didn’t fall after that first week, perhaps convinced them to rescind the pogrom, but it was too late now. 
 
    I watched as the bastard Wolf King rampaged through my final chamber of traps before my Core room. They barely even bothered trying to avoid setting them off, he and his shield-wall of infernal minotaurs simply deflected or absorbed the damage from each. 
 
    Spears, swing balls, crushing blocks, caltrops, nothing slowed them. I could see the sparkle of healing magic being cast on those who had absorbed rather than deflected my final barrage of defences. 
 
    There had to be thirty of the fuckers. Where had he got so many disciples? I didn’t understand, this had to be more than one dungeon invading me, but the notifications only mentioned him, Daxas. There wasn’t even any sign of his two subordinate dungeons that had participated in the Victor’s Gauntlet with him. 
 
    I sighed with resignation. None of those questions mattered any longer and I shifted my perspective to my Core room. 
 
    When I reopened my eyes, I stood before my core gem. The beautiful yellow Citrine winked softly and bathed me in its warming glow. I smiled wistfully but had to turn and face the cacophony that erupted behind me. 
 
    My last line of defence, a dozen gremlins, were swatted aside by bellowing minotaurs and then Daxas, the monstrous Wolf King strode through the middle of their ranks and growled down at me. 
 
    I was prompted with a message that I’d been challenged to a duel by him and couldn’t refuse. I acknowledged the message and drew my bronze battle-axe as I was forced to take up a position in the centre of the chamber. 
 
    We were flanked on all sides by statuary of my honoured ancestors, the Stonesmiths who had come before me. Their cold unflinching gazes would stand in judgement upon me for my failures this day. 
 
    Numerals appeared before me and counted down. 3…2…1, and then I was freed to move. 
 
    Daxas didn’t immediately attack, his jowls retracted in a cruel grin instead. I felt a wash of dread creep down my spine. What bravery I’d girded deserted me in an instant. 
 
    “This is nay my fault. The Arbiter…and the others…they…uh…they forced me ta’ agree ta’ the pogrom,” I begged in a most undwarf-like manner. 
 
    He chuckled darkly in response. “I don’t give a fuck.” 
 
    I’d hoped for something rather more uplifting for the final words I’d ever hear. Though they would have been a fitting epitaph for my tombstone if anyone cared to commemorate me, which I’m sure they wouldn’t. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Daxas 
 
      
 
      
 
    I smashed my double-headed maul into the pulped head of the dwarf avatar one last and completely unnecessary time. 
 
    Kargan had lost this duel before it ever started, I could see it in his eyes, even before his flapping lips betrayed him. His efforts at warding me off during the duel were a mere token from a broken dwarf. Not that the outcome would have ultimately differed if he had fought with all his might. 
 
    “Is everyone good?” I called out to my team. 
 
    I had set a hectic pace for clearing this dungeon and hadn’t slowed down to keep on top of everyone’s well-being, trusting that they could handle themselves. 
 
    I’d like to say the frenetic pace had been because of the time constraints we were under, but the truth was I needed to finish first, before the other two. The Alpha in me would accept nothing less. 
 
    A chuckle-grunt forced its way out of my throat at the thought. 
 
    “Yes, Husband,” Jessamyn answered for the group. “Fiadh is a little upset that you didn’t let her off the leash, aren’t you dear.” Jessamyn stroked the top of the bright orange hair of the berserker’s head as she spoke soothingly to her. Fiadh whined and rubbed herself against the gorgeous wood-elf in response. “But apart from that, we are all hale and hearty,” she finished. 
 
    “This was almost too easy, sir” one of the minotaurs, Gorx, grumbled. “I hope some of the others have more teeth.” 
 
    I laughed loudly at Gorx’s comment. Unlike Shelly, whom I named, I had allowed my other life-seeded warriors to name themselves. Gorx had proved to be quite garrulous for a minotaur, which is to say you might get more than a monosyllabic response from him every now and again. 
 
    “The Death Domain dungeons are up next and are the most dangerous, after that, we take on the Infernal dungeons who will be resistant to your infernal buffs and curses. This was just the warm-up act,” I reminded the minotaur. 
 
    Gorx eyes narrowed, he may not have understood what a warm-up act was, but he accepted my words obediently. 
 
    I turned my attention to the pulsating yellow gem ensconced in an organic pedestal similar to the three we had back in our core room. Victory was simple and I reached out my clawed hands and ripped Kargan’s core from its resting place. 
 
    You have conquered the Halls of the Glitterfall and seized the core of Kargan Stonesmith. 
 
    Would you like to summon the dungeon’s avatar to discuss the terms of his defeat? 
 
    Or 
 
    Destroy the core. 
 
    Kargan Stonesmith does not meet your requirements to become a disciple, and thus this option is unavailable at this time. 
 
    I didn’t hesitate to destroy the core. 
 
    Kargan Stonesmith had two disciples, neither of whom qualify for you to take on. Their soul marks have been added to yours and they have been added to your fallen total. 
 
    This dungeon will now collapse. Do you wish to be returned to your Core room or the exit of this dungeon? 
 
    I selected the exit of the dungeon. 
 
    Blink. 
 
    And just like that, we were stood outside on the scrub at the base of the hills where the entrance and exit to the Halls of the Glitterfall had been. I opened my closed fist to find fine yellow dust adorned my palm. I flipped my hand upside down and let the final remains of Kargan fall from my palm and then blew the last parts that clung to my hand into the wind. 
 
    “Well done, Daxas,” Tenzing’s voice sounded as if he were perched upon my shoulder. “You are the first to finish your target. Jen’Zadeer should complete hers in ten minutes and Nessa appears to be only a few minutes behind her.” 
 
    “Good to know, Tenzing. But it’s not a competition you know,” I fibbed. 
 
    It totally was a competition and I’d won the first round. “Anything else I need to know?” 
 
    “Not really, Daxas,” Tenzing replied. “The confirmation message for your conquest has come through. You earned three-hundred and twelve soul marks and seven soul shards, this doesn’t include anything you might have gained from any disciples he may have had. The Halls of the Glitterfall fallen total was lower than yours, so that has not been adjusted.” 
 
    “Understood,” then I turned to my assembled troops. “Okay, everyone mount up. We’re headed to the first rendezvous point, Jen’Zadeer and Nessa’s teams should be there fifteen minutes after us.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    I managed to not rub it in too much that my team were the first to arrive at the rendezvous point but couldn’t help mentioning it just a little bit. If Nessa and Jen’Zadeer hadn’t considered today’s mission to be a competition before, they certainly did now. 
 
    We didn’t dally long after Nessa’s group joined us and were swiftly on our way to zone ten and the Death Domain dungeons. This time around Jen’Zadeer wanted to take on the highest-ranked of the trio, Prarow Bane. 
 
    The filthy, raspy-voiced, Necromancer had been the foul miscreant who had killed Jen’Zadeer in the Gauntlet and she figured that some payback was in order. 
 
    This suited my purposes perfectly as I wanted a second showdown with the vampire Jarlath Eckhoff. Krista may have professed not to care if her traitorous matrilineal cousin lived or died, but I had a sneaking suspicion she’d be rather happy regardless. 
 
    That left Foudulous Morte, another Necromancer, for Nessa to deal with. 
 
    The only drawback for me was that Jarlath’s dungeon was the furthest away. And following my mildly triumphal performance earlier neither of my disciples were inclined to give me a head start to even things up. In fact, I could hear Nessa’s tinkling laughter as it rang in the distance as she charged off with her group at the mere suggestion that they allow me a couple of minutes’ grace. 
 
    The cheeky minx knew me well enough that if she gave me a chance, I would have ordered them to do so. Winning was important. 
 
    Anyway, the difference in time wasn’t much and a few minutes later my group dismounted at the entrance of Jarlath’s dungeon, The Bloodless Coup. I sniggered in appreciation of his play on words and approached. 
 
    This is a Death Domain, Assassination Sphere, rank fourteen Dungeon with the following specialities. Urbanism. The following Dungeon Laws are in effect. 
 
    Party of Six: A minimum of 6 adventurers is required to form a party to enter this dungeon. 
 
    Daily Lockout: Adventurers may only enter this Dungeon once per day. 
 
    Over Six Penalty: Every party member over 6 will contribute a cumulative 10-minute time penalty to the 3-hour time limit. (Per rank) 
 
    Marked for Death: One member of the party, usually the leader, but this may be changed at the dungeon’s discretion is the Assassin’s Mark. All damage by any source is doubled against those Marked for Death. Once assigned the Mark cannot be changed. The Marked one’s rewards will be trebled if they survive the dungeon. 
 
    Hidden Amongst the Crowd: Damage from unseen sources is doubled. (Only in effect in the advanced chamber Urban environment)  
 
    You have a Life-Seeded dungeon creature in your party. They are not forbidden to enter but are subject to some additional rules. 
 
    First, as a dungeon creature, they are not avatars of dungeons or disciples and can’t exist in two places at once. Therefore, if adventurers or other raiding groups enter the dungeon in which they are stationed, they will be summarily summoned back to take their place. There will be no warning if this occurs. 
 
    Second, as they are not avatars should they be slain as part of the invasion the dungeon creature will be returned to your dungeon but will no longer be Life-Seeded. The Life Seed asset is permanently lost. 
 
    The reports we received from the Dark Moon Rising had included information on the additional dungeon laws the Bloodless Coup operated under. 
 
    This had been the secondary reason I was happy to be the one to run this dungeon. When my guild had sent parties out to investigate all the dungeons this had been the only one where a soul mark had been lost. The unfortunate individual had been part of Pacclo’s team, and I’d been sure the guild compensated him handsomely for his service in my designs. 
 
      Jarlath had opted to change the default Mark from the leader of the run, Pacclo, to another that would be easier to kill. However, Pacclo’s report also included that he’d been given the option to contest this change. Pacclo’s attempt had failed but I was confident I would be more successful. 
 
    The last bit of pertinent information was that the entire dungeon used the Urban advanced chamber, so that unseen double up bonus, which became a quadruple up bonus for the Marked member of the party, was constantly in effect. 
 
    As a result, similar to the last dungeon, Jarlath’s dungeon leaned heavily towards traps rather than mob heavy clashes. Unlike Kargan’s dungeon, though, we would have to take a bit more care. 
 
    A lot of the traps and surprise assassins inflicted a variety of Necrotic, Poisonous, and Venomous damage sources. All of which would be doubled if unseen and typically not very well protected. The armour we equipped was designed to offset the Necrotic damage primarily, with a bit of Damage Reduction for the Poison and Venom sources. Although we’d be reliant on Jessamyn and our dryads to Purge those effects. 
 
    Once the whole team had changed into their new gear configurations, we stepped through into the first room. 
 
    Immediately, I was pinged by a notification. 
 
    You are currently the default target of the Marked for Death dungeon law. The Dungeon wishes to change the Mark from you to Jessamyn Wolfsbride. 
 
    Do you wish to contest this transfer? 
 
    Oh, that motherfucker. 
 
    By targeting my wife, he was just asking for me to whoop his ass, I didn’t care if it made tactical sense on his part. Had I been inclined to show the jackass mercy, which admittedly I hadn’t been, he just burned that slim bridge of possibility. 
 
    I chose to contest the switch in target and had a tense few seconds to wait before the reply prompt returned. 
 
    Due to your superior dominance, Jarlath Eckhoff has failed to change the Mark’s target. Moreover, your victory in the battle of wills was so dominant you may choose to force Jarlath Eckhoff to rescind the Mark altogether. 
 
    “Take that, you little bitch,” I crowed aloud, and gladly selected the Mark’s removal. 
 
    “I just won a battle of wills with the vampire to remove the Mark of Death,” I explained to the circle of quizzical expressions. 
 
    A few mouths opened with an ‘oh’ of recognition. 
 
    “Right, let’s crack on, this race isn’t going to win itself,” I ordered, and we moved forward. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nessa Fiveleaf 
 
      
 
      
 
    I commanded my thorn hounds to advance and occupy the skeletons Foul Pus, or whatever the fuck his name really was, had summoned in a last-ditch attempt to protect himself. They rushed forward instantly and leapt at the yellowed calcified creatures as they emerged from the roiling darkness a few feet in front of the Necromancer. 
 
    Foul Pus had chosen to make his last stand in what I guessed was his penultimate room before his core. It was a depressive Graveyard advanced chamber that inhibited my Life Domain spells and enhanced his Death Domain spells in return. So, there were half as many thorn hounds as I could usually summon. 
 
    But that was why I’d sent them to intercept the rightmost summoned horde of skeletons. “Tabitha, clear me a path, please,” I shouted out. 
 
    The beautiful Hare-kin woman, who was the first of my Ring, disengaged from the melee that surrounded us. The infernal minotaurs and hobgoblins were battling off the swarm of zombies which occupied this stinking graveyard. 
 
    If we formed a protective square formation and whittled the zombies down over time we’d win eventually, we were simply too strong, but I wouldn’t beat Daxas or Jen’Zadeer if we did things the stolid, boring way. 
 
    Tabitha bounded from the mob and jinked to my right following my outstretched arm, where I’d indicated for her to act. She raised both hands up and unleashed her Wind Blast which pummelled into the throng of summoned skeletons and threw them aside like disgusting skinny rag dolls. 
 
    One of the benefits of Wind Blast was that despite it only having a single target, the wind it created didn’t suddenly stop but continued for forty or fifty feet as it gradually petered out. The skeletons were packed close enough that Tabitha’s spell cleared us a three or four-foot corridor and we sprinted through, Tabitha leading the way. 
 
    As I passed the last of the skeletons and broke into clear ground, as clear as a graveyard could be, littered as it was with tombstones and open graves, Tabs screeched out in pain and fell before me. 
 
    She had been struck in the chest by Foul Pus’ Necrotic Blast. I reacted instantly, casting a maxed-Mana Heal spell, which would be more effective than my Regrowth here in the graveyard, to keep Tabs alive and well even in her sudden vulnerability. 
 
    But I wasn’t done, not by a long twig. “Hey ugly!” I screamed. “Eat ice, you nasty rot-lover.” 
 
    Simultaneous to my insult I jumped up on a nearby grave marker and used it to vault myself high into the air and twirled just in time to unleash the maxed-Mana Ice Blast spell into the creepy bastard’s face. 
 
    I landed comfortably and sighed happily as the Necromancer crumpled to the ground at an unnatural angle. The dissolution of his summoned skeletons and the sudden aimlessness of the zombie mobs who had been fighting the minotaurs, and were now being crushed mercilessly, was all the evidence needed that he was indeed dead. 
 
    I rushed over to Tabitha and helped her back up to her feet. “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    Tabitha chuckled lightly and winked. “I’ve suffered worse in our training sessions but thank you. Now I believe we have a core to claim if we are going to win this round.” 
 
    “Damn straight, we do,” I laughed back. “Our troops seem to have what remains in this chamber well in hand. Tenzing,” I said loudly into the air. “How are the others doing?” 
 
    The small blue man’s voice chuckled lightly. “I have only just answered the same question for Jen’Zadeer. She has also just slain Prarow Bane and will soon claim his core. However, Foudulous’ dungeon is the closest to the zone ten rendezvous, if you hurry, you can get there a smidge before her.” 
 
    Tabs and I looked at each other before we turned and ran for the archway, my freed thorn hounds in hot pursuit. 
 
    “And Daxas?” I pressed. 
 
    “Ah, Daxas has encountered some unanticipated difficulties during his run. Nothing dangerous, but it has slowed his advance and…well…he is going to finish some way behind both you and Jen’Zadeer.” 
 
    I smiled mischievously. I wouldn’t be letting him live this one down anytime soon. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Daxas 
 
      
 
      
 
    That slippery son of a bitch. 
 
    Jarlath had found some way to change the layout of his dungeon before the end of the rest day. None of the chambers matched the report Pacclo’s team had compiled. 
 
    It wasn’t that any of the threats were different, they simply weren’t where we expected them to be. This slowed our progress through the faux-City streets significantly, especially as none of the chamber exits were in the same places either, so we had to find them first. 
 
    The report hadn’t been a complete write-off, as I said, the threats weren’t different, so we were properly prepared for when we did encounter his traps or squads of ambushing assassins. But instead of making it to his core floor in eighty to ninety minutes as I’d expected it took us almost four hours. 
 
    To say I was in a foul mood would be the understatement of the century. 
 
    Things had got so bad I’d been forced to request that Tenzing inform Nessa and Jen’Zadeer to press on to the infernal dungeons without me. I could have pressed my team to split up or move faster but that would have increased their vulnerability to hidden attacks and with attacks of that nature doubled it would have been a foolhardy order to give. 
 
    I hadn’t been lying when I’d said I didn’t want to lose any of them. I may have been competitive but not self-destructively so. 
 
    Regardless of that we were finally here at the end of the dungeon in Jarlath’s core room. 
 
    He had extended the room, at least quadrupling it in size. The room was opulently furnished with plush red carpets and scarlet silk drapery adorning the walls. There were a plethora of marble statues ringing the room, mostly of scantily clad young women in various poses of supplication or baring their necks with looks of adoration on their faces. On either side of Jarlath were two marble fountains that spewed red liquid. 
 
    I could smell the liquid was red wine and not blood, though. 
 
    He was overdoing the vampire motif just a tad, maybe he was compensating for something. 
 
    Jarlath lounged in a gaudy golden throne with red velvet upholstery, a ruby-encrusted goblet in one hand as he viewed our entrance with forced disinterest. Despite his demeanour, Jarlath was dressed in combat leathers and his rapier was belted to his waist within easy reach. 
 
    “Ah…Daxas, isn’t it” Jarlath greeted me with a pretence of ignorance. 
 
    I snorted at his obvious attempt at nonchalance but didn’t answer. I did have a few things to say, and he wasn’t going to like them.  
 
    “The silent treatment, eh? How juvenile,” Jarlath sighed. “And here I was, thinking an animal…oops, sorry, a man of your reputation would want to prove his strength and fight me, one-on-one, in a duel.” 
 
    So, that was his game. He wanted to goad me into fighting him solo. 
 
    Sure enough, no sooner had the words left his mouth than I was prompted with a duel request. 
 
    You have been challenged by Jarlath Eckhoff to a duel. 
 
    In addition to the standard duel terms, he has added the following clauses. 
 
    If Daxas of The Wolf King’s Lair wins then Jarlath Eckhoff will surrender the ‘Town Planner’ perk. 
 
    If Jarlath Eckhoff of The Bloodless Coup wins then Daxas will withdraw and Jarlath Eckhoff will remove his name from the pogrom. If Jarlath Eckhoff makes no further aggressive overtures towards Daxas then Daxas will be forbidden to enter The Bloodless Coup. 
 
    These clauses will be imposed by the Proving Grounds should the duel take place. 
 
    To be honest Jarlath’s plan wasn’t a bad ploy. 
 
    He’d riled me up good and proper and then dangled a tasty carrot of a perk I didn’t possess, Town Planner, to help encourage me to accept. He’d even gone so far as to essentially give me what I wanted most, him no longer part of the pogrom against me, should I lose the duel. 
 
    It was also fairly safe to say that Town Planner sounded exactly like it might be what allowed him to change up his dungeon chambers early. 
 
    Sadly, for Jarlath, he had forgotten two important and salient points about me. 
 
    I hate to lose, and I cheat like a motherfucker. 
 
    “Bulls, Hex the shit out of him. Hobs, light him up. Ladies, if you would be so kind as to buff me,” I ordered. 
 
    You see, once a duel is accepted nobody else can interfere until its conclusion, but there are no restrictions on what can happen before the duel is accepted. 
 
    A red nimbus surrounded Jarlath as the minotaurs’ Hex spells settled on him and the balls of flame flew past me. Jarlath scrambled out of his throne and managed to avoid half the Flame Bolts but those that hit home sent him tumbling onto the overtly red carpet, scorching it as he rolled to put the flames out. 
 
    Jarlath wasn’t dead but the distraction provided by the flammable assault meant he hadn’t been able to retract his duel offer, which I duly accepted. 
 
    I do love it when a plan comes together. 
 
    The vampire was forced to stand from his curled-up position. The automated nature of the duel didn’t prevent him from filling his goblet with wine from one of the fountains and dousing himself to put out the last of the flames that lingered on his clothing and armour. 
 
    His slick-backed hair was singed and dishevelled. 
 
    3…2…1. 
 
    The duel began and I charged forward swinging my maul in a wide arc aiming for his midriff. Jarlath tried to dance back and out of the way, but the Hex debuffs target your highest stat, which for him was his Agility. Thusly, his evasive manoeuvre was only partially successful, and my maul slammed home on his hip. Jarlath fell to the ground in a heap. I jammed my tower shield on his torso to keep him in place. 
 
    “What a pain in the neck,” I quipped in my best Arnie. 
 
    The pun slash quote was followed swiftly by my maul slamming into Jarlath’s throat to punctuate my comedy genius and end the duel. 
 
    I looked around at my assembled team ready to bask in the glow of their adulation at my comic timing and was instead greeted by a group-effort-groan. 
 
    “Oh, come on, it wasn’t that bad,” I argued. 
 
    “Sorry, Master,” Karragh sighed reluctantly, “but…it kind of was.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why he used a funny voice,” Gorx expressed his confusion. 
 
    “You would understand if any of you had watched the Running Man, which I’ve offered to put on the viewer many times and every one of you always turn me down,” I whined. 
 
    “Come now, Husband,” Jessamyn reasoned. “You know none of us understands the Séance Pictures films you like.” 
 
    “Science Fiction,” I corrected absently. 
 
    “Yes, that,” Jessamyn said. 
 
    And then she and Fiadh were pressed up against me and my woes were forgotten as I kissed my wife and caressed the redhead berserker. 
 
    This may have gone on for longer if Karragh hadn’t coughed loudly. “The core, Master?” 
 
    I acknowledged Karragh’s timely reminder and broke away from my fire-kissed companions. 
 
    Jarlath’s core was a smooth black jet. Once I seized it from his pedestal, I was offered the same options as before. I’d been on the verge of simply making the same decision as last time when a new idea hit me. 
 
    “Tenzing, how are Jen and Nessa doing?” I asked my blue adviser. 
 
    “Daxas, they reached zone twenty-six just under two hours ago. As Dakemon and Vazzezon were only rank eight dungeons they have already completed them. I thought it wise, with your delay, to advise them to combine forces and complete Xordadach, the incubus’ dungeon rather than wait for your arrival,” he answered incorporeally. 
 
    “That was the correct decision, Tenzing. I knew I could rely on you. How far along are they?” I inquired. 
 
    “With over sixty in their party they only have the core floor left to pass before they are done,” he informed me. 
 
    “Excellent. When they are finished, please let them know we won’t be linking back up with them. I’m changing up the plan. Can you locate our horses and command them to return to the dungeon?” I asked him. 
 
    “Yes, Daxas, I can. Do you wish me to?” he asked back. 
 
    “Yeah, go ahead,” I agreed. “I’m going to utilise an option we were unaware of when we started the day and request to be returned to our Core room. As they are all together you can tell the girls they can do the same when they are done. Then they can trek over to zone six while we take care of the orc dungeons in our zone. That should put us back on track.” 
 
    “I concur with your assessment, Daxas,” Tenzing replied. 
 
    “Oh, and Tenzing,” I said light-heartedly. 
 
    “Yes, Daxas,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t let on that regrettably a changed plan means the race has been voided,” I requested, with a healthy dollop of manufactured sorrow. 
 
    I did warn you that I hated losing and cheat like a motherfucker. 
 
    Tenzing’s chuckle echoed through the chamber. “I will see you in a few minutes.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jen’Zadeer Shadestar 
 
      
 
      
 
    The fucking incubus had tried to pull his invisibility bullshit again. So, I simply ordered the Hobgoblins to pump out their balls of flame repeatedly in all directions until one of them got lucky and Xordadach’s piggish squeal revealed his position. 
 
    Of course, true to form he tried to glamour me, but I had my own trick to play and let the piece of shatzah have it with my concealed Ice Blast. I sauntered over to his prone form to finish him off. 
 
    The streak of flapping brown vines that zinged past me belonged to that vivacious pest Nessa. She had a pair of daggers in her hands and yelled an overly zealous war cry as she fell upon the downed infernal, stabbing furiously, seeking to rob me of my hard-won victory. 
 
    I had prepared a particularly vicious epithet to lambast her with, just for an occasion such as this, when she rocked back on her heels in disappointment. 
 
    “The great oak’s festering rot,” Nessa swore loudly. “I think he was already dead.” 
 
    I flashed her a triumphant smile. That’s what you get when you mess with me.  
 
    But the moment was ruined by Nessa’s frown of disenchantment and my previously cold and uncaring heart ached for her and my smile faded as swiftly as it emerged. 
 
    “There will be further opportunities, Ness,” I consoled the pouty dryad. 
 
    Nessa unleashed a deep theatrical sigh. “But I wanted to be the winner. Nobody respects me because I’m the little one.” 
 
    “Come on Ness,” I reasoned. “None of us think like that,” 
 
    I walked over to the kneeling dryad and put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. Instead of being cheered up, Nessa’s shoulders slumped, and she sniffled loudly. 
 
    “If it will make you feel better, I can say your dagger took the last of his health. That might even be the truth,” I offered the despondent woman. 
 
    Nessa stifled a sob. “Really? You’d do that for me?” 
 
    “Of course, we are sister-mates,” I told her softly. 
 
    Nessa jumped up and hugged me tightly, her short stature pushed her head under my breasts. 
 
    “Thank you, you are just the best,” Nessa gushed. 
 
    And then I caught her peeking up at me, saw the smug grin, quickly suppressed and knew instantly the cheeky little shatzah-smeller had played me. 
 
    Again. 
 
    To be honest there were days I questioned which of us was born a dark elf. 
 
    There would be retribution, though. I could bide my time, wait for the perfect moment to strike and then exact glorious vengeance. 
 
    My introspection was interrupted by an update from Tenzing. “Congratulation’s ladies. Daxas has asked me to let you know that he has returned to the Lair and won’t be joining you for the remaining leg of the journey.” 
 
    Nessa unwrapped her arms from my waist and crowed loudly with joy. “I am the winner. I am the winner.” 
 
    Which I thought to be a little bit presumptuous of her. I was still in this race too after all. 
 
    Then she started a dance I recognised as a traditional dryad one to celebrate Spring’s victory over Winter. 
 
    “He also wanted to relay that as things have gone so well that when you claim the core to this dungeon you can use the option to return to the Lair and then run over to zone six to conquer the dungeons there,” Tenzing said. 
 
    “What?” Nessa squawked and ceased her happy spring ritual dance. “He wants us to walk!” 
 
    “Run,” I corrected and grinned at her. 
 
    “That’s conker crazy,” she shouted and stamped her feet. “Why run when we have perfectly good horses right here?” 
 
    “What the shatzah is conker crazy? I think you forget sometimes we aren’t all dryads,” I sighed in exasperation at her antics. 
 
    “You know, when young ones eat the freshly fallen conkers, get all dreamy-eyed and do daft things, like run when you have horses,” she explained and growled her irritation. 
 
    “I think that is just dryads,” I said. “Conkers are mildly poisonous to everybody else. We’d get sick, not narcotically intoxicated.” 
 
    “Really?” Nessa exclaimed. “What do young dark elves do for fun?” 
 
    “A cave mushroom we call the Speckled Surprise,” I answered matter of factly. 
 
    “Why did you call it that?” Nessa inquired, distracted from her mini-temper tantrum. 
 
    “Hmmm, because it is speckled, and its effects were always a surprise. I had a cousin who was left so insensate she couldn’t stand for two weeks,” I told her. 
 
    “Ha! That’s funny,” Nessa snorted. 
 
    “Not really,” I said gravely. “You don’t want to be that vulnerable in the Spires. Her brothers sold her to a brothel while her sisters laughed.” 
 
    “That is awful,” she gasped. “Why would you eat the Speckled Surprise if that might happen?” 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “It’s a dark elf thing.” 
 
    Nessa just stared at me for a moment. 
 
    “If it would help,” Tenzing started, “I could order the horses to meet you at the zone six dungeons. They would reach you by the time you finished the first dungeon.” 
 
    “Wait,” Nessa said and put her hand up to stall him, even though Tenzing wasn’t here. “Did Daxas order us to do this?” 
 
    “Well, I suppose he didn’t order it, merely commented that you can do this,” Tenzing answered. 
 
    “Then we’re taking the horses. We have plenty of time, don’t we?” Nessa asked. 
 
    “Returning to the Lair is the faster method,” Tenzing hedged. 
 
    “That isn’t a no,” Nessa stated bluntly. “Decision made.” 
 
    I could argue with her, but that would take more time and we’d already lollygagged here for long enough. 
 
    “Fine, we’ll ride,” I agreed. “Let’s claim the core, the sulphurous fumes of this Hellscape chamber are starting to make me gag.” 
 
    Nessa nodded and I seized the red and black gem from its pedestal. After destroying the dungeon, we were moved back outside where our horses awaited us. 
 
     As we mounted up Nessa asked. “What happened to that cousin of yours?” 
 
    “Kalisa? the one who was sold to a brothel?” 
 
    “Yeah, her,” Nessa said. 
 
    “She regained the use of her legs. Burned the brothel down with the owner and his family alive inside. Cut the throats of every customer who used her. Drowned her brothers in minotaur piss and threw the sisters who laughed at her while it happened from the top of the family spire. All of which made Kalisa her mother’s favoured daughter,” I recounted. 
 
    “Fuck,” Nessa breathed. “A happy ending then,” she snorted facetiously. 
 
    “For a daughter of the Unending Dark, very much so,” I smiled in agreement. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tenzing greeted me in the Lair’s core room as my team and I appeared. We had just finished the last of the orc dungeons. They had all been Destruction/Battle dungeons and the least sophisticated of any of the opponents we faced today. They were literally chamber after chamber of mobs to fight against. 
 
    I didn’t mind, though. It meant we could let Fiadh off her leash and my fierce red-headed berserker queen had feasted on battle. So much so that Gorx and his infernal minotaur compatriots got their noses a bit out of joint when she slaughtered most of the denizens in the rooms before they had a chance to engage. 
 
    There were four hours left in the rest day, which was plenty for what I still needed to accomplish. 
 
    “Tenzing, everything else has gone to plan I hope?” I asked my blue-skinned adviser. 
 
    “More or less,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Oh, really. What is the less part?” I inquired. 
 
    “Nessa and Jen’Zadeer, well Nessa for the most part, weren’t overly enamoured with your idea of returning to the Lair and running to zone six on foot, so they rode their warhorses from zone twenty-six instead,” he explained. 
 
    “That girl,” Jessamyn sighed and wormed her way under my arm. “I love my sister-mate dearly, but she is always pushing the boundaries.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t be Nessa if she didn’t. But they haven’t encountered any unanticipated difficulties?” I replied. 
 
    “No, they have conquered the two lesser human dungeons in that zone and have combined forces to finish off Bertwald de Vincent. In fact, they ought to be returning within a few minutes,” Tenzing assured me. 
 
    “Excellent, we shall wait here for their return,” I said and turned to the rest of my life-seeded team. “Great work today people. You have four hours until the dungeon re-opens, go and enjoy yourselves.” 
 
    “Ah, on that note,” Tenzing interrupted. “Your other guests arrived half an hour ago, Daxas. They are being entertained in the Banquet Hall, but I took the liberty of transferring some barrels of ale and a light repast to the training facilities for those who wish to imbibe.” 
 
    “Thank you, Tenzing. You heard the man, off to the training rooms for booze and bar food,” I yelled, to a loud answering cheer from the hobs and minotaurs. The dryads were a bit more reserved but there were happy smiles all round. 
 
    I sat down upon my wide throne and was quickly adorned by the beautiful bodies of my mates as they draped themselves on my lap or squeezed up against my body. Tenzing seated himself on a side couch I’d added to the dais for those not as comfortable with piling in on top of me. Although after today, it wouldn’t be possible to get all my mates on the throne and in physical contact. 
 
    The guests who had arrived half an hour ago were the women from the Dark Moon Rising whom Krista had identified over the last week, Proving Grounds Time, as the most amenable to becoming my disciples. Krista had already reported back on who she planned to bring today and there should be twenty-four of them in the Banquet Hall along with Krista herself. 
 
    None of them would be leaving. Not as they were at any rate. 
 
    If I claimed them today, I would be able to assign them to the dungeon before the next week begins. I didn’t need them to protect the dungeon, but this way they would accrue experience during the week, otherwise, the only experience they earned would be from the sex part of my sex dungeon. 
 
    As I relaxed on the throne, my mates gently fondled me as I fondled them in return, I was updated on what had happened here by my other-selves. 
 
    The me that was with Alyssa remained balls deep in the bespectacled beauty and wouldn’t be coming up for air anytime soon. That had been an extremely pleasant update. 
 
    Third me was less enthusing, he’d been crafting all day. 
 
    Important work, but boring as shit. 
 
    I’d already ditched the avatar I had gathering when I’d needed to concentrate in the Bloodless Coup. My focus wasn’t infinite, and I needed the extra awareness to ensure we didn’t lose any of my people. 
 
    I’d not created a fourth avatar to initiate my plans with the Dark Moon Rising candidates, even though I could have, to avoid the watchful eye of the Arbiter and the Lords. They couldn’t see into my dungeon now, but they would know when a cluster of women fell and became my disciples. 
 
    That happening during a rest day would no doubt set their tongues wagging, but if it happened while I, and both my subordinate dungeon disciples, were all out of our dungeon where they could observe us then that would pose questions that I didn’t want them contemplating yet. 
 
    My communing with my other-selves and snuggling were interrupted by the sudden arrival of Nessa, Jen’Zadeer and their teams. The dryad saw us upon the throne and her face split into a wide, smug grin. A quick headcount confirmed they hadn’t lost any of their life-seeded companions which was excellent news. 
 
    “Why, hello there, Master. We’re baaack,” Nessa rejoiced. 
 
    I couldn’t help but return her behaviour with an indulgent smile of my own. “So you are, and fully successful too, I’m told.” 
 
    “Indeed, Daxas. You will see when you get back to the DDD a message that the pogrom has been lifted following the demise of every signee,” Tenzing advised. 
 
    “Yes, and you know what that means don’t you,” Nessa sang. 
 
    Jessamyn who was facing me while sat in my lap rolled her eyes, but I decided to play dumb. “Would you care to enlighten me?” 
 
    “That, I. Am. The. Winner,” Nessa trilled as she twirled about and pointed at herself. Then finally gave me an impudent wink. 
 
    “Really? And how do you figure that?” I quizzed her. 
 
    “Because I destroyed the most dungeons, six. That’s why,” she relayed smugly. 
 
    I’d been about to pull the rug from under her and announce the voiding of the unofficial race when another metaphorical sucker punch presented itself and I changed tack. 
 
    I could play dirty too, it was practically a requirement at this stage. 
 
    “Now, hang on just a moment. You completed two of those dungeons with Jen’Zadeer, they only count for half each, so it’s five, and you got back at exactly the same time as her. Therefore, surely it’s a tie between the two of you.” I argued. 
 
    “Fine, the total is five, buuuuuut,” Nessa held her finger up and wagged it at me. “Jen gave me credit for slaying the incubus and Bertwald got trampled by the minotaurs. That breaks the tie and makes me the winner.” 
 
    I just grinned widely as she unthinkingly walked straight into the trap. “Is this true, Jen?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” Jen’Zadeer grumped. 
 
    “Then I have the unfortunate duty to inform you Jen’Zadeer that you have come last,” I said to the dark elf sympathetically. “I know that hurts your pride, but I’ll make it up to you in the bedroom.” 
 
    “Ha! Yeah,” Nessa laughed and then stuttered to a stop. “Uh, wait a minute, how does that work? We were kind of tied. Are you trying to get out of the competition, Master, because let me tell you, you can’t cast your acorns out of the glade in a hissy fit on this one.” 
 
    “Of course not,” I replied reasonably. “I came first, and you came second, Nessa. Jen’Zadeer was third.” 
 
    “Fuck off!” she screeched. “I beat you. You were stuck in the vampire’s dungeon for hours.” 
 
    “Did you now? Hmmm, let’s see. You conquered five of the fifteen dungeons. Jen’Zadeer conquered five of the fifteen dungeons and that left me to conquer…” I looked skyward theatrically as I mumbled pretending to calculate the maths. “…five for me. The same as both of you, except I got back to the Lair first, making me the winner,” I finished. 
 
    “That doesn’t count,” Nessa yelled testily. “You cut a corner and came back early using the conquest function. That’s the only reason you beat us back. That isn’t fair,” she exclaimed. 
 
    “Oh my, perhaps I’m mistaken. Tenzing,” I said and addressed my blue adviser who was struggling to hide his amusement. “You did let the girls know that they could take a shortcut to return here directly from zone twenty-six didn’t you,” I asked him. 
 
    Nessa remained oblivious of where we were headed conversation wise in her discontent. 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Tabitha breathed behind the dryad. She had seen where this was going and moved up to Nessa, ready to console her as I unleashed my coup de grace. 
 
    “Why, yes, I did, Daxas. As I recall Nessa turned down the opportunity and chose to ride their steeds instead,” Tenzing answered. 
 
    “Really! And what would have been the outcome had she availed herself of the opportunity afforded her from my suggestion?” I asked to add a little salt to the burn. 
 
    “I do believe they would have arrived ten minutes before you returned,” he said. 
 
    “There you have it,” I said and shrugged my shoulders slightly. 
 
    Nessa gaped at me for a few seconds. 
 
    The silence was broken by a loud guffaw from Jen’Zadeer who held her stomach as she laughed so hard. “Sometimes retribution is a lengthy and involved endeavour, and other times you need only wait a few hours and do nothing,” she chuckled as she wiped a few laughter tears from her high cheekbones. 
 
    Nessa would have dropped to her knees if Tabs hadn’t been there and caught her. 
 
    “You bastard,” she moaned. “I thought I had you this time.” 
 
    I lifted Jessamyn off my lap and bounded off the dais. Then I swept Nessa up into a big hug and kissed her soundly until her moans of despair became moans of ecstasy. 
 
    “A bastard I may be, but that’s why we’ll win this war,” I crooned to the petite woman. Then I addressed the life-seeded armies. “Your brethren are in the training rooms and have a head start on the post-conquest quaffing. You’d best bust a move if you want to keep up. 
 
    After they had trooped out, Marux and Gretsch joining them, I closed my eyes and created a fourth avatar to handle the conversion of my guests into disciples. 
 
    “Ladies, while my fourth handles the expansion of my harem and your new sister-mates, we shall adjourn to the Viewing Lounge and thrash out what we are going to do with our rank-up points,” I announced and led the way out of my core room, my women hot on my heels, chattering excitedly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     My freshly created fourth avatar walked into the Banquet Hall and the hubbub of conversation halted at my entrance as twenty-five pairs of eyes, attached to an array of beautiful women, zeroed in on me. 
 
    The musky scent of arousal slammed into me as my aura of sexual magnetism enveloped the crowd of women. 
 
    “Welcome to my humble abode,” I announced cheerfully, with an epically smug grin on my face. 
 
    The soft gasps and moans of need from the assembled ladies practically reverberated through my sensitive ears. 
 
    I took in the group as I strode purposefully across the room to my special overwrought chair at the head of the table. The majority of these feminine prospects were seated at the long table, while a few stood at the bar or by the fireplace. Krista waited patiently by my chair, her hand languidly stroking the top of the woodwork sensually. 
 
    In addition to her there were twenty-four women of various species present. I acknowledged Yanna and Yuni, the two cat-kin women that Pacclo had encouraged to join us. They smiled sweetly in return. 
 
    The rest of the group were made up mostly of guild members from this zone or nearby. Ten humans, three halflings, two hill dwarves, two wood elves and another hare-kin woman. 
 
    That left four either surprising or more exotic entrants. Well, none of them were truly a surprise as I’d been observing many of them for years and Krista had informed me of those she had selected ahead of this meeting. 
 
    The biggest ‘surprise’ had to be Gadiel, a gorgeous, blonde high elf noblewoman. She was a very recent addition to the Dark Moon Rising guild, a member for only four days topside. 
 
    At first, I’d been suspicious of her arrival, and suspected her of being a spy for the Gleaming Towers. 
 
    However, after watching her closely, and you would have too if you could see her. Wink. I soon discovered that despite her undeniable poise, elegance, and dignity that all high elves adopted, she had a serious case of potty mouth and a veritable filthy mind. 
 
    Her repertoire of bawdy jokes had sent many an interested guild member packing in confused disarray in the Firehouse.  
 
    The sharpest spike of arousal in the room came from her. There was no faking that smell. She was a dirty girl seeking an equally dirty master to do unspeakably dirty things to her and she had found that master in me. 
 
    Then we had the three more exotic ladies who had come to me from further afield. 
 
    Eina, a white-haired Naiad with turquoise skin. She toyed with a chalice of water, coaxing the liquid unnaturally into the air with languid gestures of her fingers. She smiled seductively as I passed. 
 
    Sarrass, a hairless snake-kin woman, her mottled green flesh an odd mixture of faint scales and more human-like skin. Her long forked tongue flitted out of her mouth as I walked by, and I could only imagine what she could do to my cock with that glossal protuberance. 
 
    Finally, Vellin, a diminutive faun, who was the same height as the halfling girls and Nessa. She had a mass of brown curly hair with two curved horns peeking out of the organised mess and yellow eyes like a goat. Her feet were cloven, and she had soft brown fur from the knees down, but otherwise, her appearance was human. Vellin’s face was cherubically innocent, and she always tried to make herself look as small and vulnerable as possible. 
 
    The phrase butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth was coined just for this beauty. Looks can be deceiving and certainly were in her case. I’d seen her in action in my dungeon and she was anything but vulnerable. Vellin was spry and those hooves of hers unleashed a vicious amount of damage. She was much stronger than she appeared. 
 
    “Gather round ladies, please,” I said, gesturing to the table, to the few not already sitting there. 
 
    They eagerly obeyed my suggestion, almost fighting one another to grab the closest available seats to me. 
 
    “I shall leave you to it,” Krista announced with an edge of regret in her voice. 
 
    “Nonsense,” I told her and reached out and grabbed her wrist gently and tugged her into my lap. “I wouldn’t do this without the architect of my good fortune with me.” 
 
    “Very well,” she purred demurely, and rearranged her skirt as she sat on my leg. 
 
    That wouldn’t do, not at all and I swiftly sent the ball gown like evening dress she had on to the inventory. This left the elegant pale-skinned beauty in a black corset that barely contained her heaving bosom and tiny pair of panties. Panties that were equally unnecessary here and I zapped them away too. 
 
    I left her the corset, not to protect her modesty but because it was hella sexy. 
 
    “Oh, Daxas,” Krista squealed. Her usual unflappable demeanour abandoned by the unexpected nature of her near nakedness. 
 
    I swatted her rump sharply with the palm of my hand. “That won’t do,” I growled in a rough low hum and looked her in the eyes commandingly. 
 
    Krista inferred my meaning rapidly. “My apologies, Master,” she gulped, her pale cheeks flushing rosy-pink with lust. 
 
    “That’s better,” I winked at her and caressed her butt firmly where I had slapped her a moment before. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be Jezebel’s painted whore,” Gadiel exclaimed with a tinkling laugh. “I knew I made the right fucking choice coming here. The Tower can go shaft themselves with a rusty nail. My cooch is as wet as monsoon season in the Southern Kingdoms.” 
 
    Gadiel had a honeyed voice which made hearing words of such a filthy nature coming from the impeccably put together elf all the more bewildering. 
 
    “I’m glad you approve,” I addressed the elf with a chuckle, while my hands roamed over Krista’s shapely legs causing her to gasp aloud. 
 
    “I’m of a similar sentiment when it comes to the rest of your kin in the Gleaming Towers, but you are most welcome here Gadiel,” I continued, both speaking and fondling the vampire woman in my lap. “As are all of you,” I finished and nodded to the collected and increasingly horny women. 
 
    One of my hands left Krista’s thigh and commenced gently caressing her labia and clitoris. Spreading her natural lubricant liberally and eliciting another groan of contentment from her. 
 
    “I won’t beat around the bush,” and chuckled lightly at my little pun. “You all know why you are here. I’m interested in expanding the ranks of my disciples and you are the prime candidates to be added to my harem of mates,” I told the group frankly. 
 
    There were a few shocked expressions at my openness, but none of them moved from their places. Their eyes were locked on me, and on Krista who squirmed in my lap. 
 
    Any modesty or embarrassment Krista may have had was long gone and her hands had snaked down to my crotch, I dismissed my trousers to make it easier for her and she started to stroke my length. 
 
    I sensed zero reluctance from any of the assembled women, Krista had selected well. Although my overpowered aura probably also contributed to their willingness to entertain a fate as one of my many lovers. 
 
    “Yess,” Sarrass lisped softly. “I ssuspected this would be so, with the dungeon’s expansion. Are you ssure you want one of my kind as an entrant?” 
 
    “Of course. You are an exotically beautiful woman. Any man, wolf or King should count himself lucky to have someone like you in his boudoir,” I reassured the snake-woman. 
 
     “Let’s cut to the heart of the matter,” Eina spoke, her voice reverberating with a faint burble of gentle lapping water. “What manner of contest must we compete in to earn your favour and the position that has become available in your dungeon.” 
 
    I laughed loudly at that. 
 
    They didn’t know I had no limit on disciples. They thought I’d brought them here to pick one from amongst them. 
 
    “Krista,” I scolded as my fingers sawed in and out of her pussy. “What have you been telling them?” 
 
    My words were enough to break through her lusty panting. “Uhhh, that you would select a disciple from among them…now that you had advanced a tier…” she managed. 
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle again. It hadn’t occurred to me that I’d never mentioned to Krista I wasn’t limited to a disciple per tier like most other dungeons. I had assumed Simeon knew, actually, he almost certainly did and kept the information to himself, the sly little bugger. 
 
    They must have all assumed my extra disciples were due to owning Nessa and Jen’s dungeons. 
 
    “Does this mean you can take more than one?” Yanna squealed eagerly. 
 
    “Oh, yes please say it’s so, Lord Daxas,” Yuni trilled on the toes of her sister. 
 
    “We wouldn’t want to be separated,” they said in unison. 
 
    “Nobody is being separated today,” I assured them. “There appears to have been a slight miscommunication ladies. There will be no contest necessary because none of you are leaving. All of you will be my disciples and mates before the end of the day.” I declared, as my embedded fingers scratched the rough patch in Krista’s velvet tunnel, and she cried out as an orgasm sent her into overdrive. 
 
      Both my statement and actions had left a stunned silence in the room. Broken only by the moist squelching as my fingers exited Krista’s clenched vagina. 
 
    “Uh…how?” Vellin whispered and licked her lips. Her innocent demeanour abandoned and her avarice for what I offered plain. 
 
    “Hmmm…yes, how indeed,” I mused. “Krista dear, I think a demonstration is in order.” 
 
    My words brought the slightly insensate woman back to the room. “Me…?” she muttered doubtfully. “But…I can’t. I’m not fertile.” 
 
    I just grinned. “Let me worry about that.” 
 
    With that, I picked her up by the hips and spun her around with her back to me, so she faced down the table. Twenty-four pairs of eyes stared at us with rapt attention, more than a few of them openly touching themselves. 
 
    With one last lascivious grin, I pulled her back. My long rod impaled her wet pussy smoothly and she slid down my length easily until her pliant ass slapped down onto my thighs as I buried myself to the hilt inside her. 
 
    “You’re so fucking huge,” she gasped. 
 
    But she was unable to say anymore as I gripped her hips and moved her up and down, pistoning my member inside her frantically. 
 
    There was no finesse, just a rampant and hard fucking that sent the vampire woman wild. Her moans and gasps were joined by a chorus of needy panting and muttering from my guests, some of whom had thrown all decorum to the wind and had progressed to the stage of helping one another scratch their mutual itches. 
 
    Which was super fucking sexy. 
 
    However, I couldn’t indulge in the show for long, I had a job to do. 
 
    As Krista neared the peak of a fresh orgasm I lashed out with my soul. There was more resistance than I’d experienced before, Krista wasn’t one of my fallen yet. But I’d trialled this with her when I had her in the dungeon before and knew I could push through and forge the connection. I hadn’t pushed through then but got a measure of what would be required. 
 
    With a commanding shove of my will, the connection between us was established. That had actually been the difficult part. Step two was to bestow a tailored Daxasian Blessing. I’d had more than enough time to practise this part, but I still felt a huge wave of relief when I sensed my symbiotic energy settle around Krista’s soul and alter her intrinsically. 
 
    Other me, in the Viewing Lounge with my harem helpfully checked my notifications as I finished and relayed the good news. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Fertility Unbound: [Daxasian Blessing] Despite being a Vampire this person is fertile, capable of conceiving and bearing a child. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    There was no longer any impediment to me claiming her. I did have a backup plan in reserve if that had somehow not worked. It involved using the DDD, to change her when she was within my power as one of my Fallen. That was a riskier proposition and would also cost me a bucket load of experience and would wipe out my reserves and require me to undo some of the less essential dungeon upgrades. 
 
    Krista was ready to hit her peak, as she did so I seized hold of the back of her neck while I pounded her pussy with squat thrusts from my chair, all so she would know she was completely in my power. 
 
    “Krista Belhoff, I command you to forfeit your soul marks to me, now,” I ordered firmly. 
 
    Krista’s cunny had already clenched on my cock, a mind-numbing orgasm ripping through her. “Yeeessssss…” she screamed her surrender at the top of her lungs. 
 
    I felt the change as she fell to my power and allowed my own release as I filled her tunnel with my seed. 
 
    “Krista Belhoff, I claim you as my disciple,” I intoned formally and slipped my iron rod from the spent vampire woman. 
 
    I returned her to my lap and brushed her dark hair behind her slightly pointed ears. 
 
    “What...How?” was all she could manage. 
 
    “I’ll explain later, all that matters is that you are mine,” I told her gently and kissed her lips deeply. 
 
    After a moment, we broke the kiss and Krista hopped off my lap at my urging. I had plenty more work to complete and a little under four hours in which to do it, but that would give me five or six minutes to bring each woman to climax as I claimed them. 
 
    Climaxing wasn’t strictly speaking necessary, but I wanted to give each of them the personal touch, even if it were only for a few minutes, at first. I looked down the table and most of the women were either fully naked or near to it. Pawing, licking and pleasuring either themselves or others. I could simply have commanded the lot of them to forfeit right now and they would.  
 
    I’d rectify the initial short playtime in the tomorrow that would last months for us. 
 
    I coughed loudly to get their collective attention. 
 
    “Well then, who is next?” I asked cockily and patted my thighs meaningfully. 
 
    A chorus of “Me! Me!” rang out through the lofty Banquet Hall. Then the ladies looked at one another and a literal fight broke out. 
 
    It appeared I’d been mistaken. There would be a contest after all. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    We’d all just settled down in the Viewing Lounge when a beaming Alyssa stumbled through the door stark naked, her generous breasts bouncing delightfully. 
 
    “Worn me out already have you,” I joked to the slightly unsteady woman. 
 
    “Hardly,” she giggled. “However, during a brief cessation of the lovemaking, you did tell me what it is you are about to do with Krista. And we both felt that you shouldn’t split your focus too much if you were going to manipulate her soul. Plus, we wouldn’t want you making any avoidable errors because you were distracted with me.” 
 
    “True enough. Would you like some clothes while we decide on spell advancements?” I suggested half-heartedly. 
 
    I rather liked Alyssa in the buff. 
 
    “It’s probably for the best, otherwise, I predict there will be an orgy on this lovely shag carpet before we make more than two decisions,” Alyssa replied wistfully, and then summoned and donned jeans and a crop top. 
 
    I sniggered quietly to myself. “You said shag on purpose didn’t you,” I prodded her. 
 
    “Mayhap I did, you naughty boy,” she teased back and sat down amongst us. 
 
    We chatted amiably for several minutes before we got down to the nitty-gritty of spell advancements. I went over with Alyssa what the girls and I had discussed during the ride to the other dungeons and with little extra input our decisions were made and applied to our sheets. 
 
    For the most part, the upgrade paths were self-evident and didn’t require much, if any, discussion. 
 
    We could only apply a single upgrade to any tier one spell. Tier two spells couldn’t be improved until we reached the third tier, which we were all just shy of. The exception was Nessa’s Regrowth as it came from the Spellcraft perk it could be upgraded every time she advanced a tier. As could Jen’Zadeer’s Ice Blast. 
 
    The good thing was the improvements weren’t limited to only tier one spells that we had already taken. Any new spell added to our repertoire could then be enhanced, though each enhancement had to be performed and paid for separately. 
 
    Spells cost whatever tier they came from to add to your sheet. So, tier one spells were a single point, tier two cost two points. Each upgrade cost the tier of the spell plus the new level of the spell. At which point the level of the spell would increase and the number beside the name would increment upward to demonstrate it had been improved. 
 
    Therefore, Ice Blast, which was a tier one spell would cost one point to purchase brand new, then if we improved it by reducing the cooldown, this would cost three further points, one for the tier of the spell and two for it becoming a level two spell and would then be called Ice Blast 2. If we wanted to improve it again at the next tier it would cost four more points to turn into Ice Blast 3. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer’s Ice Blast was already at level three. Halving the cooldown was a no-brainer and cost five upgrade points to apply and turn the spell into Ice Blast 4. 
 
    The paralysis effect was too good to pass up and getting it back in half the time was well worth the cost of five points. 
 
    Ice Blast 4 (Frost) 
 
    Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 15 seconds per point of mana used. 
 
    Description: 1) Throw a blast of ice at a target. On a successful hit, the target takes cold damage (spell power/4 rounding down) per point of mana used. A missed thrown spell costs 1 mana regardless of the original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 2) Hit targets have a chance to be paralysed by the cold. Base chance is 100% less the target’s resistance. The paralysis lasts Spell Power x 2 seconds. There is a 30-minute cooldown before the same target can be affected by paralysis again. 
 
    Nessa’s Regrowth would also benefit most from halving the cooldown. However, as Regrowth was a tier two spell the price to improve it was a point more at six. 
 
    All the stat boost spells were in schools that allowed the Surge effect, so we added that to all of them. 
 
    Other easy decisions to make included increasing the duration of Electro Claws, Frostbite and Flame Fists. All spells that buffed their targets with extra damage. 
 
    Bless and Infernal Talons were the equivalent of those spells in the Sanctified and Infernal schools. But as they could take Multi-Target instead that made more sense than increasing the duration of the spell. 
 
    Heal and Hex which were also in these schools benefitted in the same way and had Multi-Target applied. Which would allow us to heal or curse up to four targets at a time. 
 
    Purge and Venom both had repeatable Extra Effects which improved the rank of the toxins that were either used or removed from the targets and this was applied to spells of this kind. 
 
    For our Summon Beasts/Flora spells, we used the Fallen Fight On upgrade. This meant that when a summon was slain there was a fifty percent chance that they would instantly resurrect at full health. 
 
    The destruction school’s Armour Breaker had an Extra Effect called Diminishment which gave it a fifty percent chance of rendering a random piece of armour useless for thirty minutes. We didn’t tend to use Armour Breaker much as it wasn’t overly useful, but at higher ranks when you would expect raiders or invaders to be better geared this would be far more helpful. Especially, as at the next tier we could apply the Double Effect upgrade to make that a one-hundred percent chance of rendering a piece of gear useless. 
 
    Flame Bolt had an interesting Extra Effect called Heat Metal. This would heat the struck piece of armour if it was made of metal, so that it did one-tenth of the initial damage every five seconds as long as it continued to be worn. This lasted as long as the cooldown on Flame Bolt did. 
 
    This could potentially inflict far more damage than the Damage over Time upgrade the Fire school had access to, but the disadvantage was the target could remove the item and stop the damage or may not be wearing any metallic armour to heat. We concluded that as nice as this was, it was too situational and opted to bump Flame Bolt with a generic Double Effect upgrade instead. 
 
    Ice Blasts got the Paralysis Extra Effect because why wouldn’t we. I really hoped to get my hands on a mob template with the Frost affinity in the future. 
 
    Wind Blast had an interesting Extra Effect called Continuous. This allowed the caster to maintain the blast of wind provided they did not move. It could be used to hold enemies in place so that went straight on the spell for Tabitha. 
 
    For our direct damage options, this left Lightning Bolt. Its Extra Effect was called Lightning Rod, anybody hit by the spell had a fifty percent chance to become a living lightning rod. They would then take double damage from any subsequent Lightning source. More than that, if they were within ten feet of anyone else who was hit by any Lightning damage, they would suffer a quarter of that damage themselves. Which would of course be doubled, and effectively equal half the damage taken. 
 
    Like Flame Bolt this was a situational benefit, but I just had to take it. The potential combination with other Lightning spells was too lucrative to ignore. 
 
    For our existing spells, this just left Blood Rage, which I almost danced for joy when I saw that its Extra Effect was exactly what I hoped for. Auto-Cast. That meant it was safe to give it to Fiadh and it would automatically activate whenever she dropped below fifty percent health. Marux, on the other hand, and my life-seeded infernal minotaurs would utilise multi-target on Blood Rage instead. 
 
    Boosting the current spells of my non-dungeon disciples wiped out all their available points from this week’s rank-ups. They hadn’t advanced as quickly as Jen’Zadeer, Nessa and me. Jessamyn led the way and had reached rank twelve, Fiadh and Karragh were both rank eleven. Tabitha was rank ten, Marux nine and Gretsch brought up the rear at rank eight. 
 
    In contrast, the lowest ranked of the twenty-five ladies in the Banquet Hall was rank fifteen. Krista and a couple of the others were over twenty-five. 
 
    Unfortunately, all the experience they accrued for today’s successful dungeon invasions wouldn’t be applied to them until the next rest day. That and as most of our dungeon runs were from the Dark Moon Rising, they weren’t gaining much from lost soul marks, which were few and far between. 
 
    Next week though, I had plans, big plans. And if everything went well, they would gain many ranks of advancement. 
 
    However, my two dungeon girls and I had plenty left in the tank. Now that I was rank twenty, even after boosting my current spells, I had forty-eight leftover points to spend. 
 
    It was time to expand my spell list. Regrowth was a must-have for two points. As was the tier two Electrical spell, Chain Lightning for another two. 
 
    Chain Lightning 1 (Lightning) 
 
    Cost: Channelled, min/max 5/100 mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used. 
 
    Description: 1) Throw a bolt of lightning at a target. On a successful hit, the target takes electrical damage (spell power/4 rounding down) per point of mana/5 used. The spell will jump to the nearest enemy combatant and inflict the initial damage divided by 2. This will continue until either there are no more unaffected targets or damage has been reduced to 1 or 0. A missed thrown spell costs 5 mana regardless of the original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 
 
    The spell was a bit more Mana intensive than others. My next decision was to take the suite of Sanctified spells and boost them which cost me another twelve points. 
 
    Despite my desire to add even more Magic to my repertoire, Alyssa advised against it. She reminded me patiently that spells are worthless if I didn’t have the Mana to cast them or the Spell Power to make them useful. 
 
    I pumped thirty points into my Mana score to assist with casting all these new spells and banked the last two for an emergency. I would have many more points to spend soon. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer chose to do the same as me and took the Sanctified school over Infernal. Blood Rage was the best infernal spell but then you couldn’t cast any others afterwards. Being able to self-heal or purge negative effects in a pinch was the clincher. 
 
    Instead of Chain Lightning, Jen’Zadeer took the Frost school tier two spell Chill Zone. 
 
    Chill Zone 1 (Frost) 
 
    Cost: 1 mana per square foot affected. 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
 
    Description: Create a chill zone that inflicts your Spell Power in Cold damage to anyone currently in or who passes through the area it affects. The zone lasts for five minutes.  
 
    This allowed you to create an area of effect spell that would instantly affect anyone inside the area when you cast it or who entered it later. They would only take the damage once, but at the next tier, we could add the paralysis effect as well. 
 
    Due to the thirty-minute cooldown, it wouldn’t be as reusable as Ice Blast but would be nice if attackers made a mistake and bunched up. 
 
    She could also take the Destruction school tier two spell, Crumble. 
 
    Crumble 1 (Destruction) 
 
    Cost: 1 mana per square cube affected. 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
 
    Description: Destroy any structures or barriers within the spells effect range. Deals no damage directly to living beings. 
 
    Defensively the spell was virtually useless. But when we hit other dungeons, it would be more useful, and an eventuality that we’d have to be aware of for our own defences. 
 
    When those had been paid for, Jen’Zadeer slotted her remaining twenty points into Mana as I had. 
 
    Nessa had a little less to do as she already had Regrowth and the Sanctified spells. She took Chill Zone too and put her remaining twenty-one points after upgrading her spells into her Mana also. 
 
    For my life-seeded armies I had to be a bit more circumspect as I was only allowed to reallocate 1 of the points for each of the ranks they gained, so concentrated on improving only the spells they would make the most use of. 
 
    The dryads I turned into less powerful versions of Nessa. They were all given Regrowth, had Heal upgraded to multi-target and the resurrecting Summon Beasts. They each took Frost as their primary element and rounded their build out with Ice Blast 2 and Chill Zone. 
 
    The infernal minotaurs upgraded both Blood Rage and Hex to Multi-Target. 
 
    However, for my hobgoblins, in addition to upgrading their existing Fire spells, I could now give them the second tier Fire spell. 
 
    The classic area of effect Fireball. 
 
    Fireball 1 (Fire) 
 
    Cost: 8 mana per foot of the fireball’s diameter. (Minimum 10 feet, 80 Mana. Maximum 50 feet, 400 Mana) 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
 
    Description: Create a ball of fire that inflicts your Spell Power x2 in Heat damage to anyone currently in its area of effect. 
 
    I viewed our sheets when we were done with satisfaction. Although the sheets were getting so long, I had to update the DDD, to hide the information I didn’t need. (Full sheets can be found at the end of the book.) 
 
      
 
    Name: Daxas 
 
    Species: Lupus Rex 
 
    Rank: 20 
 
    Strength: 26 
 
    Agility: 26 
 
    Stamina: 26 
 
    Mana: 50 
 
    Spell Power: 20 
 
    Resilience: 25 
 
    Dungeon Power: 20 
 
    Health: 520/520 
 
    Unspent Experience: 232,476 
 
    Soul Marks: 1232 
 
    Fallen Total: 686 
 
    Skills: Mining 36, Hunting 35, Gathering 37, Farming 35, Smelting 37, Butchering 37, Woodwork 36, Masonry 15, Metal Work 36, Leather Work 39, Alchemy 35, Enchanting 35, General Crafting 14 
 
    Spells: Summon Beasts 2 (Life), Venom 2 (Life), Regrowth 1 (Life), Electro Claws 2 (Lightning). Lightning Bolt 2 (Lightning), Chain Lightning 1 (Lightning), Heal 2 (Sanctified), Bless 2 (Sanctified), Purge 2 (Sanctified) 
 
    Damage Reduction: Impact 25, Piercing 25, Heat 20, Cold 20, Necrotic 18, Electrical 20, Corrosive 20, Venom 20, Poison 20, Sanctified 18, Infernal 18 
 
    Elemental Affinity: Primary: Lightning 
 
    Aura of Dominance: (30) specialities and achievements increase this to 270 
 
    Aura of Fear: (15)  
 
    Aura of Sexual Magnetism: (15) specialities and achievements increase this to 2,430 
 
      
 
    First Disciple and Alpha Female of Daxas harem. 
 
      
 
    Name: Jessamyn Wolfsbride 
 
    Species: Wood Elf 
 
    Rank: 12 
 
    Experience: 24,650 / 28,000 
 
    Spells: Sanctified Affinity 
 
    Heal 2 (Sanctified), Bless 2 (Sanctified), Purge 2 (Sanctified), Summon Beasts 2 (Life), Venom 2 (Life), Flame Bolt 2 (Fire), Flame Fists 2 (Fire) 
 
    Aura of Dominance: (20) 
 
      
 
    Second Disciple. 
 
      
 
    Name: Karragh Dvarhold 
 
    Species: Ironskin Dwarf  
 
    Rank: 11 
 
    Experience: 68,500 / 78,000 
 
    Spells: Earth Affinity 
 
    Summon Beasts 2 (Life), Venom 2 (Life), Heal 2 (Sanctified), Bless 2 (Sanctified), Purge 2 (Sanctified) 
 
    Magnified Metalworker: [Daxasian Blessing] Metalworking and Smelting skills are treated as twenty ranks higher than current skill ranks. 
 
      
 
    Third Disciple 
 
      
 
    Name: Fiadh Longclaws 
 
    Species: Savage Human 
 
    Rank: 11 
 
    Experience: 75,850 / 78,000 
 
    Spells:  
 
    Blood Rage 2 (Infernal) 
 
    Wolf King’s Passion: [Daxasian Blessing] The activation and deactivation of the Battle Frenzy ability is now controlled by Daxas, the Wolf King. Mana will always recharge at a rate of 1 per minute provided Fiadh has no other spell abilities. 
 
      
 
    Fourth Disciple and claimed Dungeon 
 
      
 
    Name: Nessa Fiveleaf 
 
    Species: Oakheart Dryad 
 
    Rank: 15 
 
    Spells: Earth Affinity 
 
    Regrowth 4 (Life) Summon Beasts (Plant-based) 2 (Life), Venom 2 (Life), Heal 2 (Sanctified), Bless 2 (Sanctified), Purge 2 (Sanctified), Ice Blast 2 (Frost), Frostbite 2 (Frost), Chill Zone 1 (Frost) 
 
    Fecund Abundance: (Verdant speciality) Health regeneration for living creatures in this dungeon is doubled. Growth for all living things in this dungeon is doubled. The following advanced dungeon rooms unlocked early. Jungle, Forest, and Meadow. 
 
    Life Finds a Way: [Daxasian Blessing] Life seeds from this ‘Mother’ have a chance to be masterwork items (based on dungeons % chance). A masterwork Life Seed, if charged with 1000 soul marks, can grant true life to whatever dungeon creature it is used upon. If uncharged it can be used as standard Life Seed. 
 
      
 
    Fifth Disciple and claimed Dungeon 
 
      
 
    Name: Jen’Zadeer Shadestar 
 
    Species: Dark Elf 
 
    Rank: 18 
 
    Spells: Frost and Destruction Affinity 
 
    Ice Blast 4 (Frost), Frostbite 2 (Frost), Chill Zone 1 (Frost), Strength Boost 2 (Destruction), Armour Breaker 2 (Destruction), Crumble 1 (Destruction), Heal 2 (Sanctified), Bless 2 (Sanctified), Purge 2 (Sanctified) 
 
    Concealed Casting: Opponents will be unaware of the first spell cast, catching them by surprise. They will actively misinterpret the caster’s words or gestures.  
 
    Cold Heart of the Deceiver: [Daxasian Blessing] The Concealed Casting ability works for the first casting of each spell the caster possesses. 
 
      
 
    Sixth Disciple. 
 
    Name: Tabitha Greenfields 
 
    Species: Hare-kin 
 
    Rank: 10 
 
    Experience: 55,850 / 66,000 
 
    Spells: Wind Affinity 
 
    Agility Boost 2 (Wind), Wind Blast 2 (Wind), Summon Beasts 2 (Life), Venom 1 (Life) 
 
    Frith’s Fleetness: [Daxasian Blessing] When being pursued Agility is doubled for thirty seconds. This ability can only be activated once every thirty minutes. 
 
    With only a few minutes of the rest day remaining, my doppelganger in the Banquet Hall finally claimed the last of my newest disciples and I quickly distributed their assignments across the second floors of the three dungeons. As Krista had provided a list of who she was bringing, we’d been able to determine in advance where each of my newest additions would fit best. 
 
    The seconds ticked down and then the day ended, and the next week began. The DDD was inundated with notifications and beeped at us alarmingly. 
 
    I scanned through them to see if there had been anything unexpected. They were mostly achievement messages which was to be expected after what I’d built and been up to yesterday. 
 
    Resource Cultivator 6 
 
    You have built ten or more advanced resource rooms before reaching rank 31. As a reward, you are granted a minor dungeon perk. Your resource rooms are 20% larger. Collected resources have a 50% chance to be one quality level higher than they otherwise would be. Superior quality resources have a 50% chance of the resource quantity doubling. Mining, Gathering, Hunting, Farming speeds improved by 25%. 
 
    Master Crafter 6 
 
    You have built three advanced workrooms before reaching rank 51. As a reward, you are granted a minor dungeon perk. Weapons, Armour, Potions and Enchantments you create have a 2% increased chance of being labelled as a masterwork. Masterwork items have superior stats or effects. 
 
    Both these achievements had increased from rank three to six. The Resource Cultivator 6 meant more resources of better quality and in a shorter space of time. 
 
    I probably didn’t need the bonus, but I wouldn’t turn it down. Master Crafter 6 had improved the Masterwork achievement bonus from 0.5% to 2%. With our advancing skill ranks our crafted items had a five to six percent chance of being Masterwork. 
 
    Moreover, it seemed like this achievement improved with every new workroom I built. I would likely be taking more crafting perks next week, so presuming I personally didn’t jump past rank fifty-one that would be going up further. 
 
    There were a few more achievements related to the sex elements of my dungeon. 
 
    Phantom Progenitor 3 (afforded by the Fertility speciality) 
 
    You have planted life seeds in eight or more women. 
 
    When expectant ‘mothers’ come to term there is a 20% chance of ‘twins’. (2 Life Seeds created) 
 
    “This one is a surprise,” I said, and pointed it out to the group. “I knew I’d planted seeds in the six of you who have been in here with me for years but who are the other two ‘expectant mothers’?” 
 
    “Welllll,” Alyssa drawled. “One of them is me,” she finished with a blush as all eyes were levelled on her. 
 
    “I might not be allowed to assist in your dungeon battles, but I still count as being physically here and as a member of your harem,” she explained. 
 
    I pulled the bespectacled beauty into my arms and kissed her soundly. 
 
    As we made out Jessamyn must have checked the tab on the DDD. “Ah, the other is Krista. We should probably have foreseen she would have a deep desire to bear a child with our master.” 
 
    “Hmmm, if the escalation continues as it has with the other achievements, rank four should be granted when I knock up sixteen of you and rank five at thirty-two. Which counting Alyssa happens to be the exact number of women in my harem,” I grinned. 
 
    We pressed on to examine the remainder to see what had been granted. 
 
    Polyamorous Lover 4 (afforded by the Lust speciality) 
 
    You have taken twenty-four or more different lovers into your bed with the intent to add more. You gain benefits to assist in this endeavour.  
 
    Disciple experience points for sexual activity with you increased to 350 per day. 
 
    Harem 5 (afforded by the Female Affinity speciality) 
 
    You have taken thirty-two or more females as permanent sexual partners, with the intent to add more. You gain benefits to assist in this endeavour. 
 
    You now have the Harem Builder ability. Women currently in, or from the same zone as your dungeon are granted a 5% bonus to experience and coin gained from your dungeon. This bonus increases by a further 5% each time she enters your dungeon until it reaches a current maximum of 50%., 
 
    The Female Affinity bonus to your aura of sexual magnetism is increased from x3 to x4. 
 
    Diversity Champion 3 (afforded by the Polyspecism speciality) 
 
    You have engaged in sexual congress with twelve or more different species, with the intent to do so with more. You gain benefits to assist in this endeavour. 
 
    The Polyspecism bonus to your aura of sexual magnetism now increases it by x4, in addition to its existing effect.  
 
    Your aura of sexual magnetism will now also be active in your warwolf avatar. The aura will be at its base strength x3, additional bonuses are currently only applied to the passive humanoid form.  
 
    More aura of sexual magnetism, as if I needed it. However, the increase to my disciples’ experience gains was welcome. 
 
    And there were a few more achievements related to our conquest activity. 
 
    Dominator 5 (afforded by the Domination speciality) 
 
    You have successfully conquered sixteen or more other dungeons.  
 
    You are granted the Dungeon Dominator 5 ability which increases your aura of dominance by x6.  
 
    Dungeon Delver 5 
 
    You have successfully completed the first floor of sixteen or more rival dungeons. 
 
    From now on you garner fifty percent of a defeated dungeon’s current experience pool. If you choose not to destroy the dungeon a permanent totem is placed in the defeated dungeon taxing them 5% of all future experience. 
 
    I’d forgotten about Dungeon Delver. Regrettably, as most of the dungeons I conquered weren’t that powerful, my take of twenty percent from Dungeon Delver 2 that I had then was only a little over one hundred thousand. I would be getting much more in the future. 
 
    That concluded my achievement notifications, not a bad haul for a day’s work. 
 
    But there was more. I’d received several messages with regards to additional rewards from my conquests of the previous day. 
 
    The first that I read through confirmed that I had been granted an extra minor perk promised to me from my duel with Jarlath Eckhoff. 
 
    Town Planner 
 
    Rooms constructed using the Urban Advanced Room option may have several different scripted layouts of the urban environment similar in manner to how dungeon creatures can have multiple scripts for different scenarios. There is an associated experience cost for every additional scenario each room has. 
 
    This was how Jarlath had changed up the layout of his dungeon. The clever vampire must have understood potential challengers or invaders would scout his dungeon before making the attempt and written alternate layouts for such an eventuality. 
 
    However, Jarlath’s cleverness only went so far. I’m sure he believed he was cheating me in some manner as the perk was limited to being used in Urban advanced rooms only, something that as a Life dungeon I wouldn’t have. 
 
    Normally. 
 
    Fortunately for me, I had several other notifications informing me of a variety of rewards I had earned for conquering those dungeons beyond what the manuals stated and that included access to several advanced rooms that had been possessed by my defeated opponents. 
 
    Not only did I now have access to the Urban advanced room from Jarlath, but I’d gained Hellscape from the Infernals, Graveyard from the Necromancers, Battlefield from the orcs, and both Dwarven Halls and High Passes from destroying several dwarf dungeons. 
 
    I had also gained access to the dungeon creature lists for the dungeons I had destroyed. There was a drawback to this, though. Unlike with Jen’Zadeer and Nessa’s lists, these came with an associated penalty due to the manner in which they were obtained. So, the base cost, as well as the Dungeon Power the creature required, of anything I selected from these lists was increased. 
 
    The increase was more egregious for the Domains that I had the least affinity for. 
 
    There was a bright side on that front, every time I destroyed another dungeon that would surrender the same list, the penalty was lessened. And I planned on destroying plenty of other dungeons. 
 
    Like so much that had come before, Tenzing and Alyssa had been prevented from telling me about this bonanza and secret method of powering yourself up until I discovered it for myself. 
 
    Fascinatingly, it was something very few dungeons ever learned, as you couldn’t be gifted these boons if you conquered and destroyed another as an alliance and very few dungeons went head-to-head successfully. 
 
    This was another error on the part of the Arbiter, by forcibly merging my dungeon with the girls, we essentially became one. Otherwise, he would have had the wiggle room to declare we were three and hold back such benefits. 
 
    Sucks to be him. 
 
    Finally, we were done, and I addressed my lovely harem of ladies. “Right, off to the Banquet Hall with you. Time to introduce yourselves formally to your new sister-mates. I’m already there, of course,” I quipped. 
 
    The girls hauled themselves up and trooped out of the room with Tenzing. 
 
    I smiled as I watched their perfect swaying behinds. 
 
    How does the old saying go, ‘I hate to see you go, but I love to watch you leave’. 
 
    With everything here done I dissolved this avatar and returned to the sexy action in the Banquet Hall. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Simeon Reedwhistle 
 
      
 
      
 
    I chucked my almost empty bowl of honeyed porridge across the office with a satisfied grunt as the bowl shattered on the wall opposite. 
 
    The gesture would have been more impressive if I hadn’t finished most of my second breakfast before I did so, but I really liked honeyed porridge. 
 
    “I’m not cleaning that up,” Arash commented languidly from one of the armchairs, and then scratched himself. 
 
    Piotr hopped off the couch and rushed over to the broken crockery and started to gather up the shattered pieces. 
 
    “Piotr,” I called out. “Leave it. I’ll get one of Daxas drones to clear it up later.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Chief?” the young halfling asked doubtfully. “It’s no trouble.” 
 
    I sighed, the kid was always eager to please and I should be setting him a better example. “Yes, Piotr. I just needed to break something. And as that’s his fault, his bloody people can do the cleaning,” I grumbled. 
 
    I could start being a better role model tomorrow. 
 
    There was a gentle knock on my office door. I recognised the cadence and pattern of the knock as being Pacclo’s. Before I had a chance to make a pithy, ‘I’m busy’, type comment the door swung open and the laidback Cat-kin man strode into my office. 
 
    His slitted pupils flicked to the broken pottery on the floor, but he didn’t break his stride as he crossed the room, the claws of his unbooted feet making scratching sounds on my thick plum-coloured carpet and carefully sat down in his customary high-backed chair. Any chance of admonishing him for his assumption that he could just waltz into the Chief’s office as he pleased was sapped by the amused quirk on his lips at my previous childish display. 
 
    “Pacclo,” I greeted and nodded to him instead, salvaging what dignity I had left. 
 
    “Chief Simeon,” he nodded in return. “You are unhappy at our losses and Daxas gains, I take it.” 
 
    “As you should be,” I snapped at him without thinking. 
 
    I couldn’t help myself. 
 
    We’d danced around this discussion many times already and I knew Pacclo held a diametrically opposed view to my own on the matter. Reminding him that he should be upset that the two Cat-kin women he treated like family members had been lost to a dungeon was futile. 
 
    As far as Pacclo was concerned they were better off for it. And maybe they were, but I just couldn’t shake the feeling that I had failed them in some way. 
 
    “Simeon, we have been over this,” Pacclo replied patiently. “Losing some of the female members to our patron was inevitable. I had spoken with many of them before yesterday’s change in their circumstances, and never got the impression from any of them that it was something they wouldn’t welcome.” 
 
    “I know that Yanna and Yuni were more than eager. If it weren’t for the mistaken belief that Daxas could only have a limited number of disciples. A secret we kept at your behest,” Pacclo stressed pointedly. “I believe many of them would have acted to force the issue in some manner themselves, before this.” 
 
    “Well, the cat is truly out of the bag on that front, now,” I grumbled half-heartedly and beamed Pacclo a cheeky grin to show I wasn’t insulting him. “If people haven’t figured out Daxas can take as many women as he wants from the breakfast gossip mill, they will once they complete their runs today. Damn it, Pacclo. Why do you always have to be so calm and…and…fucking reasonable.” 
 
    Pacclo just leaned back, spread his hands and chuckled lightly. It wasn’t long before Piotr, Arash and I joined him, and the built-up tension dissipated. 
 
    Then there came another knock on my office door, one I didn’t recognise. This time the knocker waited for my response before entering. 
 
    “It’s open, please come in,” I called out. 
 
    In walked a pale man in a white doublet and black leather pants. His hair was neatly trimmed, and his eyes rimmed with red. I recognised him as one of the three other vampires that arrived with Krista, though I couldn’t recall his name. 
 
    The man approached my desk and I smiled at him hoping he would introduce himself and cover my lack of recollection. His eyebrow quirked and his lip twitched upwards as he stopped in front of my oak desk. 
 
    If I had read his body language correctly, and I was sure I had, our unexpected guest was fully aware of my ignorance as to his identity and had chosen to toy with me. 
 
    Blasted vampires! 
 
    He waited there in front of me for a heartbeat or two before he bent his knee and waved his arms in a florid bow. “Maximillian Von Trussell, at your service,” he murmured as he returned to a standing posture. 
 
    Tired of being on the backfoot I chose a direct and informal approach. “What can I do for you, Max?” 
 
    Maximillian grinned toothily at that and nodded his head slightly. To signify what, I wasn’t sure, but I’d take it as a win. Then my eyes fell upon the broken crockery at the far end of the office that Maximillian had undoubtedly seen when he entered. 
 
    Damn it, I should have let Piotr clean it up, after all. 
 
    “I believe it is what we can do for one another,” the vampire man smarmed. 
 
    I gave him a moment to elaborate and when he didn’t, I addressed Piotr instead. “Piotr, can you do me a favour while I have a chat with Max here and get one of Daxas serving girls to come in and clean up…the accident.” 
 
    “Of course, Chief,” Piotr squeaked, and he was off the couch and out of the office in a flash. 
 
    I turned my attention back to Maximillian. “Are you going to speak up or are we going to play guessing games all day?” I pressed him. 
 
    Maximillian smiled again, displaying his elongated canines. “May I?” he asked and gestured to one of the nearby chairs that were dotted around the front of the desk. 
 
    I nodded and waved for him to sit. He sat down in the chair with his back straight and crossed one of his legs over the other and grinned again. 
 
    The man sure did like to play the cocky bastard. 
 
    “I met with my mistress, or perhaps I should say former mistress, Krista, in the early hours of this morning.” Maximillian began. “Her conversion into one of Daxas’ disciples surprised us, as I’m sure it did you. My former mistress was under the impression that such a thing was not possible for her. She wished me to pass along her thanks to you, Chief, and assure you that she is quite happy with her unexpected change of roles.” 
 
    “I bet she is,” I chortled. “I remember the first time Krista met Daxas, it was like there was no one else in the room.” 
 
    Maximillian nodded in acknowledgement. “Krista hopes that you would be amenable to me taking her place on your council now that she has become one of Daxas representatives.” 
 
    “Krista hopes or you hope?” I questioned. 
 
    The vampire smiled again. “Both. I shall not lie, we vampires are an ambitious sort and I’m not displeased by my sudden elevation to leader of my small coven, but it is not as if you will never have the opportunity to speak with her again. Or that I would be risking the very existence of my soul should I be lying. I think we can both agree that Daxas is unforgiving of those he perceives as having crossed him.” 
 
    “True enough,” I agreed. “With this morning’s revelations there are suddenly a lot of officer positions available, and your group still needs representation. Provided there are no objections from the rest of your coven then you are welcome to join us.” 
 
    Maximillian bowed his head in thanks. 
 
    “You spoke of things we could do for one another,” I commented. “Giving you one of the officer spots seems to have covered what I can do for you,” I finished leadingly. 
 
    As I finished Piotr returned and was followed into my office by a pretty human girl. I didn’t recognise her specifically, but her too tight black and white clothing that showed far more skin than was necessary, marked her as one of Daxas drones. 
 
    When I asked him why he dressed them like that he told me ‘most blokes would appreciate the slutty maid outfit look’ and didn’t explain any further. 
 
    Piotr sat back on the couch and the young drone-woman curtseyed to me, then knelt with a dustpan and brush, and swept up my mess. She withdrew with a pleasant smile and softly closed the office door. 
 
    The vampire had paused upon her entry and now continued. 
 
    “Of course,” Maximillian said. “During my brief meeting with Krista, she relayed two sets of instructions. The first of which my coven has already completed. We made for the City under the cover of darkness and scouted the headquarters of the Black Hills Brigade among others.” 
 
    Now that got everybody in the room’s attention. Arash who had been slouched in his armchair sat up and scratched behind his ear nervously. Piotr, unthinkingly perched on the edge of the couch, even Pacclo’s eyes widened slightly. 
 
    “And what did you learn?” I tried to ask casually. 
 
    Maximillian paused before he replied. This guy really did like to play games it seemed. “Some of what we learned you could have guessed. The moratorium on species who, shall we say, are more accommodating to the Wolf King’s Lair continues. The majority of those that came through the Emergence Pool are dwarves. The Brigade has changed their recruitment policy and has accepted them all, willing or not, into their guild with no trial period at all.” 
 
    “That isn’t too big of a change,” I interrupted. “You had to be a pretty fucking useless dwarf that going from prospect to full member wasn’t a formality.” 
 
    Maximillian inclined his head. “That is true, from what I’ve heard, but it leads on to what else we discovered. Although we could not enter the Guild Headquarters itself, the sudden influx of so many new dwarven members meant they had to make use of the public barracks to house many of these newer members.” 
 
    “That won’t be because of space,” I interrupted a second time. “Daxas has killed a bunch of their members in the last couple of weeks and we’ve had close to a hundred defections. I bet the arrogant bastards refuse to see them as full members even if they have made them so and are making them sleep in the public barracks to put them in their place.” 
 
    If Maximillian was aggravated by my repeated interruptions he didn’t let on as he continued smoothly. “That may be the case, but it afforded us an opportunity. More senior members of the guild remained with them in the public barracks, to keep the less willing from seeking alternative opportunities. To pass the time they have been drinking the swill that passes for ale in the City.” 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth,” Arash murmured, and then coughed, scratched, and smiled sheepishly when he saw we’d all heard him. 
 
    “Yes, we’re all thankful for the Firehouse,” I chuckled, and gestured for Maximillian to keep going. 
 
    “Yes,” the vampire continued. “By the time we arrived, several of them were deep into their cups and their lips were plenty loose. We learned that they plan to move against the Dark Moon Rising this week. They will try and rank up a few of their newer members during the first few days and then strike before the next rest day. They think that will catch us unawares.” 
 
    “Fucking Hell!” Arash blurted. 
 
    I put my hand up to quieten him. “It’s useful to know they are coming, but I’ve been expecting it. I’d say it was overdue, to be honest. Does Daxas know?” 
 
    “If he didn’t before, he does now. He is always watching, or so my former mistress, Krista, always said. However, I believe he knew before he sent us, and this was merely confirmation. Krista also relayed a request.” 
 
    “Of course, he wants us to do something for him,” I huffed. 
 
    Pacclo snorted at my antics. “What does Daxas wish of us,” he purred. 
 
    “Tonight, he wishes us to place several guild beacons in and near the orken controlled areas to the East.” Maximillian related simply. 
 
    “Hmmm, is he planning to expand his acquisitions again?” I asked. 
 
    “Factoring in the location, I think it unlikely,” Pacclo spoke. 
 
    “I was not given any details apart from the locations of where to place the beacons,” Maximillian added. 
 
    “So, he wants your coven to do it? Is that what you are telling us?” I asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Yes, Simeon,” the disembodied voice of Daxas emanated loudly from behind my head and caused me to jump in my seat. “Stop playing silly buggers, will you. With the Brigade on a war footing, this needs to be done quietly and out of sight. Maximillian and his people are best suited for night work and after tonight my immediate business in the area will be done. They need five guild beacons, and the guild can easily afford to pay for them. If you are so worried send one of your lieutenants along for the ride.” 
 
    That appeared to be the sum total of our patron’s input. Maximillian sat there with a smug grin, but honestly, he’d been like that for the whole meeting. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll arrange the purchase of five guild beacons. They will be ready for you to pick up before dark,” I told the vampire, who inclined his head wordlessly again. 
 
    “Soooo,” I drawled. “Who wants to stay up late then?” I asked the room, but looked at Arash who only shook his head. 
 
    That didn’t surprise me, nor did the young voice that piped up despite me pointedly not looking at him. 
 
    “I will do it, Chief,” Piotr volunteered. 
 
    “My former mistress, Krista, always spoke very highly of young Piotr. We would be happy to take him along,” Maximillian agreed quickly. 
 
    Bugger. 
 
    I looked back over at him and his hopeful eager-to-please eyes. “Are you sure you’re up for this, Piotr? It could be dangerous, and the orcs don’t take kindly to anybody trespassing on their territory. You know what they’re like, what they’ll likely try and do if they find you.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid, Chief,” Piotr asserted. 
 
    “Fear not, Chief Simeon,” Maximillian assured me. “We shall be placing the first beacon on the edge of their territory, not inside it. I believe Daxas plans to erect a small outpost there. Piotr can keep watch on us from there, while we go deeper into the tribe’s domain.” 
 
     After a moment I agreed, reluctantly. “Very well, but you look after yourself, Piotr. Don’t do anything hasty trying to prove yourself, there is no need.” 
 
    “Thanks, Chief. I won’t let you down,” Piotr answered, a big stupid happy smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Piotr Fencropper 
 
      
 
      
 
    I could hardly believe the Chief had trusted me to go on this mission. Me, little Piotr, only good for cutting reeds in the swamp the village headsman always said. Now, an important, trusted, an officer of a rising guild. 
 
    The rest of the day passed in a blur, and I had to apologise to my dungeon run group more than once for being distracted. If we’d been in any other dungeon I would have been in trouble, but not here. We really were very lucky, and I couldn’t understand how the Brigade and the dwarves didn’t see it. Why did they fight so hard to bring the Lair down? Just plain foolishness, as my dear grandmamma would say. 
 
    We left shortly after dusk. At first, I had been able to keep up, but the three vampires and their eight thralls had much longer legs than me. I hadn’t been running out of breath or anything, but it became clear to me that I had been holding them back. Maximillian wasn’t mean about it or anything, but he did insist I piggyback on one of the taller thralls. 
 
    He promised not to tell the Chief, so I agreed. 
 
    We arrived fifteen minutes after that and as I dismounted my impromptu thrall mount, I looked about us. We were indeed on the edge of orken territory, the rolling savannah they preferred stretched out in front of us and I could make you the hillocks of dungeon entrances and the tents of their encampments in the distance. 
 
    We were in a sparsely wooded area with rolling hills to the Southwest of our position. I was a bit surprised to see the City walls further to the South, we were much closer than I’d expected. 
 
     “Aren’t we a bit close to land claimed by the Brigade,” I asked nervously, but it was already too late as Maximillian had planted the guild beacon and activated it. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Piotr,” he assured me. “Daxas will finish his business in these parts before dawn and then we can depart before the Brigade even knows what is happening. Now I must leave you. Daxas ought to build an outpost soon and the thralls will remain with you to maintain possession of it while Gustav, Holdrich, and I plant the rest of these beacons.” 
 
    With that, Maximillian and the other two vampires crept into the long grass plains and out of sight. 
 
    I didn’t have to wait long before the beacon bleeped a warning that it was to be replaced by an outpost and the thralls and I stepped well back. 
 
    I’d seen buildings emerge around the Lair on several occasions, but it was still a truly remarkable and unusual sight. Watching a fully constructed building burst from the earth in front of you. However, as soon as it started, I knew something was not as I expected it to be. The outpost was consuming far too much space. 
 
    I glanced about me and saw that the thralls had retreated much further than I had, so I ran over and joined them. 
 
    “What’s happening?” I demanded. “I thought this was supposed to be a small outpost?” 
 
    The thralls didn’t answer me and a few seconds later the process was done. Erected before me, was a full-fledged tier eight Guild Outpost, as large as those back in the Lair’s glade. 
 
    “Bloody Hell,” I muttered. “There is no way the Brigade or the fucking orcs don’t get wind of this.” 
 
    I’d been speaking to the thralls, but they were already walking towards the entrance, and I trotted along after them and went in. 
 
    The layout inside was familiar. Which is what concerned me. Daxas had bought everything that he usually did for the outposts he provided the Dark Moon Rising. But I knew how expensive these buildings were, even for him. His resources were not bottomless, it had taken time and a lot of coin to build up what we had back at the glade. 
 
    This kind of outlay did not suggest Daxas considered this to be a temporary base to complete a single night mission. And if that was the case, why hadn’t he sent more of the guild to fortify this place. Something really did not add up, the Chief would not be happy. 
 
    I knew that for a fact. 
 
    I attempted to badger the thralls for answers to no avail. They had dragged a few benches to the entrance and taken up positions to watch the way in, with a few of them keeping watch outside. 
 
    I didn’t relent in my pursuit of knowledge, but they remained closed-lipped for the most part. Eventually, one of them answered me. “Piotr, we do not know the answers to the question you ask. Only our vampire lords could satisfy your curiosity, and they are not here. We are thralls, we simply do as we are told. We were told to guard the outpost and fight off any invaders, so that is what we shall do until they return.” 
 
    The thralls refused or were unable to open up any more than that. After I wasted a further fifteen minutes questioning them which they endured patiently I changed tack and went to explore the outpost instead. 
 
    Perhaps there was some clue I could find as to Daxas intentions, something I could report back to the Chief. Prove to him how useful I could be. 
 
     I wandered the halls futilely for a good half hour when I finally heard voices and laughter coming from the restricted area. Although until guild officers actually claimed the rooms in this cavernously large outpost, it wasn’t really restricted. The thralls seemed unconcerned, the voices were coming from within the outpost, not outside where they had been ordered to watch. 
 
    I raced through the corridors to get sight of what was happening and then skidded to a halt as I turned the last corner and realised where I had been running to. Daxas’ quadruple locked secret office. 
 
    Except, I recognised immediately that in this building it hadn’t been locked down as it had in other guild outposts. I hadn’t thought to look here during my earlier investigation as you couldn’t get in without Daxas permission in any of the other outposts. Now, there wasn’t even a door, and the room was filled with women. 
 
    Women dressed in an assortment of incredibly revealing armour. 
 
    I stood there dumbstruck and could feel the heat in my cheeks as I blushed in mute embarrassment. Once the shock of their presence and attire wore off, I recognised many of these women, they were the guild members who had been claimed by Daxas. 
 
    “Piotr, what are you doing here?” Krista Belhoff called out to me with surprise. 
 
    Then she muscled her way through the throng of other women who seemed to be preparing for battle and knelt in front of me. 
 
    “M…Mu…My Lady,” I stuttered. “The Chief asked me to accompany Maximillian and your former coven on this mission. To look after the outpost…” I trailed off. 
 
    Krista was similarly garbed as the other women and her chest armour barely covered more than her nipples and left her bosoms completely exposed. I couldn’t help but stare and then stutter an apology when my actions became obvious, and she had noticed where I was staring. 
 
    “You have nothing to apologise for, young Piotr,” she whispered and ruffled my hair. 
 
    “The armour is supposed to be distracting,” a pretty auburn-haired wood elf I recognised from the dungeon said kindly. “Husband, did you know Simeon had sent one of his officers along?” 
 
    And that was when I saw him. He strode from the back of the room and the women parted to make way for him, but those close enough reached out and caressed him with their hands, hips, or breasts as he passed. 
 
    I had met him several times before, of course, but never when it was just me and I would be the centre of attention. His piercing yellow eyes bore into my own and I felt rooted to the spot and began to shiver like a leaf. 
 
    “Husband, stop scaring him,” the wood elf scolded him, and gave him a light slap on the arm. 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I had just seen. She had hit him, Daxas, and he hadn’t got insanely angry and struck her down. He just laughed lightly and then the oppressive weight I’d felt seemed to lift. 
 
    “Sorry about that, Piotr,” he chuckled. “I sometimes forget about my aura’s strength.” 
 
    By all the Divine Lords, he knew my name. 
 
    “Yes, Jessamyn, I knew. We’re going to have to work on Simeon’s trust issues. I could have ordered him not to send someone, but, well, that would just cause more problems further down the road,” Daxas said. 
 
    Then Krista looked up at him with some concern in her eyes. “Is there anything you can do, Master?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded. “Ladies make some room. Head into the tunnels, tonight’s first target is ready, and I’ll be with you momentarily.” 
 
    There was a chorus of “Yes, Master,” and then all the women barring Krista and Jessamyn trooped down an opening in the flooring in the far corner of the room, which I hadn’t spotted due to all the distracting bare flesh, and out of the secret office. 
 
    Then Daxas closed his eyes for a moment and when he opened them again, he beckoned to me to come forward. 
 
    I walked over to him in a daze but felt unable to disobey. Once I was inside Daxas moved over to one of the wooden panels on the right-hand side of the room and touched a particular whorl on the wood and then slid the panel up. Behind the panel was a small round hole, barely big enough for even me to crawl into. 
 
    “Piotr,” Daxas addressed me. “This is a chute which leads into a tunnel that will take you back to Alpha house in the glade. Do you remember the spot I pressed to activate the secret compartment?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I answered. 
 
    “Excellent, the chute should be small enough that only another halfling could follow you, should they find it, which is unlikely. The panel slides shut unless it is being held. Should there be any trouble before guild reinforcements arrive, you come back here and use the chute to get away,” he told me. 
 
    “So, there are other guild members coming? You’ve asked the Chief to send people?” I asked timidly, but I had to know. 
 
    “I will. Once today’s business is done. Now we have work to do. Stay safe, Piotr. Oh, and don’t follow us down the tunnel in the corner, it leads into tribal territory and the orc dungeons. There is nothing for you there. And lastly, stay out of the annex,” he finished and let go of the wooden panel which slid back into place as he promised. 
 
    In all the excitement it had almost escaped my notice that the doorway into the annex attached to the secret office was similarly doorless, which was very odd indeed. 
 
    “Look after yourself, young Piotr,” Krista said as she passed me and headed into the tunnels with Daxas and Jessamyn. 
 
    I stood there, my mouth gaping at what had just happened and belatedly called out. “What about the thralls?” 
 
    My query came too late and there was no answer. 
 
    After a few minutes, I returned to the entrance foyer where the thralls waited patiently. I explained to them what had happened and asked them what they thought it could all mean, but they just shrugged their shoulders with apparent disinterest. 
 
    Once I’d realised I’d been wasting my time asking them, I curled up on one of the padded benches to wait for the return of Maximillian and his vampire friends. If what Daxas had mentioned was true they had to have planted at least one of the beacons already, so they couldn’t be much longer, could they? 
 
    That thought was one of the last I recall before I dropped off to sleep. 
 
    I was startled awake by a firm hand on my shoulder shaking me hard. 
 
    “Wh…What?” I yawned. 
 
    I shook the cobwebs off and recognised it was one of the nameless thralls that had shaken me. “The Brigade is coming, best you be off,” he said calmly. 
 
    “The Brigade! Here, already” I cried. 
 
    That was when I noticed strong sunlight streaming through the windows of the Guild Outpost. I hadn’t just missed sun-up; it was well into the morning. What was going on? 
 
    “Where is Daxas? Where are the reinforcements from the guild? Where is Maximillian?” I shot out rapid-fire questions in a mild panic. 
 
    The thrall smiled at me kindly. “Daxas and his disciples completed their tasks hours ago and returned to the dungeon. There are no reinforcements. Maximillian, Gustav and Holdrich have not returned, nor will they. Not today.” 
 
    I stared at him in mute horror. What the fuck? 
 
    “If you leave now, you can abscond before the dwarves get here,” he suggested. 
 
    “What about you?” I asked. 
 
    “Our instructions were to remain and fight off any invaders and that is what we shall do. I imagine we’ll all be killed quite quickly, However, with so many of the Brigade here, getting out of the City after we come out of the Emergence Pool shouldn’t be too difficult,” he replied lightly, and then left me to retake his position by the doors. 
 
    I hopped up quickly and ran over to the windows beside the doorway. I had to climb up on a table to get a good look, though. What I saw left me gulping with a dry throat. 
 
    There was a sea of dwarves approaching the Guild Outpost. There was a large square of veterans that jogged towards us in a tight formation and behind them looser formations of the less experienced. They were almost upon us, ten, maybe fifteen seconds away. 
 
    Getting an accurate count in the few seconds I had to observe them was impossible, but there had to be a thousand, maybe two thousand. It had to be almost the entire guild, and there were only nine of us here to defend the outpost. 
 
    I jumped back down and racked my brain for a solution, for a reason, but I came up with nothing. Then I recalled the chute Daxas had installed, in case anything happened, and knew with certainty he had to have known this was coming. Maybe even planned on it. 
 
    What would the Chief do? 
 
    He wouldn’t run for the chute straight away like a coward. No, he would make a plan, learn what he could, for the good of the guild. 
 
    Like the thrall said, the worst that could happen would be the dwarves cut him down and then he’d have to find his way back to safety after he came out of the Emergence Pool. 
 
    Although it pained me to leave the thralls to their fate alone, I retreated further into the Guild Outpost. I knew the layout of this place better than the dwarves did. I knew where I could hide, get a good vantage point to observe events in the main hall, and still be able to beat any clunky dwarves back to the secret office and the chute. 
 
    I ran through the corridors and turned right into a storeroom. I knew this room had a galley port for passing things through into the main hall. I’d be able to raise it an inch and peek out and listen to what happened. Then if I saw them press into the back corridors I could scarper and stay ahead of them. 
 
    I tugged on the rope attached to the pulley gently and raised the galley port door slightly as planned. The last few sounds of combat echoed across the main hall. I was just in time to see the last of the thralls be cut down. They were higher-level fighters than me or most of the other members of the guild, but the Brigade had led the way with their veterans who had to be ranked in the fifties or higher. I didn’t see any signs that they had incurred any losses. 
 
    Hundreds of well-armed dwarves poured into the main hall. They were laughing and cheering as if they’d won some great victory and not just won a battle of eight versus more than a thousand. For the moment they seemed satisfied to pile in and hadn’t split into smaller groups to search through the maze of offices and corridors. Although a few of them did seem to sneak off into the mess hall, to plunder what food and drink they could from there no doubt. 
 
    Then a quintet of dwarves pushed through the crowd, resplendent in burnished adamantine armour. This had to be the High Lodungr of the Black Hills Brigade, and the other four his High Drottinn. When they removed their helms, I recognised the well-trimmed brown beard of Bargarrak Granitefist from the meeting of Guilds a few weeks ago. He had pushed hard for the expungement of the Dark Moon Rising. It did not surprise me that he was here today. 
 
    “Settle down lads,” the lead dwarf, who had a steel-grey beard and wrinkles around his eyes, spoke firmly. 
 
    He waited for quiet for a moment and then roared. “This outpost is ours!” 
 
    The throng of dwarves that surrounded him cheered mightily at that. 
 
    He beckoned with his hands for his army to quieten down. “And this be just the first of that upstart guilds’ property that we be seizin’” he cried, to even more shouts of joy and jeers at the Dark Moon Rising. 
 
    Instantly, I understood why the Chief despised these people so much, as I felt the fire of hate boil in my blood. That was my guild, my people, my fucking family, they threatened and treated as nothing. 
 
    Then before I could do anything stupid like scream my defiance at the bearded blowhards there was a cacophonous blaring of poorly tuned horns that reverberated throughout the entire building. I closed my eyes and put my fingers in my ears until the caterwaul the dwarves called music, ceased. 
 
    But where had it come from? I didn’t see any dwarves with horns or bugles. 
 
    That question faded from my mind when I opened my eyes. 
 
    Floating in the centre of the main hall was a vaguely ethereal twenty-foot red-bearded dwarf decked in the most elaborate, and gaudy if you asked me, armour I had ever seen. 
 
    The assembled dwarves were as stunned as I was. Many of them had dropped to their knees and I heard them whisper “Ironhammer” or “the Smith”. 
 
    Could this be a Divine Lord? In the flesh, so to speak. 
 
    The floating figure rotated for a few seconds until his eyes had swept over all the dwarves who had managed to squeeze themselves into the main hall. There had to be many more outside who hadn’t been able to get in yet. 
 
    “I be proud of ya me children,” the ghostly figure praised the assembled dwarves. 
 
    “Ironhammer, is that truly you?” the High Lodungr whispered reverently. 
 
    “Aye, Thorvik son of Braggarvik Granitefist. It is I,” he spoke and the High Lodungr fell to his knees while thick tears flowed freely down his face. 
 
    “There be nay need for tears lad,” Ironhammer chuckled. “This be a day of great victory for the Sons of the Hammer. Ya have made a good first step, but it be only the first and ya need to climb higher.” 
 
    “Tell us, Ironhammer. What do ya wish of us? The Black Hills Brigade will see that it be done,” the High Lodungr pledged from his knees. 
 
    There was a loud clanking throughout the chamber as the awestruck dwarves beat their gauntleted fists on their chests in assent. 
 
    “I know that ya will laddies, and soon ya shall all receive ya just rewards. Ya days in this limbo be short indeed. That is why I have extended ma power to this extent, so that ya can take full advantage of tha opportunity before ya. The Dark Moon Rising be just the symptom of the foulness that blights the Proving Grounds. Daxas and the Wolf King’s Lair be the source.” 
 
    The ghostly Ironhammer paused in his speech, and there was much-muttered agreement amongst the assembled dwarves. His words only served to make me feel sick to my stomach. If the Divine Lords were free to act against us, what hope did we have? 
 
    Then the ghastly vision continued. “But me proud Sons of the Hammer, the arrogant always make a mistake. Daxas has left a path, a tunnel from this very building directly ta his core. Where ya can destroy him and his bitches. Ya must strike quick me lads, before he has a chance to seal the way,” 
 
    Ironhammer snapped his fingers and a strange ball of soft blue crackling energy appeared and started to float in the direction of the corridors which led to the restricted area, and Daxas secret office, and the chute. 
 
    “The light will lead the way. Go ma proud laddies, and if ya succeed, ya can feast on the core of the wolf who claims to be a King,” the ghostly Ironhammer laughed uproariously and faded from sight. 
 
    The hall was filled with the war-cries of hundreds of dwarves, with more taking up the call from outside. 
 
    “Time to go, Piotr,” a voice I recognised as Daxas, whispered in my ear. 
 
    I stood bolt upright, but he wasn’t in the room with me. The Chief had warned me that he could do this, speak from out of nowhere. It didn’t matter whether he was real or not, the dwarves were charging into the corridors, and he was right, it was time to go. 
 
    I left the galley port and didn’t bother closing it and ran back through the corridors ahead of the thunking sound of dwarven boots on the floorboards until I reached the secret office. There was still no door, either into the room or into the annex beyond, but I did notice that the stairwell Daxas and his disciples had used earlier had returned to being wooden flooring. 
 
    I pressed the correct whorl and slid the wooden panel up and out of the way and then pushed my body through face first. It was a tight squeeze, perhaps I needed to lay off the honeyed porridge, only two servings from now on, instead of three, except for special occasions, of course. 
 
    I slid down the chute and landed on a collection of burlap sacks which broke my fall. 
 
    “The tunnel will take you directly back to Alpha house,” Daxas whispered into my ear. 
 
    “But what about the dwarves? If you don’t close the way into your office, they can use your tunnels to get directly to your core and kill you,” I panted. 
 
    “Your concern is appreciated, Piotr, but how many times has Simeon told you that I can’t be fully trusted?” he chuckled in my ear. 
 
    “Ummm, a lot,” I answered with embarrassment, as I started to trot down the tunnel. 
 
    “Exactly. And that’s because Simeon is a fuckton smarter than the Doomed Brigade,” the Wolf King laughed darkly. 
 
    That laughter was laced with such menace I physically shivered. 
 
    I thanked the spirit of my dear departed grandmamma that he was on our side, or at least, I hoped he was. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    I closed the audio channel to Piotr. 
 
    The young halfling was running down the tunnel complex swiftly and should be back at Alpha house in twenty minutes or so. He’d report back to Simeon, who under my orders was holding back this morning dungeon runs for an hour. 
 
    I hadn’t told Simeon why, which always pissed him off, so I’m sure he’d be stewing in his office waiting for me to explain myself after the hour was up. By which point either the Brigade would be no more, or I would be. 
 
    Don’t worry, it’s going to be the Brigade. 
 
    Thinking of the doomed dwarves, I switched the main viewer in the Lounge back to them. 
 
    The lead group had followed what they believed was a mystical ball of light summoned by Ironhammer. It was actually a battery-powered plasma globe, held aloft by Tenzing, whom they couldn’t see. 
 
    That’s right, I said Tenzing. 
 
    It would seem that the Arbiter agreeing to allow Alyssa to be in the dungeon permanently had carried over to Tenzing too, and he hadn’t dematerialised at the start of the new week. It made sense really, Alyssa probably knew more than Tenzing did, so what benefit would there be in taking him away. 
 
    Obviously, I found a way to benefit. I wouldn’t be me if I hadn’t. 
 
    Tenzing kept the globe under his robes, and therefore concealed from view, until ‘Ironhammer’ had snapped his fingers and now led the dwarves to the tunnel entrance like the pied piper of Hamlin. 
 
    The plasma globe was Earth technology but if we didn’t try to take it into my active dungeon, we could make use of it. 
 
    Once they reached the tunnel entrance, Thorvik, the High Lodungr, managed to impose some order on the mob of bearded fools and they proceeded into the tunnels with greater caution. With so many dwarves it was going to take them awhile to all get down there. 
 
    The dwarves wouldn’t have as far to go as Piotr. During the rest day, in preparation for today, I had realigned my entire Home and Core floors so that they physically extended a fair distance beyond the glade underneath the earth. So much so the dwarves were only a twenty-minute walk to the first chamber of my active core floor. I had made this tunnel extra wide to accommodate them getting their people down into my depths as swiftly as practical. 
 
    However, it would still take them a few minutes to organise themselves and another ten for them all to file into the tunnel network. Their vanguard would likely arrive at my core floor a couple of minutes after the last of them entered the tunnel. 
 
    With a few minutes to wait before I could get an accurate listing of who we would face I turned my attention to ‘Ironhammer’. 
 
    “Your performance was perfect, darling. They bought it hook, line, and sinker,” I chuckled. “I particularly liked how you told them their days were numbered and left them to infer that salvation, not doom, awaited them.” 
 
    “I be so very glad you approve laddie,” ‘Ironhammer’ winked at me and shook his plaited red beard. 
 
    Then ‘Ironhammer’ dismissed his armour to the inventory and shook himself vigorously. The very dwarven and very mannish naked Ironhammer’s skin and body began to flex and shift. The figure before me morphed, becoming a little taller and altogether curvier. The red hair shimmered, disappeared from the face and became chocolate brown on her head. It took maybe three seconds for the transformation to complete and then Alyssa was stood before me, nude. 
 
    This was a vast improvement if you ask me and I’m sure most of you would agree. 
 
    Alyssa gave me her trademarked sly wink and then summoned her jeans and crop top, clothing herself and rested her spectacles on her nose daintily. My disappointment at the sudden addition of her apparel fled as she sat herself in my lap and we kissed. 
 
    When our lips parted I looked deeply into her eyes. “Thank you, Alyssa. If it hadn’t been for you this would have been a far more difficult plan to pull off.” 
 
    “It was nothing, my darling Wolf King,” she breathed heavily, her lust evident. “Doppelgangers are incredibly rare, there has never been one sent to the Proving Grounds, but they do exist in the Realms. Even if most of the Realms-born believe them to be a myth. I had a feeling their morphological ability to replicate anyone they’d been in contact with might come in handy. And the Arbiter, in his haste, never specified I had to be human,” she giggled. 
 
    “A feeling? It was more than that my delightfully devious temptress,” I breathed in response to her, and we kissed deeply once more. 
 
    She let loose one of her tinkling laughs. “Maybe…I was able to predict a few of your likely plans before I was replaced as your liaison and prepared accordingly.” 
 
    I truly was thankful for her help in this deception. I did have other ideas on how to pull it off, but they weren’t ideal nor nearly as cost effective. 
 
    One option would have been to use the DDD to buy a dwarf dungeon creature and physically change him to resemble Ironhammer. That wouldn’t have cost too much, but then I would need to program his responses which would be tricky. 
 
    Alternatively, I could have life-seeded a coin-bought mob. Then they would be more capable of adapting to the dwarves’ responses but there was no guarantee they’d make a good actor. I could have even changed either myself or one of my disciples physically but that would cost experience and a lot of it, and nobody was eager to volunteer for the job. 
 
    Alyssa made the whole thing easier, and she demonstrated beforehand what an accomplished actress she could be. 
 
    The second part of the puzzle had been an achievement I’d picked up weeks ago, Communicator 2. This allowed me to project an image into the dungeon and by default my guild. 
 
    I hadn’t thought the achievement would be much use when I first received it as it specified that the image couldn’t be used if there were any potential danger in the same chamber as the projection. Young Piotr could have thrown a royal spanner in the works if he’d chosen to hide in the main hall and not a supply closet. 
 
    It all worked out, though. 
 
    With our canoodling done I asked Alyssa the all-important question once more. “I know this whole thing was my idea but are you sure this will work?” 
 
    “It’s a bit late to back out now, darling,” she chuckled. “But yes, this will work. Like many of your rule-bending activities this scenario had not been anticipated when the Accords were agreed. When the Brigade enters your Core floor the Proving Grounds will attempt to resolve this unexpected conflict following the entity’s dedication to balance.” 
 
    “Because of my former position I know how the Proving Grounds will react, and your deal with the Arbiter prevents him from acting directly to change it. As the dwarves have not come through any of your official entrances they will be allowed to enter as a single mass group, the dungeon laws which prevent this are enacted through official entrances. They will also have no timeframe working against them as there is none once you reach the Core floor.” 
 
    “However, for balance, as they bypassed all the threats in your dungeon you will be allowed to order anything in your dungeon into your Core floor to assist you. Also, the dungeon prompts to adventurers which inform them they are entering an optional wing are disabled, such prompts are for those who enter a dungeon officially.” 
 
    “Should they defeat you and reach your core they will be able to feast upon it and with such great numbers they would drain you of all your shards. But this does mean you can claim them as fallen and receive all the associated experience for their demise.” 
 
    I nodded. Alyssa didn’t really need to tell me again. 
 
    There was a nervous excitement flooding through my veins. Although many of the dwarves I had lured into my dungeon were low ranked, there was a lot of them. I’d been in great danger before, but those occasions had been unavoidable. This was the first time I’d invited potential destruction to me willingly. 
 
    “The real question is are you sure?” Alyssa asked. “This will escalate your endgame with the Lords considerably. Destroying the four orc dungeons that were invading you has already pushed your fallen total to over nine hundred if you add these fifteen hundred dwarves you will be perilously close to ranking highly enough to be eligible for the Divine Challenge after the next rest day.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” I told her firmly. “Keeping my real opponents wrong footed is my best strategy. I want them salivating at the prospect of getting their grimy mitts on my soul energy, with all their focus on that. Give them too much time to think about it and they can figure out what I’m capable of doing to counter them and then prepare for it.” 
 
    With our conversation on the subject complete, I played over in my head the preparations I’d made for today. I had reshaped my official Core floor into an inverted L shape and inserted into the gap an optional Forest wing that matched the Core floor. 
 
    The first forest room of my Core floor had been designed with a wide trail that could be followed directly Southward. When this ended it led to a room in the optional wing with a similar trail that was seamlessly connected to the Core floor. 
 
    Without the dungeon prompts to warn the dwarves they were straying from the official Core floor, they would likely follow the trail into the one hundred and eight chamber optional wing, instead of figuring out they needed to take a hard right followed by a left two rooms later to get to my Core room. 
 
    The trail would continue deeper into the optional wing and away from the exit into my final core room. This would allow my forces, many of whom would be in the treetop walkways above to snipe at the dwarves, hopefully disorienting them, and keeping them out of the actual Core room. 
 
    The dwarves had arrived and begun their march into my Core floor. 
 
    I now had an accurate number that we faced, 1,512. The highest ranked among them was the High Lodungr, Thorvik. He was rank eighty-six and his four-man entourage were all over seventy.  
 
    Alyssa had been allowed to explain that it was rare for guilds to have many members above rank eighty. Mainly because so many perish along the way that it is difficult to find enough of people of a similar rank to run dungeons within a single guild. Once you hit the highest ranks, members tended to break away or had formed a permanent core group that raided together and made a final concerted push to get out. 
 
    People tend to get impatient when their goal is finally within sight. 
 
    They had formed up into roughly ten by ten squares of dwarven warriors, fifteen in total. Strangely, the rank profile of these squares was reasonably uniform, and each square was made up of dwarves of similar ranks. Then again, perhaps that wasn’t so strange. If you were a long-term veteran would you want your flanks covered by the inexperienced. 
 
    However, the cowards hadn’t sent a veteran square of one hundred dwarves to troop into the Core floor first, nor second or third. There was a mixture of different ranks in the first three groups, but they were mostly all under rank ten. This suited my purposes, the lead square, being less experienced were more likely to walk exactly where I wanted them. 
 
    The composition of squares four and five was those ranked twenty to thirty-five. The dwarves in squares six and seven ranked from thirty-five to the high fifties. In the centre of the dwarven procession was the eighth square, which was the command formation. This one was slightly larger and was clearly the elite of the Black Hills Brigade. Every dwarf was ranked sixty or more and it included the High Lodungr and his High Drottinn. Squares nine through twelve were the same as four through seven but in reverse. 
 
    The final three formations which were the least disciplined were made of dwarves ranked two or under, many of whom probably entered the Proving Grounds two days ago. 
 
    Their time here would be short and not very sweet. 
 
    The Black Hills Brigade lacked many members in the teens as the majority of them had either defected to the Dark Moon Rising or had been part of an earlier attempt to purge my dungeon from the Proving Grounds that had ended in their inevitable failure. 
 
    Most of my disciples were already on the other dungeon floors, so I sent the signal of a wolf howl to let them know to start collecting up all my dungeon creatures and lead them onto the Core floor after the dwarves had passed through. 
 
    I still had plenty of mobs already on the floor to keep the dwarves entertained until the trap was shut. The Core floor had three hundred and twenty-three wood elves in the most powerful gear I could equip them with as well as ten warwolf-trolls and twenty goblins. 
 
    The optional Forest wing had one of my armies consisting of twelve each of the infernal minotaurs, dryads and hobgoblins, all at rank twenty and life seeded. As well as another sixty wood elves equipped in the same manner as their Core floor compatriots. 
 
    I waited until the first of the eager dwarves stomped their way into the optional wing and grinned savagely. Most of the Core floor’s wood elves were in the treetop balconies I had constructed. These walkways connected to a second network in the optional wing which they were now allowed to utilise as the dwarves had entered the wing. 
 
    Both sides of the ‘trail’ I had created for any unwary invaders was heavy with naturally built traps. There were many of my favourite spiked pits ready and waiting for them. The balconies also had a series of well-concealed swinging spiked logs ready to be released. 
 
    While I watched from the comfort of the black leather couch with Alyssa in my lap, my new ability to split my focus meant I was also on my Core floor in my warwolf avatar. This version of me was continuously being fed updates by my other self in the Viewing Lounge. I could both lead from the frontline and act as an observing general, the best of both tactical worlds. 
 
    I hadn’t sent all my disciples to their positions on the traditional dungeon floors to collect my mobs. I’d kept the heaviest hitters with me just in case the dwarves hadn’t followed the path I so kindly laid out for them, and we had to hold the line until reinforcements from the other floors arrived. 
 
    Fiadh was with me, obviously. She would have chafed at the idea of collecting mobs when there was actual fighting to be done. This group also included Krista, who like Jarlath, preferred the rapier as her weapon of choice. She had proved herself to be swift and precise with the weapon in training. 
 
    There were five others from the new intake with me. 
 
    Vellin the innocent-looking faun with a powerful kick. She carried a pair of wicked daggers to complement her deadly close quarters work. 
 
    Gadiel, the high-elf with a potty mouth, but she was also the highest-ranked of all my disciples. The elf liked the classic sword and board equipment loadout.  
 
    Sarrass the snake-kin woman preferred to use polearms and keep her foes at a distance. 
 
    My group also had Jovebella who was a short dwarf woman, but one who had curves in all the right places. Any worries that she might be reluctant to battle against her kin were soon allayed by the statement “Fuck those bearded whoreson hammer-humpers”. 
 
    To say she had a low opinion of dwarven males would be the understatement of the century. It wasn’t that she didn’t like beards, she was quite fond of my roguish perma-stubble. It was more the stock the dwarves put in them, vis-a-vis those without considerable facial hair were without worth. 
 
    Finally, I’d included Teotune, a blonde human woman of Amazonian proportions. She was fierce with spear, sword, and bow. She had been the last of my new intake that I claimed on the rest day. 
 
    Not because the others beat her out, she hadn’t taken part in the surprising melee that ensued. No, as fierce and eager as she was in battle, she was equally shy and insecure in the bedroom. I’d had to take her behind the bar, out of sight of the others, to calm her nerves. 
 
    “The Brigade like good little sheep for the slaughter are following the trail we laid out for them,” I told my assembled battle-harem. 
 
    Jovebella snorted. “Probably couldn’t see past the whiskers on their face to comprehend they should explore the harder routes.” 
 
    “Yes, well, we are going to reinforce the misconception that they are on the right path. Teotune, I want you up in the treetops. Take two hundred of the wood elves here and stalk their rear-guard from above but stay out of sight and don’t engage yet. I will signal you when it is time to strike.” 
 
    The blonde warrior woman nodded and ran off to the wooden slats that encircled the trunk of one of the enormous oaks that acted as a stairway up to the treehouse network up above. 
 
    “As for the rest of us we will cut through to them on the forest floor. I’m leaving the warwolf-trolls and the rest of the wood elves to handle any dwarves that might slip through our net. We’ll take the goblins with us,” I advised and jogged over to where the underbrush was lightest. 
 
    The women and the twenty goblins trailed after me. 
 
    “Why are we bringing the goblins, Master?” Krista queried. “Do you not wish to use the army already in this wing?” 
 
    “No,” I answered as I moved some fern stems out of my way. “I’ve ordered them to lay in wait deeper into the forest except for thirty of their wood elves. We will link up with elves that have hung back on the forest floor just ahead of the dwarf column. We’ll send the goblins to attack the lead group with the elves providing ranged support.” 
 
    “It should be a large enough strike force to convince the Brigade it’s a genuine defensive move, without costing us too many defenders in the process. We will likely lose all the goblins and I hope the dwarves will pursue the elves into the underbrush where we can thin their numbers.” 
 
    We pushed through the various chambers until we reached the contingent of thirty wood elf mobs patiently awaiting our arrival. It took us maybe five minutes, but we had the advantage of years of Dungeon Time to learn the easiest passages, and ways to avoid the natural traps, through the wings I had built. 
 
    I had learned from the first battle with the orc dungeon invaders and minimised the number of ways up into the canopy walkways. This would make it difficult for those on the forest floor to get up to them should they be spotted. 
 
    The treehouses all had roped ladders that could be dropped if we needed those up above to make their way down rapidly and then pulled up or cut if the wrong people tried to use them to ascend. 
 
    I relayed my orders to the goblins and wood elves and they we hunkered down behind another of the Giant Redwood type trees that were interspersed with the mighty Oaks. I closed my eyes and opened up to my other self in the Viewing Lounge to watch the outcome of my plan. 
 
    Thorvik and his legion had been trudging through the forest for close to ten minutes. Every square of dwarves had walked through the Core floor chamber and entered into the optional wing. The lead square formation were now more than ten chambers deep and had just reached the end of the open trail and halted. From the muttering we picked up on the DDD, some of the dwarves were beginning to get antsy and started to suspect something was up. 
 
    My sacrifice goblin distraction would be just in time. 
 
    My Lounge based avatar whispered in Teotune’s ear and she directed her force to troop into the treetops of the same chamber as the forward dwarven square formation. I didn’t want the dwarves to technically have superior numbers when I sent my goblins into the fray. They were supposed to be a distraction, yes, but that didn’t mean they shouldn’t earn their fair share of the Brigades butcher’s bill. 
 
    The thirty wood elves on the forest floor started the conflict as they fired their first salvo of bolts into the packed formation of grumbling dwarves. 
 
    Many of the front line had shields but there is always someone that lets their guard down and because I had an avatar present in the chamber, I could mentally instruct the elves to target those gaps. 
 
    Most of these dwarves were only rank six or seven and with the equivalent gear to match. My wood elves, on the other hand, were rocking only a little less than the best my team could craft. The kind of gear rank thirty-five adventurers would be overjoyed to bear. Six dwarves received five bolts to the chest, all but one was slain, a positive start. 
 
    The goblins raced from the underbrush, covered the dozen feet, and hit the dwarven front line. Once more I mentally commanded them as they did so and they split into two groups of ten and hit the fresh gaps in the dwarf front line where some of them had been killed. 
 
    “Goblins!” roared a dwarf in the middle of the square, who had likely been assigned as the formations Lodungr. Followed by “Archers in the trees!” The call was taken up by each subsequent group, feeding the information back to the Thorvik in the centre of their column. 
 
    The melee combat didn’t last too long. The goblins slashed and cut with their short knives, often going low to slice at tendons and inflict movement debuffs on their enemies. However, they were heavily outnumbered, and the dwarves soon swarmed around them sinking their axe blades into green flesh and crunching their hammers into bones protected only by leather. 
 
    But swarming the goblins to slaughter them allowed my wood elves to fire their second and third bolt volleys without having to worry about the friendly fire restrictions they were under as dungeon creatures. They then stepped out from the woodland and onto the trail to let loose their fourth volley, so the dwarves could get a good look at them, and then slipped back into the denser vegetation to reload and lead them deeper. 
 
    The first skirmish of this battle had been completed. Teotune and her treetop forces slipped back to watch the end of the column. The front square of the dwarves held their discipline and did not immediately pursue the elves. 
 
    They had lost another eleven of their number, but then Thorvik sent the order down through his proxies in the column they weren’t to let my mobs get away. 
 
    This was music to my ears as the front square ran forward and pushed their way into the denser foliage of the forest in pursuit. 
 
    My group waited for a few moments longer, but it wasn’t long before the dwarves could no longer maintain the rigidity of their formation and they began to disperse into smaller groups of nine or ten as they spread out to chase the elves. 
 
    Tactically, splitting up as they had was very foolish. Some of the Brigade’s members may have been soldiers in their previous lives and had experience of mass combat situations, but even they had been lulled into following the adventurer raiding pattern of parties of eight to twelve. 
 
    I suspected Thorvik was aware this would be reckless under normal conditions but believed the Brigade’s unprecedented numbers together in a single dungeon guaranteed their victory. It didn’t, paradoxically it would prove to be their greatest weakness, but I wasn’t ready to make that clear to them just yet. 
 
    Thusly, him exposing the vanguard square of dwarves as he had would just be expedient, not foolhardy. It was this very misconception, that they had me by the balls, that would be the end of them. 
 
    Normally it was possible for my life-seeded mobs to follow invaders and challengers onto the Core floor, but only those from the path said invaders chose. As no path was walked by the Brigade all were permitted, including my other mobs. 
 
    My Core floor had already been incredibly strong and deadly. Although admittedly, probably not strong enough to defeat the Brigade by itself. But when you added all four of my armies, my disciples, and the rest of my mobile dungeon creatures into the mix I’d back us to win a pitched battle against them. 
 
    And this would be no pitched battle, they were on ground prepared just for this eventuality. These forest chambers had been enhanced by me with natural looking barriers and large quantities of thistles and thorny bushes to make the way virtually impassable unless you knew the layout as we did. 
 
    I quickly cast Summon Beasts and added a pack of wolves to my party of seven and we stalked through the forest hunting. 
 
    We hit the dwarf groups hard, fast, and as silently as possible. I had to put a ball gag in Fiadh’s mouth for this part as she was incapable of controlling her cries of rage when battle was met, but she didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    We outranked and were significantly better equipped than the disparate dwarf groups from the first square and the battles were short and bloody. We showed them no mercy, and in under five minutes we despatched every one of the first square dwarves. 
 
    At which point we linked up with the army for this wing and turned around and headed back to the new front of the dwarven column ready to strike them head-on. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    While my battle avatar had his fun in the forest, I had mine with Alyssa in my lap as we kept a birds-eye view of the coming carnage from the Viewing Lounge. 
 
    Teotune and her force of two hundred wood elves had returned to their positions watching the back of the dwarven column. Meanwhile my other ladies had finished the round-up of what could be moved from my other dungeon floors. The dwarves had advanced deep enough into the optional wing that we could arrange the emergence of my forces onto the Core floor without the dwarves detecting their presence. 
 
    Tabitha and Gretsch led most of the treants, thistle-folk warriors, thornspitter sprites and dryads from Nessa’s first floor along the L of the Core floor to back up the mobs I had left guarding the way into my Core room. They took the goblins from my first and second floors and Shelly’s cavern with them too. 
 
    This allowed me to send the rest of the wood elves through the treetop walkways to link up with Teotune. 
 
    The twenty-five premade dark-elf assassin mobs from Jen’Zadeer’s first floor and the one hundred and fifty wood elves from my dungeon were ordered into the forest on the wing side where they would hide and wait to strike. 
 
    My three other armies formed up the main strike force with Shelly, thirty more trolls from my dungeon and the rest of my disciples. Jessamyn, Jen’Zadeer, Karragh and Nessa were all riding into battle on the back of a saddled sabretooth panther. 
 
    Eina, the naiad, whose abilities weren’t best suited for a forest encounter would remain at the rear commanding the assorted beasts and gremlins from my dungeon. They were there to mop up any survivors on the battlefield or for any of the smarter dwarves that ran for the exit. 
 
    I watched as my warwolf avatar finished the last of the first square of dwarves who had ventured into the denser chamber. 
 
    “I think we are ready to begin the main event,” I chuckled to Alyssa. 
 
    “I have to agree, darling,” she said, as she teased me by squirming in my lap and grinding her delicious ass into my groin. 
 
    The scene before me reminded me of the opening to the film Gladiator and I couldn’t resist. 
 
    “Teotune, at my signal, unleash hell,” I told her in my best Russell Crowe, using the DDD. “Fire!” 
 
    Seconds later, the first volley of crossbow fire poured into the packed centres of the back three squares. These dwarves were the lowest ranked and poorest armoured. 
 
    With the enchantments on the elve’s equipment and with an extra Cold damage potion they would have quaffed upon Teotune’s order, each of those bolts from the heavy crossbow bolts inflicted approximately one hundred points of damage, which became one hundred and fifty if they hit the body and two hundred for head shots. With their meagre armour and ranks, any dwarf hit in the head was definitely slain, and many of those struck in the shoulder or body were similarly killed outright. 
 
    That first volley alone wiped out a hundred-odd, a full third, of the rear-guard of dwarves. Then as most of the wood elves reloaded their crossbows a handful cut the bindings for the swinging logs and released them.  
 
    Three twenty-foot-long logs swooshed through the air and slammed into the side of the depleted dwarf squares. The dwarves were prepared in a way and had their shields in place, but even with their shields up, the sheer force of the heavy logs colliding with them smashed shields to pieces, broke arms, and only fractionally reduced the momentum of the spiked logs as they battered and impaled my enemies. 
 
    The spikes had been enchanted in the same way as those in my dungeon, just to add to the pain and every dwarf in the first two ranks caught up in the log sweep was killed, another seventy-five added to the tally. 
 
    The logs momentum flung the dead and dying onto the back ranks, though the logs went clear over their heads. 
 
    Then as the spiked logs swung back the other way the elves above had finished reloading and fired their second volley into those dwarves who had been lucky enough to be on the far side of the ambush. More of these bolts were intercepted on shields but close to another fifty of the low-ranked dwarves slumped dead to the forest floor and the remaining seventy-five or so, broke and ran into the trees behind them. 
 
    Those that didn’t run headlong into a pit were picked off by the assassins and wood-elf ambushers who waited beyond those manufactured traps. 
 
    “Teotune,” I spoke into the ear of the Amazon woman. “Send a few of your elves all the way down the line and release the remaining swinging log traps before the dwarves at the front of the column have a chance to adjust. Then arrange your troops to shoot along the front of the column, ignore the new back three squares.” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” she answered me. 
 
    I refocused the DDD on our main strike force who had assembled behind the dwarf column. “Jessamyn, Jen, Nessa, the weak back three squares of their formation have been slaughtered, time for you to hit the more competent groups ahead of them.” 
 
    “As you will, Husband,” Jessamyn answered solemnly and signalled her forces to advance. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer smiled gleefully and nudged her sabretooth forward. 
 
    “Let’s scalp some dwarves,” Nessa cackled wildly. 
 
    The infernal minotaurs and trolls led the way and rumbled forward at a steady jog. It would take them maybe a minute to hit the back of the dwarf lines, unless the dwarves elected to meet their charge once they were spotted. 
 
    I didn’t need to relay orders to my other warwolf self. He already had his wood elves scrambling up into the trees to shoot at the dwarves’ furthest forward square. That would either draw more of them into the denser foliage where they would be picked apart or he would emerge with his smaller army and attack them when Jessamyn’s group had hit the rear. 
 
    Over the next thirty seconds each of the remaining square formations got to eat a swinging spiked log, some of the squares weren’t perfectly positioned for the trap and the log only clipped a corner of their formation which was unfortunate. 
 
    Also, the shield walls of the central five squares, made up of the strongest dwarves, had been able to stop the momentum of the logs completely when they slammed into them and took almost no casualties. They clearly lost Health from the impact, though. Many of them downed Health potions afterwards and had to discard, now useless, shields. 
 
    The spiked logs were most effective on the front two squares and slew roughly fifty dwarves in each group. The chaos the traps caused also made it easier for the tree-borne wood elves to pick their targets and drop even more of them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I blinked as the ‘update’ from my eye in the sky avatar flowed into me. 
 
    “All of you, we are moving forward now,” I barked out my order to the few disciples and the small army with me. “They are in complete disarray and easy pickings but be ready for the order to withdraw if we draw too much heat, too early.” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” echoed around me. 
 
    With that, we pushed our way through the ferns and underbrush and out onto the trail. 
 
    Except for the twelve hobgoblins. 
 
    I gave them different orders and soon they were climbing up the rope ladder into the walkways in the leafy canopies. The thirty-six hobgoblins at the other end had been similarly ordered into the treetops by Jessamyn. 
 
    If my slight adjustment to the plan drew the bulk of the stronger dwarves to us, then me, up above, would inform us via the DDD and we could melt back into the forest if necessary. 
 
    The scene before us was anarchy, the spiked logs continued to swing back and forth. Although the logs momentum had started to fade it still interfered with the Brigade’s capacity to reform. 
 
    There were dead and severely hampered dwarves lying or crawling on the forest floor. Our opponents were so distracted by what had just happened they didn’t notice our arrival at first. 
 
    By the time they did, we were already in motion and ran down any dwarf that continued to show any kind of life. The second two squares had been made up of slightly higher-ranked dwarves than the first square formation, but still lower than us and the individual battles didn’t last long. 
 
    I mentally commanded my wood elves to drop out of the trees and then weave their way through the heavily forested area on the wing side to flank and fire upon the fourth square. Teotune’s wood elf force on the walkways were already suppressing them with a storm of bolts from the Core side of the trail. 
 
    This would keep that square pinned down unless they chose to make for the denser part of the forest, which so far, they had refused to do. 
 
    In less than two minutes I pulled my double-headed maul from the crushed skull of my latest victim, glanced about and knew we had wiped out the second and third squares as well as the first. More than seven hundred dwarves dead and the entirety of six of their formations annihilated. 
 
    However, these had been the weakest the Brigade had to offer. It was time to rectify that, but I’d let my avatar upstairs handle it. 
 
    I lifted my head back and let loose with an almighty howl. My howl was met by the battle-cries of my companions. The dryads healed up our wounds and we charged towards the cowering lines of the fourth Brigade formation. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I watched with amusement as the Brigade’s command group flip-flopped from the sudden turn of events. Things were not going how theyed when they came charging into my domain fifteen-hundred strong, especially now that number had been cut in half. 
 
    Jessamyn had led her army forward and hit their back formation. The minotaurs had Multi-Hexed the shit of that square before they and the trolls ploughed into them. This tipped the balance heavily in their favour and the dwarven line had crumbled. 
 
    These dwarves had been ranked over twenty, and as they had much higher stamina they didn’t go down as quickly, but they did go down. 
 
    This was the seventh square formation wiped out, but now Jessamyn’s army was going toe-to toe with dwarves that closely matched them, and the forward impetus had slowed as a result. 
 
    My alternate down on the field of battle led his people into the new dwarven frontline at the head of the column. He had fewer melee troops, but the dwarves also had Teotune’s wood elf battalion harassing them. 
 
    Thorvik’s plaited steel-grey beard swung from side-to-side as his head whipped from one end of the battle to the other. The screams of dying dwarves and the exultation of my people as they slew them rang in his ears. 
 
    “What are ya’ orders?” one of his High Drottinn demanded. “Do we head into the trees? 
 
    “No!” Thorvik barked at that suggestion. “There be too many of those pointy-eared bitches to risk tha’ trees. We stay on tha’ trail.” 
 
    “Then what?” Bargarrak squeaked, panic pushing his voice an octave or two higher than intended. 
 
    “We push forward, through ar’ own, if necessary. The Wolf King be at the front, we kill tha’ bastard and the rest will go down easy. The Smith watches and we will nay fail him,” Thorvik ordered with more confidence than he truly felt. 
 
    I laughed heartily at his decision. 
 
    That the yelled information he’d received from the engaged dwarves was that my battle-self had far fewer troops than Jessamyn’s army at the rear would have played no part in his decision to go forward, I’m sure. 
 
    Regardless, I couldn’t allow them to push through to the battle line. The command square was indeed formidable and would likely be strong enough to despatch Jessamyn’s army, let alone mine that was a quarter of the size. However, they had so kindly refused to disperse into the forest and maintained their very tightly packed formation. 
 
    I gave them a moment to surge forward and press in nice and close to the next formation before I sent my order to the hobgoblins in the canopy walkways. “Light them up.” 
 
    All forty-eight of them unleashed a Fireball that dealt two hundred and forty points of Heat damage and had a diameter of fifteen feet into the packed dwarven masses below them. That the trail they were on was about fifteen feet wide was no accident. It did mean their squares were really slightly rectangular.  
 
    I had separated the hobgoblins into three groups, two of twelve and a the third of twenty-four. The group of twenty-four all spread their Fireballs on the command group. The other two groups centred theirs on the formations either side of that group. 
 
    The Fireballs were large enough to engulf the dwarves on the trail and burn back some of the underbrush in the forest, but they didn’t reach as high as the canopies, so my hobs and the elves up there didn’t suffer any blowback. 
 
    Presuming the dwarves were not wearing Heat resistant armour, which we had no reason to believe they were, then those caught up in the conflagration of the command group stood to potentially take 5,760 points of Heat damage, depending on the spread. 
 
    A generous estimation of a rank ninety dwarf’s natural stamina would be two hundred, giving them four thousand Health. Their armour would be enchanted, and would likely include extra Stamina, but if by some miracle that provided enough Health that they survived they would quickly learn that my enchanted hobs weren’t out of Mana or offensive spells. 
 
    The red and black cloud of flame dispersed, and the scene below was one of scorched and melted carnage. Almost every dwarf in the Brigade’s centre was dead including Thorvik and his four High Drottinn. They lay there burned and bereft of life, smouldering for my amusement, their beards singed from their faces. 
 
    A handful of those in the three central formations had managed to survive, mostly they had been on the periphery where perhaps the hobs aim hadn’t been perfect, and they took a little less damage than the others or they had just enough stamina to survive the lesser damage of twelve fireballs. The hobs finished them off with Flame Bolts quickly. 
 
    The utter destruction of the Brigade’s finest did not go unnoticed by the handful of formations that were more or less still intact, which wasn’t many. 
 
    They quickly realised what Thorvik and his lieutenants failed to understand, they were outmatched and on ground specifically prepared for this encounter. 
 
    Remaining penned in and exposed to whatever else I could throw at them from above was tantamount to suicide. So, they did the only thing they could, and broke for the trees, hoping they could find or fight their way back to the tunnel entrance and escape my dungeon. 
 
    This happened first at the back of the column, with those who were engaged with Jessamyn’s army, it made more sense for them to come to this conclusion, they were closer to the tunnel entrance after all. 
 
    The lead dwarf at the back end ordered those already engaged to hold the line and then he and his followers ran into the trees, hoping to work their way around the battle. Those that managed to avoid the pitfalls, dark elf assassins, and wood elf snipers then found the tunnel entrance guarded by an assortment of my dungeon’s creatures and Eina. 
 
    None of these beasts individually would trouble a dwarf ranked in the low thirties as most of these were. All of them at the same time was another story entirely. 
 
    Their fate wasn’t aided as some of the dryads from Jessamyn’s army, no longer needed on the collapsed front line, backtracked to help keep the mobs in fighting shape. 
 
    Those that ‘held the line’ at the back of the column lost heart when they realised they’d actually been abandoned and capitulated quickly. 
 
     The front of the column held up better and maintained hope for a short while longer, but when they glanced behind them and saw almost thirty ‘Blood Raged’ rampaging minotaurs lowing as they rapidly closed the distance, they emulated their back column colleagues and legged it. 
 
    Leaving those engaged with me to suffer the consequences. 
 
    The front of the columns had less of an idea as to where they should run and went in all directions, many fleeing deeper into the wing. A handful of them even made it through to the way into my Core room, but Tabitha and the mobs I’d left for her to command dealt with them. 
 
    It took another hour to finish mopping up, with me directing the wood elves to where the dwarves who had run deepest were hiding. 
 
    Finally, it was done. 
 
    The battle was over, every last dwarf that entered the tunnels and dared to set foot in my dungeon was dead. 
 
    Thorvik had left a few of his people in the outpost to protect it. After a quick word with Simeon a host from the Dark Moon Rising were on the move to retake the building before the Brigade held it long enough to re-dedicate it. They already had a direct line from Alpha House; I would just need to construct a new exit for them. 
 
    They wouldn’t be able to squeeze out of the whole that Piotr had. 
 
    The losses we incurred, which wouldn’t have been permanent unless the dwarves had somehow succeeded, were remarkably low. Apart from the goblins I’d thrown away as a distraction and bunch of dungeon creatures at the end, only eleven infernal minotaurs, seventeen trolls and three of my disciples had lost their ‘lives’. 
 
    The trap had been incredibly effective, and best of all, with the moratorium on the Arbiter and the Lords spying on my dungeon, they had no way to know how I did it. All they would know was the Brigade went in and they didn’t come back out. 
 
    I’d given Alyssa my blessing to join the rest of my disciples, the life-seeded and my other self in the Banquet Hall where celebrations were under way while I had monitored the wrap up. 
 
    I was on the verge of dissolving this avatar and merging with my other self when there was a distinctive howl alert from the DDD. 
 
    My dungeon had just been challenged. 
 
    Properly. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Who could it be? Was it a group from the Dark Moon Rising taking advantage of a period where they had been told not to go in to do something forbidden? 
 
    I thought that unlikely, Simeon and I had purged the guild of most of those who clung to that kind of mindset. The few who remained had seen what happened to those that took the plunge and had firmly kept their inclinations to themselves since then. 
 
    I sat my ass back down on the black leather couch and summoned the relevant information up onto the main screen in the Viewing Lounge and all was swiftly revealed. 
 
    It was a party from the Sons of the Shadow led by the Guild Master, Nel’Van Lackspire. 
 
    They had come in twenty-strong. Nel’Van was rank fifty-one, and the highest-ranked member of the party, but none of them were below rank forty-three. A very strong group under normal circumstances but as the Brigade had just aptly demonstrated if they came for my core, the rules changed, and they stood no chance.  
 
    My mind flashed back to Nel’Van’s parting conversation with Simeon after the guild conclave. He had promised to counsel his guild against trying to destroy us but had been unconvinced he would be successful. He had suggested then that we had maybe two weeks. It had been a little longer than that, especially down here. 
 
    Back then, I’d learned what I could of Nel’Van and the Sons. Jen’Zadeer had been a useful source of information, of course. But several groups from the guild had ventured into my halls semi-regularly and I’d observed their runs, listening in to their conversations etc. 
 
    From what I could tell from the information I’d accumulated, Nel’Van was a peculiarly honourable dark elf. An elf born then cast aside into the gutter, he had risen to some mercantile prominence within the Realms before his untimely death. 
 
    He had been noted as saying, more than once, that all he was born with was his word and his honour and he would never give them up. Nel’Van was a dark elf whose word could be trusted, a rare thing amongst the Spires I’m told. It was also what got him killed, when he refused the demands of a Matriarch to break an agreement with a rival of hers.  
 
    No matter, they would be dealt with. In fact, this presented me with an opportunity. 
 
    The Sons of the Shadow had a strange guild structure where the official Guild Master ceded overall control of the guild. He was only the Chair of a council of five that made all the decisions. A position usually held by a houseless dark elf, like Nel’Van, lower-ranked than the rest of the council. These other council members typically represented some of the more influential Spires within dark elf society. 
 
    Nel’Van respected this guild structure, but he was undeniably popular with the rank and file of the Sons of the Shadow, many of whom were essentially Lackspire’s like him. I believed I could turn this, and him, to my advantage. 
 
    Their run had begun, and it was no surprise they made their way through the Caverns of Jen’Zadeer. The first floor, even in challenge mode, wouldn’t present them any difficulties. The second floor would be much trickier, but until then I sat back comfortably and watched. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nel’Van Lackspire 
 
      
 
      
 
    We had completed the first floor mostly unscathed. The behaviour of the assassins differed from what we’d experienced on our earlier runs, but that was to be expected in a challenge. 
 
    Dwarves may be arrogant and overconfident, but they are competent warriors. A dungeon like this wouldn’t have survived multiple attempts by the Black Hills Brigade to destroy it without a few tricks up its sleeve. 
 
    If only the rest of the council had listened to me. 
 
    We had just finished slaying the infernal minotaur, dark elf sorceress, and a pair of sabretooth panthers that acted as the floor’s final guardians. Although the bull-man and sorceress had been well within our oversized group’s capacity to defeat, they had been much stronger than anticipated. Another mark to note that all was not as it seemed. 
 
    Which of course, was the cue for one of the Spire-born to speak. 
 
    “Pathetic!” En’Dak Cerzan sneered. “This is the best that shatzah Shadestar bitch could put up. One lousy arena slave and a subpar magic-user.” 
 
    En’Dak had a talent for understatement, omitting the presence of two sabretooth panthers or that the sorceress was ‘subpar’ only in comparison to Jen’Zadeer herself. Unfortunately, his cousin, another scion of house Cerzan held one of the five council seats in the guild, and I had no choice but to bring him on this exploratory challenge. 
 
    A challenge I voted against. 
 
    Although, as the only council member whose rank was low enough to currently enter the Caverns it was my duty to lead the first expedition, regardless of my personal misgivings. 
 
    Thankfully, apart from En’Dak and three others, who were also the personal representatives of the other three council members that all voted in favour of this foolishness, the rest of the party were sensible veterans who approached this run with the seriousness it deserved.  
 
    “En’Dak, this is merely the end of the first floor,” I tried to reason with the man. 
 
    En’Dak snorted derisively in response. 
 
    “Listen up!” I commanded the group. “I said this at the open council session, but I’ll say it again for the benefit of any of you with attention difficulties.” 
 
    That got a few half-laughs. “Despite outward appearances, this dungeon is deadly. For the past several weeks, ever since the Caverns was taken over by the Lair, my people have searched both the Grounds and City, high and low, for someone, anyone, that has challenged either dungeon or the Forest of Xanathia and come out to tell the tale. Do you know what we found?” 
 
    I paused for a moment to let my words to sink in. “No one. Not a single person, two Life dungeons for Spire’s sake, and not a single successful challenger to be found. Now, I don’t care if you’re of the same opinion as the rest of the council. That the lack of challengers is due to the Dark Moon Rising protecting their asset. We shall approach this run with the caution it deserves. If you suffered any wounds during the fight, take a healing potion. We will wait before we move on.” 
 
    “Shatzah sniffing coward,” En’Dak muttered in a stage whisper and then glared at me. 
 
    I refused to give the fool the satisfaction of an angry retort and ignored him. 
 
    With any luck, his attitude would get him killed shortly and then we could have a bit of peace and quiet. The other three council stooges were of a similar mind but at least they had the common sense to keep their mouths shut. 
 
    We waited fifteen minutes for the potion cooldown to expire and then passed through the passage which led onto the Caverns second floor. 
 
    The Sons had already sent a few groups to try the second floor, so we were aware that it was mostly one gigantic, submerged chamber. As we walked out of the adjoining passage, we had to duck our heads, there was only five feet of clearance to the ceiling of the cavern. 
 
    This initial vestibule area was maybe thirty feet in diameter and led to the pool of dark water that we would have had to swim through to get to the next ledge with a pocket of breathable air. There was a steel stake hammered into the faintly glittering rock of the chamber floor and attached to the stake was an iron chain that ran into the depths of the water. 
 
    The reports from our earlier scouting parties indicated that if you couldn’t swim you could pull yourself along on the chain, and it led to the next breathable area. They also reported many branching tunnels that led off from the guiding chain. 
 
    The stronger swimmers had left the chain several times and explored some of these other flooded tunnels. Some were quicker ways to the air pockets, but others were dead ends or simply led back to the guiding chain a few feet away from where you started. 
 
    There were twenty air pocket way stations we had to travel between to get to the end of the submerged cavern. After that, all that remained was the final gallery cavern with Jen’Zadeer Shadestar and several more of the dungeon’s women, if you didn’t count moving on to the Core. We had no idea what we would face there. 
 
    No surviving challengers to tell the tale. 
 
    I’d insisted that every person on this first challenge could swim. We also had some preliminary mapping of the complex, provided by those scout parties, which all members of this first challenge group should have memorised to the best of their ability and had copies of in their inventory. However, it was a large complex to recall, and the parchment wouldn’t be of any use to you if you lost your way or panicked while in the water. 
 
    “Karoth, your squad is up first,” I said to a white-haired dark elf, garbed in leathers and bandoliers of throwing knives. 
 
    Karoth nodded to me wordlessly, and he and three others moved forward and waded into the pool. The water reached up to their chests by the time they reached the end of this cavern. They took a deep breath, ducked their heads under the water and disappeared from view. 
 
    I had separated the raiding party into five squads of four, who would take turns exploring the flooded tunnels and then come back and tell the rest of the group if it was safe to follow. It should take them two minutes to reach the air pocket with a ledge where they could recuperate and catch their breath. 
 
    Suffocation damage would vary depending on the person and when they last inhaled, but on average we should each get three minutes before any loss of Health began. If all went well, one of Karoth’s squad should be back in about five minutes to inform us that the tunnel was safe for the rest of us. 
 
    “I don’t know why we are waiting,” En’Dak scoffed. “At this rate, we’ll be lucky to harvest the dungeon’s core once, let alone three times. We should be picking up the pace,” he grumbled. 
 
    I flicked my eyes to his and made sure he caught my gaze and nodded my head towards the pool of cold, dark, water. The Sons of the Shadow were not a tyranny, which is why we followed the will of a council and not a single Guild Master. En’Dak and the other three housed dark elves were free to go on ahead alone if they chose and En’Dak knew that. 
 
    His eyes left mine and grazed the pool before he turned his back on me, muttering under his breath. 
 
    Just as I thought. The dark elf males of the houses liked to throw their weight around and looked down on the houseless, but without the might of a Spire behind them, they were reluctant to act on their weighty words. 
 
    Five minutes passed, but there was no sign of Karoth’s squad. 
 
    Then the chain twitched on the hammered stake sharply. The stake held firm but the chain had been tugged with more force than someone pulling themselves along it. 
 
    Another five minutes went by and then another. En’Dak and his squad were getting increasingly demanding that we do something, but I told them we would give Karoth a few minutes more. I trusted him. 
 
    Just as I was about to give orders for another team to go in after them, Karoth splashed from the depths and gasped for breath. 
 
    I rushed into the water and with the aid of a few others and pulled my friend up onto the rocky cavern floor. 
 
    “Karoth, what happened? Are the rest of your team alright?” I asked with concern. 
 
    Karoth held his hand up, wordlessly asking us to give him a few more seconds to recover some air. “They are alive, Nel’Van,” he gasped at last. 
 
    I let out a deep sigh of relief, expelling my own breath that I’d not realised I’d been holding. 
 
    I helped Karoth sit up and he nodded his appreciation before he explained what happened. “The end of the chain has been moved and does not lead to the next air pocket. I’m sorry, Nel’Van but I hadn’t been keeping track of how long we’d been under and when the chain came to an end underwater, we’d already been down there long enough that we began to suffocate.” 
 
    “We turned back, and followed the chain to return here, but about halfway back a grate fell into place that blocked our way.” 
 
    I thought to myself that must have been when there was a sharp tug on the chain, but Karoth hadn’t finished his explanation. 
 
    “Luckily, Tondrun has an excellent memory and figured out where we were and led us through the tunnels, around the grate blocking our path. By that point, we’d been underwater for ten minutes and we were closer to the first air pocket than the entrance, so we swam there. I took a potion to recover some of my lost Health and came back. If you get the map out, I can show you the path we need to take.” 
 
    I looked pointedly at En’Dak who refused to meet my gaze. 
 
    From then on, we largely kept to the original plan, but we no longer relied on the guiding chain. 
 
    Whichever team was pathfinding mapped out the route we needed to take. 
 
    This was fairly simple for the next four air pockets. The scout teams had drawn on our rudimentary maps where the chains led, so the explorers were able to follow those directions and conclude when the chains diverged from their previous placement and we covered the first quarter of the flooded cavern complex in just over an hour. 
 
    After that, the teams that went first found the blocking grates had already been dropped. They were forced to stay under for longer and find an alternative way around. This meant we consistently began to lose Health as the fastest way we could find was usually at least five minutes underwater. Much longer for those who went first and had to find the way in the first place.  
 
    En’Dak and his squad continued to grumble to themselves at the lost time, but it was more disappointment at the lost opportunity for advancement than the burgeoning insubordination from earlier. 
 
    The spire-born may be full of themselves but they weren’t stupid. Stupid doesn’t survive adolescence in the Spires. 
 
    Our progress was slow but steady, and we were only three air pockets from the end when the dungeon run truly began to unravel. 
 
    Karoth’s group had led the way to this pocket, and as the main party hauled themselves out of the water and onto the cavern floor, I did a quick count as I recovered my breath. There were only nineteen of us, we were one short. 
 
    I waited for a few moments longer. Nobody came out of the depths. 
 
    “Karoth, Ibrene hasn’t come out. I need your squad to dive back down and find him,” I ordered. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Karoth replied. 
 
    He and his three teammates didn’t hesitate to go back in, 
 
    We waited for several minutes until Karoth and his team re-emerged in the pocket and they carried a limp Ibrene with them. We dragged him up onto the rocky floor, but it was too late. He was gone. 
 
    “The bloody shatzah-sniffing fool must have taken a wrong turn and panicked,” En’Dak announced to the group, with false certainty. 
 
    I looked at Karoth for his report. 
 
    “We found him in the tunnel section that we were following. It’s possible he took a wrong turn and had found his way back to the correct tunnel before he drowned,” he suggested doubtfully. 
 
    “Except, he wasn’t under for long enough, though, was he,” Tondrun added darkly. 
 
    Tondrun was correct. Unless Ibrene hadn’t been drinking potions as ordered he shouldn’t have drowned in the time it took Karoth’s squad to find him and drag him out. 
 
    “No, he shouldn’t have. We’ve already seen many unexpected changes in the dungeon. The only sensible conclusion is despite the scouts stating the tunnels contained no monsters, there is indeed something in the water,” I stated. 
 
    “No more scout teams. We all go, and if we have to come back and heal up, we have the time, so we will do that. Unless anybody thinks turning back is a better idea?” I asked the group. 
 
    “Fuck no,” Karoth declared. “This is all one giant chamber. Whatever might be in the water can follow us if we backtrack. Better to go forward.” 
 
    “Agreed,” En’Dak said. 
 
    For once, I found myself on the same page as the elf from Spire Cerzan. 
 
    We waited another twenty minutes before we moved on once more into the dark watery depths. 
 
    Being dark elves, the darkness underwater wasn’t debilitating in the way it might be for the surface-dwelling races, but it was undeniably murky, and the last leg of this journey required us to go deeper and further into the flooded tunnel complex than we had before. Visibility down there, even for us, was severely limited. A few feet at most. 
 
    The party was forced to retreat back to the safety of the last known air pocket chamber twice before we managed to locate the correct route to the next breathable area. We didn’t lose anybody, but every retreat required us to wait another twenty minutes and our stock of Health potions was not bottomless. 
 
    I was forced to require every member of the group to report on how many they had and redistribute potions to those who had used up most of their stock. 
 
    Predictably, En’Dak and his squad had the largest supply and proved the most reluctant to part with them. 
 
    Even with the redistribution, we lost two more party members, one of them from En’Dak’s squad, before we made it to the last waypoint. 
 
    Whether they lost their way in the dark or were dragged into a side tunnel to their deaths I didn’t know, and we could no longer afford to send anyone back to retrieve them. 
 
    I surveyed the sixteen other dark elf men as they shivered and huddled together for warmth. The cavern and water were cold, our clothing and armour were sodden. 
 
    We were hardy enough that had we made our way through the complex in the couple of hours it took the original scout teams to traverse the chamber we would have been unaffected. Instead, we had been in here for close to ten hours and all of us had begun suffering mobility penalties when we reached the previous air pocket, making the going even slower. There was no Health lost, but we were also becoming increasingly vulnerable to Cold damage, which we knew Jen’Zadeer Shadestar utilised. 
 
    “Alright, we have one more leg to go. Keep together we are almost there,” I encouraged the group. 
 
    There were a few exhausted head nods, but their reluctance to submerge themselves in the water again was obvious. 
 
    The Wolf King was diabolically clever. From the perspective of a regular run, his dungeons seemed straightforward and easy to complete, but with a few minor adjustments, they became so much more difficult and dangerous. 
 
    Once we made it to his core, I doubted even En’Dak would push for us to continue and try one of the other paths for a second harvest with how draining this one had proved to be. 
 
    I put those thoughts aside as I led by example and stepped into the frigid water once more. One more leg to go was the mantra I kept repeating in my mind. 
 
    We had been under the water for five minutes and had started to take suffocation damage, but our progress had been excellent. We could see the soft luminescence of the tunnel exit ahead of us. We wouldn’t need to turn back, not even once. 
 
    I felt the elation in my heart and instantly knew the danger we were in. 
 
    Although the other tunnel exits had some illumination, it hadn’t been this bright or visible from so far away. I knew what was about to happen, but communication underwater was difficult at the best of times. 
 
    My frantic gestures that we were about to come under attack, and we needed to maintain our discipline and formation went unobserved or ignored by all apart from my squad. Those ahead of me swam as fast as they could, making for the light, while those behind fought to push us from the path so they could do the same. 
 
    This left my squad last in the tunnel, which turned out to be a boon. 
 
    Seconds after the trailing group had pushed past my squad, I saw them slither from alcoves ahead of us. Huge eels, ten feet long, joined us all along the final tunnel, two dozen of them, maybe more. 
 
    There were a couple of eels that had emerged behind me and my squad, but most of them had come out closer to the tunnel exit. They didn’t attack at first but surrounded the frantically swimming dark elves. When they got close the eels whole bodies shook suddenly. 
 
    I was hit by a wave of numbing pain and recognised it as electrical damage before I lost consciousness briefly. 
 
    I was awakened by the savage bite of one of these eels on my midriff. I hadn’t been out for very long, and I drew a pair of daggers from their sheaths on my hips and stabbed the eel in its eyes. 
 
    The creature retreated from me and sought easier prey, further up the tunnel. 
 
    Something I quickly saw there was plenty of. Most of those ahead of my squad floated bonelessly or were already being dragged into the alcoves by the eel attackers to their inevitable deaths. 
 
    I quickly shook sense back into my squad-mates, by the time we were ready to push forward the rest of the party had been cleared from the tunnel by the eels. There were a handful of the lengthy beasts that remained to block our path but when we swam up and worked as a team, we quickly despatched them. 
 
    The four of us burst from beneath the dark, cold, liquid and crawled out into the well-lit chamber which was blessedly heated or at least seemed so compared to the icy waters. 
 
    I coughed up the water I had swallowed into my lungs while unconscious and mentally reviewed my Health position. Less than a quarter remaining, and I doubted the rest of my squad were any better. I’m not sure we had enough Health potions to heal the damage we had taken before moving on. 
 
    Such thoughts flew from my mind as I heard a slow clapping echo across the rock walls. 
 
    From the far side of the cavern, perhaps thirty feet from where we lay gasping, sat Jen’Zadeer Shadestar atop one of her monstrous sabretooth panthers. 
 
    It was her that had been clapping us with a look of amusement on her face. 
 
    The dark elf dungeon mistress was flanked by a second sabretooth panther with a pale dark-haired woman with a wide smile and visible fangs sitting astride it. There was also a blue-skinned woman with sea-green hair who shook water from herself, who had to be a naiad. As well as a collection of other well-armed women. 
 
    The Wolf King’s disciples, some of them at any rate. 
 
    There was an assemblage of infernal minotaurs and goblins behind the women too, but in our current weakened condition, it didn’t really matter. 
 
    “Congratulations, Nel’Van,” Jen’Zadeer spoke when she stopped the slow hand clap. “We weren’t sure if any of you were going to make it.” 
 
    “Eina,” and the dark elf woman gestured to the wet naiad standing beside her predatory mount. “Has been having so much fun toying with you down there. It’s not often she gets an opportunity to play in an environment suited to her skills. She was ready to drag one of you out if need be, but it’s better that you managed it for yourselves.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. Toying with us, of course they had been. With a naiad and those eels, they could have picked off entire scout groups much earlier. We were fucked the moment we set foot in here. 
 
    I hauled myself to my feet and opened my mouth to speak, when Jen’Zadeer waved at me, which was strange. And then I was hit in the chest by an Ice Blast, the damage was minimal, but I had also been paralysed and fell to my knees. 
 
    My eyes continued to function, so I witnessed the women surge forward and slay my companions with relative ease. My men put up a spirited resistance but had been heavily weakened by all we had endured and had little left to give, but give it they did and I was immensely proud of them. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer sauntered up to me, but instead of striking the final blow, she put a hand on her hip and lifted my chin and looked me directly in the eyes. 
 
    “My master, Daxas, desires a word with you, Nel’Van,” she said. 
 
    Then she snapped her fingers, and I was soon bound in chains and thrown over the shoulders of Jen’Zadeer’s sabretooth panther. She remounted the beast and guided it deeper into the dungeon where I would surely meet my fate. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Daxas 
 
    I entered my core chamber and jumped up onto the dais where my throne sat. I’d needed to extend both the dais and the throne to accommodate my growing harem. The area was big enough for Jabba the Hutt to seat himself comfortably now. 
 
    I sat down in the centre and Jessamyn, Karragh and Alyssa seated themselves at my side. Tenzing plopped himself down on the separate couch I had situated ahead of the throne. 
 
    Nel’Van’s party had given the Caverns a thorough test in challenge mode and it had been even more successful than I’d hoped for. The environmental debuffs they’d been afflicted with after being wet and cold for eight hours had been an unexpected revelation. 
 
    I could exacerbate that debuff in the future by separating the giant chamber in two and inserting a High Passes advanced room in between. The frigid mountain air and wind on wet bodies in those rooms would accelerate the application of the debuff. 
 
    All thoughts for later as Jen’Zadeer, on her panther, stalked into the room with a bound and helpless Nel’Van. Marux, who had been standing in the corner of the core room strode over and lifted the dark elf man from the panthers back and then deposited him in front of the dais. 
 
    Nel’Van looked up at me, his dark blue eyes showed no sign of defeat, despite his current circumstances. I’d no doubt he stared down the Matriarch who had him executed in the same manner. 
 
    I instantly liked the man. I did hope he wasn’t going to force me to send him to the Infernal Reaches. 
 
    “Marux, the chains aren’t necessary. I’m sure Nel’Van would feel more at home if he could move his arms,” I smiled. 
 
    Marux grunted and Nel’Van stared at me suspiciously. The minotaur adeptly unwrapped the binding chains from Nel’Van and stepped back. 
 
    Meanwhile, Jen’Zadeer had slipped herself from the saddle of her sabretooth panther mount and dismissed him back to the dungeon. She joined me up on the throne and was shortly joined by Krista, Eina and the rest of her ring of women as they trooped back into the core room after her. 
 
    I merely rested my back against the throne and grinned knowingly at the dark elf who remained stoically silent. 
 
    I snapped my fingers and appearing behind Nel’Van were the rest of his delving party in the zombified state of the fallen. 
 
    “Here are the rest of your party Nel’Van, safe and sound, sort of,” I told him. “I’m bending the rules somewhat by summoning them here as technically your challenge run isn’t concluded until your death. But I’ve found that if you know what you are doing, the Proving Grounds can be quite accommodating.” 
 
    “It’s not just the Proving Grounds that can be accommodating, and you definitely know what you’re doing, darling,” Alyssa suggested lewdly, to a round of giggling and gentle thigh-slapping from my ladies. 
 
    I chuckled along and I even saw the hint of a smile, quickly suppressed, on Nel’Van’s lips. 
 
    “Why am I here?” Nel’Van spoke at last. 
 
    Before answering I adjusted the zombification of the other dark elves. They couldn’t move or speak, but they were now aware. They would witness this conversation, though what came after was entirely dependent on Nel’Van Lackspire. 
 
    “You are here because your guild foolishly chose to challenge me. Tried to take what is mine. I will not allow that,” I growled with menace. 
 
    Nel’Van took a step backwards, my aura’s buffeting him, but he quickly recovered his composure. “That is not what I meant.” 
 
    “I know. But I thought this would go more smoothly if I made it clear that I have zero tolerance for those who oppose me in any way. Jen’Zadeer Shadestar belongs to me.” 
 
    Jen’Zadeer let out a little sigh of happiness when I said this. She had come a long way from the haughty noble who threatened to cut my cock off and rub shit in the wound. 
 
    “To harm her is to oppose me and will be answered without mercy,” I finished. 
 
    Nel’Van took a few dry swallows and licked his lips before he spoke again. “If that is the case, why are we conversing? Regardless of the threat you have just issued, this doesn’t strike me as particularly merciless.” 
 
    I chuckled at Nel’Van’s logical bravado. “I knew I’d like you, Nel’Van. Two reasons, first, you being here presents me with an opportunity I wish to explore. Secondly, if I slaughter every dumbass that walks in here, who will tell all the other prospective dumbasses of their impending fatal dumbassery.” 
 
    I may have confused Nel’Van a little at the end there. 
 
    I also neglected to mention that following recent events, I actively wanted to minimise my fallen total. The Brigade had brought more of their number to the vulnerable outpost than I’d expected. I didn’t regret slaughtering the bearded annoyances, they had been on my shit list since near the beginning. But I did want one more week before the Divine challenge countdown began. 
 
    As things stood, I was certain I’d be bumped to rank thirty-five during the next rest day. However, rank thirty-six was the magic number, as that would bring the combined rank of the Lair to one hundred and one and trigger our eligibility for the Divine challenge. Nineteen more fallen might not be enough to push me past that threshold, but there were a few days of this week left and I didn’t know how many others might leave me no choice but to take them out. 
 
    “The good news,” I continued unabated. “You should get to walk out of here today. Whether you do so alone as an abject lesson for the rest of your guild or with the rest of your team, alive and whole, depends on what you say in the next few minutes.” 
 
    I could see a thousand questions on the tip of Nel’Van’s tongue, but he wisely tamped that curiosity down. “I’m listening,” he said instead. 
 
    “Excellent,” I said and clapped my hands together. “So, I’m going to spill a few secrets, but I believe the need for circumspection has passed. The Dark Moon Rising is my guild. Simeon runs it for me, but the guild answers to me and this has been a mutually beneficial arrangement as I’m sure you’ve seen. Their rise has been impressive, has it not?” 
 
    Nel’Van’s eyebrows rose at the news. “I suspected there had to be some kind of relationship,” he said thoughtfully. “Although I hadn’t believed…it to be of that nature. What do you want of me?” 
 
    “Simple really,” I responded. “Two guilds to further my ends are better than one.” 
 
    Nel’Van sputtered at that. “Impossible! We are no tyranny and even if we were, I wouldn’t do it,” he decried. 
 
    “I think that you might, but that isn’t quite what I’m asking of you,” I reassured him. “I’m well aware of how your guild works. All I require from you is your word that if I release your team that you will honestly present the case for placing yourselves under my leadership and call for a vote to install me as the official overarching Guild Master of the Sons of the Shadow and council member, I would get two votes as Guild Master to keep the number of votes uneven and prevent deadlocks. You can even remain as Chair of the council. Obviously, a moratorium on challenging me and trying to destroy Jen’Zadeer comes as part of the package.” 
 
    “I could give you such a promise, but it would be worth nothing,” Nel’Van disagreed, shaking his head. “The other council members would never accede.” 
 
    “True enough,” I agreed. “But I’m not asking for a council vote. I want you to present this case to the entire guild and ask them to decide, not the council. That is within your power as the council’s current Chair, is it not?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said reluctantly after a moment. 
 
    The wheels were turning in his head. “The guild may still say no,” he said. 
 
    “Perhaps, but I think you underestimate your influence. I’ll tell you what, Simeon is about to go on a little expedition to the City. One which I think you and your team, who are aware of this entire conversation, by the way, will find very illuminating. If you say yes, I can send you out the exit on his front door and you can accompany him as observers.” 
 
    I switched the awareness of the other nineteen off for a moment and rose from my throne and hopped down in front of the dark elf man. 
 
    “Nel’Van, you love your guild and your brothers. Do this for them,” I said with heartfelt sincerity. 
 
    Then Jen’Zadeer spoke up unexpectedly. “If you don’t agree to this, and leave alone in disgrace, the rest of the council will use today’s failure to remove you. You know this as well as I do. It is how the Spire-born behave. They will send many more of your brothers to an avoidable demise while never risking themselves.” 
 
    “To accept is your only chance to save them, and even if you can’t convince the majority, you can take those who will listen to the Dark Moon Rising where they will prosper,” she finished. 
 
    “Why would you trust me?” Nel’Van asked. 
 
    “God damn it Nel’Van,” I laughed. “I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone so determined to fuck himself over. Let’s just say I’m a good judge of character, plus once you’ve finished observing Simeon, who you can question about our relationship, I’m fairly positive you will know what an epically poor decision it would be to turn on me.” 
 
    I returned to my throne, snapped my fingers and returned awareness to the rest of Nel’Van’s party. 
 
    “What say you Nel’Van. Will you agree to my terms or are you leaving here alone?” I asked him for the benefit of the audience. 
 
    I knew what he would choose, I’d seen it in his body language after Jen’Zadeer’s intercession. 
 
    “I will, but how? The slain can’t leave with me unless we win the challenge,” he queried. 
 
    “Unfortunately, that is true. Luckily for you, I’ve been an aggressive fucker the last few days. Karragh, would you get the chest from by the pedestals, please,” 
 
    Karragh got up from her seat and went behind the throne where the three organic metal pedestals held two emeralds and one ruby. The dungeon cores, which belonged to Jen’Zadeer, Nessa and me. 
 
    Each of those gems was much larger than they used to be. 
 
    This was something I noticed after we had conquered and destroyed the fifteen pogrom dungeons and absorbed their soul shards. Apparently, the shard part of soul shard was quite literal, the more shards you absorbed the larger your Core Crystal became, having fewer made it smaller. 
 
    When I’d understood this, I couldn’t help but think of ways to try and take advantage of it. Thus, armed with my accumulated experience in matters of the soul, I had been able to experiment when we destroyed the four orc dungeons earlier in the PGT week. 
 
    An experiment that had been wildly successful. Instead of the shards being automatically added to our Core Crystals, making them larger, I had condensed each accrued piece into separate mobile shards. 
 
    Karragh returned to me and opened the simple lockbox. Inside were thirty small red crystals, each of them was a soul shard we had taken from the orc Destruction dungeons. 
 
    I picked out one and threw it to Nel’Van who caught it deftly. “You’re giving me this? Willingly?” he asked, doubt clear on his face. 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “I nicked it off an orc dungeon a while ago, not a big deal for me. I wouldn’t let you touch those behind me, you understand,” I said and arched my eyebrow. 
 
    He nodded mutely in response. 
 
    “One last thing. Are you sure you want the whole team? I could keep the other council member’s lackeys if you think it would help,” I offered. 
 
    Nel’Van took a moment to look into En’Dak’s eyes. The panic and pleading in the troublesome elf plain to see. 
 
    Then Nel’Van smiled. “No, thank you. I think they will be more useful in helping to convince the housed to accept a new order.” 
 
    “As you please,” I said, though I agreed with his assessment. “Krista, Eina, if you would escort our guests through the Home floor to the hidden exit by Alpha House.” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” they replied in tandem and rose from their seats. “Nel’Van, absorb the crystal before you leave,” I ordered the dark elf man and restored mobility to his people, but I kept their mouths sealed. 
 
    I didn’t want to be inundated with questions, pleas, snide remarks, or thanks. 
 
    Nel’Van led them out of the room. 
 
    “Tenzing, do me a favour and let Simeon know they are coming and that he should take them with him when he goes to finish off the Brigade and seize their assets in the City,” I asked my blue-skinned adviser. 
 
    “It would be my pleasure, Daxas,” he replied and trotted off to the DDD. 
 
    I sat back, a satisfied smile on my face. 
 
    That had gone better than I’d hoped, and it was time to reward myself. 
 
    And I knew just the pair of catgirls whose turn it was for some sexy alone time.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Explicit Interlude 4.2 
 
    (This mini chapter contains explicit sexual content. If that’s not to your reading taste you can skip on to the next chapter without missing any story elements.) 
 
      
 
      
 
    I wandered into Yanna and Yuni’s private bedchamber. A large circular bed dominated the space, but there were a collection of colourful throws and carpets bedecking the room. Their bedroom was unusually highly vaulted, with an intricate oaken beam network overhead. The walls were dotted with several struts and ledges that led up to the beams that the cat-kin women used to scamper up and prowl around. 
 
    The room appeared empty at first glance, but the two Cougar girls were ambush predators at heart. With my heightened senses, I knew they were hidden above the threshold of the doorway but decided to play dumb and let them have their fun. 
 
    To assist in that endeavour, I had sent my clothing which would just be getting in the way to the inventory before I entered. 
 
     I heard the faint scritch of their claws digging into the wooden beams above as they readied themselves to pounce and stepped forward a touch so I could guide our fall directly onto the bed, there was no need to waste so much as a second. 
 
    With an excited dual yowl, the sisters launched themselves from the rafters and amazingly managed to avoid colliding with one another as they both landed on an opposite shoulder of mine. I tumbled forward, acting overwhelmed, and we crashed onto the middle of the bed in a heap of flesh. 
 
    Yanna and Yuni were not wearing clothes either, much to my amusement. Great minds think alike and all that. 
 
    “We caught you, Master,” Yanna giggled. 
 
    “Yes, and you know what it means when a cougar girl catches a young male in her territory don’t you, Master?” Yuni breathed lustily in turn. 
 
    I shifted my weight and flipped over onto my back and pulled both girls in close eliciting squeals of joy from the pair. 
 
    “Why don’t you enlighten me?” I inquired huskily. 
 
    “If a cougar woman catches you,” Yanna started. 
 
    “Then you have to mate with them,” Yuni finished the cheeky white lie. 
 
    Not that I was complaining about their misrepresentation of cat-kin society. 
 
    “What an extraordinary coincidence,” I chuckled. “That happens to be how things worked back home too.” 
 
    Yanna and Yuni’s feline ears pricked up at my little joke. 
 
    “I can’t imagine you were caught very often, Master,” Yanna commented. 
 
    “You are far too spry. We practised for hours to lay the perrrfect trrrap,” Yuni purred, rolling her R’s sexily. 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at their innocent acceptance of my statement. 
 
    “You’re quite right, they never got their claws into me, unlike the pair of you. I stayed clear of their usual hunting grounds,” I said, telling them the truth, but leaving most of the detail about what kind of ‘Cougar’ I had been referring to. 
 
    Further questions were derailed by contented purring as my hands roved across their smooth, lissom bodies. I stroked their tails; the fine hair felt silky to the touch and then pinched their supple bottoms before cupping both of them firmly. Their firm perky breasts rubbed against me most pleasantly. 
 
    Yanna and Yuni were kissing my chest and their slightly rough tongues licked and lapped at my chest, teasing my pecs while they extended their claws and raked my abdomen and thighs with perfectly applied pressure, enough to depress my flesh without cutting into the tissue. 
 
    My rod was like iron and stood at attention flanked on either side by the animated flicking of the cat girls’ tails. My hands reached around their asses and toyed with their labia, the girl’s tangy cum was plentiful and soon moans of pleasure joined their gentle purring. The sensations and display were mesmerically pleasurable and several minutes passed in idle foreplay. 
 
    But it wasn’t long before I hankered for the main course. I grabbed the back of Yanna’s neck and gently eased her up from my midriff and kissed her passionately. Then did the same for her sister Yuni. 
 
    When I broke the kiss from Yuni I said. “I think it is high time I paid the price for my lack of attention. I believe you are both owed some pleasuring,” I growled and sat up and shuffled back a bit, pulling the pair of them with me. 
 
    The twin sisters smiled and spoke in unison. “Which of us do you want first, Master?” 
 
    “First?” I said in mock surprise. “I’m having you both at the same time.” I grinned. 
 
    “Which of you has the better balance?” I asked. 
 
    This proved to be a silly question as both girls raised an arm, and then raised the other when they saw what the other had done with comical timing. 
 
    Having said that, their frantic arm-waving did jiggle their perky B-cup breasts ever so pleasantly in front of me and I may have let their disagreement continue for a smidge longer than was necessary. I cracked my open palms of their supple behinds to get their attention back on me. 
 
    “Whichever is the better balancer will be second to be filled with my cock,” I told them. 
 
    Quicker than I could snap my fingers they both completely reversed course, complimenting one another’s excellent technique and admitting their inferiority in that sphere of gymnastics. I couldn’t help but chuckle at their antics. 
 
    “Yanna, I’ve noticed you usually go first with your twin-speak, so Yuni will get my cock first. Yuni on your hands and knees in front of me, now,” I ordered to break up the effusive praise fight. 
 
    Yuni had a smug grin of satisfaction on her face as she followed my orders and positioned herself in front of me. I leant back a touch, allowing her to back up her peachy butt closer and I rested my dick in the cleft of her ass cheeks. 
 
    I pulled Yanna into my side, she’d be involved very soon but I didn’t want her to think, even for a moment, that I favoured her sister over her. With my other hand, I grasped the base of my cock and slapped Yuni’s ass cheeks with my meat pole. I started to rub my cock up and down the cleft of her ass, before brushing it over her lady lips and clit. Both teasing her pussy and lubing up my length. 
 
    When I decided Yuni and my penis were suitably prepared I angled the glans of my shaft at her pouting lips and thrust forward. Yuni’s cunny was tight but well slicked, and I entered her smoothly. The catgirl pushed her eager pussy back to enhance the transition. 
 
    Yuni moaned with ecstasy, while Yanna mewled with envy. 
 
    I started gyrating my hips and gently sliding my cock in and out her. “Now, Yuni. You are going to have to do a little more work than usual, thrusting your hips back onto me, you understand?” I growled at the beautiful catgirl impaled on my meat spear. 
 
    “Yeessss, Massster,” she moaned, and she ground herself on me enthusiastically. 
 
    “You will also have to bear some of the weight of your sister on your back,” I told her. 
 
    Simultaneously I lifted Yanna up by her hips and flipped her horizontal, with her face looking down on her sister. Yanna yelped in shock and instinctively, she put her hands out and rested them on her crouched sister’s shoulder blades. 
 
    “Master?” she asked with confusion. 
 
    All became clear to her quite quickly as I shifted one hand to support Yanna from under her flat tummy and used the other to manoeuvre her legs over my shoulders, before returning my grip to her hips and pulling her dripping pussy to my face. 
 
    Yanna purred loudly as I licked her moist folds up and down with the roughened pads of my own tongue. Then I pushed my dextrous glossal protuberance past the resistance of her labia and deep into her vaginal canal, making sure to brush her G-spot as my tongue ran over it. Her pussy clenched at the attention and squeezed my tongue tightly, so I began the corkscrewing motion my wolf nature allowed me. 
 
    Over the years I’d also learned to enact partial elements of my transformation. My tongue as a humanoid Wolf King already had significantly greater length and girth than a human tongue, but the warwolf version rivalled my cock for size when fully extended. It looked bloody daft, like an anime demon, if I let it flop about without putting it to proper use. 
 
    As Yanna’s pussy gripped my tongue her thighs tightened around my head, though not painfully so. I extended and slipped my left thumb past the thatch of tawny blonde hair that tapered to her delicious mound and vigorously massaged her clit. 
 
    With Yanna secured up top I could let go of her hip and gave the ass of the eagerly bouncing Yuni a playful smack. This sudden reminder sent her into overdrive and her pussy clenched hard on my cock as she orgasmed. 
 
    “Yeessss, Masster,” Yuni yowled loudly. 
 
    Yuni was followed a few beats later by the yowling calls of her sister as she orgasmed as well.  
 
    I had a pervy other self who was watching the show with some of my other harem members in the Viewing Lounge, so I knew Yanna’s claws had extended and dug deep enough into her sister’s shoulders to draw rivulets of blood. 
 
    This didn’t deter Yuni in the slightest, her tail thumped against my belly excitedly and she increased the intensity of the pounding of her ass onto my thighs as she speared herself deeply on my length. 
 
    We continued in this vein for several more minutes until I brought both girls to another ear-splitting orgasm. 
 
    The pair of them really could hit the high notes. 
 
    I could also see that Yuni’s arms were beginning to shake, and she fought against letting them buckle while her sister leant on her. 
 
    Fortunately, I felt that familiar aching flex in my groin that preceded an orgasm, so she wouldn’t have to hold out any longer. I shifted my hand from stimulating Yanna’s clit to her breasts to support and lift her, then lightly spanked Yuni and squeezed her supple ass so she slipped off my cock, collapsing forward onto the sheets. 
 
    With Yanna’s legs still firmly wrapped around my head I lowered her down to face my belly, grabbed my cock and angled it up and into Yanna’s open and eager mouth. 
 
    I’d thought as Yuni got to ride my cock first, Yanna should get to taste its produce. 
 
    Her tongue swirled around the head briefly, the tongue stud I’d given her rubbing the sensitive underside before I bucked my hips, and she practically inhaled half my dick. I withdrew my tongue from her pussy and pressed my lips over her engorged clitoris and flicked the tip of my tongue over it rapidly. 
 
    Yuni had recovered enough that she wanted to get in on the action, lying on her back, underneath me, her lips suckled on my swollen cum-filled balls while she grabbed her sister’s head and firmly urged her to swallow more of my length. 
 
    I felt Yanna’s throat muscles tighten around the head of my cock, as it plunged deeper, my balls twitched and contracted in response as I came, hard. My firehose disgorged its creamy contents into Yanna’s wanton mouth. 
 
    After the fourth or fifth pulse of my pearly cum, Yanna demonstrated the strength of her sisterly bond. She grabbed her sister by the hair and pulled her lapping lips from my balls, slipped my cock from her mouth between pulses and offered up my cream dispenser to her sister who greedily accepted. 
 
    When we were all done I gently lowered Yanna onto the bed, gave Yuni’s wounds a quick restorative lick, which wasn’t necessary, but she greatly appreciated the gesture. 
 
    Then over the next hour, we took turns giving one another a very thorough tongue cleaning, after which it only seemed fair to repeat our earlier activities with the twins’ switching roles. 
 
    Of course, that necessitated a second cleansing session, but nobody was complaining, least of all me. 
 
    A very good time was had by all.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Simeon Reedwhistle 
 
      
 
      
 
    I trotted out of the large double doors of Alpha house. The sight before me was something I’d never thought to see. 
 
    Well, not if you’d asked me a couple of months ago, but much had changed since then. 
 
    Five hundred of my guild members who were fully equipped and assembled waiting for my order to march to war. 
 
    Their formations weren’t quite as tight and uniform as you’d expect of a professional army from the Lionnestal Empire, but they were mine and I couldn’t be prouder. 
 
    “Yorsashi! Thrasher! Over here,” I yelled over the din created by five hundred excited and chattering people. 
 
    The owl-kin and polar bear-kin left their attempts to organise some of the more independently minded guild members and came over to join me. 
 
    “Guild Chief Reedwhistle, may I thank you again for our recent elevation in status,” Yorsashi opened with. 
 
    I waved off his thanks. 
 
    Daxas harem expansion had opened up over fifty new officer positions. I hadn’t filled them all yet but including the pair of them made sense. They had proved very loyal since they’d been saved from Kennilen’s folly. 
 
    At first, I suspected they might owe their loyalty more to Daxas than me, but the hirsute and brusque Thrasher had been very forthright when he spoke that there had been no such condition as part of their release. It was difficult not to take the towering and powerful man at his terse word. 
 
    “One of our patron’s minions just had a word in my ear and we should expect guests from the Sons of the Shadow over by the primary dungeon entrance. Could you greet them and bring them to me, please?” I requested. 
 
    “At once.” Yorsashi bowed his head and Thrasher grunted lightly. 
 
    Or maybe he just breathed a little heavily, either way, they departed to collect the dark elf guild delegation. 
 
    I would normally have sent Pacclo or Arash, but I’d sent them along with Piotr and a hundred others to reclaim our newest guild outpost which I’d been informed was to be called Zeta House. I didn’t know where he got these names from, he said something about them being letters that reeked. 
 
    It didn’t matter I supposed, but it did irk me, and I couldn’t quite put my finger on why. 
 
    As usual, Daxas hadn’t bothered to inform me of his plans in advance. So, I had despatched the others a few minutes before he bugged me again and suggested we march on the City.  
 
    I would have given him a piece of my mind if the shock of the news that the Brigade had just lost over fifteen hundred members, including most of their senior leadership, hadn’t left me gobsmacked. 
 
    That and he had an annoying habit of not listening, or at least not responding, it was difficult to tell when he wasn’t physically present. 
 
    Nevertheless, this would be an historic day. Guild wars were rare, and successful Guild wars rarer still. Guild wars successfully won by a single guild are the rarest of all. I straightened my britches and walked proudly to the front of the Dark Moon Rising’s army. 
 
    It wouldn’t do for them to see the Chief grumbling to himself. 
 
    Sindar, Gorbrukken and Garbrakken were already at the head of the assembled troops. There was a chorus of “Chief” and head nods when I took my position at the front. 
 
    “Is everything ready?” I asked the wood elf scout. 
 
    “Indeed it is, Simeon,” Sindar assured me. 
 
    “Good, you’ve done an excellent job with the short timescale. Apparently, we have observers from the Sons of the Shadow accompanying us,” I informed them. 
 
    Sindar raised one perplexed eyebrow. 
 
    “Don’t ask. I have no idea how Daxas arranged to have them here in time to come with us when we didn’t know we’d be going anywhere half an hour ago,” I said. 
 
    A moment later, Yorsashi, Thrasher, and the delegation of dark elves led by none other than their Guild Master Nel’Van Lackspire walked over and joined us at the front of the column. 
 
    Was it my imagination or did these dark elves appear equally haunted and relieved? 
 
    “Guild Master Nel’Van,” I greeted him politely. “This is unexpected, but it is a pleasure to see you again.” 
 
    Nel’Van looked about him in every direction and had a thoughtful expression on his face, but eventually answered. “It is a peculiarly welcome sight to see you too, Guild Chief Reedwhistle. And not at all what I expected when I rose this morning,” he said with a mirthless laugh. 
 
    “Based on where you’ve come from, I imagine that is true,” I chuckled. “I suspect we have much to discuss but can we do so on the journey to the City. I need to get this lot moving before the less disciplined start sneaking off to the tavern.” 
 
    Nel’Van smiled at that. “Of course, Chief Reedwhistle.” He gently inclined his head in acknowledgement and stepped back, returning to the rest of his group. 
 
    I reached into my pocket for a small whistle which I’d carved myself and blew loudly. The shrill sound got the attention of all present. 
 
    “Forward march!” I yelled and walked to the open gates of the guild enclosure that led from the glade and through the forest to the main thoroughfare which led directly to the City. 
 
    My guildsmen stood there blankly for a moment and just as I thought I’d suffer the ignominy of having to turn around and order them again in front of our observers, I was granted the satisfactory sound of five hundred and more boots clomping on the road surface behind me. 
 
    We were off. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The journey, with this many, to the City, should take about three hours. Nel’Van remained with his guild-mates, who talked among themselves quietly, for the first hour before he separated from them and joined me at the very front of the march. 
 
    I’d been walking beside my guild officers but ushered them back a few feet to give us some relative privacy. 
 
    “Simeon,” Nel’Van said by way of greeting. 
 
    “Nel’Van.” I grinned back. “It was a bit of a surprise to see you today. Inside the walls of my guild’s enclosure no less.” 
 
    Nel’Van had the good grace to grimace in embarrassment. 
 
    “Which can only mean you’ve met the Wolf King. Would you care to clue me in? Lords know he won’t,” I laughed. 
 
    Nel’Van stutter stepped in shock but regained his composure quickly. “I led a party from the Sons of the Shadow and challenged his dungeon,” he sighed. 
 
    I winced at his confession. 
 
    “That had to be a rough ride,” I consoled him. “I only know of two people who have survived a challenge.” 
 
    I paused as Nel’Van’s eyes raised in interest and gestured back to Yorsashi and Thrasher behind us. 
 
    I lowered my voice before continuing. “The pair of them were sworn to a lordling fool called Kennilen Brightmuss. Kennilen dragged them into the challenge with him. They were the only ones to walk out, or to be more precise thrown out, trussed up like a birthday gift,” I chuckled. “But he didn’t let them go out of kindness, he exacted a pledge from them to serve me.” 
 
    Nel’Van, who had leant down to hear me better, recoiled as I finished, confirming my suspicions. 
 
    “He let you go didn’t he,” I pressed the dark elf. “Were there more of you? And what did he ask of you?” 
 
    “This is all of us,” he said after a moment longer. “We were…were soundly defeated and I was the last left alive before he had me brought before him. In a manner of speaking our challenge was successful, but only because he allowed it.” 
 
    “He let you defeat him?” I squawked louder than I’d intended in shock. 
 
    “If you count him handing me a soul shard he took from another dungeon and…and exacting a pledge from me in return for the lives of my party as defeating him then yes,” he answered ruefully. 
 
    “That sounds like him,” I snorted. “What does he want?” 
 
    “He wants the Sons, much in the same way I gather he has the Dark Moon Rising,” Nel’Van confessed with resignation and a hint of melancholy. “I pledged to make the case for naming him Guild Master to my brothers. It is why I am here, he suggested that what you are doing today would assist me in convincing them. Although I’m not sure how or why that would be the case.” 
 
    The dark elf paused the conversation, and we walked in silence for a few seconds. 
 
    “You seem to be on a war footing, Simeon.” Nel’Van continued in a lighter tone, changing the subject. “I have not pried but I assume you are moving against the Black Hills Brigade.” 
 
    “You are right,” I responded. “The Brigade seized one of our outposts this morning and now we are retaliating. I’ll admit we didn’t seek approval before siting the outpost, but it was in neutral territory. A bit of a grey area where the guild precedents are concerned, for us and the Brigade, but to be honest the other guilds aren’t really a concern of mine anymore,” I finished. 
 
    Nel’Van had seen our compound and knew something of our deal with Daxas. He was a smart person and would understand what it was I hinted at. 
 
    The dark elf nodded his understanding. “Much has changed in the few weeks since we first met. We will act only as observers; we cannot be seen to provide aid. So, where is this outpost to which we are heading?” 
 
    “Zeta House is off to the East of here, but we aren’t going there,” I said. “A separate group has already retaken it from the dwarves. We are going to the City. To the Brigade’s Headquarters to finish this and eliminate their threat and guild, once and for all.” 
 
    Nel’Van’s eyes widened with surprise for the third time in as many minutes. “Simeon, you jest surely. You only have five hundred here with you. The Brigade has many more than that, many of whom are higher-ranked, and they will be boosted while defending their Headquarters. You won’t stand a chance.” 
 
    I was puzzled for a moment until it occurred to me. “Daxas didn’t tell you upfront, did he? He does like his surprises,” I sighed with a light chuckle. 
 
    “Didn’t tell me what?” Nel’Van asked with a hint of irritation, which I couldn’t blame him for. 
 
    “The Brigade is done. Fifteen hundred of them, including the High Lodungr and his four High Drottinn went into the Lair earlier today. They have not come out the way you have,” I said, dropping the stunning news. “With those losses, deaths as they’ve tried to rank up recklessly to keep up with us and the defections they’ve suffered over the last couple of weeks, we believe they left the minimum of fifty to hold their Headquarters. Five hundred will be more than enough.” 
 
    A less agile person might have fallen flat on their face from the surprise but Nel’Van handled the revelation adroitly. 
 
    “The reason for his insistence that we accompany you has become clear,” Nel’Van whispered. “How did he manage it? When our council voted to try and destroy him, to remove the Shadestar daughter, they weren’t stupid enough to send us all in, one after the other, until the first group confirmed it was possible.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Daxas seems to make the rules up as he goes along, you have experienced this yourself. He found a way to let them all go in together and they took it. If I didn’t know him the way I do, I wouldn’t blame them for taking the opportunity presented to them. Yet, they are dead, and he stands unharmed. The lesson is clear, and it’s a lesson he never grows weary of teaching, don’t fuck with him.” 
 
    “So, your advice would be to keep my word to him?” Nel’Van asked. “I don’t mean this disrespectfully, but the way you describe the Wolf King is contradictory. You seem equally perturbed and thankful.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. “That about sums it up, yes. I do find him maddening, frequently. But I can’t deny how much I, and those who follow me, have prospered under his management. I haven’t agreed with everything he has done, but he hasn’t lied to me or really even asked for anything the Dark Moon Rising hasn’t been able to give.” 
 
    “Yes, my advice would be to keep your word. He cheats, openly admits to doing so, and is very good at it. If the Sons oppose him, they will lose. If they side with him, they may win. However, I do have a word of warning,” I said, and lowered my voice. “Be under no illusions, this will not be an equal partnership.” 
 
    “I’ve felt the full force of his power, seen under the façade of the playful lothario he portrays. He may prefer for people to work with him willingly, but he can take just as easily and there is nothing you can do to stop him if he chooses to,” I warned. 
 
    Then I continued in a less grave tone. “Some of my officers disagree with me on this, but irrespective of the obvious benefits we’ve enjoyed, I believe there is a grave risk in hitching yourself to his wagon. If everything goes his way, we will come out ahead, but if it doesn’t, we could find ourselves in the position of sacrificial pawns. Honestly though, now you are in his sphere of influence I don’t think you have much of a choice. All you can do is be aware and watch out for you and yours.” 
 
    Nel’Van absorbed my words and walked alongside me quietly pensive. 
 
    Eventually, he spoke. “Thank you, Simeon, for your candour. I will not forget it.” 
 
    Then he nodded to me and fell back to join back up with his brethren. 
 
    The white, high, City walls were in sight. 
 
    We would be there before too much longer. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I stood back on the City streets, away from the battle. I would rather have been in the thick of things, to be honest, leading the troops alongside the dwarf twins and Sindar, However, there were diplomatic matters to be handled. 
 
    After we arrived, rather than attacking without warning we followed the forms for an official guild conflict and offered those inside a chance to surrender. Nobody was surprised that the stubborn dwarves both refused the offer or believed us when we told them their kin would not be returning to relieve the siege. 
 
    This delay gave other interested parties the time to reach us. 
 
    Torvald Hust, who represented the Blue Pennant, was the first to arrive before we started our assault on the Black Hills Brigade Guild House. 
 
    I’d only met him once when the Brigade had been trying to expunge the Dark Moon Rising and he’d been quite supportive of us then. 
 
    He was less so today when we appeared to be the aggressors. 
 
    Surprisingly, Nel’Van had stepped in as part of his observatory role and backed up my assertions regarding the Brigades earlier attack on one of our outposts. 
 
    The dark elf didn’t lie per se, but he did let Torvald infer that he had witnessed said infractions rather than been told about them by me. A helpful act which fully expressed, to me at any rate, that Nel’Van had made his decision to throw his lot in with Daxas, and the Dark Moon Rising by extension. 
 
    Taliel Sunrider from the Gleaming Towers arrived on the scene after hostilities had begun with a unit of fifty high elf warriors in tow, ready to fight. Thankfully, my people had already forced the door open, and many had swarmed inside and were battling what few defenders remained. 
 
    The combination of Nel’Van’s tacit support, Torvald’s recently convinced neutrality, and that the warriors of the Tower had fewer rights to enter the Brigade’s headquarters without permission than us, had stayed Taliel’s hand.  
 
    When it became clear my guild would win and the Brigade truly was done for, he had just turned on his heel, his blonde hair whipping in the air as he did and led his fighters away. 
 
    “He will be heading to the emergence pool,” Torvald suggested. “To gather up the disgruntled dwarves as auxiliaries for the Towers.” 
 
    “Probably, but my people have orders to take as many of them alive as possible, so he might find that decision isn’t as lucrative for the Towers as would first appear,” I sniggered. 
 
    As I finished, Sindar jogged back into the street through the smashed double doors. “The Guild House is ours,” he said with a slight inclination of his head. 
 
    “Excellent work, Sindar,” I said, and turned to the two other guild representatives “Gentlemen, if you will excuse me, I have a war to conclude.” 
 
    Nel’Van smiled and then turned thoughtful. “I have business of my own with my guild. I will contact you tomorrow and let you know what is decided, Simeon,” 
 
    The dark elf and his party walked towards the City walls where there was a gateway linking the different zones. 
 
    Torvald seemed a bit confused. “I hadn’t realised you were so close,” he said, fishing for information. 
 
    “It’s a relatively new development, brought about by our links with the Lair and the Caverns,” was all I told him and saluted before turning away and heading into the Brigade’s guild headquarters. 
 
    I swept into the building and hurried through the entry corridor with Sindar at my side. The layout was similar to our outpost buildings but larger. There were a few additional intersecting corridors that led to ancillary rooms that could be designated as you pleased. We passed through the main hall, which was as far as I’d ever been allowed to go when I was part of the Brigade. 
 
    I glanced around and there were several disarmed dwarves under guard, and a few corpses too, but they would fade away within an hour as the dead became eligible to come back through the pool.  
 
    “How many were captured?” I asked Sindar, who kept pace at my side. 
 
    “I don’t have the exact total yet,” he replied. “Our estimates of their numbers were accurate, fifty to sixty defenders. I would say we have forty in custody, with twenty dead or thereabouts.” 
 
    I nodded my understanding but wanted to get this done quickly. We wasted no time and headed directly to the High Lodungr’s office-cum-quarters. His office had a roaring fireplace and a wide range of weapons and armour adorning the walls as decorations. 
 
    The décor didn’t matter, though. We would be redecorating at our leisure later. It was what we could do now that we held their guild HQ, and their leadership were dead. I rifled through his desk drawers until I found the parchment I’d been seeking. The Black Hills Brigade guild charter. 
 
    Despite the temptation to destroy the document in the Lodungr’s fireplace and end the bearded blowhards instantly, I held back. 
 
    “Sindar, gather the Brigade’s survivors in the main hall” I ordered. 
 
    He left the office ahead of me and by the time I strolled into the big, vaulted hall, the twoscore dwarf prisoners had been assembled in a huddle before a big circular fire pit in the middle of the room. Sindar had correctly inferred my intent. 
 
    “Dwarves of the Brigade!” I bellowed to get their attention. 
 
    “I have here your guild charter,” I said, in a more conversational tone of voice and waved the parchment in front of them. 
 
    The dwarves muttered gutturally and there were more than a few derogatory comments about halflings. I made a mental note of which of our prisoners were being so rude. They would come to regret that later. 
 
    “That I’ve been able to retrieve your charter with such ease should tell you that the rumours about the demise of the rest of your guildmates are very true,” I announced.  
 
    Then without further delay, I cast the parchment into the firepit where it burned to cinders with a shower of pretty golden sparks. 
 
    The Black Hills Brigade insignia etched across the building faded from the stonework in the hall and the look of dismay on the dwarves’ faces let me know they had felt or been informed of the guild’s formal destruction. 
 
    I walked back and forth in front of them. Although I kept my face placid, inside I danced a jig of victory. Vengeance was sweet indeed. 
 
    “The Brigade is no more. Lucky for you, the motto of the Dark Moon Rising is we turn no one away,” I told the downtrodden dwarves. 
 
    A spark of hope flared in the eyes of a few or maybe it was a reflection from the firepit in those that looked up. Either way, I noted none of the ruder dwarves were interested and that was probably just as well. 
 
    I beckoned the twins to come and join me. They walked over and stood flanking me on either side, stern expressions on their hirsute faces. 
 
    “As you can see,” I continued. “Several of your fellow dwarves have already made their home with us and in the spirit of burying the hatchet, I offer each of you a place within our ranks, regardless of our previous conflict.” 
 
    One of the dwarves, whom I recalled from my time as a Brigade member, was a fairly senior figure. Varandar had always kissed the ass at any rate. He sneered at me with contempt and gobbed phlegm on my boot. 
 
    “Thievin’ halfin’ scum,” he muttered heatedly. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a no from you,” I said, with the fakest smile possible plastered on my lips. 
 
    Thrasher did the honours without needing me to say anything else. He lifted the struggling and swearing dwarf over his shoulder, took him outside and threw him in the gutter. I waited a moment and held my ear theatrically. Then there came the distant sound of the dwarf’s cursing transforming into wails of agony as Thrasher proceeded to break each of his limbs. 
 
    The temporary limb-breaking was the least he deserved. That dwarf, who was so inconsequential I couldn’t be bothered to recall his consonant heavy name, and those like him would soon get theirs, permanently. 
 
    “Anybody else who isn’t interested can simply walk out,” I informed the remaining dwarves with a shit-eating grin. “Those of you who want to stick around can talk to Gorbrukken and Garbrakken,” I finished, and patted the dwarf twins on their shoulders. 
 
    I left them to it and returned to the restricted area with Sindar and Yorsashi to start the process of converting this freshly vacant guild hall into one owned by the Dark Moon Rising. 
 
    I didn’t know what else might happen in the near future, but one thing was for sure. 
 
    Sure as shit stinks, I was naming this Guild Hall and not Daxas, with his reeking letters. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    The last few days in the Proving Grounds passed without any further surprises. 
 
    Nel’Van returned to the Sons of the Shadow after observing Simeon dissolve the Black Hills Brigade. Sadly, I was unable to witness the Sons’ discussions, but as I predicted the honourable dark elf’s popularity carried the day and the guild voted me in as the double-voting Guild Master. 
 
    Theoretically, the rest of the council of my newest guild could defy me. But just as Simeon alluded to on his victory parade, if I unleashed my auras to maximum effect, I could ensure the necessary votes went my way. I was happy to leave them with the illusion of independence if it meant things ran smoothly. 
 
    Besides, I rarely asked for anything from the guilds that weren’t in their best interests anyway. Even if they were a recalcitrant halfling that didn’t always see what was best for them. 
 
    The Sons were not as big a guild as some, with a little over eight hundred members. Regardless, with them firmly in the fold, I redirected as many of their members as possible to running my dungeon exclusively. The experience and coin continued to flow into my coffers. 
 
    My greater entry threshold also drew in more adventurers from the surrounding zones. Guilds I wasn’t familiar with from four or five zones on either side began sending large groups to delve my depths for the easy XP. Then when these new visitors discovered the welcoming nature of the guilds under my control, their ranks continued to swell.  
 
    I hit the rest day with over forty-two million experience accrued for the week. 
 
    And things would only get better from there. I already had plans to have Simeon and Nel’Van approach the Blue Pennant later today, to sign a similar deal, if controlling two guilds was good, three was even better. From there, I might be able to get my fingers in the pies of some of these other guilds from further afield, but I didn’t want to get ahead of myself. 
 
    Despite the bump in activity, I had managed to avoid increasing my fallen total by much in those final few days and received the notifications that confirmed the Wolf King’s Lair had advanced to rank thirty-five, with the Caverns of Jen’Zadeer advancing to rank thirty-three and the Forest of Xanathia to rank thirty. 
 
    Our combined rank was ninety-eight, which meant virtually every adventurer in the Proving Grounds would be able to venture inside next week. And, of course, this meant I had one more week before being added to the queue for the weekly Divine Challenge. 
 
    Slaughtering the Brigade had also power-levelled my disciples. They earned roughly one point six million experience each, enough to push them up into the mid-fifties, but they were currently limited to my rank of thirty-five. Nevertheless, that was a lot of upgrades to process today, not to mention my dungeons. 
 
    For my dungeons, I’d been putting a lot of thought into what I wanted to do. My new rank meant that the Lair needed a new third and fourth floor, as did the Caverns, Xanathia only needed a third floor, being one rank shy of requiring its fourth. 
 
    I’d spent many long hours discussing strategy with Alyssa, Tenzing, and the rest of my harem. The Arbiter’s changes to how our dungeon operated meant I should take the opportunity to reassess how to manage our development. 
 
    As we were technically one dungeon, the ‘Golden Path’ rules changed ever so slightly. On the face of it they hadn’t but the devil was in the detail. We discovered that only one of the three dungeons had to conform, provided I made a few alterations. 
 
    The Arbiter had been quite proud of his decision to allow adventurers a choice of which entrance they used to enter. Yet we were one dungeon. And because of that, this meant you could get to any of the three, eventually, from any entrance. This was the detail that afforded me with some wriggle room to work. 
 
    I could and did remove all the entrances, apart from the ones that led directly into the Lair. 
 
    Without official entrances and provided the Lair retained a ‘real’ first floor the ‘Golden Path’ requirements were technically met for the Caverns and Xanathia.  
 
    Being able to do this and the fact that the Arbiter choked off the supply of fresh unranked adventurers nearby made the decision to close the lower floors for the Forest of Xanathia and the Caverns of Jen’Zadeer logical. 
 
    From now on they would have at most two floors. The Canopy Climb and the Flooded Tunnels would remain as full ten rank chambers making up their ‘first’ floors with each of them having a second ‘Boss’ floor which would vary in size depending on their current rank. 
 
    Only the Lair would have all the floors for every tier.  
 
    You would have to go the long way, through the Lair first, if you wanted to go into either of the other two. That should make challenges and invasions more manageable as I could reallocate all the army wings to the Lair. 
 
    Most of this had been pre-decided and keyed up on the DDD for confirmation first thing after midnight. What had dominated the early morning discussion had been the new spells and tier upgrades that had been revealed. 
 
    A discussion, which now that we had more than thirty interested parties involved, I’d felt would go better in the Banquet Hall with a steady supply of refreshments. We shifted Nessa’s version of the DDD in there, and I planned to leave it in here for convenience as we moved forward. 
 
    It was a few hours into the drinking and discussions when a triple wolf howl reverberated throughout the hall and silenced the festive mood. 
 
    The triple wolf howl meant other Dungeon avatars approached without invitation. We’d grown used to this every rest day, with the regular invasion from the four orc invaders. However, they had been dealt with permanently. This would be somebody new. 
 
    I expanded the ‘video’ of the Glade and put it up on a big screen. Marching down the main thoroughfare was a veritable war host of orcs, trolls, goblins, and gnolls. 
 
    There had to be two hundred, maybe two hundred and fifty of them. The DDD highlighted the Dungeon avatars with a distinctive glow that matched their dungeon type. Most were red for destruction and there were more than fifty of them. 
 
    The gates to the walled enclosure were closed but that wouldn’t keep them out. It was inconceivable someone amongst this group didn’t have Ethereal Roaming, as I did. They would be able to pass through and open the gates for any that didn’t. 
 
    We watched in stunned silence for a moment. 
 
    “I think our orken opponent is making a definitive move,” Alyssa deadpanned, her understatement breaking the tension. 
 
    As per usual there was a hint of an amused smile on her face. 
 
    The DDD agreed and had started to compile a list of the who’s who in this war party. The leader, I assumed, was an orc by the name of Gorvag, ranked at sixty-two. The exact highest rank that could currently enter. 
 
    Although we had just dealt with over fifteen hundred dwarves, this attack force was a completely different kettle of fish. For starters, they would be invading my dungeon officially and this changed things. 
 
    First thing this morning I had removed the extraneous entrances so they would have to go through the Lair, but that meant half my life-seeded armies who were stationed in wings in the Caverns and Xanathia would not be able to participate, nor any of the dungeon creatures on either of those paths. 
 
    The changes I had planned to move those wings and make them offshoots of the Lair would not come into effect until the end of today. I could recall the disciples on those floors, but nobody else. 
 
    I also wouldn’t be able to trick them into the optional forest wing on the Core floor either. They would get the prompts denied to the dwarves telling them they were leaving the Core floor if they followed the trail I’d laid out and would change tack and push through the dense foliage on either side. 
 
    And they were dungeon avatars with their disciples. They would have the best gear their dungeons could buy. The higher-ranked dwarves of the Brigade hadn’t been under-geared for adventurers, but dungeons had more freedom to equip their people as needed.  
 
    Although I had been a little surprised by their sudden appearance, I wasn’t unprepared for such a scenario. 
 
    I waited until they were past the gates and into the courtyard of the enclosure before activating the audio function on the DDD and opened a channel to specific targets that covered all the buildings in the glade. Which I could do because I owned them. 
 
    “There are interlopers within the walls. Seek and destroy all non-guild members!” I ordered. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Arash Cooper 
 
     I slammed my empty pint mug upside down on the round table in front of me, hiccoughed loudly in satisfaction and scratched behind my ear. 
 
    The dregs of my ale splashed on the varnished wood but not enough to disqualify me from the round. I peered a little blearily at Piotr, my foolish young halfling friend. His head was craned backwards, and he still had his mug to his lips. More of the dark frothy liquid was sloshing from the sides and soaking his shirt than was going into his gullet. 
 
    He reacted to the sound of me finishing by pulling his tankard from his lips and upending it on the table as I had, or he tried to. 
 
    There was still a quarter of a pint inside and that sloshed out, spraying his boots and the stonework of the tavern floor. He clumsily tried to slam the pewter tankard on the table, which he half missed and caught the edge of the table only. His tankard slipped loose from his grip, and he floundered frantically with the vessel in an attempt to stop it from falling to the floor. And only managed to send it skittering across our table. The tankard collided with our other empties and knocked half a dozen of the pewter containers onto the floor. 
 
    Piotr blinked owlishly at the results of his clumsiness, understanding battling with his boozy fugue. 
 
    “Shnine,” he slurred, practically drooling, and he wobbled uneasily in his seat. 
 
    Fortunately, we were sitting in a booth with a backrest, otherwise, he would have toppled back onto the floor. 
 
    It had only been seven pints, not nine, but I didn’t have the heart to correct him or point out most of the last one was on him rather than in his belly. 
 
    “I think you’ve had enough,” I told him mirthfully. 
 
    “Noshneswnse,” Piotr mumbled nonsensically, and then tumbled sideways struggling to stay conscious, let alone regain an upright position. 
 
    Poor kid. 
 
    “Looks like I win.” I grinned. 
 
    Since Daxas had supplied us with a tavern, drinking games on rest day-night had become something of a tradition. No runs the next day meant we could drink our fill and not worry about the hangover impeding us in a life-or-death situation. 
 
    Tonight though, we were a little short-handed for the fun and merriment.  
 
    Sindar and Pacclo were at Zeta House. Simeon was still in the ‘Whistling Warrens’ as he’d dubbed the Guild House we had seized in the City from the Brigade. The twins were with him, helping the thirty or so previous Brigade members who had chosen to sign up with us settle in. Although if we’d given them a sample of the brews available in the Firehouse a few more might have come on board for that alone. 
 
    Note to self, suggest that to the Chief as a recruitment technique. 
 
    I was shocked out of my reverie on guild matters by the heavy banging of two very large and freshly emptied tankards in the white-furred paw-like hands of Thrasher. 
 
    His tankards were called steins and they held two pints, not one. The eight-foot mountain of fur drank two at a time. I’d wager he’d drink straight from the keg if we let him. 
 
    The bear-kin man belched loudly, the stale whiff of ale and bear breath floated across the gap between us, and he smiled broadly showing off his oversized teeth. 
 
    “You don’t count, you big hairy bastard,” I grumbled as I wafted the stink away with my hands. “You’re here for moral support only.” 
 
    Thrasher guffawed and then levered himself out of the booth when his amusement faded to piss and then refill his steins. Leaving me alone, with Piotr. 
 
    “You still with me, Piotr,” I asked and lifted his arm up. 
 
    The young halfling’s arm fell without resistance when I let go of it and was accompanied by snores loud enough to be heard over the hubbub of the busy tavern. 
 
    I shook my head with amusement at the lightweight. 
 
    “Whatever has happened here?” a familiar lilting feminine voice trilled. “Was there an earthquake nobody bothered to tell me about?” 
 
    I turned from my unconscious companion as opportunity knocked. 
 
    The voice belonged to Rosie, one of Daxas serving girls. She was a pretty blonde with dimpled cheeks that I found just adorable. She was surveying the scene of Piotr’s earlier accident with a less than amused expression on her beatific face. 
 
    “My apologies sweet Rosie, but Piotr had a little too much to drink,” I explained. 
 
    I didn’t feel too bad implicating my young friend, all the serving girls like Piotr, he was unfailingly polite and helpful. And it was also true after all. 
 
    “And whose fault might that be I wonder,” she said, while she cocked her hip and arched her eyebrow at me. “Don’t try to wriggle out of this Arash Cooper, you are always at the centre of these foolish drinking games, don’t think I don’t know it. And what might be wrong with your hands that prevented you from picking up these fallen tankards,” she finished, and gestured to the empties Piotr had accidentally knocked off the table. 
 
    “Sorry, again, Rosie. I was just making sure he was okay,” I said, hoping she would believe the excuse and by taking pity on Piotr might do so for me by extension. 
 
    I slipped out of the booth and helped her pick up the empty tankards and load them up on her serving tray. Rosie sauntered off to the bar with the empties, her hips swaying as she weaved through the other patrons. She looked over her shoulder back at me when she got there, smiled coyly, and winked. 
 
    I scratched the back of my head and grinned at her suavely. Although that might be goofily based on the light chuckle I got in return. But it was a fond seeming chuckle, not withering. Things were looking up and suddenly, I wasn’t quite as disappointed so few of us had made it to the Firehouse tonight. 
 
    On her way to the bar, a few of the newer or dunker recruits tried to get her attention rudely, but Rosie had ignored them. There were still some guild members, and adventurers in general, that treated the serving girls as little more than furniture. 
 
    And to be fair to those fools, to begin with, the analogy was apt. 
 
    However, those of us who bothered to pay attention, quickly grasped that the longer the serving girls had spent working for us, the more personality they developed, and their behaviour started to diverge from one another. But if you treated them like furniture, then they reverted to behaving like furniture. Only when you treated them like people would the person inside reveal themselves. 
 
    I’d been getting to know Rosie for a couple of weeks now, she’d given me her name after a few days, and she always made sure to be the one to serve our table. She was easy to talk to and had quite the sense of humour and it may have been my imagination, but I could swear she was getting steadily more flirtatious. 
 
    Being a guild officer, I was a fairly busy guy and didn’t get to spend as much time in the Firehouse as I’d like. 
 
    Some of the other first wavers with a little more time on their hands had similarly been getting to know various girls. If they were to be believed, then things could move on from getting to know each other to getting to know each other.  
 
    Daxas was a sex dungeon, after all. So, maybe they weren’t boastful asses who were full of shit. 
 
    By all the Lords, I hoped they weren’t full of shit. 
 
    Rosie waded through the crowd with her tray expertly balanced on her outstretched palm. There was a fresh tankard and a glass of rose wine on the tray and she stopped in front of my table. 
 
    “Another ale for you.” Rosie smiled, and placed the tankard of frothy beer in front of me. 
 
    All traces of her earlier annoyance with me gone. 
 
    “Thank you, Rosie,” I said and bobbed my head in appreciation. 
 
    “I thought I might join you and keep you company seeing as Piotr is somewhat lacking in conversational capacity, tonight,” she giggled and held the glass of wine motioning it toward me. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I blurted, and felt my pulse race with excitement. 
 
    Nothing like this had happened before. 
 
    I shifted my ass over on the bench and scratched at my chin nervously while Rosie slipped in beside me. She had never asked to join me before and I was ecstatic at this new development. 
 
    We chatted and joked for a while and before I knew it my beer and her glass of wine were gone, but she didn’t race away to perform her waiting duties. 
 
    Then, unexpectedly she put her hand over mine. “Arash, I couldn’t help but notice that you scratch yourself a lot,” she said kindly, without judgement. 
 
    “Um…yeah…I know, bit of a habit I’ve never been able to break. Sorry about that,” I stuttered. 
 
    “Don’t be sorry, I just wanted to know if you’d like me to help scratch your itch, tonight?” Rosie whispered with a voice like silken seduction. 
 
    I was gobsmacked. Gobsmacked and sitting awkwardly with a sudden tumescent surge in my pants. 
 
    Before I could answer in the affirmative Rosie removed her hand, pulled back from me and stood up. 
 
    “Well, this is damned inconvenient,” she grumbled. “Arash, dear, I’ll be back momentarily, and we will pick this up where we left it. This is not a rejection.” 
 
    Rosie bent down and kissed me softly on the lips. Then she stepped away and blinked. 
 
    The low-cut grey gown she wore as she served the patrons disappeared and was replaced by what seemed like a few strips of red leather. I could see a lot of her creamy skin and beautifully toned body, and I do mean a lot, she was about as unclothed as you could be while still technically being dressed. 
 
    There had been so much to take in, it took me a moment to register Rosie was armed with a pair of jewelled long knives. 
 
    Rosie smiled one last time and then rushed away from me towards the swing door entrance of the Firehouse. That was when I realised it hadn’t just been Rosie who had transformed into a barely clad warrior woman, but all the serving girls in the tavern. Those on the ground floor had already poured out the front door, while those on the upper floors were sliding gracefully down the fireman’s poles, ready to do the same. 
 
    There was a large number of very confused guild members with craned necks and muttered whispers of “What the fuck is going on?” 
 
    The last of the serving girls had descended from the uppermost level and sprinted out of the door to join their compatriots. As the general astonishment and confusion wore off, I launched into action along with half the bar. We were interrupted as an authoritative voice boomed. 
 
    “Guild members remain inside until the ladies are done!” 
 
    Then in a more mollifying, jocular tone “Normal service will resume in a few minutes.” 
 
    I recognised the voice, it was Daxas. 
 
    There was power behind his words, I’d felt him use it before and felt it again now. 
 
    Despite their intense curiosity and desire to go outside, which I’m sure afflicted every person in the tavern, they all slowly returned to their seats. Confusion and concern were apparent as they supped their drinks and talked among themselves. 
 
    I had to fight hard to move forward, my body proving unwilling to defy the Wolf King’s commands but I managed to move one foot in front of the other when I purged any intentions of stepping out of the tavern from my mind. 
 
    I made it to the swing doors and stopped but this let me see out into the courtyard area. Thrasher had done the same and stood silently at my side. 
 
    The scene outside was weirdly chaotic. We could clearly see the tavern serving girls, they’d been joined by the servers and croupiers from the casino next door and the maids from the guild outposts. They were all garbed as Rosie was and engaged in combat. 
 
    At first, I thought they were fighting one another. They were the only people I could see, but when I paid closer attention, it became clear someone or something else had to be in the courtyard and had been concealed from my vision. 
 
    Too many of the women were reacting to being hit with no possible opponent in their vicinity. 
 
    I blinked a few times to be sure, as it was dark out, but the guild compound, especially around the tavern and casino, was very well lit. 
 
    I wasn’t mistaken, their opponents had to be invisible. There was gear that could assist in your efforts to be stealthy, but full-on invisibility, I’d not heard any tales of adventurers getting that kind of advantage.  
 
    The fighting continued for several minutes, of the five hundred women that charged into the fray, I noted three quarters had been cut down. And over the course of those minutes, the combat had moved away from the tavern and neared the entrance to the dungeon. 
 
    When they reached the way into the dungeon, the half-perceived battle abruptly ended. The demeanour of the surviving women changed immediately, they dropped their combat stances and returned to the gait and welcoming smiles we were used to. Though they remained in their battle gear. 
 
    Daxas command still held its sway over us. Thrasher and I watched as the women walked back and forth from the impromptu battlefield collecting people or things we could not see and seemingly depositing them in the dungeon. 
 
    Thankfully Rosie was one of those who survived the battle and when the ‘clean-up’ was done, she spotted me watching from the doorway. She sauntered across the courtyard, her hips swaying saucily. 
 
    She pulled the swing doors open, smiled artfully, and wiggled her barely contained breasts. “Well, that was quite invigorating,” she breathed. 
 
    My eyes widened, my mouth opened and shut a couple of times until Thrasher slapped my back with his meaty-furred hand and guffawed loudly. 
 
    “Wh…What just happened?” I managed to stammer out. 
 
    “Oh, just a little dungeon invasion,” Rosie dropped in the conversation as if it were a regular occurrence, like the sun rising in the morning. “Don’t worry, Arash, my dear. The Master will deal with them in due course.” 
 
    “B…But what about the other girls?” I asked and pointed at the scene of slaughter behind her. 
 
    “We’re dungeon-born creatures, silly,” she said as if I was being a bit simple, and maybe I was, but I’d never seen or heard of anything like this before. “They’ll be back, good as new, in a few minutes,” she reassured me before arching her eyebrow again and giving me a smouldering look. “Now if I recall, just before this interruption, you were about to invite me back to your quarters, for an evening of intense and incredibly pleasurable sex. And I was about to say, yes.” 
 
    “I was?” I gulped. 
 
    “You were,” she replied. 
 
    Then she grabbed me by the front of my shirt and dragged me out into the night air, and onto the wood-planked walkway of the tavern. Rosie pressed her soft lips to mine soundly with absolutely no resistance from me. 
 
    Her erotically forward words penetrated the density of my muddled brain, as her tongue did the same in my mouth, and every other thought fled into the dark of the night.  
 
    There was probably a cornucopia of Guild business things I should have been doing right now with what had just happened. And I can tell you with complete honesty, I really didn’t care. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Gorvag 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Runx has opened the gates, Father.” Genya nudged me exuberantly with barely contained excitement. “We are almost there.” 
 
    I grunted with amusement at my daughter’s foot-hopping glee but couldn’t fault her anticipation. This was the first dungeon invasion I’d permitted her to accompany me on. 
 
    Not that I would have allowed her if it were my choice. However, Tamara had been contacted by Jezebel the day before and her instructions had been crystal clear. 
 
    There was to be no more delay or working through proxies. Our alliance was to strike against the Lair at once, with every resource we had at our disposal. If I could go and I could, that included my daughter, Genya. 
 
    Tamara, Gerhalt, Burstan, and several other members of our cabal remained too highly ranked to attack today. I, myself was only just eligible at rank sixty-two. I had already seen that the Lair had officially advanced substantially. If we’d been permitted to wait one more week, we could all have come, but those were not the orders we were given. 
 
    “Forward!” I yelled to the assembled dungeons and their disciples. 
 
    We walked through the gates. I had brought with me many of the mid-ranked orc dungeons from zones seven and eight, all of whom had been compelled to bring their disciples in full battle gear. 
 
    They weren’t happy. They had believed the bargains they struck with us to survive, following the conquests the cabal engineered, only entailed coercing others to destroy a young and inexperienced dungeon. Now they had to act against that dungeon themselves. And the recent unexpected demise of Krognack, Shuzug, Garothmuk, and Drigka had left them particularly nervy. 
 
    Our overwhelming numbers had aided in quieting the murmurs of discontent. 
 
    Additionally, two new members of our alliance accompanied me and brought some of their subservient dungeons along. 
 
    Makas, a plague-ridden troll who owned a Death-Pestilence dungeon and Vynar Scourgemaw, a gnollish Destruction-Disaster dungeon. They were of similar strength to me, rank sixty-one and sixty respectively. 
 
    I know the pair of them disgusted Tamara, and even the irrepressible Gerhalt found their presence disturbing, but Daxas, the Wolf King, had proved to be stubbornly resilient. The Lords demanded results, and needs must. 
 
    Both had been building a base of power by conquering and essentially enslaving lower-ranked dungeons to do their bidding. Their tactics, while distasteful, had been effective and as Burstan pointed out, not too dissimilar from what I had been doing on behalf of the alliance. 
 
    The difference, I told myself at least, was that I would release the dungeons recently conquered once this job was done. Makas and Vynar had no such intentions for those they had indentured. 
 
    Makas and Vynar held back with their followers just long enough to make it plain they didn’t have to follow my orders. They were ‘allies’ not vassals. 
 
    “Useless fools,” Genya snorted at my side, her eyes had fallen upon the recalcitrant duo as well. 
 
    “They are our allies today, Daughter,” I admonished her. “You should show them more…” Genya’s eyebrow arched darkly, and I quickly decided to change what I was about to say “…patience,” I finished. 
 
    Respect was too much to ask for and even patience was probably pushing it. 
 
    Genya snorted once more but then her gaze fell upon the granite stone doors inset on a grassy mound in the centre of the compound and she grinned giddily in anticipation again. 
 
    The compound was a miniature city, and the surrounding buildings were alive with supplicant activity. I had never seen the like anywhere in the Proving Grounds, and I had travelled extensively across every zone over the years. 
 
    The Wolf King was indeed different. 
 
    My inspection of the grounds was interrupted by a series of nearly naked female supplicants who charged out of the buildings suddenly. We’d heard more than a few stories about this dungeon and the apparent attraction women had for him since Gerhalt’s earliest rendition of Daxas first gauntlet match, but their lack of clothing was still astonishing. 
 
    The women had drawn weapons and rushed headlong towards us as if they could see us, but that would be impossible unless… 
 
    “Ambush!” I roared at the top of my lungs and shoved Genya firmly behind me. 
 
    Runx and my other four orc disciples surrounded Genya as they knew they must. Her protection and survival were paramount, above all else. 
 
    Despite my screamed warning, many of those in our group were caught unprepared by the first wave of warrior women. 
 
    I grinned with appreciation at the Wolf King’s novel tactic, to strike at us before we entered his dungeon. But any further thoughts faded as the first of the women, a wood elf with braided fire-red hair, reached me. She darted speedily about me, lashing out with her daggers and I gloried in the pure joy of worthy combat. 
 
    After I slew the first wood elf, she was replaced by two more of the Wolf King’s women. 
 
    I fought for several minutes, striking down a half dozen opponents. This attacking force had us outnumbered, but we were superior fighters, and they were falling in droves while our losses had been minimal. I began to lose myself in the lust for battle when my daughter seized my attention by punching me forcefully behind the ear. 
 
    I could become ‘distracted’ in the haze of battle; it was a flaw I’d been working on resolving for many years with little success. My daughter had developed this rather direct method of returning my focus to marshalling our forces.  
 
    “Father!” she screeched. 
 
    I stepped back from the front line, my place taken by Runx, and turned to address my daughter. I prepared myself for one of our traditional arguments about me being overprotective or lost in bloodlust, but the look of rage, not frustration in her eyes, alerted me instantly that criticising me wasn’t why she wished for my attention. 
 
    “Those fucking idiots have gone into the dungeon,” Genya yelled over the din of the battle and pointed at the grassy mound a few hundred feet from where we fought. The granite double doors had been opened. 
 
    I couldn’t see Makas or Vynar but the remnants of the forces they brought with them for this expedition were filing into the Wolf King’s Lair. 
 
    I growled angrily. 
 
    My daughter was right. They were fucking idiots. 
 
    I had to make a quick decision. “Fighting withdrawal to the dungeon entrance,” I called out, and my orders were repeated down the line. 
 
    By entering the dungeon Makas and Vynar had started the two-minute timer. If my forces didn’t enter within that timeframe we would be placed in separate runs. 
 
    What the fuck had they been thinking? 
 
    Worse, abandoning the battle allowed the Wolf King’s forces to rally and surround us. 
 
    Had they stood their ground with us we would have been victorious in a few minutes and could have waited for those who fell to return before entering the dungeon at full strength. 
 
    I led the mass of orcs in a disciplined quick-step battle to the entrance. My preference would have to go at a slower pace, one that would help keep our ranks together and reduce our losses, but the damned timer made that impossible. 
 
    The only other option would be to abandon Makas and Vynar to complete the invasion without us, but that would be contrary to the direct orders relayed to us by Jezebel. 
 
    And the Lords did not take kindly to their orders being disregarded. 
 
    We reached the opening on the grassy mound in time, and one of my conscripted dungeons and his disciples held the furiously battling women at bay as we passed through. 
 
    We lost them in the process but hadn’t lost the day. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Daxas 
 
      
 
      
 
     We watched the conclusion of the outside activities with keen interest. I was in two minds as to whether the dozen dungeons, led by the pox-ridden troll, abandoning the fight and entering the Lair early was beneficial or not. Obviously, if the other dungeons under Gorvag’s banner either didn’t notice or chose not to join them in time, it would be. 
 
    But I seriously doubted that would happen and it didn’t. 
 
    Had they stayed outside I would have had the opportunity to send my life-seeded people from the Caverns and Xanathia to hit them, as a second attack wave, once my coin-bought forces seemed to be on the verge of defeat. 
 
    For once, the extensive size of my Home floor had been a detriment and not helpful. The two armies had been running through the corridors to the concealed exit when the diseased troll had stepped in, and they had been automatically returned to their starting positions in the dungeon. 
 
     Presuming that they would move directly to my Core floor if they completed the Lair floors, and why wouldn’t they? Then those armies would not be eligible to get involved in any way today. 
 
    A lesson learned and I would need to reorganise the layout to prevent this for future invasions. That was fodder for later contemplation, and I focused on my dungeon feed. 
 
    “What the fuck do you think you are doing?” An enraged Gorvag roared at the avatars of the disgusting troll and gnoll. 
 
    Makas, the pox-ridden troll, leered at the female orc who stood closely at Gorvag’s side instead of answering and she recoiled in disgust. 
 
    I couldn’t blame her. The troll’s light-blue skin was a patchwork of scabby splotches and weeping sores. Mucous flowed freely from its wide flaring nose and dripped from the creature’s cracked and suppurating lips. Makas extended his tongue, lapped up some of the pus and snot mixture and let loose a hacking cough that I think was supposed to be a laugh. 
 
    The female orc shuddered at the foul creature’s display. Her name was Genya, and she was listed as one of Gorvag’s disciples. 
 
    Genya was a short-tooth orc, so the lower canines of her underbite barely jutted over her upper lip. She had a toned, gym-fit look, not bodybuilder. A similar defined muscular structure as Karragh but on a dark green almost seven-foot-tall woman with thick lustrous black hair tied in a ponytail. 
 
    Nobody would call her pretty in the classical sense, but I could see the spirit in her soul. She was fierce, proud, resourceful, and chafing at the bit to prove herself. 
 
    I could sense an intense desire to be and do more. To take the world by the proverbial horns and bend it to her will and force upon it a destiny of her choosing. I must confess to getting hard at the thought of claiming such a wild woman. 
 
    Gorvag reacted to the leering of the troll and hefted his great axe, ready to strike, but was held back by Genya as she gripped his biceps. 
 
    “Father! Do not befoul your axe with the blood of these spineless cowards,” she advised, her disdain for them clear. 
 
     “We are not spineless, stupid female,” Vynar, the hyena headed gnoll spoke, answering Genya’s disdain with a heap of his own contempt. “It was a tactical decision. By entering the dungeon, the Wolf King’s retainers would be recalled, and the battle concluded. Now we won’t have to face them twice, you should be thanking us, not whining like a spoilt cub that you weren’t consulted.” 
 
    I think the gnoll was standing there with a smug grin on his face, but it was hard to tell due to the hyena head. They always looked like that. 
 
    I could kind of understand where the gnoll was coming from, though I wasn’t convinced he was being honest as to that being the pair’s genuine motive. I may have a lot of disciples, but I didn’t have that many. Maybe the Lords had informed them about my life-seeded forces, but the Accords limited what details they could impart, just as Alyssa and Tenzing were restrained with what they could tell me.  
 
    Gorvag lowered his great axe but advanced on Vynar, his eyes sparkling with barely suppressed wrath. “But that isn’t what happened. They were not the dungeon’s disciples, and they were not recalled” he growled with menace. 
 
    “We lost a dozen more fighters than we needed to because you acted rashly,” Gorvag continued, though his voice had calmed somewhat, his control returning. “And we could have waited for them to return before we continued. This place is more dangerous than you suspect, there had to be a reason the Lords wish it gone so badly. If you listen to me and we act together we increase our chances of victory.” 
 
    Vynar nodded, reluctantly, but he nodded. 
 
    Makas, on the other hand, sprayed a stream of his rancid snot from his nose as part of some cough/cackle. 
 
    Gorvag and Genya only just avoided the spray of rotten phlegm. It probably hadn’t been intentional, but there was no apology coming from the troll and his disagreement on the relative danger of my dungeon made plain. 
 
    Makas turned on his heel, ignoring that Gorvag had to hold back some of his disciples who reacted angrily to the troll’s disrespect and lumbered into the adjoining passageway with his retinue of diseased followers covering his back. 
 
    I did love over-confident trolls. They had a tendency to make things so much easier. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What does everyone think?” I asked my assembled lovers and adviser. 
 
    It would take the attacking dungeons at least an hour to make their way through the first floor of the Lair, they were too strong for it to trouble them beyond it sapping time. 
 
    “This is a dangerous group,” Alyssa started. 
 
    “You can fucking say that again. How many of the cunts are there?” Gadiel cussed. 
 
    “Two hundred and thirty-four remain. Two dungeon avatars and twenty-eight disciples were slain in the courtyard,” Tenzing stated. “Normally you should not get credit for those kills. Rosie and the rest of your topside forces are dragging them into the dungeon via the secret entrance, which means you shall. Although with that being said, nobody anticipated dungeon mobs operating outside the dungeon in the first place, until you came along.” 
 
    “Thank you, Tenzing,” I said. 
 
    With the addition of so many extra disciples last week, my life-seed production had gone into overdrive. As such, seeding the remaining dryads, hobgoblins and minotaurs in my armies had been completed by the end of the first day PGT. 
 
    Meanwhile, I had noticed that the coin-bought dungeon mobs up above had begun to develop some independent personality traits. 
 
    I’d talked it over with Alyssa and Tenzing and we’d concluded that as the girls were outside of the dungeon, they never ‘refreshed’ as the mobs inside did every time a new group of adventurers began a run. Then when you added in that the girls were based on intelligent being templates, which made them capable of remembering everything they had experienced since they had been ‘born’, we had inadvertently created the perfect scenario for limited personal growth. 
 
    We also understood that this growth would be lost if they ever ‘died’ and were reset. So, with a glut of life-seeds on my hands and a plan to use girls as ambushers already in place, I started to distribute the seeds to them to preserve and supercharge the progress they were making. 
 
    The results had been everything we hoped for, and the resultant happenstance of the women beginning relationships with guild members was a happy benefit. 
 
    That which tied them closer to me was always welcome. 
 
    It had even given me an idea for an entirely new wing on my Home floor, but that was something for later today. After we had given our unexpected visitors the greeting they deserved. 
 
    “We shall destroy them, like every other shatzah-licking filth that dares set foot inside our domain without permission,” Jen’Zadeer added enthusiastically. 
 
    Her statement was met by cheering cries from my harem. Even Marux, the taciturn infernal minotaur lowed loudly. 
 
    When the racket died down Jessamyn spoke up. “Husband, I’m as confident of our victory as the rest of the ladies, but I think we should be cautious. I believe this might be the continuation of us being targeted by other dungeons and not the conclusion.” 
 
    There were several bobbing heads, displaying their agreement with Jessamyn’s words around the table. 
 
    “Perhaps we should show caution by being bold,” Karragh suggested. “If there are to be more invasions to come, keeping them out of the Core floor should be our priority.” 
 
    “I like the way you’re thinking but apart from those of you in this room, we can’t move any of our forces between floors, unless our opponents have already passed through them,” I told her. “We are all pretty badass, but I don’t think we have the strength to stop them before they make it to the Core floor. Shelly and the army can’t leave their optional wings until the invaders move on. We can’t do this without them.” 
 
    There was a murmur of agreement from around the table. 
 
    “That is not precisely true,” Alyssa interjected with a light chuckle. 
 
    Her words seized the attention of everyone in the Banquet Hall. 
 
    A few silent seconds passed. “Well, are you going to tell us or not?” Tabitha groused impatiently, her hare-paws thumping rapidly on the stone floor. 
 
    Alyssa gave her a put-upon expression and then the deadlock was broken by my laughter that echoed through the rafters of the impressively large room. 
 
    “That’s not how it works, Tabs,” I told the hare-kin woman. “We might have Alyssa and Tenzing with us here on a permanent basis, but there are still some things which they are restricted from telling us outright.” 
 
    “You are correct, Daxas,” Tenzing confirmed. 
 
    Tabitha looked crestfallen at my explanation. 
 
    “That’s not much fucking use is it,” Gadiel exclaimed with exasperation and threw her empty wine glass into the roaring fireplace for emphasis. 
 
    “I wasn’t quite finished, my foul-mouthed lover,” I sniggered. “They are restricted unless we figure out what it is, and then they are allowed to confirm it, or something like that.” 
 
    We spent the next fifteen minutes throwing ideas around and used the negative confirmation trick I’d utilised way back in the early days of my dungeon, when it was just Tenzing and me, to discount a lot of them. 
 
    Ultimately, it was Nessa that stumbled across the minor loophole. “I don’t know, can’t we order them to move? I mean Tenzing did that for Shelly during the first invasion,” she asked in frustration, tugging on her vine-like dreadlocks. 
 
    “Ahem,” Tenzing cleared his throat. “I only informed Shelly that the invaders had passed from his floor. This allowed him to advance from his position under his own recognisance. I didn’t issue him any orders.” 
 
    “Fine,” Nessa sulked. “What if I ordered them to do it instead.” 
 
    “They would not be able to follow that order if issued through the DDD,” Tenzing answered her carefully. 
 
    Nessa’s eyes lit up with excitement and she jumped off her chair and bounced up and down with unconstrained delight. 
 
    I had also picked up on Tenzing’s unspoken hint but decided to let Nessa have this one. 
 
    “What if I issued the orders to them, in person,” Nessa managed to squeak out when she calmed down enough to talk. 
 
    Tenzing and Alyssa looked at one another, smiled indulgently, and answered in unison. “I can’t tell you that, Nessa.” 
 
    Which meant that she was right. Possibly I should have considered this earlier, I did have experience of changing mob behaviour in person during a challenge. The truth was genuine challenges had been so rare over the years, I’d had little opportunity for experimentation. 
 
    A few more minutes of questioning revealed that sadly we still couldn’t break the moratorium on moving mobs to prior floors, so anything of the Core floor had to remain there. 
 
    However, it did mean we could put up a more spirited resistance in ‘Tough Mudder’. I had my doubts we would have enough to stop them from getting to the Core floor, but we could bleed them enough that we might be able to keep some of what the floor contained under wraps. 
 
    I issued orders to my disciples, and they rushed to obey. I transferred my consciousness to my avatar on the Core floor but kept this one active with Tenzing and Alyssa for company. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, the first floor of the Lair presented close to zero problems for a group of two hundred, many of whom were ranked over fifty and equipped with top-of-the-line gear. Not all of them, mind you, but enough that it dented any difficulties that the rooms like the ‘Chimney’ or ‘Chandelier Falls’ put in their path. 
 
    We had two minor successes. The ‘Bramble Maze’ was large enough now that there had been close to a hundred of them inside when a wood elf mob set it ablaze. The conflagration finished off half a dozen of the weaker disciples who had been inside, but most had significant reserves of stamina and were only inconvenienced. 
 
    What it did reveal, was they were reliant on potions for health regeneration with no sign of any curative spellcasters. 
 
    Then as Makas and his troops swarmed into the final chamber to kill the Miniboss minotaur, those behind who were still in the ‘Decision Chamber’ were jumped by a small force of thirty trolls and forty wood elves from the concealed corridor network. 
 
    None of these mobs had been ranked up, but they were equipped with the best steel and superior leather enchanted gear I could give them last week. The close quarters reduced the efficacy of the wood elves but played into the hands of the trolls who made bloody work of the invaders rear-guard and claimed ten more, including one of the weaker orc dungeon avatars. 
 
    That gave us a few more minutes of preparation time as Gorvag chewed out Makas again. Which the disease-ridden troll largely ignored, but he did wait for the potion cooldown to expire before he proceeded into the next floor without announcement. 
 
    So, he had a fraction more patience than Shellitz. 
 
    Now we would see how they fared in ‘Tough Mudder.’ 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    I saw them pour out of the archway and into the first meadow. The first fifteen feet or so I had kept the half foot long grass and wildflowers, after that my alterations came into effect and it looked more like World War One trenches and no man’s land. 
 
    However, I couldn’t do anything about the artificial sunlight that came as part of the Meadow package, so it looked much brighter than the wet and miserable overcast conditions war movies always portrayed it as. 
 
    Which was silly if you thought about it. I know the Great War was tragic and grim, but France was famed for its pleasant weather. The winters were unquestionably difficult, but you’d think they took every summer off between 1914 and 1918 if you based your opinion on cinematic depictions. 
 
    The invaders had forty-nine bunkers to overcome to get to the end. There were one hundred wood-elves stationed here normally. They were bolstered by an extra sixty who had been brought from the hidden optional wing and ten from the final Lair room. For the regular run, there were two in the trench of each bunker, but we had rearranged that and pulled most of the elves further back. I had left a welcoming committee of ten in the first bunker, though. 
 
    The water from that front trench had been bailed out onto the forward slope making the ascent nice and slippery. The wood elves stood from their crouched position and started to pepper Makas’ party with their crossbow bolts as soon as his party entered. 
 
    This enraged the troll, and without waiting for any assistance, even from his indentured followers, he charged with his disciples close on his heels. 
 
    He had five disciples, two of whom were also trolls and seemingly afflicted with whatever nasty rotting pestilence he was. As I knew from our own experience, trolls were Resilient and regenerated. This probably helped them carry their afflictions without perishing. 
 
    The elves concentrated their shots on the other three disciples. We would deal with the trolls once we had thinned their support. 
 
    Makas and his people crossed the meadow grass rapidly in a lumbering run and then encountered the first of the obstacles they would be unfamiliar with. 
 
    Fences made with coils of steel razor-wire. 
 
    The razor-wire was a design of mine. Based on the stuff from my world, of course. The coils were threaded through and attached to wooden posts that had been sunk deep into the earth, making them virtually impossible to dislodge. 
 
    The guild runs typically formed a shield wall at the base and then shot it out with the two wood elves up top until they had been killed and then hacked down the wooden posts or threw carpets over the wire fence to make climbing over them easier. 
 
    I may have dropped a hint or two to Simeon about that last tactic, but it was only shared with the most trusted, tight-lipped groups. It wouldn’t do for everyone to know how to overcome my obstacles, especially groups like this. 
 
    Makas’ group did neither and ran into the razor-wire at full tilt. 
 
    Admittedly, he and his two troll disciples had the bulk and momentum to tear the wire from the fence posts. They didn’t anticipate the damage it would do as it did, or that it would tangle around them, the barbs and razors making it difficult to shake off easily. This made their subsequent attempt at clambering up the slippery and muddy slope that much more problematic as their mobility had been restricted by their entanglement. 
 
    They took heavy damage before they were joined by their allies behind who could go through the gap in the fence. Some shielded Makas and his people while the rest slogged their way through the mud and into the trench with the elves and slaying them. 
 
    “Why you so slow?” Makas roared at Gorvag when his group entered the chamber. 
 
    Makas had a goblin disciple who was trying to untangle the razor-wire from his legs as he lay in the mud at the base of the slope. He and the two trolls hadn’t made it to the top, they hadn’t even been remotely close. 
 
    “Follow my orders in the future and we can avoid incidents like this,” the large orc answered curtly, without sympathy. 
 
    Gorvag, Genya and the rest ignored the troll, letting him stew in frustration. Frustration which he took out on the goblin disciple for not working quickly enough to disentangle him. 
 
    A plan formed in my mind to further sow dissension within the ranks. 
 
    I let them crest the first hump and slide down the other side unmolested. A few of the less agile slipped on the treacherous footing and slid into the spike trench at the bottom of the downhill slope. 
 
    They went over the next four bunkers until I observed that it was Vynar and the dungeons he had brought with him that scrambled up the sixth hump first. 
 
    The last four bunkers having no threats had lulled the gnoll and his companions into a false sense of security. They were unprepared for the barrage of crossbow bolts that slammed into them as they reached the top and stood tall. 
 
    The wood elves had popped up from a trench where they had been hiding in the twelfth mud hill. There were sixty feet between each bunker. The heavy crossbows they bore certainly had the range for that distance, though their accuracy did take a bit of a hit. 
 
    Nevertheless, Vynar’s frontline was struck several times and several of them were even knocked back of their arses to slide back down until they collided with the next group struggling to make their way up. 
 
    Now aware of the danger, those who reached the apex of the bunker kept their shields up and rolled into the stonework trench as fast as possible. The elves continued to shoot the occasional bolt, just enough to keep them on their toes. 
 
    When the whole group had made their way over the sixth hill and were regrouping in the sliver of meadow grass between the mud hills it was Vynar’s turn to complain to the orc leader. 
 
    “First it was Makas people who were attacked and now mine,” he snarled at Gorvag. 
 
    The orc was unperturbed by the gnoll’s verbal assault. “Bad luck,” he said at last. “Makas made his own and you just happened to be first to come into their range and you didn’t take adequate precautions.” 
 
    A whimpering rumble slipped from the back of Vynar’s throat. Part angry, part moany, like a spoilt teenager. 
 
    Gorvag shrugged his shoulders, unbothered by Vynar’s whining. 
 
    “We aren’t here to be your meat shields,” Vynar spat. “We are done at the front. You take the lead from now on.” 
 
    “Makas agree with Vynar,” the troll suddenly contributed with a sneer. “Orcs take their turn.” 
 
    Gorvag squared up to the pair of them. “I have been the leader from the beginning. Had the pair of you not been so…headstrong,” he glowered with a politic change of wording. 
 
    I would have said stupid and I’m sure that Gorvag meant that too. Vynar realised this and his hackles bristled, Makas not so much. 
 
    “…and listened, we would have been in a stronger position,” he finished. 
 
    “Bah!” Makas huffed. “Orc always blames other for failures.” 
 
    The troll turned back to his own cartel of thirty avatars and disciples. The hypocrisy of his statement was lost on him. 
 
    It wasn’t lost on the others, though. 
 
    Vynar winced in embarrassment. 
 
    Gorvag snorted with derision and Genya doubled over with laughter. The rest of Gorvag’s people kept better control of themselves, but I saw a few eye rolls. 
 
    I rubbed my hands together in the Viewing Lounge. The plan was coming along swimmingly, though my alternate in the dungeon was growing a little bored cooling his heels. 
 
    Gorvag and his orc dungeons took point from then on. Over the next ten artificial hills, in addition to dodging the crossbow fire when they got to the top, they battled forty goblins in one stonework trench and were assaulted by a pack of direwolves twice. 
 
    Some of these were mobs that were in this room normally, albeit spread out more. They were reinforced by the mobs from Shelly’s cavern that would otherwise have gone unused. 
 
    To make things a little harder during the goblin fight we had a few dryads drop chill zones in front of the goblins trench to sap some more health from the combatants. The dryads and wood elves fell back to a new bunker each time the invaders got closer, so it was only the goblins and the direwolves who were slain. 
 
    Even with all of that, we only managed to whittle the entire attack force down by two more. 
 
    They were at the halfway point when I enacted stage two of my dissent plan. 
 
    My twelve life-seeded hobgoblins exited from the secret compartment on the previous hillock the invaders had cleared and crept up behind them before they dropped fifteen-foot diameter fireballs into the slice of meadowland where Makas and Vynar waited. 
 
    Sadly, unlike the dwarves, they weren’t standing in closely packed formations. The strip of meadowland was one hundred and twenty feet long. Although they weren’t dispersed out along the entire length, maybe about sixty feet in the centre, it meant the twelve hobgoblins had to spread the spells to incorporate as many victims as possible. 
 
    Each of those in the fire zone was hit by at least four fireballs, for roughly one thousand heat damage. The hobgoblins followed up by quaffing a Mana potion and launching amped up Flame Bolts at twelve of their victims who hadn’t perished in the wave of fireballs. Between Makas and Vynar they had almost seventy retainers and the hobgoblin ambush killed twenty. 
 
    The fifty remaining angry fuckers rushed back and engaged the hobs who slipped back into the stonework trench. In their haste and anger, they forgot they would still be in range of the crossbow-wielding wood elves. And with Gorvag’s orken forces keeping low when they rolled over the top of the hillock in front they could be seen and targeted, which they duly were. 
 
    The flight of bolts claimed another seven and during the ensuing melee fight with the hobgoblins, the already weakened state of the invaders cost them another six. None of the fallen were Makas or Vynar, but that was just as well. 
 
    “Fuck this, Makas,” Vynar growled at the troll. “This was supposed to be easy. That’s what that bitch, Tamara promised. Why are we the ones taking all the losses?” 
 
    “Gnoll right,” Makas hacked a cough in response. “Makas think, snakehead think we stupid. Makas not stupid. Makas know when he been tricked. Snakehead lies, so does orc. Bet they lie about Lords too, no favour. Want Makas weak so they can backstab. Make slave.” 
 
    Vynar staggered a little at what the troll said. Probably at the depth of thought, as much as the potential betrayal. The gnoll had obviously thought they’d undersold the danger and hadn’t considered the possibility it was all a deception, not that it was. He recovered quickly, though. 
 
    “Yeah, my thoughts exactly,” Vynar lied glibly. “So, uh, what are we going to do about it?” 
 
    “Orc too strong,” Makas remarked as he looked back at Gorvag’s warriors. 
 
    Most of them had either reached the trench or had gone over to the back slope and were working their way over spike pit and chevalier horses at the bottom. The orken backmarkers had noticed what happened to the troll and gnollish groups. 
 
    Balls of fire aren’t exactly subtle. 
 
    And they were calling back to them asking what they were doing. 
 
    “We leave,” Makas said with a snort of disgust. 
 
    Without waiting for a response from Vynar he clambered up the bunker behind him and headed back to the start of the second floor. 
 
    Vynar looked between the troll and the angrily remonstrating orcs on the hillock further forward. 
 
    “Right, I’m with you,” he said to no one in particular, before he motioned what remained of his disciples and subordinate slave dungeons to head back as well. 
 
    Which was just what I wanted. 
 
    I moved the perspective of the viewer to observe Runx informing Gorvag of the bad news. 
 
    “Chief, Makas and Vynar have abandoned the field. What are your orders?” Runx relayed to the orc leader. 
 
    “Unreliable bastards!” Gorvag cursed. 
 
    “Do we go after them, Father?” Genya asked from his side. 
 
    Her eyes radiated fury and she stroked the haft of her battle-axe that was looped in her belt. 
 
    “No,” Gorvag sighed, reimposing his placid demeanour. “We would only lose more warriors. And even if we cajole them into pushing forward with us, we could not trust them. They would be danger-filled deadweight.” 
 
    “What then? Do we turn back?” she asked with a doubtful look. 
 
    Runx bristled at her question. Clearly offended on behalf of his master at the mere thought of conceding the field to me. 
 
    Gorvag put a meaty hand on his lieutenant’s shoulder to remind him of his place and placate him. 
 
     “No,” Gorvag said, turning back to address his daughter. “The Lord’s commands were quite specific. This must be done today. If we left, we would have to re-enter. We would gain little by leaving and mustering those that fell outside back to our side. The dungeon would reset, and we’d likely lose as many returning to this point.” 
 
    Of course, he didn’t know that my lovelies had dragged the corpses of those slain outside into the dungeon, so they would not be returning if they did leave. 
 
    Gorvag surveyed those still under his banner. I could see his lips move as he counted. “A hundred and forty is enough to finish this. We push on.” 
 
    And they did. 
 
    I updated my alternate on the change in circumstances and he prepared to make a stand at the penultimate artificial hill. 
 
    Makas and Vynar wouldn’t be getting away scot-free. Although it was true that I didn’t have anything that could assault them on the way back to my dungeon entrance. They had both forgotten about my warrior women topside, who were very much still in the game. 
 
    Those that had been resurrected would not be allowed to take part, but the hundred and fifty who had survived from earlier could. And I had reinforced them with some of their sisters from the zone six guild outposts for an eventuality such as this. The only thing that could save them is if they somehow didn’t leave my dungeon before the rest day ended and were automatically returned to their own dungeons, which wouldn’t happen. 
 
    The orcs took their time and the wood elves kept them honest but eventually, they neared the penultimate hillock and battle was truly met. 
 
    The wood elves remained standing on the back of the stonework and forced the orcs to advance under shields, with the occasional bolt getting through. Then as the orcs attempted to charge up the mud-filled slope, the dryads put down as many chill zones as they could, which was effective as the wood elf firepower forced the orcs closer together and left them unable to utilise the full length to their best advantage. 
 
    My avatar was in the stonework trench along with the twelve infernal minotaurs and all my melee-oriented disciples. Jessamyn, Nessa and the dryads were behind the woof elf firing line and had marked us in advance so they could Heal when it was needed without exposing themselves. 
 
    Gorvag and his people absorbed everything we could throw at them, but they were disciplined, hardy and motivated. We weakened them but when they reached the lip of the trench, very few had fallen. Plus, they had the melee numbers. I had just over thirty with me, they had one hundred and forty. 
 
    Once they engaged us along the trench line the elves could no longer shoot their crossbows. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer, Nessa and the dryads unleashed their potentially paralysing Ice Blasts as we fought, and the wood elves jumped into the trench with orders to seize the paralysed and drag them over to the backside where they could be murdered by their fellows. 
 
    However, it wasn’t long before the orcs flanked around the front and were dropping into the trench beyond where we fought them. Many of the wood elves still on the back lip pounced and gave us a few seconds longer but they weren’t geared or skilled for melee combat and would be nothing more than minor annoyances for the orc fighters. 
 
    We grew close to buckling, but that was part of the plan. When the infernal minotaurs dipped low on Health they slapped a multi-targeted Hex spell on the mass of orcs. 
 
    That was the cue for me to launch my chain lightning on Gorvag and his command group and then follow it up with a maxed out Lightning Bolt, but that wasn’t aimed at Gorvag. 
 
    I’d been watching him closely over the last several hours and came to the conclusion that he didn’t call Genya his daughter for some weird proxy reason. Somehow, she really was his daughter. 
 
    I also used the DDD to run some physical characteristic comparisons which confirmed this to be the case. I targeted her instead of him and hit the fierce orcess right between the eyes. 
 
    My alternate in the lounge watched as Gorvag followed the path of the bolt and his eyes enlarged with horror as she was hit and flopped backwards down the wet dirt slope like a crash test dummy, lifeless. 
 
    “GENYA!” he screamed and dashed, sliding down the hill, to cradle her limp head on his knees. 
 
    My battlefield avatar heard the cry of pain and loss but didn’t have time to confirm what had happened as Runx took Gorvag’s place on the battle line and swung his axe at my lupine face.  
 
    The infernal minotaurs then procced their multi-targeted Blood Rage on all of us still standing, while Jessamyn and the healers cast their Heal or Regrowth spells boosting the melee fighters back to maximum health before they withdrew to the Core floor as they had been ordered to do. 
 
    Now we went toe-to-toe with the orcs for another full minute and exacted a heavy price in blood and death. But we were outnumbered and, in many cases, technically forty ranks lower than them. One by one we fell like dominoes, including my warwolf avatar. 
 
    Yes, it was a bit of a risk to let my avatar expire. I wouldn’t be able to physically take part in the defence any longer, but in return, we reduced their numbers down to sixty, with all the survivors heavily injured. Plus, I had a good feeling about how Gorvag would react to me killing his daughter. 
 
    Rage. 
 
    Uncontrolled, blind, unreasoning, rage. 
 
    To describe the next, and final, twenty minutes of the invasion as anything other than a one-sided ‘fish in a barrel’ shooting exercise would be to do it a disservice. 
 
    The remaining orcs channelled their leader’s mindless bloodlust and careened heedlessly through the forested sections of the Core floor. I don’t think many of them were even aware of their companions dropping around them like flies or registered the crossbow bolts thudding into their own bodies, slowly depleting their health. 
 
    Gorvag and three others, all dungeon avatars and running on fumes, did make it to the fifth forest chamber. There they fought and were slain by the trolls in warwolf bodies. The army in the second wing didn’t need to get involved but was there in reserve anyway. 
 
    Had they somehow managed to get into the Core room they would have had to overcome Jessamyn, Nessa, Jen’Zadeer and the dryads too. 
 
    Events outside went as smoothly. 
 
    Makas and Vynar had arrogantly exited the dungeon presuming themselves to be in complete safety. They were swamped by my topside forces hiding on top of the grassy mound that housed my dungeon entrance, slain in short order and dragged back inside to face me. 
 
    The invasion was over, and we had prevailed once more. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I dealt with the other dungeon avatars first. 
 
    They didn’t have much to say for themselves and refused my terms as I knew they would. I robbed them of their gear, their disciples, and sent them packing. Fully in the knowledge that I wouldn’t be forgetting or forgiving any of them. 
 
    I threatened that the next week would be a good time to get their affairs in order because I would be coming for them. That last part was a fib on my part, they’d be lucky if I really gave them the full week or even the rest of today. 
 
    Especially Makas and Vynar Scourgemaw. I couldn’t let the pair of them prepare for what was to come.  
 
    Simeon, Nel’Van, and the guilds were going to be busy siting guild beacons next week. 
 
    For my final interview of the day, I retired back to the Banquet Hall and had the inert forms of Gorvag, and his disciples brought in and seated opposite me. My harem either sat or stood around me. 
 
    I snapped my fingers and returned consciousness to the seven orcs. 
 
    As soon as Gorvag laid eyes on me, sitting opposite him with a pair of beauties in my lap and a very smug grin on my face, he bellowed with mindless rage. 
 
    He couldn’t move an inch, though. 
 
    “Is this what it was like when you interviewed me, Alyssa?” I murmured in the bespectacled brunette’s ear, as she was one of the beauties who currently adorned my lap. 
 
    Jessamyn was on my other knee, and Gorvag probably couldn’t see that Fiadh, Yanna, and Yuni were on their knees beneath the table, seeing to my ever-present needs.  
 
    “Hardly, darling,” she drawled with a teasing, tinkling laugh. “I very much hoped you’d find a way around it and ravish me on my desk. I doubt you would appreciate Gorvag’s intended attentions if he managed to do the same.” 
 
    I chuckled at her admission and then addressed the screaming orc. “Oh, hush now Gorvag. Genya is sitting right beside you, alive and well. And she can stay that way if I get what I want.” 
 
    I allowed Genya to speak and the ability to move her arms. 
 
    “Father, I am here,” she gasped when I did, and reached out to take his hand. 
 
    The sound of her voice and the feel of her touch settled that orc chieftain’s hyper-rage, lowering it to a barely contained simmer. If looks could kill I’d have been gutted on the spot. 
 
    “I’m listening,” was all he managed to eke out. The cords of muscle and tendons on his dark green neck taut and flexing, such was his justifiable anger. 
 
    I didn’t have children, yet, but if I had, my fury for any who harmed or threatened them would be equally incandescent. That wouldn’t stop what I was about to do, though, and he really wouldn’t like it. 
 
    “Well, I’m guessing, based on what we’ve seen, that unlike most of those other poor schlubs, you are not bound by the terms of a previous conquest. Therefore, you are in a position to hear my terms and will accept them,” I informed him casually but with stern authority, before continuing. “I should point out that I know Makas and Vynar are similarly unrestrained. And no, they didn’t make it out of the dungeon when they left you hanging. Kind of good news for you on the vengeance front, not so much on the negotiation end of things. I’m sure the treacherous little fucks would jump at the chance to screw you over to save their own hides.” 
 
    A bit of a lie mixed in with some truth, always helps the foul-tasting medicine go down. 
 
    “What do you want?” Gorvag asked begrudgingly. 
 
    “Simple really,” I smarmed. “I want you to ‘fess up as to who put you up to this, and who you are working with. I want names and places, all the dirt. If you play ball, I will let your disciples live. If not, well, you know the alternative. Do you want to lose your daughter to the Infernal Reaches?” 
 
    The final barb sealed the deal as I knew it would. Gorvag didn’t have a choice, not if he wanted Genya’s soul to live on. He nodded his head in defeat. 
 
    “Before you sing like a canary, I have one more thing to say,” I said, and he looked me in the eye. “Tamara the Gorgon.” 
 
    I saw Gorvag flinch visibly. 
 
    “Yeah, I know about her and who knows what else I’m already aware of, so don’t think about getting cute and trying to hold anything back. I hear a single falsehood or omission and the deals off. Do you understand?” I threatened. 
 
    “Yes,” Gorvag grunted angrily. 
 
    There was still fire in his eyes. I may have defeated him physically but not mentally. That blow would come in a few minutes. 
 
    Gorvag talked and gave me everything I needed to know about the cabal the Lords had working for them. They had promised if they did as bid, the Lords would go easy on them during their Divine Challenge. Apparently, the survival rate for dungeons was spectacularly low. The orc gave us names, locations, numbers, strengths and weaknesses. Everything. 
 
    The most interesting tidbit of information, though, was despite it being Timian who originally set them on the path to destroying me, the hurry-up for today’s festivities had come from Jezebel. 
 
    The naughty elf goddess and I would be having words, followed by a thorough spanking. For her, naturally. 
 
    When Gorvag was done, I motioned for Krista and Gadiel to join the orc group on the other side of the table as if they were going to escort them out. 
 
    “I think that is almost everything.” I grinned at him and returned his parties ability to move. 
 
    Gorvag snorted in disgust as he stood and sent the chair he had been sitting on flying, narrowly missing Krista who scowled at the orc with haughty disapproval. 
 
    Gorvag was uncaring and stalked away from the table towards the exit, but found he couldn’t leave, not yet. He was soon joined by his disciples, who were similarly rough with my furniture as they left the table. 
 
    “We do not need an escort. I have done as demanded and we can leave of our own accord. Now release us,” he growled with angry frustration. 
 
    That was true. Once the audience was over the defeated dungeon could return to their dungeon instantly. But I hadn’t ended the audience. 
 
    There was one small item of business left to conclude. 
 
    It was at that point Gorvag recognised that though Genya had risen from the table as his other disciples had, she hadn’t joined him. 
 
    I froze the orc group again and smiled widely. “Now Gorvag, the deal was that I let your disciples, including your fierce, but lovely daughter, live. I said nothing about letting them all leave.” 
 
    The orc chieftain’s eyes enlarged with panic. “No,” he breathed in horror. 
 
    “Father?” Genya said nervously, her confusion plain as she struggled to move. 
 
    “Genya of the Axebone tribe,” I intoned with all the formality I could muster. “I claim you as a disciple,” and smiled kindly at her. 
 
    Krista and Gadiel stepped on either side of her, put their arms through hers and gently, but firmly, guided the stunned orc woman over to our side of the table. 
 
    “You fucking bastard!” Gorvag cried with genuine heartbreak. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” I replied glibly. 
 
    “I will be back,” the maddened orc screamed. “I will rip out your spine and bathe in your fucking blood and take my daughter back.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not going to happen, and you know why. The moment you set foot in here, against my wishes, well, that’s when bad things can happen to your lovely daughter.” 
 
    As I finished my veiled threat, Krista and Gadiel finished guiding Genya over to me and Jessamyn slipped off my knee and kissed her fondly on the cheek. Then she urged Genya to take her place on my knee. The orc girl was too shocked to resist, and her surprise only increased when she got an eyeful of what had been going on under the table. 
 
    The threat was a complete bluff. Genya was mine now and I didn’t give up what was mine, under any circumstances. Gorvag didn’t need to know that, though. 
 
    “Go back to your dungeon. Then when you’ve calmed down, you’ll understand it is now in all our best interests to get along like one big happy family. And that my survival is your daughter’s survival,” I reasoned. “You will be my guy on the inside, Gorvag. Honestly, I’m not a bad boss, who knows you may even come out ahead in the end,” I joked, and snapped my fingers sending Gorvag and his people home before his vituperative, obscenity-laden response. 
 
    I wrapped my arm around Genya’s waist, pulled her into my chest and relaxed, letting my aura flow over her to distract and calm her inevitable upset. “Genya, love, I’m sure you have many questions,” I whispered huskily in her ear. 
 
    The responding scent of her arousal hit my nose like a fucking freight train. I’d smelt ardour from women who had only just met me before, incredibly strong ardour, but this was on another level. Which was unexpected but very welcome given what had happened with her father moments earlier. 
 
    Genya tore the clothes and armour from her body in a frenzy, kicked the ladies tending my cock away forcefully, placed her feet straddling my hips and plunged down, mounting me with a wordless grunt of satisfaction. 
 
    It was good to be the King. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 4.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Jezebel the Silver Lady 
 
      
 
      
 
    I cut my wrist and let a dribble of my essence flow into the sanctified adamantine bowl and mix with the herbal concoction already present. 
 
    The ritual for contacting Devantus Drakonis was utterly ridiculous. None of this was necessary, especially as the interfering motherfucker was undoubtedly watching anyway. But I had to go through the motions regardless. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder. The heavy white, streaked with green, marble doors remained sealed, but I could see the etched seals I had traced upon them pulse with strain. Somebody searched for me, somebody with power much greater than my own. Timian. 
 
    I didn’t have long and healed the shallow cut in my wrist. I stirred the bowl’s contents with the same athame that I used to nick myself and chanted under my breath. 
 
    “Devantus Drakonis. Supreme Dark Sorcerer and Lord of the Unknown Ambits. I beseech thee for an audience as a humble supplicant. All glory to your name and power.” 
 
    “Devantus Drakonis. Supreme Dark Sorcerer and Lord of the Unknown Ambits. I beseech thee for an audience as a humble supplicant. All glory to your name and power.” 
 
    “Devantus Drakonis. Supreme Dark Sorcerer and Lord of the Unknown Ambits. I beseech thee for an audience as a humble supplicant. All glory to your name and power.” 
 
    I felt the seals flex, they were seconds from bursting. 
 
    “Come on you arrogant bastard, answer me,” I begged shrilly. 
 
    Blink. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You called,” the urbane and smug voice of Devantus echoed in my mind. 
 
    I opened my eyes. I was no longer in the small antechamber in the Heavenly Realm I’d taken refuge in. 
 
    The room had narrow braziers hanging from each of fourteen obsidian columns which lit up every part of what I could only describe as an over-the-top throne room. 
 
    The columns were adorned with banners in the same dark green as Drakonis cloak with various stitched images of him in a variety of mysterious poses. A scarlet rug covered the floor of the room and felt soft and welcoming on my bare feet. 
 
    Drakonis sat in a grand obsidian throne with scarlet cushions which matched the carpet. He wore his hooded dark-green cloak and liquid metal armour as he always did, and I felt, rather than saw, his impish grin at my annoyance. 
 
    His legs were spread and between them knelt a naked woman with long silvery blonde hair running down her back. Her ass was a perfect peach shape, and there was the swell of her breasts visible under her arms perched on his thighs as her head bobbed up and down gracefully in his lap. 
 
    I knew my eyebrow had arched with surprise and my lip had curled with disapproval. 
 
    “What?” he sighed with mock umbrage. “Just because I have the power to snuff out suns doesn’t mean I don’t enjoy having my one-eyed trouser snake properly taken care of.” 
 
    Then his laugh echoed throughout the chamber. 
 
    I ground my teeth in frustration at his games and odd phrases that took me a moment to comprehend. 
 
    “Very well,” he chuckled. 
 
    He cupped the chin of the young harlot and urged her to release his member from her mouth, which she did reluctantly with a needy whimper, and stand. Then he spun her around and slapped her buttocks firmly, sending her dashing past me as she giggled lasciviously. She winked as she ran by and licked her lips hungrily. 
 
    He did all this so that I could see, without a shadow of a doubt, that the young woman pleasuring him had been the spitting image of me. 
 
    My face burned with embarrassment, my cheeks a ruddy scarlet that closely matched the carpet. 
 
    What message was he sending me? 
 
    Would that be the cost of his help? 
 
    To pleasure him? 
 
    The very thought chilled me to the bone. Not because I was a prude, but I’d heard stories of what became of his paramours and their unthinking devotion to him. 
 
    Then he laughed uproariously once more at the look of panic in my eyes. 
 
    “I’m only teasing you, Jezebel,” he said lightly when his chuckles subsided. “Your buttons are too easy to push, my dear.” 
 
    “That was a very naughty succubus named Lynnith. She is a very talented girl and her glamours are sublimely perfect, even at a moment’s notice, as you have witnessed. I can introduce you later if you’d like,” he offered. 
 
    I regathered myself and stood straight, determined to ignore his mockery. “That is not why I’m here.” 
 
    “No, I don’t suppose it is,” he commented mildly. “I imagine you have someone else in mind to butter your muffin. She could copy even him, you know,” he suggested with a sly wink. 
 
    “This is not about sex,” I huffed angrily. “I have come to request sanctuary. We made a deal, and your payoff from it can only be met if I survive the coming weeks,” I pled my case with more confidence than I truly felt. 
 
    Drakonis reputation for being mercurial was justly earned and he may no longer care about the consequences of our agreement. 
 
    “Hmmm,” he hummed in a bored tone. “Sanctuary, eh? Let’s see what all the fuss is about.” 
 
    He waved his hand and an image coalesced in the air between two of the obsidian columns. 
 
    We could see the white marble antechamber I had been in moments before. The heavy doors, which I had warded, gave way, and burst open. Timian strode through purposefully, followed by Merrock, Garvax, and Kriger. 
 
    Timian’s face was a thundercloud of wrath, and he kicked the sanctified adamantine bowl, now empty, across the room with such force it shattered the green-streaked marble façade and became embedded in the wall. 
 
    “Where is that miserable, useless, interfering whore,” Timian raged. “She was here. I know it.” 
 
    “I thought you were the one who could see the future, surely you know?” Merrock commented with boredom. 
 
    Even going so far as to pick at imagined dirt under his fingernails, as if that held more interest than current events. 
 
    Timian turned on the turquoise skinned sea god, his eyes glowing with hate. “Do. Not. Test. Me,” he enunciated through gritted teeth. 
 
    Merrock smirked, turned on his heel and walked away. 
 
    Timian was the most powerful of us, but Merrock wasn’t far behind. 
 
    The oceans covered more than half of the worlds that made up the Realms and that gave him power, despite the scarcity of sea-dwellers that worshipped him. Fear of what dwelt in the deeps was a powerful motivator for tribute and sacrifice. 
 
    Merrock was one of the few who believed he didn’t need to fear Timian and his tantrums, even going so far as to actively needle him, like today. 
 
    Garvax and Kriger were Timian’s lackeys which is why they were with him. Merrock must have spotted them in the halls and tagged along to stir the pot. 
 
    “Perhaps she teleported back to the safety of her demesne,” Garvax suggested. 
 
    Timian glared at him before his expression softened from hate-filled to merely incredibly irate. “She couldn’t hide from me there. She has contacted another power who is hiding her. That is what the bowl was for, I’m sure of it, but the identity of her protector is hidden, for now.” 
 
    “Uhhh, my Lord,” Kriger nervously addressed Timian. “Why are we so angry with Jezebel for urging the cabal to act? I know it has strengthened Daxas, but didn’t we want him to make it to the Divine Challenge, so we can you know…” he paused and looked around unnecessarily. 
 
    He is a fucking God. I thought. He ought to be able to feel the presence of another deity nearby. How could these fools have more power than me? 
 
    Kriger lowered his voice and continued. “…face him directly and keep the energy for ourselves.” 
 
    Timian closed his eyes and when he opened them, seized Kriger by the hair and screamed in his face. “Because you fucking imbecile, the bitch went behind my back to speak with Tamara and covered her fucking tracks. Which means she didn’t want me to know until it was too late. This means she fucking knows what we’re planning and didn’t want the wolf cunt to make it to the Divine Challenge. And unless you want the traitorous skank blabbing to the rest of the pantheon, we need to find her and end her. Now.” 
 
    He released the cowering Kriger and turned to Garvax and produced a large amethyst gem from his pocket. “Take this idiot and break into her demesne, you should be able to handle that without me. Drain her adherents of everything, all of them, and funnel it into the gem. Bring it back, I will need the energy to overcome whatever sorcery is hiding her.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Timian?” Garvax questioned. “Direct draining is forbidden. We would be no different than the Infernal wretches.” 
 
    “Needs must and in a few weeks the rest of the pantheon won’t matter, if any of them still exist that is,” he replied with a cruel smirk. 
 
    Drakonis waved his hand and the shadowy screen dwindled from view. 
 
    “Well, you appear to be in quite the predicament,” he understated. 
 
    “Yes, but I had no choice. Daxas would be too powerful for other dungeons to overcome by next week, and when Timian kills him with his true mind present he would have murdered all of us shortly after,” I justified. 
 
    “I understand why you did it, Jezebel. But I’m not sure what it is you expect me to do about it,” Drakonis said calmly. 
 
    “Give me sanctuary!” I cried again; a bit more desperately than I’d intended. “We have a deal for me to speak on your behalf about Daxas in the future. I can’t do that if Timian eradicates me.” 
 
    “True,” he said lazily. “But you did just admit that you were trying to subvert that deal by getting Daxas killed. And if Timian is successful in the Divine Challenge, as you obviously believe he will be, I would get nothing anyway. I’m sorry, I just don’t see what’s in it for me.” 
 
    Then he blew on his armoured fingertips, mocking me with his nonchalance. 
 
    “Please,” I said. “This is my last chance. There is nowhere left for me to go. If you don’t hide me, I’m done…I…I’ll do anything you want,” I begged, genuine tears welled in the corner of my eyes. 
 
    It took all the mental fortitude I possessed to offer him everything and anything, without reservation. Swallowing my shame and self-loathing at my weakness at this moment. Dread and desperation can make you do things you never imagined. 
 
    And he chuckled. 
 
    I debased myself before him. Offered him anything he wanted, and he chuckled. 
 
    The motherfucker chuckled. 
 
    My fear diminished and was replaced by fury and my eyes blazed with white-hot fire. Power surged to my fingertips. If I was going to die, I would do it on my terms in one last futile gesture of defiance at these arrogant, pompous, MEN! 
 
    Drakonis shifted from his relaxed posture and perched on the edge of his throne. He made a gesture with both hands, two fingers closing against his thumb and the energy I’d gathered to blast him to smithereens was snuffed out. “There she is, the radiant beauty within,” he whispered with meaning. 
 
    “Self-pity is an unattractive look on anyone, and you’ve spent far too long wallowing in your own,” he elaborated. “If you want to live, then you fight, and you struggle, and you find a way. That is what life is.” 
 
    I held my peace. I wasn’t sure where this was headed, but maybe my plight wasn’t as hopeless as I’d believed moments ago. 
 
    “You were wrong earlier,” he added conversationally. 
 
    I quirked my eyebrow in question at him. 
 
    “You don’t have nowhere to go,” he explained. “There is one place you can go where Timian is powerless to strike at you. Unless he were to follow and make himself equally vulnerable.” 
 
    “Wait, you don’t mean…” I muttered as my mind spun. 
 
    Devantus Drakonis snapped his fingers and a swirling portal appeared beside us. 
 
    I recognised the high white walls of the City. The Proving Grounds on the ethereal plane. 
 
    “In the Proving Grounds,” Drakonis lectured. “Timian is bound by the Accords, as all the Lords are. Enter with your True Mind and his only option is to do the same.” 
 
    “But we are only permitted to do that for a Divine Challenge,” I argued, not willing to believe. 
 
    “And there is one underway as we speak. Luckily, you were too preoccupied with your current predicament to declare your level of participation. Doing so now…is unorthodox, but technically permitted,” he cajoled. 
 
    “What good will that do me,” I verbalised my internal procrastination “I will be sent back when the challenge finishes.” 
 
    “Have you learned nothing from Daxas, Jezebel?” Drakonis admonished. 
 
    Taking his cue, I mentally examined the Accords with regards to the Divine Challenge and my lips parted with an involuntary inhalation of breath when I saw what he hinted at. 
 
    The Accords only allowed us to enter the Proving Grounds, with our True Mind or otherwise, for a Divine Challenge. But it didn’t specify that it could only be for the current Divine Challenge. Provided I didn’t take part in the one underway right now, I wouldn’t be cast out of the Proving Grounds when it concluded. 
 
    I smiled, but my expression quickly transitioned to a frown. “Why do you want me in the Proving Grounds?” I asked Drakonis suspiciously. 
 
    “Your misgivings about me possessing an ulterior motive, wounds me, Jezebel,” Drakonis sighed theatrically. “You’re right, of course. I have many motives, both ulterior and otherwise. Let us say that we have a pre-existing deal and I need you alive to complete your part of it.” 
 
    I could feel his smugness as he threw my earlier argument back at me. 
 
    He knew I didn’t have a choice, irrespective of my distrust of him. I shrugged in defeat and stepped through the portal to whatever fate awaited me on the other side. 
 
    I may have lost this battle, but I wasn’t out of the fight. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    Jessamyn Wolfsbride 
 
      
 
      
 
    I moved quickly and grasped Fiadh by her braided orange-red hair and tugged her sharply away from the table. The poor orc girl, Genya, had been overwhelmed by my husband’s roguish charm as many others before had been. In her eagerness to mount him, she had been quite rough with the feral berserker woman and the catkin twins, Yanna and Yuni, who had been tending to him beneath the table. 
 
    Fiadh growled and thrashed but I held onto her firmly. 
 
    “Shush, my darling girl,” I crooned into her ear. “The orc didn’t mean anything by it, she can’t help being enamoured and eager to be with our Master, just as you couldn’t when we first claimed you.” 
 
    Reminding Fiadh of her own behaviour when she fell in Daxas dungeon helped calm her down. She may have eschewed speech for the most part and embraced her primitive instincts, but she hadn’t suddenly become stupid. 
 
    Fiadh’s change in behaviour was a conscious choice, albeit one likely driven by guilt for her previous actions. Unlike the rages forced upon her by Kriger’s curse, which were ultimately responsible for the carnage she unwittingly wrought upon her tribe. 
 
    Alyssa had also been dislodged by Genya’s enthusiasm, and she sauntered over to us, petting Fiadh kindly on the side of her head, which further assisted in calming her down. The redhead’s sub-vocal snarling subsided after a moment. 
 
    “Although,” I continued for the new arrival’s benefit. “Genya’s reaction does seem somewhat…extreme.” 
 
    Alyssa glanced back over to the green-skinned woman as she bounced in Daxas lap and chuckled lightly. “It’s a combination of two factors. Partly due to his sexual magnetism, which we are all aware of, but there is also an orc cultural influence. Female orcs are instinctively attracted to the strongest and most worthy warriors of their tribe. It is a powerful behavioural driver designed to keep the tribes, who have a high turnover of populace, viable. 
 
    “Genya has long been able to deny that part of herself because of her father’s unusual longevity for an orc. He had remained the strongest male influence during her life, until he was soundly defeated by Daxas. There is no stronger or worthier mate than our Wolf King and the combo of both factors has left her rather bereft of reason.” 
 
    “Uh, is that usual, her former resistance, given her familial situation?” I asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Do you really want to know?” she replied archly. 
 
    No. No, I did not. The very thought of the implications turned my stomach sour. 
 
    Alyssa chuckled at my distress. “The high mortality rate and the constant raiding and stealing of females between tribes minimises most of the ick factor.”  
 
    But not all, I thought and then shook the disturbing contemplation from my mind. 
 
    “Plus,” Alyssa continued. “Orc males mature very quickly. They are usually full-grown within five years, whereas the females mature at a similar rate to humans.” 
 
    I still didn’t want to think about it. “How long will the exuberant enthusiasm last?” I asked her instead. 
 
    “Not too long, a few hours at most,” she answered. 
 
    I released my grip on the now calmed Fiadh and clapped my hands loudly. 
 
    “Ladies!” I called loudly to get everyone’s attention. “We still have much to do today. It’s time to leave our Master with his new conquest and prepare ourselves for the next steps.” 
 
    There was a chorus of “Yes, Mistress,” from the group and the assembled women trooped out to perform their various gathering or crafting tasks. 
 
    “Alyssa, I’m going to the viewing lounge,” I told her. “Would you care to join me?” 
 
    “Of course, Jessamyn. I expect we’ll find one of Daxas clones in there plotting away with Tenzing,” She answered and put her arm through mine. 
 
    “Come along, Fiadh,” I said to the berserker, and she raced off ahead of us, exiting the banquet hall and running through the grey stone corridors. 
 
    We arrived in the viewing lounge a minute later. All the information Daxas was privy to was displayed on the walls. He did indeed have one of his clones present who was conversing with Tenzing as we arrived. They seemed to be discussing the optimal route for an excursion outside of the dungeon. 
 
    Fiadh had arrived ahead of us and was being cared for by my husband. There were two others already on the black leather couch. Jen’Zadeer and Nessa. I wasn’t surprised the two dungeon avatars had come straight here. But if we were heading out on a mission it would be for the best. 
 
    When Jen’Zadeer had joined us, I had been unsure of her at first and not just because she was a dark elf. Okay, perhaps it was a little bit because she was a dark elf. She had been so arrogant and aloof, constantly attempting to belittle her sister-mates. 
 
    That my husband would tame her was never in doubt, but I’d feared that we would never be friends. 
 
    Things had worked out, though. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer’s natural competitive spirit had found a willing rival in Nessa Fiveleaf. This had dissipated my initial concerns that she would try and challenge me as the alpha female in Daxas harem as soon as she could. 
 
    Crushing her underneath my boot and teaching the dark elf her place would have ruined any chance of genuine camaraderie. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer would have feared me, not loved me. 
 
    I would not have hesitated to assert my position, had it proved necessary, but was grateful that it had not. 
 
    Nessa, on the other hand, had proved the opposite in many respects. 
 
    Initially, she had been quite reserved and deferential to me and my husband. However, once she became surer of her place amongst us, she had proved to be quite the handful. Constantly pushing the boundaries. 
 
    There was no malice or overt challenge in her actions, but neither was there any comprehension of what constituted too far. 
 
    Her manoeuvring could not be allowed to go unchecked. I honestly believed the root of her constant attempts at expansionism was because she was a little bit greedy and impatient. Always wanting to enlarge her ring this instant and not wait her turn or for proper permission. 
 
    She would make a play to incorporate Genya into her ring before long, it was inevitable. Assuming, of course, that she hadn’t tried to seed the idea in my husband’s mind already. I would have to snuff that out quickly either way. 
 
    The orc was too strong and important, and this would cede Nessa too much influence. The wisest course of action was to prevent a threat from developing in the first place rather than scrambling to handle one after its emergence. 
 
    Alyssa moved in close to my ear and whispered. “I can practically hear the wheels turning in your mind, my dear.” 
 
    I smiled at the two dungeon avatars and turned away slightly, heading towards the mahogany drinks cabinet. They waved back, unaware of what Alyssa had just whispered to me. I busied myself mixing up the favourite drinks for those present. This would also give me a moment to speak with Alyssa privately. 
 
    “Whatever do you mean?” I asked her casually. 
 
    Alyssa giggled companionably and put her arm around my shoulder. “Oh, I don’t mean you are up to anything nefarious. Every harem has its internal politics and hierarchy, and the top girl must act to maintain her position, otherwise, those with ambition will seek to take her place. I’m not being critical, you understand. It is necessary and I heartily approve.” 
 
    “Is that so,” I said without further comment. 
 
    I wanted to see where Alyssa was going with this. 
 
    Since she had joined us, Alyssa hadn’t caused any trouble, apart from her occasional pointed wry commentary, but of all the women who had joined us in the dungeon, she was the only person I couldn’t get a good solid feel for. That she had been of great assistance to Daxas, and therefore to all of us, was clear. Why she had thrown her lot in with us was less so. 
 
    “Nessa loves extra cherries in her cocktails, even if there aren’t supposed to be any,” Alyssa said, while dropping a handful of the red fruits into the dryad’s glass. Then she continued. “You are right to be cautious about my motivations, but I can only assure you that I don’t wish to take your place, nor do I resent that you are Daxas’ favourite.” 
 
    Her statement shocked me, and I gasped inwardly ever so slightly. I knew I was his first disciple, but he’d always been clear that he didn’t favour any of us over the others. 
 
    “I know him,” Alyssa went on. “Probably better than he knows himself if we’re being honest. I know all of you as well, though not to the same degree. I needed to have the knowledge if I was to accurately predict his behaviour and act accordingly. In case he was about to break the rules, for example. But that was my former role, now we are all one big happy family.” 
 
    “So, you also have detailed information on anyone Daxas interacted with?” I asked, my curiosity piqued. 
 
    “Jessamyn, darling, I have detailed information on everyone in the Proving Grounds,” Alyssa chuckled. “Or to be more accurate had detailed information on everyone. Since I was removed as his liaison, I lost access to any updates on new arrivals or changes, so my knowledge grows further out of date with every day that passes. And before you ask, I’m limited in what I can tell you about people outside of our group.” 
 
    I nodded thoughtfully as I stirred the drinks. “How does that work? Are you prevented from speaking?” 
 
    Alyssa’s brows scrunched before she spoke. “Not exactly. It is an unusual sensation. The knowledge is there, and I can access it whenever I choose but if I try to act on it in any way it evaporates from my mind as if it never was and whatever I was about to do along with it. Then when the moment passes the information returns like it had been there all along and I simply forgot for a moment. It was incredibly frustrating at first and it took me a while to grow used to the experience, but I adjusted.” 
 
    “But you still know us, correct?” I pressed. 
 
    “Indeed,” Alyssa confirmed. 
 
    “Okay,” I replied. “I presume you are revealing your insight for a reason?” 
 
    Alyssa picked up a Long Island Iced Tea and sipped it, smacking her lips with satisfaction. “Straight to the point. Yes, I have a reason, a good one. We are in for testing times. I am confident, as I’m sure you are, in our lover’s ability to overcome the trials ahead, but the outcome is far from certain. Harmony within will go a long way to improving our odds and naturally I want to help bring that about.” 
 
    “And you would do that by helping me maintain my position?” I asked her leadingly. 
 
    “Yes,” Alyssa answered. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not suggesting you aren’t capable as you are. You have been doing an admirable job long before I arrived on the scene. At first, I thought I might have to prod Daxas a little to nudge you along, but you stepped up of your own accord and developed into a strong leader in your own right. You prevailing remains the likeliest outcome of any internal power struggle, but as this is the most critical phase of the war, it would be best to eliminate even the smallest margins of error.” 
 
    “I see,” I said, pondering her words and sipping on my drink.  
 
    The others could wait until we were finished. 
 
    My preferred cocktail was a tequila sunrise, though it was the name that I liked more than the drink itself. Tequila was not very nice, which is why I substituted it with peach schnapps instead. Daxas laughed heartily when he found out what I’d been doing, but never insisted I call it something else. 
 
    Alyssa waited for me to speak again. “Would it truly be so bad if either Nessa or Jen’Zadeer took my place as alpha mate? I have no intention of allowing that to happen, but they love Daxas and are strong and capable. Surely, our chances wouldn’t be that dissimilar with one of them in charge.” 
 
    Alyssa glanced over her shoulder at them before she answered me. “They have grown close, those two. Which is to the team’s benefit. That would not last if one of them was elevated above the other. Nessa was virtually dryad royalty and the Shadestars are the most powerful dark elf family in the Realms. Their friendly competitiveness would be overpowered by old habits and behaviours.” 
 
    “I see. They can co-exist because I’m a lowly orphaned elf girl. A token figurehead they can mutually accept,” I said with unexpected bitter vehemence. 
 
    Alyssa let loose a tinkling laugh at my distress. Daxas had warned me of her propensity to react that way. 
 
    “Ah, no, Jessamyn,” she said soothingly. “There is nothing lowly about you, and they both know it. Their equality as your subordinates has allowed them to bond, though. But we have diverged from the real reason why letting their inherent ambition get the better of them would be…inconveniently disruptive.” 
 
    “And what would that be?” I snapped mildly. Irritated at her word games. 
 
    Alyssa leaned into my ear. “I already told you. You are his favourite.” 
 
    That word again, favourite. 
 
    “Our husband does not play favourites,” I disagreed with her. “He loves us all equally.” 
 
    “Oh, darling, you know that isn’t true.” Alyssa winked at me. “He is not our husband; he is your husband. He will never wed another. Daxas loves us all, but not equally.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. He has been clear, many times, that he wouldn’t put one of us above the others. I am his alpha mate not because he favours me unfairly but because I fought for the position and made it mine,” I argued heatedly in a hushed tone. 
 
    Truthfully though, my heart was beating twice as fast as it normally did. Was Alyssa, right? I shouldn’t wish for it, but I wanted her to be. 
 
    “I understand your hesitancy, your doubts, and defending your achievements is only natural. My intention is not to devalue what you have accomplished by your own designs.” Alyssa whispered, dropping her usual mirthful persona. “I know what he has said, and he even meant it from a rational perspective. But that doesn’t change what is in his heart. People simply can’t love everyone equally. That would require complete control of their emotions and if they had that then they wouldn’t be emotions. You will always be special in a way no one else can be to him.” 
 
    I’d stopped breathing as she talked, tears of joy welling at the sides of my eyes.  
 
    “If one of the others tries to step up, regardless of what he told you years ago, he would act to keep you in place. He wouldn’t be able to help himself, and that is the true danger. A very public display of his favouritism and their dressing down would create disharmony and ill-feeling. It wouldn’t be anything permanent or insurmountable, we are too close-knit of a group for that, but it would be a distraction when we can least afford it. It would be best for all concerned if we ensure that doesn’t happen, yes.” 
 
    “Is everything alright over there?” Daxas called from the leather couch, a look of concern on his face. 
 
    “Everything is just peachy, darling,” Alyssa lilted back. “Just a bit of girl talk. We’ll be over in a minute.” 
 
    “Good,” Nessa added. “I’m getting thirsty over here. Make sure to put in plenty of cherries.” 
 
    I gave the cheeky dryad a stern glare. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer rolled her eyes and gently elbowed Nessa in her ribs. 
 
    “Please,” Nessa gulped. “Jessamyn, can you put extra cherries in my drink that you are kindly making me out of the goodness of your heart. Pretty please with a cherry on top.” 
 
    The dryad shot me a winsome smile. She had picked up that parting phrase from Daxas at some point, but it was an apt use and I almost smiled in return. 
 
    “Better,” I said loud enough that she could hear me. 
 
    Alyssa and I had almost finished our drinks as we talked, and I decided a top up was in order. It would do Nessa good to wait a while longer for her impertinence. 
 
    As I mixed, Alyssa spoke again, once more revealing her intimate knowledge of us. “Your musings on Genya are accurate. It would be best to include her in your coterie.” 
 
    I nodded my head. “I agree.” Then made the quick decision to challenge her. “Tell me, Alyssa, if you know us all so well, have you not considered taking my place yourself. Surely you could accomplish such a thing, and wouldn’t that be easier than working through me as an intermediary?”  
 
    “An excellent question,” she started, her customary sardonic amusement returning. “And I have an excellent answer. Pure selfishness. I could supplant you, of course, and in such a manner that it wouldn’t endanger any of us. But Daxas would never be the same afterwards. He would not be the same man I adore without you being the one standing closest at his side, he would be a lesser version. I don’t want the biggest portion of a cheap steak; I want the prime cut. If that means accepting you will always get a slightly bigger piece than me, I can live with that.” 
 
    Then she leaned in close to my ear, her smile wide and mischievous. “You might be his unspoken favourite, but I’m a very close second.” 
 
    Alyssa pulled back and winked cockily. I couldn’t help returning her confident grin with one of my own. 
 
    “My second piece of advice is don’t stop building your support structure after Genya. Doling out followers in an even manner between the three of you made sense when there were fewer than a dozen women in the dungeon, and the pair of avatars had hardly any direct support. 
 
    “However, if you let it continue that way your position will be visibly weakened if they then jointly disagree with you. Our byword is prevention, not cure, after all. The new arrivals were hastily assigned to the various dungeons. While some have bonded with their assigned dungeon mistresses, many have not.” 
 
    “Go on,” I urged Alyssa. 
 
    A couple of minutes later Alyssa had finished relaying her thoughts on the matter and we wandered over with a tray of drinks which we distributed to the group. 
 
    “What have we missed?” Alyssa asked. 
 
    Daxas grinned impishly at us and took the drink I’d made for him. It was something he called Blackbeard. Spiced rum in a pint glass filled with stout. Half the mixer was supposed to be a fizzy drink from his home world, Cola, but Daxas preferred to leave out the non-alcoholic element in favour of more stout. 
 
    He said it tasted better that way. 
 
    No matter how often I tried, I couldn’t adapt to enjoying the taste of stouts. Karragh, on the other hand, would match him pint for pint.  
 
    He answered Alyssa after taking a deep draught of his drink. “I’ve made the decision to strike back at some of the dungeons today. Specifically, Makas and Vynar. It’s in our best interest to weaken the cabal now before they have a chance to strengthen their defences for next week. We can eliminate the coerced orc dungeons during the week with the guild beacon workaround.” 
 
    Alyssa smiled and sat down. “I concur,” she said. 
 
    Daxas continued. “Tenzing has been doing his sterling work as usual and plotted out the optimal route for us to take.” 
 
    “Thank you for the compliment, Daxas. But it wasn’t anything that anyone here couldn’t have accomplished,” Tenzing said quietly. 
 
    Tenzing was always so modest, but he did so much for us, and we were lucky to have him on our team. “Nonsense, Tenzing. Your work is always exemplary and extremely efficient. We might have been able to figure it out, but we’d have lost time in the process,” I told him. 
 
    “Speak for yourself, I would have been just as fast, if not faster,” Alyssa teased. 
 
    “That doesn’t count,” Nessa huffed. “You are both made from the same stuff. You’re like brother and sister.” 
 
    “Sibling rivalries are the worst,” Jen’Zadeer sighed. “Believe me, I know. My bitch sisters sacrificed me to this place because I was prettier than them.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure that’s the reason,” Nessa retorted with her implied disagreement. 
 
    “Enough, settle down everyone,” Daxas said firmly. “We are still on the clock. We should have enough time to finish these guys off, but that doesn’t mean we have any to spare. We will split into two teams, Jessamyn and I will lead the first team to the troll’s dungeon. Nessa and Jen’Zadeer, you will co-lead the assault on Vynar. We will split the eligible life-seeded soldiers between the groups.” 
 
    Nessa raised her hand. “Not to second guess you. But those are very large parties. Shouldn’t Jen and I split up and maybe clean out one of the nearby orc dungeons as well?” 
 
    “I thought about that,” Daxas responded. “But there is still a slim chance that another dungeon could sneak past our defences and attack, recalling the life-seeded soldiers mid-delve. Should that occur I don’t want any of our groups weakened to the degree they may have to retreat.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Nessa said. 
 
    This was a golden opportunity to put my recent discussions with Alyssa into action. 
 
    “On that note,” I said to the group, but focused my gaze on Nessa and Jen’Zadeer. “For excursions such as this, some of the disciples assigned to your dungeon floors will be joining our party. Yanna, Yuni, and Teotune will come from Nessa’s dungeon. Jovebella and Sarrass will be reassigned from Jen’Zadeer’s. Also, Genya will be coming with us.” 
 
    Both dungeon avatars frowned at my pronouncement. Jen’Zadeer lips even parted to voice an objection but was stymied by my husband. 
 
    “Good point, Jessamyn. Those are sensible reallocations. I only have one change; Genya won’t be accompanying us. Not on this mission at any rate, but she would be a good addition to our party for the future.” 
 
    “Too busy getting busy,” Nessa joked. 
 
    “Well, that too,” Daxas smiled. “However, my primary concern is we don’t know what other spies this cabal has in place. Genya being seen in our company would reveal the leverage we have over Gorvag. His allies may learn of his failure today but perhaps not the full extent. If there is any chance that we can use that then I want to preserve the possibility.” 
 
    “Not that I want to seem disagreeable, love,” Alyssa drawled. “But Tamara is a seeress, which means Timian can contact her directly. The chances he is unaware and doesn’t inform her are slim.” 
 
    “True,” Daxas answered. “Except that it was Jezebel who instigated today’s attack. A chance remains, even if it is razor-thin.” 
 
    Alyssa bowed her head, ceding the point. 
 
    “Excellent,” Daxas said and turned to Nessa, Jen’Zadeer and me. “Can I trust you gals to get the troops ready for departure in ten minutes? Alyssa and Tenzing, I’m going to leave a clone here with you. Most of the dungeon updates are already keyed in but we need to go over the perk and spell options.” 
 
    “Of course, Daxas,” Tenzing said. 
 
    “Expedition time!” Nessa cried excitedly as she jumped up from the black leather couch and poured the remaining cherries from her glass into her mouth. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer rose gracefully as well and offered me her hand which I took. “Commiserations on getting the pestilence dungeon.” 
 
    “It’s ever the healer’s burden,” I mock sighed and the three of us laughed as we exited the viewing lounge and went to round up the other disciples and life-seeded mobs. 
 
    The moment reminded me that even though at times I might have to be sneaky and suspicious of my sister-mates to maintain my position, we were still friends. More than friends.  
 
    Daxas, Alyssa, and Tenzing were already in deep discussion about the perk options available as we left. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    My eyes lingered on the swaying behinds of my three lovers as they made their way out of the room, laughing at a joke I hadn’t quite caught. I could use the DDD to replay the conversation and find out, as everything was recorded, but wouldn’t invade their privacy in such a manner. 
 
    I trusted them implicitly and didn’t need ‘Big Brother’ levels of oversight for every aspect of their lives. I liked being in charge, but I wasn’t some abusive control freak. 
 
    “Perks,” I said to my two remaining companions. 
 
    “Yes, Daxas. You have jumped from rank twenty to thirty-five so have two major perks that you need to select. Jen’Zadeer’s dungeon now being officially rank thirty-three means she also provides two perks for selection. Nessa’s dungeon is now rank thirty, one rank short of providing a second, so you have a total of five.” Tenzing informed me. 
 
    Alyssa followed up with a big smile. “Although you had multiple perks to assign last week, as each came from a separate source you didn’t break the system. This week you have, you naughty pup.” 
 
    “Oh, really,” I said in surprise. “I thought the Accords had locked down this area fairly tightly, reducing my wiggle room.” 
 
    “That was true last week, Daxas,” Tenzing replied. “But not this week. As Alyssa noted, last week each of your major perks came from separate sources. Therefore, you were prevented from using multiple perks on the same upgrade path. 
 
    “Now, as you have two from the same source, we are technically in territory not covered by the Accords. As such, once you make a perk selection the next option will become visible even though the selection will not be locked in until the end of the day.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying I can make a selection and then see what else becomes available after and then withdraw that selection and look at something else?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, Daxas,” Tenzing replied. “The only limitation is that you can only apply two of your perks to a single enhancement path at day’s end. But you have enough perks that you can view all the way to the end of the chain. I’m sorry we could not tell you this last week.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Tenzing. I’ve grown used to the shackles they’ve put on you both. I’m surprised the Arbiter is allowing this, though.” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t say he is allowing it,” Alyssa chuckled. “This is a direct result of a change he approved and didn’t think through. That will be Timian’s influence within him at work. Arrogance and overconfidence in equal abundance. You can’t be expected to choose blindly and the necessitation for him to maintain balance will have forced his hand.” 
 
    My laughter reverberated throughout the viewing lounge. 
 
    I had already taken the Advanced Leatherworking, Enchanting, and Alchemy perks last week. That had allowed me to upgrade my workrooms to the advanced versions. 
 
    The advanced workrooms reduced production time by twenty-five percent, gave you a passive skill boost of plus five to the associated skill throughout the dungeon and allowed me to purchase advanced resource rooms. 
 
    Advanced resource rooms improved the quality of what we could harvest from them compared to the basic versions. 
 
    The next upgrade for each crafting path was for the Superior Workrooms. 
 
    These offered similar benefits as their advanced counterparts. The crafting speed bonus was increased to fifty percent and the passive skill boost became plus ten. Superior resource rooms would also become available to purchase which would further improve the quality of everything we harvested. 
 
    After that, the upgrades for Leatherworking and Metalworking virtually mirrored one another. The fourth selection would allow us to craft standard armour that could be equipped on mobs that weren’t based on Realms races and provided a dungeon-wide one percent bonus to the chance that something crafted would be of masterwork quality. 
 
    They diverged for the fifth permitted upgrade. Metalworking allowed you to construct weaponry as well as armour for regular mobs and increased the masterwork bonus by a further one percent. 
 
    Leatherworking instead had a raft of restrictions on accoutrements for mobs lifted as well as the masterwork boost. Up to this point, we had been limited to only making saddles for beasts that were large enough to be ridden. The ban on what they could wear would be removed and let us get a bit more creative. 
 
    The sixth and final upgrade for both paths was the same. Everything the earlier paths had unlocked could now be made from better quality materials and therefore would be enchantable. And the masterwork bump went up to three percent. 
 
    Alchemy and Enchanting had the same masterwork bumps for each level but a bit more variety in what the upgrades provided. 
 
    For Alchemy, upgrade four allowed you to start making Poisons and Venoms which could be applied to weapons. Poison and Venom vials could be purchased but the upgraded workshop gave you access to some alternatives from the standard damage over time poisons and venoms. You had a selection of options that inflicted negative status effects in addition to damage and potions which could be applied to beasts making their natural attacks venomous. 
 
    Upgrade five lets you create potions that cut the cooldown between quaffed potions to seven and half minutes from fifteen. 
 
    Finally, the last upgrade allowed you to create dual-purpose potions. There were a lot of combinations, and the only rule was that you couldn’t combine like with like. So, we couldn’t combine two Mana potions to make one that doubled the return. 
 
    There were two drawbacks to the process. Each potion had to be made separately and then mixed, effectively trebling the usual production speed. Also, when they were combined there was a twenty-five percent chance that the new dual potion would be a dud and do nothing. 
 
    The only saving grace of this niggle was you would know once it was complete that it was a dud. Also, the masterwork benefit of the constituent potions would not be passed on if they were used. But the new mixed potion would have the same chance of being labelled masterwork as any other potion we made. 
 
    I quickly figured out this could actually be an advantage. It meant if we only used non-masterwork potions to do the mixing, we would effectively be getting a second chance at producing something labelled as masterwork. 
 
    Enchanting upgrade number four would allow us to place a single enchantment on ammunition for ranged weapons. This would stack with whatever enchantments were applied to the firing weapon. 
 
    The fifth enchanting upgrade meant we could make enchantments that could be applied to official traps and their triggers. Again, like ammunition, we were limited to a single enchantment on both. Anything applied to the trigger would not carry over to the trap when it was sprung. This was unfortunate but did provide opportunities to conceal the triggers more effectively. 
 
    The sixth and final upgrade allowed me to make enchantments that could be applied to mobs. Tenzing confirmed this included my life-seeded mobs and any of my coin-bought servers stationed topside. 
 
    The single enchantment limit was applied because ammunition, traps, and mobs didn’t have a quality type to degrade. The recipes for these enchantments differed from the standard recipes we’d been making so far, and you would not be able to use them on armour and weapons, just as the armour and weapon enchantments couldn’t be used on traps and ammo. 
 
    If any of the new special enchanting crystals were touched to an already enchanted trap or piece of ammunition, then the existing enchantment would be replaced with the new one. 
 
    The best part was these external adjustments did not affect the dungeon power rating of the trap or mobs.  
 
    These were all very tasty upgrades and I wanted them all. 
 
    Under normal circumstances, as dungeons would only get ten major perks, this would be impossible. To get on the path in the first place you needed to take the crafting perk, then it would cost you five more to get to the end of any of the crafting paths, leaving you four at most to spend on one of the alternatives. 
 
    Although I couldn’t get to the end of any of the paths today because I could still only distribute up to two upgrades on any single path, we could still strategise about the best method of doing so. 
 
    Most of the other options had limited usefulness to me now. Increasing my dungeon power or the number of soul shards was pointless. I could do that for myself by buying or expanding rooms in my dungeons and I’d be annihilating dozens of dungeons and harvesting their shards in the very near future. 
 
    Dungeon Creature Knowledge I’d learned could be achieved through conquests and therefore was covered. Disciple Advancement was equally covered. I didn’t need new ways for my disciples to gain experience when they would get plenty from my rapacious activities. 
 
    Spellcraft, Combat, and Quest Giving would be of very limited use to me these days. 
 
    That left Dungeon Laws. 
 
    This was the only perk I might consider implementing, but not until after I had exhausted the crafting paths. There might be a few things in there that I could utilise to stymie the Divine Challenge. 
 
    We would see when I got that far. 
 
    “Well, I think we can all agree that my perks are going into crafting,” I said after I finished displaying and reading through all the options.  
 
    “Indeed,” Tenzing said solemnly. 
 
    “Of course,” Alyssa lilted. 
 
    “Any advice or are you still being forced to stay quiet?” I asked. 
 
    “After you,” Tenzing said to Alyssa and bowed his head slightly. 
 
    “Such a gentleman,” Alyssa giggled. “Now that we have privacy, we don’t need to be quite as circumspect. Yes, in addition to the five perks you can assign today you will need fourteen more to complete all four paths. You are due five more, Jen’Zadeer five and Nessa six if you all make it as far as rank ninety-one. 
 
    “Sixteen more perks, so it is doable even if you don’t expand the number of dungeons under your direct sway. However, if you progress by even a single rank next week you will trigger the Divine challenge. That won’t stop you from accruing further ranks and perks, but you will be on the clock and may struggle to get them all before the Lord’s strike.” 
 
    “What you’re hinting is that if I conquer more female dungeons, I can speed things up,” I laughed. 
 
    Alyssa smiled winsomely at me and squeezed my thigh. “I didn’t tell you to do that, but now that you mention it, that would be an effective method of moving things along.” 
 
    “You don’t need to provide much encouragement on that front,” I told her and caressed her hand that rested on my leg. 
 
    Tenzing coughed at that to get my attention. A wise move by my blue buddy, otherwise, we’d be apt to be distracted with more physical matters. 
 
    “If I may,” he started. “From a technical standpoint, I would advise using two of your perks to boost your Metalworking to superior and then the remaining three to improve the remaining three skill paths to superior as well.” 
 
    I was about to object when Tenzing raised his hand to forestall me. “While I understand that you might be eager to begin enchanting ammunition or brewing new kinds of poisons and venoms there is a practical concern to be careful of. The paths can only have the perks from a single dungeon applied each week. If you let any of the paths fall behind there are no guarantees you will get the required multiple perks from a single source to catch them up later. The best way to ensure you get all four paths maxed before the Divine Challenge is to build them up evenly.” 
 
    As usual Tenzing’s advice was practical and invaluable. He had saved me from myself on several occasions. If the multitude of ideas I had of what I could do when all four paths were maxed were to come to pass, I would need to show a little patience. 
 
    Again. 
 
    I fucking hated being patient and that was why I couldn’t have done this without him. 
 
    “Wise words, as per usual. It shall be as you suggest,” I said with mock formality, which elicited a beaming grin from my best friend. 
 
    “There is more,” Tenzing said and then looked at the ceiling as if he was concerned about something lurking up above. 
 
    “The Arbiter is not watching T,” Alyssa assured him. “And although our true self can’t help but know what we are doing, he isn’t going to act. My connection to the entity hasn’t been nixed as much as yours, so I would know if we were about to cross a line. Honestly, I think he rather approves of what we’ve been doing here.” 
 
    “Thank you, Alyssa,” he said and then turned back to me. “Technically, we can’t tell you what achievements you will get for taking these perks and building the associated rooms. However, we can extrapolate from previous achievements you have attained and present what the achievements will likely be.” 
 
    “More than extrapolate, love,” Alyssa added. “Guarantee.” 
 
    “Let’s have a look then,” I said. 
 
      
 
     Resource Cultivator 9 
 
    You have built ten or more superior resource rooms before reaching rank 41. As a reward, you are granted a minor dungeon perk. Your resource rooms are 30% larger. Collected resources have a 75% chance to be one quality level higher than they otherwise would be. Superior quality resources have a 75% chance of the resource quantity doubling. Mining, Gathering, Hunting, Farming speeds improved by 50%. 
 
      
 
    Master Crafter 10 
 
    You have built four superior workrooms before reaching rank 51. As a reward, you are granted a minor dungeon perk. Weapons, Armour, Potions and Enchantments you create have a 4% increased chance of being labelled as a masterwork. Masterwork items have superior stats or effects. 
 
      
 
    “Not bad,” I commented. “Four percent chance of items being masterwork is pretty good.” 
 
    “It’s actually much more than that,” Tenzing corrected me. “You get 0.1% for every rank in the skill you have, and the rooms provide a passive boost of ten ranks, giving you an extra one percent on top of that four. Then you have your natural scores which give you an extra 4.5-5.5%, so for you, the current chance will be 9.5-10.5% depending on what you are crafting.” 
 
    When Tenzing took a breath from his explanation Alyssa picked up the baton. “And with the shortened crafting and gathering times your advance should accelerate. The best part though is that those masterwork bonuses for the fourth tier of upgrades and up are not specific to that skill. It is dungeon wide. Once you have all of them and power your skills to one hundred the total bonus will be 27%. Higher for Karragh’s metalworking thanks to her Daxasian blessing.” 
 
    I rubbed my hands together and grinned. It wouldn’t be long before my armies were equipped in all masterwork gear. 
 
    Next on the agenda, I reviewed our options for new spells. 
 
    Tier three allowed some pre-existing spells to be replaced by a ‘Greater’ version. The spells we had that could be changed in this manner were Summon Beasts, Armour Breaker, Flame Fists, Frostbite, Agility Boost, Stone Skin, Electro Claws, Poison, Infernal Talons and Bless. 
 
    If you paid for the spell, it would replace the existing tier one spell in your repertoire. The new greater version would retain any tier two upgrade you had previously paid for on the original, but you would be unable to upgrade the spell again until the fourth tier. There was a restriction on that, though. You couldn’t replace the lower-tier version of the spell if you had already added a third-tier upgrade to it. 
 
    That potential cheat had been foreseen and removed. 
 
    The advantage of taking the greater version was that it improved the spell in a manner that upgrades could not achieve. 
 
    Take my Summon Beasts spell for example. 
 
    The tier one version summoned rank one beasts to fight for me. I could use a tier upgrade to double the rank and make my summons rank two beasts instead. Not bad, but the Greater Summon Beasts replaced rank one summons with rank five for the same mana cost. Then if I applied the upgrade to double the rank it would net me rank ten animals to fight at my side. 
 
    Having reached the fourth tier I did precisely that. The change cost me three points to replace the original spell with the greater version. Then a further six to add the double up. The spell now being tier-three did mean future upgrade costs would be higher, but it was well worth it. 
 
    The new spell looked like this. 
 
      
 
    Greater Summon Beasts 3 (Life) 
 
    Cost: 10 mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
 
    Description: 1) You may summon power rank ten beasts to fight by your side. The number of beasts summoned equals (spell power/10 rounding down). The beasts will remain with you until slain or for ten minutes. 2) When one of your beasts is slain there is a 50% chance it will revive at full health. 
 
      
 
    When I reached the fifth tier, I would enhance the ‘Fallen Fight On’ upgrade so the chances of my beasts resurrecting for a second bite would become one hundred percent. 
 
    This went from being a marginally useful spell into a full-on battle-winner. 
 
    In fact, I was so gobsmacked by its ultimate potential I grimaced with chagrin in dawning frustration. Although I could and would give this to as many of my people as possible, we shouldn’t use it. Not yet, at least. 
 
    This was something that had to be held back if possible until we unleashed it during the Divine Challenge. 
 
    “Tenzing, if we take the greater version of a spell, could we still cast it as the original?” I inquired. 
 
    “Why, yes you could, Daxas. But why would you want to do that?” 
 
    I explained what I’d just been thinking through to both my advisers. 
 
    Alyssa answered for them both with a pensive look on her face. “That is an astute observation, my love. One I must agree with. Not using this spell to its full ability might make some of the work you need to do up above over the next few weeks trickier, but you definitely don’t want to reveal the extent of what can be achieved with it before time. I can confirm that nobody in the history of the Proving Grounds has ever improved the spell in this exact manner. Life dungeons, as you know, have a short life expectancy so it’s not that unexpected. 
 
    “The closest equivalent is the Summon Undead spell in the Death domain. However, the Greater Summon Undead version doesn’t increase the rank of the undead that can be summoned, instead, it greatly increases the number of summoned skeletons or zombies.” 
 
    “More of an army of the dead, kind of vibe,” I commented. 
 
    “Indeed,” Tenzing said. “Necromancers like to employ swarm tactics. They are effective against the weakened or ill-disciplined. However, practisers of the deathly arts tend to be individualistic power-hungry people, rarely willing to share. I can’t imagine one of them allowing their minions access to such a spell. Moreover, I believe the summoning of much higher ranked beasts to be quite a bit more deadly. Higher ranked opponents often have the armour that renders the low-ranked undead much less effective. I concur with you; this is something best kept under wraps for the time being.” 
 
    With that agreed, we knuckled back down to investigate what we could use in the short term.  
 
    Most of the other greater spells did something similar to Greater Summon Beasts, increasing the base damage or effect which could then benefit from the double-up upgrade. I worked my way through the character sheets of my disciples and life seeded creatures enhancing their spells. 
 
    Not everything was good news, though. 
 
    Up until this point the tier shifted upwards after every ten ranks. From the fourth tier it became every twenty ranks and then it would top out at tier six when we reached rank seventy-one. There were not ten or more tiers and very few additional spells. 
 
    Of course, the fourth tier also provided some brand-new spells that I distributed to the relevant people. 
 
    The Life domain received Camouflage. A spell that would be situational in its usefulness but would come in very handy in the right circumstances. 
 
      
 
    Camouflage 1 (Life) 
 
    Cost: 10 mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
 
    Description: While under the effect of this spell you blend in with your surroundings. You will be difficult to spot. Movement and the rank of observers affect the efficacy. Duration: Until spotted. 
 
      
 
    The new spell for the Lightning domain was Electrified. 
 
      
 
    Electrified 1 (Lightning) 
 
    Cost: 20 Mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
 
    Description: Your body and the surrounding area becomes electrified to enemies. All enemies within (Spell Power/10) feet take 5 electrical damage for every second they remain in range. 
 
    Duration: 1 minute  
 
      
 
    By itself, the spell was not all that great but when you factor in that I had upgraded both my Lightning Bolt and Chain Lightning spells with the lightning rod special effect and doubled its proc rate to one hundred percent, then I was building a juicy damage dealing combo. 
 
      
 
    Lightning Rod: Hit targets have a 100% chance to become a Lightning Rod. Damage from Lightning sources doubled. Target will absorb 25% of Lightning damage from other sources within 10 feet. 
 
      
 
    Attacking a group that had been struck by Chain Lightning could create a devastating cascade. Plus, once I went up another tier, I could add the lightning rod effect to Electrified as well and debuff my targets first and then slap them with the direct damage spell to massively increase the damage output. 
 
    The fire domain got Wall of Flame. 
 
      
 
    Wall of Flame 1 (Fire) 
 
    Cost: 1 Mana for each 5x5 section. 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
 
    Description: Create a wall of flame within your line of sight. Any passing through the wall will take Heat damage. 
 
    Duration: 5 minutes 
 
      
 
    I gave it to Jessamyn but didn’t bother adding it to many of the hobgoblin’s repertoires. They didn’t have as many points for improvement. Maybe once I had maxed out the usefulness of Fireball, I would put this one in for all of them too, though I rather doubted it. 
 
    Destruction received the Vorpal Weapon spell. 
 
      
 
    Vorpal Weapon 1 (Destruction) 
 
    Cost 10 Mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
 
    Description: Limbs struck by Vorpal weapons can be severed if enough damage is inflicted or numbed for 1 minute if the strike deals damage and is not considered glancing. 
 
    Duration: 10 seconds per point of spell power of the caster. 
 
      
 
    This went straight into Jen’Zadeer’s spell list. 
 
    The Wind domain had the spell Leap. 
 
      
 
    Leap 1 (Wind) 
 
    Cost: 10 Mana 
 
    Recast Cooldown: 1 minute. 
 
    Description: Leap (spell power*10) feet in a single bound. 
 
      
 
    A simple spell but one that could be very helpful given the right circumstances. We didn’t have many Wind users on the team apart from Tabitha, but I was thinking of adding it further down the line for our melee front-liners so they could bound over shield walls and cause chaos from behind. 
 
    There were several other fourth tier spells that I passed on for the time being. Infernal had Protection from Sanctified and Sanctified the opposite. We’d take these before the Divine Challenge but right now they would be a waste of points. 
 
    Frost had a spell called Frozen Encasement but it was a protection spell you cast on an ally so they couldn’t be harmed but they would be unable to attack either for its duration. 
 
    The Earth domain received Quicksand and the Fluid domain Control Fluids. Neither helpful to us at the moment. 
 
    After the events of the week, all my disciples had levelled to their current maximum of thirty-five. This gave the core group over one hundred points to be allocated which meant I was able to upgrade all their existing spells, add in a couple of the newer ones and dump about twenty points into their Mana or Spell Power. 
 
    My newer recruits were ranked in the mid-twenties when I brought them into the fold, and most had around fifty points available to spend. For each of them, I concentrated on giving them a suite of utility spells, either Life or Sanctified, and some attack-based spells from a single element. 
 
    One thing that Alyssa suggested which I hadn’t realised earlier was that you could reassign which element was your primary or secondary when you incorporated the second. 
 
    Not very helpful for me, but it was for Karragh, Tabitha, and Eina who had affinities for Earth, Wind, and Fluid respectively. By switching the element they had an affinity for from primary to secondary we could save the mana costs on spells. 
 
    Doing it this way meant the element they did not have an affinity for would have the regular mana cost and the affinity element would be doubled, but this would then be halved because of the affinity, thereby returning the spells to their original casting cost. Casting two spells that had a natural cost of ten mana each the old way would use twenty-five mana. Five for the primary element and twenty for the secondary element. The other way around the cumulative price was twenty, ten for each. 
 
    Although Krista did have an affinity for the Death domain, with it being diametrically opposed to the Life domain nature of the Lair it made taking spells from the domain less than optimal. Her affinity reduced the quadrupling to a mere doubling of the cost of the spells but there were no must-haves on the list to justify wasting points on expensive to cast spells. 
 
    All the changes I wanted for the dungeons and my mobs had already been keyed-in and after confirming the purchase of the new workrooms my perks made available I had only one item of business left on the agenda. 
 
    I opened a tab on the DDD that I’d had little reason to bother accessing for several years. The dungeon totem tab. 
 
    Almost every active totem had been freshly gained today. 
 
    Most of those I’d previously gained through my victories were now on the deactivated list, as the dungeons where they had been related to were no longer part of the Proving Grounds. This wasn’t a surprise; I’d been personally responsible for many of their executions. 
 
    What did surprise me was the burst of satisfaction in my heart when I noticed that Maladosh was still alive and kicking. He’d been a Merman I’d faced in the semi-finals of the first gauntlet tournament I’d participated in. He would likely have defeated me had a poisoning from his previous bout not been carried over and had been killing him slowly while I stayed out of sight until the end. 
 
    His misfortune has been responsible for my first meeting with Jen’Zadeer. How different things may have been had that not occurred. 
 
    He had ascended to rank seventeen in the intervening period which was practically meteoric by anybody’s standards barring mine. At some point, Maladosh had discovered the totem I’d been using to tax his experience gains and destroyed it. 
 
    That didn’t bother me at all. The income from the taxation was a fraction of a percent of what I earned from my dungeons. However, due to my achievements, I’d been granted two totems in all dungeons and as I’d made no changes to the second one it remained undiscovered. 
 
    I wondered how he was getting on and asked Tenzing to remind me to contact him later. But right now, I was focused on one of my newest totems. Specifically, Gorvag’s. 
 
    Most of the available functions were a bit on the naff side, but one of them did allow communication between the DDD’s of the dungeons where your totems were active. I used this now and upgraded it to allow for a visual conference. 
 
    Once installed I gave my reluctant ally a ring. 
 
    Alyssa and Tenzing had been able to give me assurances that my dungeon’s privacy clause would make these conversations unseen by unwanted eyes. 
 
    Essentially, because half of the conversation took place inside my dungeon the entirety of our interaction was considered privileged knowledge. 
 
    There had to be a way to abuse that somehow, but I’d not had long enough to mull it over and come up with something clever, yet. 
 
    It took Gorvag several minutes before he answered but when he did my viewing screen displayed his big, green, ugly mug, large on the wall. It had focused on his face, but I knew what he saw showed him a panoramic view of the lounge with me relaxing on the black leather couch, Alyssa under one arm and a fresh pint of Blackbeard in the other. 
 
    Tenzing was sat a few feet away from us. 
 
    I had to resist the urge to address him as Gorvag the ball-bag. It wouldn’t have set the right tone for this discussion. “Gorvag, I know it’s only been a couple of hours, but I just wanted to check in with you,” I said instead. 
 
    “Where is my daughter?” he yelled. 
 
    “She is indisposed,” I replied. 
 
    Gorvag’s cheeks darkened as his anger with me escalated. “I want to see her now.” 
 
    “No. She is my disciple, not yours, and she will do as I wish. You appear to be under the illusion that you can give me orders. I had been of a mind to offer you the use of this two-way link between our design tables to speak with her later. That was before you overstepped,” I barked back. 
 
    This was a bare-faced lie. I never had any intention of letting him converse with Genya. Orcish anger was reliable, though. I knew he’d give me enough shit that I’d have the excuse to deny him access as a punishment. That ought to help bring him to heel. 
 
     “I will tear out your heart if you are defiling my daughter,” he growled in response. 
 
    It was no surprise he picked up on the ‘she will do as I wish’ part of my statement. 
 
    “Gorvag, I know I have a reputation, one well earned, but I’m sitting here in front of you. How could I be defiling anyone?” 
 
    Both technically true and very much not at the same time. Other me had moved Genya from the banquet hall to the bedroom and was happily defiling her, repeatedly. 
 
    “What do you want?” He snapped instead of answering my disingenuous barb. 
 
    “Not much,” I assured him. “You might be gladdened to hear that Makas and Vynar’s time amongst us is drawing to a close. My subordinates are leading my forces to extinguish their participation in the Proving Grounds as we speak.” 
 
    Both teams had made their way inside the respective dungeons about thirty minutes ago. They’d met stiff resistance which was to be expected but nothing that led me to believe they would not prevail. 
 
    “My presumption is that the subordinate dungeons that accompanied you today either answer to you or them directly. And that with them out of the picture there is no one else who could relay events in the dungeon to your cabal but you. Is this correct?” 
 
    “You have the right of it,” he responded reluctantly, after a moment’s introspection. 
 
    Alyssa had been allowed to tell me as much, but her information was a little out of date. Makas and Vynar being part of the cabal had been a new development for example. There was always the possibility one of their slave dungeons would be in contact with the rest of the cabal. It was good to know this was not the case. 
 
    “Excellent. Then you will report back to them a slightly amended version of events. Keep the details of the ambush outside the entrance in your report. There were too many delver witnesses to hide it. Gossip spreads faster than a wildfire and it’s too great a risk that they could hear about that from other sources. If you left it out it would be very suspicious. 
 
    “You can report back that Makas and Vynar turned tail and ran but leave out that they didn’t make it. This will make the next lie more believable. Tell them you were forced to retreat because of their unexpected abandonment and that they slew several of your enslaved dungeons in the process and that you suspect I made them a better offer. Do not under any circumstances reveal you have lost Genya to me. Can you communicate with your allies as we can?” 
 
    “No,” he answered after a pause. Then he sighed before continuing. “We usually meet face to face on rest days. Taking turns to host one another, but we can send messages via the design tables during the week.” 
 
    “And your subordinates can’t do that with them?” I verbally prodded him. 
 
    “No, they can’t. The facility only becomes available when you have entered another dungeon’s sanctum. The other avatars have not been. Also, they are not my subordinates or slaves for that matter. The terms of their conquests were specific. They were to bend all their efforts towards destroying you. We had not anticipated that we would need to get involved ourselves. Once conquest terms are in place, new ones can’t be forged until the old ones have been completed.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said. “Do you know the terms of those bound to Makas and Vynar?” 
 
    “Not the specifics. Although as you have assumed, the terms are likely akin to slavery until those two shit-rags make it out of the grounds,” Gorvag sneered. 
 
    This was much as I thought and confirmed my belief that we would have to expunge all the orc dungeons. Although to be fair I was probably going to do that anyway. I didn’t much care about why they had tried to kill me, they had and that meant I would end them. 
 
    “Well, they won’t be doing that. Update the rest of your group with the false information and I’ll be in touch during the week with phase two of my plan. Dismissed.” 
 
    With that, I severed the connection between us and downed the rest of my drink. 
 
    Alyssa stood, took the empty, and shimmied away to get me a refill. 
 
    Meanwhile, I brought up the footage of what was happening with my attack forces assaulting the dungeons on my behalf and absorbed the full memory transcript of what my other clone-self had been up to with Genya. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Explicit Interlude 5.1 
 
    (This mini chapter contains explicit sexual content. If that’s not to your reading taste you can skip on to the next chapter without missing any story elements.) 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Genya, I’m sure you have many questions,” I whispered huskily in her ear. 
 
    My words brought the orc’s attention back to me and away from her departed father. The scent of her ardour assaulted my nose with a righteous fury. 
 
    I was familiar with the effect my aura had on women. With the various achievements I’d earned over the years the aura’s strength had gone stratospheric. However, at some point, around about when it reached five hundred, it stopped increasing the natural horniness of those most easily affected by it. After that, the scope of whom it could affect widened and those who were previously less inclined would come under its sway. 
 
    Not that they were compelled to act in any way. All it really did was heighten passions and smooth out any pesky ruffled feathers their natural attraction to me might have raised. Stuff like ‘this bastard just ran roughshod over my father and made him his little bitch’. 
 
    It was a convenient excuse to ignore the plethora of ‘reasons’ for why they should reject me and allowed them to choose what they really wanted, unfettered by those concerns and pressures. 
 
    Which was to ride stick on the Daxas muscle car. 
 
    The bouquet of Genya’s desire was the most powerful I’d ever encountered. I didn’t know why and right now I didn’t care. 
 
    She pulled away from my grasp and started to disrobe as fast as orcishly possible. I’d have to introduce her to the inventory removal method trick later. 
 
    I didn’t have to worry about removing my clothing. Although I had a loose white shirt on, my bottom half was already bare. Between my legs, Fiadh, Yanna, and Yuni knelt on the cobbled flooring. 
 
    The tawny-haired cat-girls were each suckling on one of my semen-filled balls and the fiery red-haired berserker’s head bobbed up and down the length of my shaft. 
 
    Genya finished stripping and I drank in the sight of her. 
 
    Her skin was pine green which was a slightly lighter shade than most other orcs. She was an inch or two above six feet with long, lustrous, jet-black hair tied back in a simple topknot. Her muscles were well defined without being masculine and she had several faint lines of scarring across her body, signs of the battles she had fought before her death. 
 
    Her face had been spared those battle-won badges of honour for the most part. The sole exception being some bobbling on the bridge of her nose where it had been broken multiple times. Only a small part of the tip of her lower canines extended past her lower lip and there was a slight groove on her upper lip where they pressed against it. 
 
    I barely had a second to absorb her feral beauty when she leapt upon me. I’d been seated and the claws of her hands dug into my shoulders as she balanced in a crouch on my thighs. 
 
    Once she’d settled into her perch Genya kicked backwards with her right leg and slapped the sole of her foot onto Fiadh’s forehead. 
 
    The strike wasn’t a donkey kick, so it didn’t hurt her, but was firm enough to shove the berserker woman’s head back. My erect dick popped out of her mouth and sprang up, tapping Genya’s densely muscled behind. Fiadh’s sloppy saliva spattered the bottom of the table and the two cat-girls who were sucking on my balls. 
 
    Genya lifted her butt and quickly guided my iron rod into place using the curve of her shapely ass. The tip of my cock nestled into the crack of her moistened folds and without a word Genya pushed her hips downwards until they contacted mine with a meaty slap. 
 
    Had I been human she would likely have done me a serious injury. Instead, my enhanced musculature held my penis in place, and it refused to be bowed. With a pleasurable grunt our bodies found the path of least resistance and her warm snatch engulfed my length roughly. 
 
    I seized hold of Genya’s hips as she ground herself upon me and whimpered with uncontainable desire. Fiadh snarled from below the table at her earlier mistreatment and for a split second I thought this could go horribly wrong. 
 
    “Fiadh!” Jessamyn called out to her sternly. 
 
    Jessamyn reached under the table and gripped Fiadh by her braid and hauled her out as Genya’s hips rose and fell on my cock. My wife, having taken control of the upset savage woman, comforted her softly as Yanna and Yuni extricated themselves from under the table as well lest they be kicked away also. 
 
    This left me able to fully appreciate the activity taking place on my lap. 
 
    With me supporting her hips Genya eagerly bounced up and down on my rod. 
 
    “Yesss,” she whispered breathlessly. “So…uh…strong.” 
 
    Genya’s pine green chest bounced before me. She had the physique of a female MMA fighter. Sculpted muscle and modest breasts. Her areolae were a green so dark they were almost black, with small nipples the shape of tic-tacs.  
 
    She may have had a body better suited for the battlefield than the bedroom, but nevertheless, there was a shapely femininity beneath her warrior queen appearance. Her warrior’s soul had a beauty all its own that called to the kindred spirit of violence that lived within me. 
 
    I leaned my head forward, extending my elongated tongue and licked her tits as they moved before me. Genya moaned even louder. 
 
    Keeping my left hand in place on her hip I ran my right across her taut stomach and fondled her breast as I passed. My hand continued to slide its way up past her shoulder until I gripped the back of her neck. Genya, eyes closed, had been grinding herself frantically on my cock. 
 
    I pulled on her head to bring her lips to mine, she resisted, her brown eyes flew open and grinned widely at me. There was a look of challenge in her piercing gaze. 
 
    Peripherally I was aware the rest of my harem had exited the room while Genya had been pounding away on my stiff rod. I grinned back at her and flashed my canines. My left-hand shifted position and got a meaty handful of her glutes. When next her hips slammed into my thighs, I held Genya in place and didn’t let her rise any further. 
 
    I levered up and out of my chair aggressively, sending it crashing backwards into the bar. I held Genya against me for a moment and smiled as she glanced about trying to figure out what I was up to. I loosened my grip on the back of her neck and grabbed onto her loosely tied black hair instead. Then, while still sheathed within her, slammed her down onto the wooden oak table with force. 
 
    Genya let out a little puff of breath, but her grin grew even wider at the rough treatment. Her winding was more from the surprise than any real harm. Her strong hands moved from my shoulders, and she braced them in position on my pectorals. That glint of challenge in her eyes undiminished. 
 
    “If your master wishes to taste you lips, then that is what he shall do,” I growled down at her. 
 
    Genya’s tongue slipped out of her mouth and ran along the inside of her upper lip. “Make me,” she growled with need and desire. 
 
    They’d been her first real words during this sexcapade. Part challenge, part command. My cock flexed inside her from the erotic thrill. Conqueror and conquest entwined. 
 
    “With pleasure,” I grunted. 
 
    I pushed my chest down, Genya kept her hands braced against my pecs and tried to hold me back. A delighted smile crept onto her face as her elbows gave way amd I inexorably broke past her resistance. 
 
    I could have grabbed her wrists and pulled them out of the way, but this would be better. She needed to use all her might to resist me and still be overcome. 
 
    I must confess that I was cheating a little. Genya was over rank fifty and many of her points had gone into strength while I’d been funnelling mine into spells. The orcess was technically physically stronger than I was at this juncture. But this was my dungeon and when not in combat I could be as strong as I wanted to be, regardless of what my stat sheet said. 
 
    After a few seconds her elbows contacted the hard wooden table, and our faces were mere inches apart. 
 
    “I win,” I growled. 
 
    “Claim your prize,” she husked back at me. 
 
    Her arms slipped out from under my chest and wrapped around the back of my head as our lips collided together with feverish intensity. Our tongues lashed against one another hungrily as we were caught up in a whirlwind of lust. 
 
    It may sound bizarre but claiming the orcess lips was more thrilling than being balls deep in her cunny in that moment. Although I was doing both, so it’s not like I was missing out. 
 
    Her surrender during the tumult of lust tasted ever so sweet, and I would treasure this moment for the many years to come. 
 
    My hips went back into motion as I recommenced thrusting into the grasping furnace of her sex. Genya emitted a keening moan from the side of her mouth as her lips were locked to mine. 
 
    Her legs wrapped around my waist and pushed with great strength, urging me deeper with every thrust. 
 
    Her pussy gripped my cock like a vice, and she panted rapidly between kisses. There was an urgent need for the culmination of this coupling from both of us and I saw no reason to delay. 
 
    My pounding hips increased speed and the aching flex stiffened my cock as I closed in on my climax. I rammed my member in as deep as it could go as my orgasm ripped through my nethers. Cum surged from my twitching balls and finally I broke our kiss and snarled to the rafters of the hall signalling my total victory. 
 
    As my seed started to flood the entrance to her womb Genya matched my primal scream with one of her own. I felt the waves of pressure from her vaginal wall as she demonstrated her power and strength extended to every muscle group. 
 
    As the twitching in my sack subsided, I relaxed my grip on the orcess and returned to lavishing her lips with kisses from mine. Genya’s pussy had seized up with my cock sheathed within her. Right now, I couldn’t pull out even if I wanted to. 
 
    This was a very good sign. 
 
    Alyssa had filled me in a bit on orc physiology and mating habits. While in some species the penis would swell in size to prevent removal in orcs it was the woman’s vaginal walls that enlarged and spasmed, locking the male in place. 
 
    Basically, unless you had the lovemaking skills to ding the orcess bell, somebody else could come along and take your place. Without saying a word Genya had expressed her very deep satisfaction of our fucking. 
 
    “Is it painful?” I asked her as I stroked her face gently with the back of my hand. 
 
    What was happening inside her was something akin to muscle cramp and that could hurt like a bitch, my assumption was this could be equally painful. 
 
    “A little at first, but you barely register it through the pleasure. Then by the time that falls away the muscles are already starting to relax,” she whispered, her eyes boring into mine. 
 
    “You are not at all what I expected,” she said after a moment. 
 
    “And you aren’t the first to find that out,” I told her, and she laughed heartily in response. 
 
    A minute later and her clenched vagina relaxed sufficiently that I could withdraw without having to yank myself out violently. 
 
    Genya stared up at me through her thick eyelashes, uncertainty clouding her gaze. I’d seen that look before and knew exactly what to do to dispel any ludicrous notions of inadequacy. 
 
    Without a word I picked her up from the table and threw her over my shoulder and carried her from the room cave-man style. When we reached the boudoir, I threw her down on the silk sheets and she squealed delightfully. 
 
    Time for round two.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    It’d been half an hour since my party had dismounted from our warhorses in front of the entrance to Makas’ dungeon. The entrance was just over the border, in zone eight. Given his nature, it hadn’t been much of a surprise to find the troll’s dungeon was located in a copse of sickly-looking trees. 
 
    What leaves the trees possessed had their healthy green growth blighted by black and brown patches. The bark had deep cracks which oozed a disturbing, almost fluorescent, yellow sap tainted with black flecks. The ooze was eerily similar in appearance to the mucous Makas spat all over the floor of my dungeon. 
 
    Thankfully that foulness was removed from my floors when the run was finished. 
 
    Makas’ dungeon, named with almost no imagination The Plague Forest, represented the Death domain and Pestilence sphere. His speciality was something called Diseased Bite. 
 
    The dungeon law diseased bite imbued a two-fold effect. All mobs inside would have the chance of transferring a disease to delvers if they were bitten, even if the mob didn’t naturally have that ability. If they were natural carriers, then they could potentially inflict an even stronger variant of the disease they were afflicted with. 
 
    Secondly, all infections that came from a bite source would be more virulent. They would last longer and gained a limited ability to stack. 
 
    Fortunately for us, the dungeon law didn’t make the afflictions any more difficult to remove or ward against. However, this was a rank sixty-one dungeon, which meant the mobs inside could pass on some nasty shit, so not getting bitten too often would be a high priority. 
 
    In addition to sixteen of my disciples, the party was rounded out with Shelly and seventy-two of my life-seeded mobs for a total of ninety delvers. Due to the nature of the dungeon, I made the executive decision to pad the team with more infernal minotaurs than hobgoblins. 
 
    The stamina stat was a big part of your natural capacity to resist or shake off afflictions. And the minotaurs had that in spades compared to the hobgoblins. 
 
    We might miss some of the firepower that the subbed hobs possessed, but part of my decision was based on the debuff the Plague Forest would be operating under. As they invaded me first, were defeated, and then refused my terms, the denizens of this dungeon were under a hefty penalty. 
 
    All sources of damage against us were halved. And this was before any damage reduction from our armour was applied, so this would be significantly more beneficial for us. 
 
    But the purge spells of our healers remained second tier until tomorrow, so this influenced my decision to favour padding the ranks with tankier options who could ride out the more virulent afflictions for longer. 
 
    And as the minotaurs would be the most likely to get bitten, we would be able to rotate the front line more frequently with more of them in the party. 
 
    Makas, like most other dungeons apparently, had collapsed all his earlier floors, so we only had a single floor to traverse. With only one floor the golden path rules meant it had to be at least twenty distinct chambers. However, it also meant that Makas had invested heavily in expanding the size of these chambers. 
 
    After we entered it became clear that dungeon-naming conventions weren’t the only area where Makas ingenuity came up sorely lacking. There had been no imagination in his floor design. The rooms were an advanced room type that replicated the kind of environment that the dungeon had been placed in. 
 
    Diseased and rotted woodland. 
 
    It was a slow slog, as the sickly trees in the woodland were covered in thorns coated in the same yellowed sap I had spotted outside. 
 
    Scratches from these thorns inflicted a rank one disease, Dendropox. This particular infection wasn’t dangerous on its own per se, but it did inflict a stackable fatigue status effect. 
 
    The ground was covered in wet, slippery mulch which did create difficulties for the minotaur’s mobility as they were less agile than the dryads and hobgoblins. 
 
    We encountered only a handful of mobs in these early chambers, despite their large size. Each chamber had two small packs of rabid hounds which attacked us. The frothing dogs were the size of Great Danes with patchy grey fur and maddened red eyes. 
 
    However, they weren’t difficult to deal with. I would guess they were a rank ten mob at best. They were physically weaker than my dire wolves but had the potential to infect their victims with rabies, the effect of which would be enhanced by the dungeon law. My followers were more than strong enough to deal with them in such low numbers 
 
    The greatest danger they posed was that those engaged in combat with them couldn’t be as careful of the thorny projections from the afflicted foliage as they otherwise would have been. After the first wave of attacks, we took to smashing down the trees in our path as best we could when the hounds braying alerted us to their imminent assault. 
 
    The thorny branches continued to be an impediment. Makas had obviously learned a thing or two about slowing adventurers’ progress to maximise his participation experience yield. Unfortunately, that did present a difficulty in our given situation. Time did not stop for rest day invasions and most of the twenty-four hours had elapsed before we came inside the dungeon. 
 
    For me and the disciples in the party that wasn’t much of an issue. We would be allowed to continue until the run’s conclusion, whenever that might be. 
 
    For the life-seeded mobs, it was a trickier proposition. I had more than a few dungeon entrances dotted throughout zone seven and they weren’t all directly controlled by my two guilds and my plans for next week excluded their removal. 
 
    Simeon and Nel’Van knew not to send any of their people in until they got the go-ahead from me, but we wouldn’t have long before an unaffiliated group made their way into one of them. 
 
    Especially if certain parties with a track record for interference managed to prod some people into action. When that happened the life-seeded would be recalled automatically, whereas my disciples and I had the option to let our physical representations in our dungeons run on autopilot. 
 
    We had cleared the first three chambers, and if we kept going at this pace it would take almost four hours to get to the end of the floor and then we’d likely have another hour on the Core floor. That would take us past the end of the rest day. 
 
    Holding up my hand in a prearranged gesture, a communication channel was opened with the watchers back in our dungeon. 
 
    “Tenzing, what kind of progress are Jen’Zadeer and Nessa making?” I asked. 
 
    There was a delay of a few seconds before my big-eared adviser answered. “Much better than yours, Daxas. Although they have more chambers to complete, Vynar’s dungeon is not designed to slow progress in the same manner as Makas’. In fact, due to Vynar’s nature as a disaster dungeon, his chambers are relatively small and intended to bunch delvers together to maximise the effect of his environmental traps. The damage penalty has left him particularly vulnerable.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” I said. 
 
    “Are you thinking about turning back, Daxas?” 
 
    “No, we will up the pace and push onwards.” 
 
    “You heard him,” Jessamyn called out to the party. “If you have more than one application of Dendropox, report to a dryad for cleansing, otherwise, cycle out of the front line until you shake it off naturally.” 
 
    I nodded my agreement with my alpha mate. There was no cooldown on casting the Purge spell, but if we removed Dendropox every time it was applied it would burn through our healer’s mana quickly and quaffing mana potions to replace what was used did have a cooldown. 
 
    It was just sensible to reserve the spell’s use for when the status had stacked a few times as they could all be removed with a single cast. A single application of Dendropox wasn’t too debilitating for our minotaurs, and their high stamina meant they would often shake it off within a few minutes without any magical intervention required. 
 
    We pressed on through seven more chambers, each largely the same as what had come before. 
 
    The exit for each would always be in a different place, but that uniformity of variance assisted me in picking the correct direction for us to go most of the time. If the previous chamber had the exit to our left, the next would have it to our right and then after that, it would be dead ahead. It was only after the dead ahead chamber that there would be a genuine fifty-fifty chance, we might go the wrong way first and then traipse back to the other side of the chamber. 
 
    What was more concerning was that based on my observations of their size, each of these chambers had to be contributing at least two hundred, if not more, dungeon power for Makas to use and the two packs of five rabid hounds only accounted for a hundred in each room. Assuming they were worth ten DP each, it could be a little less. 
 
    Which meant he had saved up at least a thousand from the first ten chambers for later. 
 
    That ominous feeling intensified as we made our way through the next five rotting forest rooms. The décor remained the same, with the possible exception that the mulch on the dying forest floor was deeper than before. What changed was there were no more rabid hounds, and seemingly no replacements for them. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” I whispered to no one in particular. “Can you smell anything?” I directed at the two cat-girls Yanna and Yuni. 
 
    “Lots of things,” Yanna replied. 
 
    “Mostly, death, rot, and infection,” Yuni continued in their twin double act. 
 
    “It is overpowering, Master.” 
 
    “The befouling sweetness of putrescence is masking all other smells, Master.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought. I’m having the same difficulty,” I confessed. 
 
    Yanna’s ear pricked up suddenly. “What is that?” 
 
    She had heard something, her sister’s ear perked up in the same fashion as they listened intently. 
 
    “Everybody stop,” I commanded. 
 
    When the minotaurs ceased clomping through the detritus and smashing thorny tree branches out of our path, I focused my aural attention in all directions. 
 
    Quickly I picked up on what Yanna had heard. There was a wet rustling coming from all around us. My golden yellow eyes zeroed in on the mulch around us and then I saw the movement. Not just in front of us, but on all sides and even from where we had come. 
 
    “Something is hiding under the crap on the ground and it’s all around us” I warned the group. 
 
    My squad reacted like a well-oiled machine. The hobs and dryads closed ranks in the centre and the minotaurs formed a circular shield wall. 
 
    By the time they had finished adopting their positions, the movement under the mulch was obvious to all. There was a growing chattering hiss coming from our unseen opponents and I wracked my brain to see if I could identify its source. 
 
    The sound was loud enough for everyone to hear and Teotune placed it first. “Rats. The damned room must be filled with rats, hundreds of them.” 
 
    I turned in a circle, peering as far as I could in all directions. Teotune was correct. Everywhere I looked the dead leaves and twigs were being shuffled by the passage of rodents beneath. 
 
    We were too deep into the chamber to retreat. The ground we had passed over was in as much tumult as the rest of the chamber. But the grand size of the room did give us an offensive opportunity. “Hobs, all sides. Blast these pests with a maxed-size fireball.” 
 
    Following my orders, the twelve hobgoblins spread around the circle and scrambled up onto the backs of a minotaur in the shield wall. Once on the shoulders of the bull-men they unleashed a fireball, sending the spell which once cast looked little different from the smaller Flame Bolt deep enough into the sickly woods that we wouldn’t be caught up in the blowback. 
 
    This was where the infected nature of the woods came in handy as the hobgoblins were able to chuck the fireballs the necessary distance. In a healthy woodland, the dense foliage would have obscured their target points sufficiently that they’d have to reduce the size of the fireball and therefore its coverage. 
 
     The spells struck the ground and exploded in an impressive sound and light show. The rippling wave of heat they produced washed over us, forcing many to blink from the sudden dry heat. Due to the Fireball spells was mildly explosive nature, a decent quantity of the diseased, composted vegetation was blasted high into the air, particularly at the impact sites. 
 
    The rodents concealed below were similarly blown in all directions. A few of the charred bodies landed close enough to our encircled position that I could get a good look at them. 
 
    The rats were larger than those I used in the basement wings of my dungeons. Their teeth were longer and protruded prominently from their jaws. The area around their beady eyes was caked in the weeping crust of a pus-like substance they exuded. Despite the burns on the bodies, I could tell their black fur was mange ridden. 
 
    “Plague rats,” Tenzing’s voice confirmed in my ear. “Daxas, be careful, I don’t think the hobgoblin’s attack has been as successful as you would have hoped.” 
 
    Tenzing’s warning proved unnecessary. 
 
    The top of the mulched floor had been singed by the flames the hobs spell had produced, but the stillness beneath only lasted for a couple of heartbeats before the ruffling recommenced. I realised with a sinking feeling that the dampened detritus which covered the plague rats had insulated many of them from the intense heat and flames of the fireballs. 
 
    The top layer had been scorched and likely killed or severely injured any rats within, but the lower layers, apart from where the fireballs struck directly and caused more devastation, went untouched. We had thinned the numbers of the rodent assailants, but if the incensed chattering were any gauge, there were plenty more coming. 
 
    I had to make a quick decision and decided prevention was better than cure. 
 
    “Dryad squads A and B surround us with chill zones, one foot thick surrounding our position,” I ordered. 
 
    The chilly blue of the spell settled in front of us as the movement beneath the mulch reached us. The chill zone spell had a thirty-minute cooldown. I’d organised the dryads into four squads of six. C and D squad would hold back and therefore retain the use of the spell for later if it was needed. But that did mean squads A and B would have to expend more mana to complete the circle. 
 
    Ideally, this would kill every rat that got within the zone. However, with their current gear, the dryad’s spell power was a little over one hundred, which is how much cold damage the rats would take when they entered the zone. I knew via my clone connection, as he had immediately examined the stats for the beasts, that this would be insufficient to kill any plague rats that had been insulated enough from the fireball blast earlier. They had a stamina of ten, which translated into two hundred health. 
 
    Plague Rats were a dungeon power two mob, unlike regular rats which were four for a single point of DP. Most of that increase in cost was down to the virulent pestilence they carried. 
 
    Septicaemic Plague Carrier: Those bitten by a carrier of septicaemic plague have a 25% chance less their resistance (minimum 5%) of contracting this rank two disease. The infected are afflicted with the Weakness (1) Rot (1) and Gangrenous (1) status effects. The three status effects may stack and have separate save checks. Every minute that you are infected with septicaemic plague another infection check is made. Failing the check will add another stack of the negative statuses.  
 
    The nastiness of septicaemic plague was offset by its relatively low infection rate. However, the diseased bite dungeon law doubled that rate to fifty percent less resistance instead of twenty-five with a minimum of ten percent. The three negative statuses it inflicted would also be at rank two, no longer one. 
 
    Rot I was familiar with having been on the receiving end of a ghoul’s halitosis breath during my first Gauntlet tournament. Rot (2) doubled sources of necrotic damage and reduced healing by twenty percent. The rot status synergised well with Gangrenous (2) which inflicted ten necrotic damage every ten seconds, which would then be doubled to twenty if both were active. 
 
    The last status was Weakness (2) which reduced all physical stats by twenty percent. 
 
    Then there was the stacking, which would suck balls. 
 
    Any of us who failed the septicaemic plague check twice would see the negative statuses rise to rank three if they hadn’t already been removed. Another three failures on top of that and it went up to rank four and so on. 
 
    This was where Weakness really hurt as most people’s natural resistance to disease was based on their stamina which would be further lowered with every stacked escalation making them even more susceptible to future failures. 
 
    Cleansing the septicaemic plague wouldn’t remove the negative statuses at the same time. But if a person wasn’t currently infected then that increased the frequency of saves they’d get to naturally slough the statuses off as well as increasing the likelihood that those saves would succeed. And it removed the subsequent infection checks. 
 
    All further thoughts fled as the susurrating detritus approached from all directions and made contact with the chill zone that encircled our position. From beneath the layer of rotting leaves came a horrendous hoarse squeaking from the mouths of dozens of plague rats reacting to damage from the spell. 
 
    In response, the surviving pestilential rodents burst forth from their moist concealment into the murky light of the chamber. There were a few gaps in their swarming attack indicating the dryad’s spell had killed some of the foul little bastards, but many had survived. 
 
    What’s more, I could see that the rustling of the mulch behind this first wave continued unabated. There were more coming. 
 
    The minotaurs slammed the bases of their tower shields into the rotten earth. This would force the plague-ridden rodents to either make for the gaps in the wall where the minotaur’s hammers and axes awaited them or try to scamper up the lengthy shields and attack their throats and heads. 
 
    The hobgoblins and my disciples formed a secondary ring inside the minotaurs, ready to attack any rats that made it through the wall or step in and spear a rat that went high. Jessamyn and the dryad healers formed the core of our circular formation. 
 
    Everything started well for us. The first group of rats unthinkingly scurried for the inviting gaps the minotaurs had left for them and they were smashed and sliced to death before they got close enough to bite anyone. As did the second group and the third. 
 
    You couldn’t precisely say they were coming in waves. It was a constant assault that waxed and waned in strength but never fully relented. 
 
    After thirty or more seconds the gaps between the shields began to fill with the carcasses of slain rats making it even more difficult for the fresh arrivals to get inside. Added to that the movement in the rotten mulch further away appeared to finally be subsiding and our victory seemed assured. 
 
    Makas’ gamble had failed, and in the exhilaration of the moment, I allowed myself the pleasure of grinning widely and barking out a whoop of joy. 
 
    Which was a monumental rookie error. It was the equivalent of a sports broadcaster announcing the team in the lead can’t possibly lose this now when there was still ten minutes on the clock. 
 
    The universe gets off on punishing arrogance and overconfidence. Back in the viewing lounge, my clone held his head in his hands at our foolish pride. 
 
    I didn’t have long before the universe revealed its plan to fuck with me. The soggy earth beneath my feet shifted ever so slightly. I almost missed it with my attention focused on the outer ring, as was everyone else’s. It was just enough that I glanced down and scanned inside our bull fortress. There was movement everywhere within the ring. The cessation of the rustling of the forest floor around our position wasn’t because we had killed all the plague rats. They had simply gone deeper, making their passage less noticeable. 
 
    “They’ve gone beneath us,” I bellowed at the top of my lungs. 
 
    No sooner had the sentence left my lips than more than a dozen mounds of mulch pushed upwards violently. Erupting from the centre of these mounds came a swarm of plague rats. At least three hundred came pouring out of the hastily ploughed burrows. 
 
    At the same moment, one last surge of plague rats sprang from the mulch outside the circular chill zone and threw themselves at the minotaur line, effectively locking them in place. 
 
    The rats immediately went on a rampage as they emerged within our ranks, attacking and biting every person within the inner ring. They either scurried about frenziedly nipping at people’s ankles or launched themselves from the rotten forest floor to cling onto our backs gnawing with their oversized teeth at every opportunity. 
 
    The bite wounds themselves inflicted little damage when our armour and the dungeon defeat penalty was taken into account. The problem would be the infections and accompanying statuses. 
 
    It was absolute pandemonium. With the rats inside our circle in large numbers, our tight formation became a hindrance. My double-headed maul, while great for inflicting huge amounts of damage, was too large to wield effectively so I fell back on using my natural claw attacks. 
 
    “Dryads, drop the chill zone spell and minotaurs push forward. Then everyone reposition. Back-to-back,” came Alyssa’s clipped ‘suggestions’ from above. 
 
    Her orders were followed as best they could be. 
 
    The spells were dropped early, and my force spread out quickly, which gave us more room to work, and the business of rat slaying began. I swung my claws and cleared a particularly deformed and mangy beast from Jessamyn’s back and she smiled fondly in response. All around us others performed similar actions and gradually Alyssa’s orders were followed as duos or trios formed covering one another. 
 
    There were a few exceptions. Fiadh was let loose and with more room, she scrambled through our ranks kicking and punching rats as she chased them down with wild abandon. Karragh followed in her wake swinging her hatchets and keeping any rats off the redheaded berserker’s back. 
 
    Yanna and Yuni joined me in using their natural claw weapons and pounced on the rodents that came near them or any of their close compatriots. 
 
    Spears stabbed, swords sliced, and staffs whacked at our nimble feral attackers and slowly but surely their numbers depleted. No fresh rats emerged from the burrows and the minotaurs finished off those involved in the frontal assault and victory was in sight. 
 
    My joy at our success was tempered by what had occurred and the decisions I’d been forced to make during the battle. 
 
    There had been so many rats that made it inside our circle, and everyone had been bitten frequently before we killed them off. Their teeth had found their mark on me more than twenty times and I’d been infected with septicaemic plague three times. But I had resilience to boost my natural resistance ensuring most bites failed. However, apart from Shelly, none of the rest of my people had that advantage. 
 
    As the battle had progressed members of our force collapsed to the ground. The sheer number of infections and the stacking of Weakness had crippled them and robbed them of the strength to stand or fight. In these cases, the plague rats were canny enough to seize any such opportunity and swarmed the fallen to pile on the punishment. 
 
    My people reacted swiftly when one of their fellows dropped and were quick to move in, clear the rodents from them and then pull the prone individuals into their protected groupings. After the first faller, a dryad, had been pulled free her sisters started to cast their Heal and Regrowth spells to try and keep her alive, but Rot robbed those spells of much of their efficacy. 
 
    “Stop casting on those who’ve gone down. Conserve your mana and cooldowns for those that can be saved,” I hollered out triage instructions reluctantly. 
 
    It was a difficult decision and one that pained me as I was essentially sentencing those who went down to death and for some, this would be permanent. 
 
    Over the course of the short battle, we lost two of my human warrior disciples, Clarice and Letitia. They would be okay provided we finished the conquest of this dungeon. However, the seven others that were overwhelmed were life-seeded mobs, one of them the hobgoblin I affectionately nicknamed Grizzlor. For them, there would be no return. 
 
    I’d get the mob back, but they wouldn’t be the same. The personality and memories that made them distinctive individuals would be lost. 
 
    It wasn’t a choice, though. If Weakness had stacked to a sufficient level that they couldn’t stand then Rot and Gangrenous likely would have as well. They’d be enduring over a hundred necrotic damage every ten seconds and that was with the fifty percent reduction. In the best-case scenario it would take them five or six minutes to shrug off those statuses, which meant thousands of points of necrotic damage before they did. 
 
    They didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    Meanwhile, those who had been bitten often enough to be at Rot (5) and Gangrenous (5) would be suffering just shy of fifty necrotic damage every ten seconds. They would die without healing to keep them alive long enough to overcome the effects of the septicaemic plague, which also needed to be purged from all of us at battle’s end. 
 
    All this cost mana and cooldowns. 
 
    The fighting continued until Fiadh crushed the penultimate surviving plague rat under her boot with a sickly squelch and we were done. Sarrass, the snake-kin woman had wisely grabbed a single living rodent and stuffed it in a sack. The presence of a living enemy combatant meant the Blood Rage spells of Fiadh and the infernal minotaurs would continue and keep their stamina artificially high, boosting their recovery time. 
 
    We’d kill the last rat after everyone had recovered or was lost.  
 
    “Sound off on your condition,” I yelled. 
 
    The survivors from the ambush called out their various fitness levels and Jessamyn quickly organised those in most peril to be the recipient of healing first, while those who should be able to power their way through on their own guarded our makeshift camp in case Makas sent anything more against us as we recuperated. 
 
    “Husband,” Jessamyn said softly and placed her hand on my shoulder. “That was far more trouble than I think we were anticipating.” 
 
    Her soft touch quelled my incipient anger from boiling over and crystallising as intent to do something rash, like charging off screaming for Makas befouled head. I took a deep breath and blew it out before responding. 
 
    “Indeed. I knew Makas was cunning, but I hadn’t expected him to pick up quite so many pointers from my defensive moves and adapt his own strategy so quickly. This can’t be his default dungeon setup. It is far too lethal, and nobody would come in here if that was the case. Maybe I underestimated his cleverness, and he had been doing this against challengers all along. But if that had been the case, I would have expected him to handle me doing something similar with greater aplomb.” 
 
    Jessamyn moved in closer and hugged me. “Yes, but he can’t have much more left, surely. There were well over a thousand plague rats, maybe as many as two thousand. That must have used up most of his allotted dungeon power.” 
 
    “I believe you are right in that regard. We likely only have what he has left on his core floor. And that will have been weakened with the loss of all his disciples.” 
 
    We waited twenty minutes before moving on as people recovered and waited out the potion quaffing cooldown. We lost all those who had been overwhelmed by the plague, three dryads, three hobgoblins and a minotaur. Additionally, a second minotaur and Teotune perished. They hadn’t been afflicted enough to collapse but had still been in a bad enough way they couldn’t shake off the statuses quickly enough even with healing. 
 
    By the time we started to trudge through the damp forest floor once again my terrible fury had condensed into a knot in my stomach. 
 
    Impetuousness was replaced by implacable resolve. Makas would pay dearly for my losses this day. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jessamyn’s assessment of the remaining strength of the Plague Forest proved prophetic. The last few rotting forest rooms were empty of further threats. Makas had concentrated every plague rat he had available in that single attack. Soon we were trudging through a similar setup on his core floor. 
 
    The key difference on the core floor was that you only had five chambers. Makas had chosen not to merge them, and they had only been modestly expanded. The hounds and rats were absent, and the troll concentrated his dungeon power in a handful of much larger mobs. 
 
    Noxious Ettin. They were two-headed giants that towered over us, pushing forty feet tall. They were naked apart from a filthy loincloth that preserved their modesty and lumbered forward with a massive club resting on their shoulder. They had massive, distended guts and their skin was covered in sores and scabs. 
 
    And, oh boy, did they stink. 
 
    You could smell them from anywhere in the room. With or without an enhanced sense of smell. This was part of their offensive capabilities. The closer you got the more overpowering and choking the stench became until it began to affect your vision and ability to breathe, disorienting you. 
 
    Their noxious aura didn’t inflict any damage or status effects itself, but if you were afflicted by anything from previous encounters then they were empowered and intensified by proximity to the ettin. 
 
    This would be a serious impediment to most delving parties. Not us, though. Our group was oversized and magically enabled. 
 
    The ettin were unhealthy and slow and we simply kept them at a distance and whittled them down from range. The hobs and dryads would fire in their offensive spells or use their crossbows. While the minotaurs and I launched javelins. The ettin’s enlarged gut made for easy target practice. 
 
    Each room had a single ettin with the fifth chamber having two. That was a slightly trickier proposition, but with the end in sight, we let Fiadh off her leash to keep one of the monsters occupied while the rest of the team slew its companion. 
 
    After that, we had but one final impediment to overcome. 
 
    I took the lead and strode into Makas’ core room. 
 
    Before me was a long chamber, a few hundred feet at least, utterly bereft of any notion of cleanliness. About midway down the room’s length was an open firepit with the spitted carcass of something large slowly roasting over it. 
 
    There were half a dozen poorly made wooden tables with equally shoddily constructed benches surrounding the fire pit. The tables, benches, and floor were strewn with discarded and rotting bones and meat. The cobbled floor that led from the entrance to the firepit was littered by a variety of smashed items and mucous-drenched rags that filled the gap and obscured the path. 
 
    Beyond the firepit appeared to be the resting area. There were a bunch of filthy straw-covered pallets and mangy furs and Makas’ equivalent of the DDD, a bronzed cauldron smeared with grease and caked in filth. 
 
    I barely had a chance to take in the revolting décor when I had to dodge the glinting blade of a large axe aimed directly at my head. The troll had hidden himself to the side of the entrance and taken his swing as I walked out of the doorway. 
 
    My senses and reflexes were good, though, and I rolled away from the attack, the blade of his axe nicking one of my pricked ears taking a few points of health from me. I grinned wolfishly as I completed the combat role and regained my feet which is when my smile faded. 
 
    I could see Makas in all his stomach-turning grossness. The skin not covered by ill-fitting plate armour was light-blue where it wasn’t obscured by thick blackish scabs and weeping red sores. The troll’s cracked lips pulled back into a hideous grin of his own. 
 
    But it hadn’t been the sight of the troll that had stolen the wind from my sails. 
 
    On the other side of the entrance, the floor fell away into a ten-foot-wide trench that ran the whole way around the edges of the room and ended where Makas had positioned himself. Apart from two small sections on either side of the way into the chamber, the trench had a sealed iron latticed grate that covered it and prevented you from getting out. 
 
    If you went into the trench, then the only way out, other than where you dropped in, was to go all the way around the room to the second opening in the iron lattice structure that was beside Makas’ hiding place. 
 
    Oh, and the trench was filled to the brim with raw sewage. 
 
    The stench was eye-watering, and this was where the troll chose to spend his time. 
 
    Above the entrance suspended fifty feet in the air by ropes was a large solid iron metal box about thirty feet wide and ten feet deep with no bottom or back. The metal box was hanging high enough that I couldn’t see it when I first walked in. 
 
    Before I could react, Makas pulled a lever that held this box aloft and it came crashing down with a echoing metallic clatter and obstructed the way into the core room as well as the opening into the trench opposite the troll’s position. The ground shuddered from the impact of the bulky blockade, which had to weigh several tons, falling into place. Dust, of which there was plenty, was disturbed and puffed into the air making me cover my mouth or suffer a coughing fit.  
 
    Credit where credit is due, this was a diabolically cunning trap. 
 
    When the metal box was dropped into place it blocked the way into the chamber unless you descended into the sewage-filled trench and swam through the disgusting septic waters. You would have to go all the way around to the other end where you could pull yourself out to gain access to the rest of the chamber. 
 
    A trap, which unless you’d seen because you’d already been in the room, you would be unaware of until it was too late. 
 
    The design principles weren’t breached as boxing the archway didn’t prevent you from entering the rest of the room, you merely had to do something extremely unpleasant and potentially dangerous to proceed any further. The gaps in the iron grating weren’t large enough to get your head through, but they were level with the floor so you could press your mouth into the gap to take in some air. Being able to catch your breath meant the lengthy distance you were required to cover under-sewage was of a legal design. 
 
    The only thing I didn’t know was if Makas had to allow one person to enter before dropping the blockade or if he had chosen to do so to trap me. 
 
    “Ha! Wolf pup walked straight into Makas’ den. Silly pup! Now Makas will carve you up and cook you on the fire,” the troll hawked out in his phlegmy grunt while he hefted the long-handled great axe in his claws. 
 
    “Tenzing, make sure they don’t get in the sewer water,” I whispered as the troll gloried in his perceived triumph. 
 
    The troll heard me, though and spat. “Makas name is Makas, not Tenzing. Dumb wolf. Makas will make you pay for earlier. Take your disciples like you took…aargh!” 
 
    As the troll made the classic villain mistake of pointlessly monologuing and grandstanding, I zapped him with a max-powered Lightning Bolt which pushed him back and made him fall heavily on his arse.  
 
    The notification flashed by letting me know the bolt had sapped him of 19% of his health and that lightning rod had procced on him increasing his susceptibility to electrical damage. 
 
    I’d been on the verge of following up with Chain Lightning. Even though the cost of casting a maxed-out Chain Lightning on a single target was prohibitive, five times that of Lightning Bolt, but with lightning rod active it would have been worth it. However, just as my claws twitched to cast, I picked up the sound of skittering and scuttering coming from behind me and glanced over my shoulder. 
 
    Emerging from under or behind the piled-up waste came dozens of familiar large, mangy rats. 
 
    Of course, he had a swarm of plague rats in here with him. Why wouldn’t he? I certainly would have had in his position. 
 
    This meant I couldn’t afford to blow my mana wad on a single spell even if it would wipe another 38% off his total. I might need it for an emergency heal or purge. 
 
    The way in might be blocked but that didn’t mean I was alone. I cast Summon Beasts and positioned the ten wolves between me and the rats. Hopefully, they could run interference long enough for me to finish their master or for Jessamyn and company to come up with a solution of their own. 
 
    It was a fucking shame Eina was with Jen’Zadeer and Nessa. The naiad with her affinity for fluid would have been a great asset right now, given the circumstances. 
 
    Purging my mind of the things that couldn’t be changed, I closed the distance between Makas and myself as the troll rolled over and tried to get back on his feet. My double-headed maul crunched into his shoulder in a vicious overhead strike, but only shaved a disappointing 1.5% off his health. 
 
    And then he was back on his feet roaring loudly, gobbets of phlegm spattering everywhere, and his elbow cracking me in the jaw and draining me of 2.5% of my health. 
 
    That included the debuff halving his damage. 
 
    He remained a strong bugger with roughly forty levels on my current avatar. The debuff, my superior armour, and the cheats could only do so much to close the size of the gap and they weren’t fully sufficient. The troll still had an edge on me, and I would need to outfight him. 
 
    Makas moved away from his hidey-hole into the room, advancing on my wolf protectors, trying to draw me closer to the rats. I still had speed on him, though, so I was able to skirt around him, get in front, and use my shield to fend him off. This prevented him from hastening the demise of my wolves. 
 
    Deeper in the chamber there came the reassuring yips from my wolves and the unwanted piercing squeaks from the plague rats as they fought. Makas grinned at me wickedly and I knew why. My wolves were seriously outnumbered, likely five to one. They wouldn’t last much longer, even if he couldn’t hasten their demise, and then the remaining rats would be upon me seconds after that happened. 
 
    I also heard the unmistakable sploosh of somebody surfacing from the sewage and the gasp of a deep inhalation of air. One of my disciples had ignored my instructions by proxy. A quick side-eye glance in the direction of the grate and I recognised the air-sucking lips. It was Fiadh. 
 
    Jessamyn must have sent her in anyway. Knowing it was the berserker woman was a bit of a relief. If anyone could put the disgusting nature of their surroundings to the side and pour their focus into circumnavigating the makeshift sewer in the shortest time possible, it was Fiadh. 
 
    Then from behind the troll came a surprising deep booming ring that emanated from the metal blockade. Based on the sound, several of the minotaurs were charging the obstruction and trying to knock it over. The blockade shuddered and disturbed the dust that had begun to settle upon it but did not topple over, not yet. 
 
    But they had the right idea and only needed to get the timing right. 
 
    It was my turn to grin wickedly. 
 
    Makas’ grand trap wasn’t as inescapable as he believed. 
 
    Assessing the situation, four of the ten summoned wolves had been slain but two of those had been resurrected from the Fallen Fight On upgrade. The remaining six were on their last legs. I made an executive decision and cast my array of multi-target sanctified spells on four of those who were close to dying. Heal to restore them back to full health and Bless to increase their damage. 
 
    I probably should have blessed four of them from the beginning, but I never claimed to be a perfect tactician. If I were, then I wouldn’t need to cheat half as much as I did. 
 
    Makas and I traded blows as the race for whose reinforcements would reach us first raged. His axe clanged against my shield in time with the shuddering blows coming from within the mouse-trap barrier. I had abandoned any attempts at ending the combat swiftly and concentrated on blocking his attacks with the occasional ankle-cracking sweep with my maul. 
 
    Nevertheless, my wolves couldn’t last forever and after half a minute longer only a couple of the blessed beasts, who were by now on their ‘second lives’, still fought and they were being swarmed by rats. They had given a good account of themselves and killed fifteen, maybe twenty of the plague rats. 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I spotted that Fiadh was using the grate to accelerate her way through the sewage water. Pulling herself hand over hand as if it were a ladder. She had made it to the far end and was already on her way back down the other way. 
 
    She was fast, but would she be fast enough? 
 
    The major contribution made by my wolves had been to keep most of the nest of rats distracted. A few rats had sought out other prey and came for me but were easy to handle one at a time. The biggest danger was that an increasingly desperate Makas would time his axe strikes when one of the little buggers launched themselves at me. 
 
    He’d managed to get by my defence twice and I was down to 80% health. 
 
    And then the swarm was done with my wolves. I heard the piercing squeaks and the skittering of tiny claws on muck-covered cobbles closing in on me. I’d be done if I let them attack as a group. Fiadh was almost all the way around and the minotaurs had managed to rock the metallic box forward an inch, and then it had slammed back into place, but they were getting close to knocking it over. 
 
    It was time to use the size of the room to my advantage. I disengaged from the fight and ran, hurdling the garbage that covered the ground, heading for the edge and the grating over the sewer. 
 
    “Come back, coward!” Makas roared as I sprinted away from him. 
 
    There were too many rats for me to avoid them completely. Several managed to sink their teeth into my exposed flesh and then clung on with their claws, biting repeatedly. I stowed my shield and maul and used my claws to swipe them off while I kept moving. However, I was bitten enough to be afflicted with the septicaemic plague and the associated debuffs. 
 
    But I came up with a second new plan on the fly, a ridiculously crazy plan and changed the direction of my evasive pattern and headed back into the centre of the room to the firepit. 
 
    The rats followed. 
 
    The firepit was large, big enough to roast an entire cow or something of a similar size. Plenty big enough for me to jump in and hide behind whatever it was that was currently being cooked in there. 
 
    So, I did. 
 
    Makas, who had been chasing me in a lumbering, awkward, cumbersome manner, skidded to a halt at the sight. “What the fuck? Is wolf turd mad!” he grunted in utter confusion. 
 
    I grinned viciously as the flames licked at my body. 
 
    It hurt, but I was used to the pain by now. The flames quickly killed any remaining plague rats that were attached to me. Sadly, I wasn’t the pied piper and those that remained weren’t compelled to follow me to their certain death in the flames. The bright side was the rats could no longer attack me and add to the stack of my current debuffs, as that would have dragged me down before Fiadh or the minotaurs could intervene. 
 
    However, my plan wasn’t as crazy as it first appeared. 
 
    Firstly, I had built up my damage reduction from heat sources, granted by my resilience, close to its maximum over the years, so I wasn’t taking as much damage as Makas assuredly had assumed. Sure, I was losing roughly 2% of my health every second, but that gave me thirty seconds before it would be fatal. 
 
    Phase two of the plan involved me casting Purge to clear the plague I’d been infected with and give me a better chance to clear the few debuffs I’d already been afflicted with. Then I quaffed a mana potion to restore my mana pool to maximum and I fired the Chain Lightning at Makas from my fiery last stand. The big goof, standing there with his rotten-toothed mouth wide open, made for a target impossible to miss. 
 
    The spell arced from my fingertip, accompanied by an intense light that forced me to blink and connected in the gaping goalmouth he had left for me. He stumbled back, the electricity arcing from his face back towards the fire-pit surrounded by plague rats and zinged into one, then a second, and finally a third, thinning their numbers a touch. 
 
    Getting the headshot with the spell had reduced Makas to under 30% health. I had just enough mana left to cast Regrowth on myself, which brought me back to almost full health. 
 
    Makas hauled himself back to his feet, rage evident on his snarling face. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Tacky-Macky?” I taunted. “Come on in, it’s nice and toasty in here.” 
 
    “Fuck you! Makas not fool like stupid wolf. Makas stand here and let wolf burn up,” he spat in response. 
 
    I resummoned my shield at his response and dropped it in the pit and stood upon it. With my body no longer being directly burned by the flames the health loss was reduced and extended how long I could stay in position. It also gave me access to my javelins secured on the inside of the shield. 
 
    “Ah, but I don’t think you understand. In mere moments, my people will breach your nuisance of a trap and then what are you going to do? If you go to fight them, I will just leave the fiery pit. To win, you need to kill me and to kill me you need to come and get me.” 
 
    To accentuate my point, the blockade shuddered again and lifted the farthest from the floor it had done so far. At the same moment, Fiadh pulled herself out of the sewer. She was sodden, filthy, and bleeding from a dozen wounds. Evidence that Makas had seeded his sewer with something nasty to attack those who attempted to traverse it. 
 
    None of that mattered to my fiery berserker queen. Fiadh roared an unintelligible war cry and charged down the room towards us. The baker’s dozen of plague rats that still lived abandoned the encirclement of the fire-pit and responded to her challenge by skittering in her direction. 
 
    The troll couldn’t help himself and peered over his shoulder which is when my first javelin slammed home into his chest. His head sprang back to me, and flecks of spittle flew in all directions, and he took three steps towards me and yet he hesitated. 
 
    As Fiadh started to tear into the rats a ringing thud reverberated throughout the chamber. 
 
    My people had finally managed to tip the metal blockade over. 
 
    My disciples came pouring through from around the side with the foul-mouthed spear-wielding Gadiel leading the charge. Karragh and Jessamyn were close behind the beautiful elf. A few of them even climbed or leapt from the backs of the minotaurs, over what had been the roof of the blockage. 
 
    I laughed wildly and gave Makas the ubiquitous one-finger salute. A gesture, the meaning of which, had seemingly crossed the divide of worlds. 
 
    He roared with anger, and I shifted my fingers into a double-digit beckoning motion. 
 
    The troll had little choice. He was seconds from the end. His only way out was to finish me off. 
 
    The sensible move for me was to avoid the fight and wait for my backup, but I wanted to destroy this piece of shit myself. For Grizz and the other life seeded I’d lost today. 
 
    Makas was tall enough that he could step over the fire-pit wall. Once inside he seized the low-hanging, roasting carcass and hurled it out of the way. Only then did he see the shield I was standing on. The rise of his low-ridged eyebrows gave away his surprise. 
 
    This let me summon my maul and sweep in a quick thudding stroke to his potbelly for another 1.5% of his health. I may have pulled one over on him, but the troll remained cunning. His next act was to shoulder charge me and try to dislodge me from the shield and claim the relative relief from the flames that it offered. 
 
    His plan was successful to an extent. He did indeed knock me off my perch and I stumbled backwards to the edge of the pit wall. Makas grinned at me in triumph as his axe blade swung for my head. I dropped onto my butt as the axe swished through the air above me, stuck my foot out until it connected with my shield once more and promptly returned it to my inventory. If I couldn’t have it then neither could he. 
 
    Concurrently I slammed my maul into the inside of his knee. Being sat on my arse gave me perfect aim and my weapon collided directly with the joint and I heard the sweet sound of its snap. Makas buckled under his own weight and crumpled in the middle of the coals of the firepit. 
 
    The ‘break ’in his leg wouldn’t last for long and would be quickly replaced by an agility debuff, but it was enough for my purposes. With the troll down I scrambled to my feet and hopped onto the wall surrounding the pit away from the heat and flames. 
 
    From my new vantage point, I saw that the rats were dead, but Fiadh had collapsed. Jessamyn with a couple of the dryads were tending to her. Gadiel, Karragh, and the catgirl twins had reached the other side of the makeshift gladiatorial ring. Makas sat up and swung his axe at my legs and I jumped out of the way of his weapon. 
 
    Wallowing in the superheated embers of the fire had almost finished him. 
 
    “What a hothead!” I yelled in my best Austrian accent and brought the maul down in a powerful swing. The strike crushed Makas face and smashed any unbroken teeth to smithereens. The troll toppled backwards, completely insensate, from the blow. 
 
    He may have had a few health left after I smushed his noggin but that only delayed the notification of the successful conquest of the Plague Forest by a second or two as the heat from the pit exacted its final toll. 
 
    “Why did he make that silly fucking voice just before he smashed that troll cunt’s face in?” Gadiel asked the other girls as they stared up at me in all my victorious glory. 
 
    Karragh chuckled with amusement. “He calls them Barney quotes.” 
 
    “Arnie,” I corrected her. 
 
    “My apologies, Master. Arnie quotes. It has something to do with the films he wants us to watch that make no sense,” she quickly followed up, with kindly amusement. 
 
    “You liked the Conan ones,” I argued, a little deflated at my lack of audience appreciation. 
 
    “Only because they could be real, not like all that other made-up stuff.” 
 
    Gadiel shook her golden locks and looked me directly in the eye. “Well, it’s your real, gruff voice that gets my cooch wet and ready. You should stick to that when you fuck up one of these asslickers in the future, Master.” 
 
    Not exactly the reaction I’d been hoping for, but I’d take it and then take Gadiel for good measure. 
 
    Though not until we got back to the comfort of our dungeon. This place truly fucking stank. Not to mention it was strewn with filth and dead mangy plague rats. 
 
    I was about as big a horn-dog as it was possible to be, but even for me, this place was a bit of a mood killer. 
 
    We gathered the proceeds of the conquest and exercised the instant return to the Lair option you were offered after a successful conquest.  
 
    There were mere minutes left until the start of the next week. This victory had come with a cost which I was unused to, but it was still a victory. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Simeon Reedwhistle 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was escorted from the Blue Pennant guild headquarters by Torvald. His bushy moustache quivered with concern, but that didn’t surprise me. The meeting with the Pennant’s leadership had gone about as well as expected. At Daxas’ urging I had presented them with the same offer that the Wolf King had made to Nel’Van and the Sons of the Shadow. 
 
    To put their guild and therefore their futures in his pocket. The revelation that the Dark Moon Rising was not only cooperating with a dungeon but led by one had left them in stunned silence. Shock, awe, disbelief, and anger had played across the faces of the assembled worthies. 
 
    Daxas was confident the Pennant would see things his way and sign on the dotted line. I was less sure, but it was his plan, and I merely played the part requested. 
 
    When he recruited me to be the head his guild, I was desperate. Languishing under the mistreatment of the dwarves who were no more. Similarly, Nel’Van had been in the tightest of spots, his future looking bleak both personally and for his guild when the offer was made to him. 
 
    Things were different for the Blue Pennant. They were an established guild in good standing. Not the most powerful or influential but no laggards in that regard either. Daxas did not possess the same leverage over them as he did us, and that could be the tipping point against him. 
 
    Torvald didn’t guide me to the public entrance but to a smaller private one that led out into a side street and not the main thoroughfare. He put his hand on the door latch and paused before looking back at me and smiling weakly. 
 
    “To think I had been looking forward to our meeting today,” he sighed with a half-hearted chuckle. “There shall be uproar amongst the upper echelons for the rest of the night as they ‘discuss’ yours’ and Daxas offer.” 
 
    “My apologies, Torvald,” I answered honestly. “I know this is a lot to take in. And a very difficult decision to make. Handing over the reins of power to an unknown for the promise of salvation. I’m not sure that I’d be willing to do the same in your guild’s position.” 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it, my friend,” he sighed, and took his hand from the door without opening it. 
 
    Torvald glanced around the varnished wooden walls of the corridor as if he was double-checking on our privacy. Behaviour which drew a curious stare from me until he gestured for me to join him on a padded bench in the hallway. 
 
    We sat down. Torvald opened his mouth to speak and closed it several times before he made the firm decision to ask his question. “Can I trust you, Simeon? What I am about to tell you is of a delicate nature.” 
 
    “Of course, Torvald. Had it not been for your intervention a couple of weeks ago my guild would have been expunged. Provided what you say is not a threat to the Dark Moon Rising or the Lair, I suppose, you have my utmost confidence.” 
 
    What I’d said was true, but I’d have been tempted to lie after he’d dangled the potential of juicy gossip in front of me even if it hadn’t been. Before Torvald answered, a burst of insight convinced me I was about to discover the source of Daxas inexplicable confidence that the Pennant would fall in line. 
 
    “Thank you, my friend. Things are not as harmonious within the Pennant as they may seem to most outsiders. We have hidden it from public view, of course, but internally there have been severe rumblings. There is widespread dissatisfaction with Boris, the guild master, and his leadership. He has made many errors of late, and the guild has experienced setbacks. Nothing egregious, but it has affected morale and…well…let’s just say that he hasn’t been leading by example. 
 
    “There have been several unofficial attempts to oust him, but he has survived solely because there is disagreement amongst his detractors as to who should succeed him. 
 
     “And now into that melting pot of political manoeuvring comes Daxas offer. He presents an opportunity to facilitate the removal of Boris without any of those vying for his seat benefitting, at least, not directly.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding. “You think they may put their distrust aside, believing Daxas to be a figurehead that can be pushed aside easily?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Torvald responded gravely. “Or that one way or another he will be gone in a few weeks, perhaps months. I fear they see only an opportunity to advance themselves and shall ignore any potential dangers. Boris and his cadre of supporters will object and strenuously so, but as I said, he hangs on only because those who wish him gone can’t agree on who shall be his alternative. So…I ask you, my friend. Can Daxas be trusted?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh a little. Why was it always me, a renowned Daxas doubter, who was often at the forefront of having to advocate on his behalf? 
 
    “People keep asking me that question. Well, Nel’Van did at any rate,” I explained with a snicker. “I won’t tell you the same thing I told him, though. Not that anything I told him a couple of weeks ago was untrue. It is only following that conversation, I ended up questioning myself deeply on this very topic. As I’m sure you are aware, introspection is not usually a halfling forte.” 
 
    Torvald smiled in response to my joke, and I continued. 
 
    “Can he be trusted? Honestly, I’ve had my doubts as you have yours, but I did, or do I suppose, anyway. Trust him, that is. I had to think long and hard as to why, even suspecting at one point he was somehow controlling my mind, but I’m sure that isn’t the case. 
 
    “The answer came to me out of the blue as I relaxed a couple of nights ago in the Fire House, which is our bar back in the DMR’s compound. It was a night of revelry and good times. I drank and laughed with my friends and allies. Pacclo, Arash, Sindar, Yorsashi, Thrasher, and the dwarf twins amongst many others. You met most of them when last you visited us. My gaze settled on Piotr, my protégé and his good-natured, albeit futile, attempts to keep up with the others drinking. And there it was, when I least expected it, an epiphany. 
 
    “I looked upon young Piotr. His joy, his trust, his earnestness, and knew with complete conviction that he didn’t deserve to be here. My eyes scanned the rest of the table and saw the same qualities to varying degrees in all my companions. 
 
    “They didn’t deserve to be here, none of them,” I said it a bit more harshly than I’d expected. My emotions beginning to run hot. “They didn’t deserve this fate. No more than I did, and I was struck dumb at the sheer magnitude of how, up until that point, I had blindly accepted the way things are. My unquestioning acceptance of what the Lords had done to me. Me and so many others.” 
 
    Torvald shifted uncomfortably at my words as I knew he would. I had tried to articulate this to a few others and observed how they squirmed, as if something so simple was a reality they struggled to comprehend or acknowledge. 
 
    “The enormity of how blinkered I’d been shocked me to the bottom of my heart. How inflexible everyone’s outlook had been. How conditioned we had become to accept that this is our lot in life, that we have earned our damnation. 
 
    “There had been but one exception to that, though. The source of my freshly awakened resistance. Daxas.” 
 
    Torvald seemed even more uncomfortable than ever, but I pressed on. Determined to finish, to say my piece and have him hear it. 
 
    “During our very first conversation, between him and me, before all this began, he asked me what I had done to deserve this fate. After I told him he dismissed it as unfair. Unjust. As it had been for him and his disciples. What he said didn’t truly register with me at the time, much as you are struggling with it now, but then, months later, it did, during that night with my friends. 
 
    “He was the first and only person to suggest we have been on the receiving end of a raw deal. That we are the victims, not the offenders,” I practically hissed. Anger welled in my chest and fought for release, but I had to bring it back under control. Let the resentment simmer, ready to be used at a later date. 
 
    “I can’t promise you that Daxas has your best interests at heart or that we will survive and prosper from what he has planned. All I can assure you is that he is going to spite the unworthy privileged cunts who have done this to us and do his damnedest to tear it all down in the process. 
 
    “And if my ultimate fate is to have my soul torn to shreds and consumed in the Dark Reaches, I’d rather spit in the eye of my cocksucking jailers first than go quietly into the night without a whisper of protest. 
 
    “I do not trust, or even like him much. But I trust him to be who he is. A cheat, a rulebreaker, a man willing to smash any opposition he faces, no matter the odds stacked against him,” I finished and rose from the bench, and patted a clearly shaken Torvald on his shoulder. 
 
    It had been a difficult revelation for me, and I’d been somewhat prepared for it. I hoped I hadn’t broken him permanently. He was a good man. 
 
    While Torvald struggled with the raging philosophical and spiritual conflict within, I quietly let myself out onto the side street and made my way back to our new guild house whistling a jaunty tune. 
 
    My good mood lasted precisely until I received the reports of had happened back at Alpha House in my absence landed on my desk. The dungeon serving staff battling invisible enemies. What the hells? 
 
    Daxas. 
 
    Bloody Daxas. 
 
    Bloody, bloody, Daxas. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tamara Huxeidon 
 
      
 
      
 
    I hated waiting more than anything else in the world. 
 
    And then I chuckled to myself as that was a monstrous deceit and I knew it. Waiting was an inconvenience, nothing more. There were many things more hateworthy, and my impatience would be answered soon enough. 
 
    There were but a few minutes of the rest day remaining. 
 
    Reena slithered into the chamber unannounced, but the gentle rattle of her tail gave away her arrival. I remained resting upon the red velvet divan and awaited her as she approached. Today had not been a good day, and the next promised to trump it in terms of misery. For what felt like the millionth time I cursed being born with the talents of a seer. 
 
    My eyes were closed, and I massaged my temples gently. The beginnings of a headache were already spidering their way across my cerebellum. An obvious proto-headache, which was a sure sign of an impending mental invasion by my former patron, Timian. 
 
    The heightened level of pain presaged that he would be bringing company. 
 
    The soft susurration of Reena’s movement over the plush rug ceased as she stopped a few feet from my seated position. Without seeing I knew she was proffering a suitable degree of respect. 
 
    Reena had been with me almost since the beginning and we had become close friends in the many years that had passed since. Yet, she never once forgot her place nor overstepped the mark. The lamia had been an ever-reliable source of support and comfort in this horrible place. 
 
    “Misstress, you are disstressed,” Reena hissed as she came to a full stop. 
 
    “What gave it away, Reena,” I laughed half-heartedly. 
 
    I could feel the agitation of the copper serpentine extensions on my head, which were always a dead giveaway as to my state of mind. They weren’t truly snakes, not in the sense that they had any real cognizance of their own. However, that didn’t stop them from behaving as if they were entirely independent entities. 
 
    Opening my eyes and sighing I took in the concerned stare from my disciple, servant, and most importantly, friend. Reena was an imposing presence. Reaching almost nine feet in the air even when her brown-scaled, serpentine lower half was in a coiled resting state. She could rear up another six or seven feet if the need presented itself. 
 
    Reena’s assessment was accurate. It had been several hours since Gorvag’s rather terse messages describing the unmitigated disaster of their cabal’s latest attempt at eliminating Daxas’ dungeon. 
 
    Failure was a significant understatement of the situation. 
 
    What the burly orc described was unsettling in more ways than one, though. 
 
    The external assault on his army by dungeon creatures had been a worrying revelation. This was something Tamara had thought impossible. Gerhalt, the boisterous halfling, had been particularly effusive in his denial that such a thing could be done and claimed Gorvag had to be mistaken in some manner. Although an explanation of how he could be mistaken about something like that had left the normally verbose halfling understandably stumped. 
 
    However, the information brokers were buzzing with activity in the Auction House. And Gorvag’s account of the events had been easy enough to verify which shut Gerhalt up for the most part. 
 
    Most of the brokers, and the witnesses they derived their information from, were supplicants so they were unsure of precisely what occurred, though many made very accurate guesses. 
 
    What was undeniable, though, was that the external mobs Daxas used to serve customers in his outbuildings had battled something in the Dark Moon Rising’s compound. 
 
    “If you hadn’t heard,” I began to explain. “Gorvag’s assault on the Wolf King’s Lair was a failure, Reena. You likely had left Burstan’s dungeon before Gorvag messaged us the bad news.” 
 
    I spent the next few minutes updating Reena on what we’d learned from Gorvag in the last couple of hours. 
 
    The lamia nodded in understanding. “You are expecting an unpleasant vissitation from Lord Timian?” 
 
    I grunted an affirmative response. “Soon, the painful forewarnings are already upon me. But that’s not the worst of it,” I sighed loudly, before ploughing onwards and verbalising what truly troubled me. “He is lying, Reena. I feel it. I just don’t know what about.” 
 
    “Gorvag?” she asked in shock. 
 
    Reena knew the depth of the friendship that had developed between the gruff orc and me. 
 
    Although I’d had the good fortune of forming a close bond with her, the same could not be said for my other disciples. My relationship with the others was cordial and appropriately deferential on their part, but there was no feeling behind it. They served because they must, not because they chose to. 
 
    After a lifetime of distrust and the pointed aloofness of others, you would think that I’d have grown used to it. I hadn’t, it hurt as much if not more. My bond with Reena was welcome, but she was still a subordinate. 
 
    Gorvag was my only real connection with an equal and his deception cut deep. 
 
    “Do you know what he hass lied about? Or why?” Reena questioned further. 
 
    “I do not. That is why I sent Milton to his dungeon with a private message of commiserations. Hopefully, he can spot something while he is within. Anything that imparts some clue as to what is going on.” 
 
    “Milton is a good choice.” Reena agreed with me with a nod of her head. “He is sswift, like the wind. He will have made it in time.” 
 
    Milton was another of my disciples, the most recently acquired, but reliable. A hare-kin man with impressively high agility. 
 
    Speaking of Milton, my gaze shifted to the clock at the far end of my antechamber. The second hand had but a handful more ticks before it ushered in the beginning of the next week. 
 
    Tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock. Then with the final tick, chimes within the clock’s cabinet began to strike out a pealing melody. As the short musical alert concluded, Milton materialised in front of the clock. 
 
    The hare-kin man was almost seven feet when you included his ears, pricked in alert at his sudden transference. He was dressed in pale green leather armour, with custom-made boots that fitted his long-paw-shaped feet. Milton had his back to me when he arrived and spun around quickly. His large eyes opened wide when he noticed Reena, who had slithered into position on the right-hand-side of the red velvet divan. 
 
    Despite Milton’s fall and incorporation into the ranks of my disciples being almost six months ago, his distrust and inherent dislike of the lamia woman was undiminished. 
 
    His caution was understandable in a way. 
 
    They both hailed from the nineteenth realm, Fildruthia, as did I. Lamia had a well-earned reputation for aberrant predation in that realm. Hare-kin had come to be popular prey for the more depraved members of her species, particularly the young leverets. 
 
    It was a minority of lamia that engaged in the consumption of flesh from other civilised beings, and Reena had never shown any such inclination to such behaviour during the many years that she had served me. But such ingrained fear is difficult to shift, even after death. 
 
    “Approach and report, Milton,” I commanded when it became clear he would remain at a distance. 
 
    “Yes, mistress,” he replied rather formally and bobbed his head, never taking his eyes off Reena. 
 
    Rather than stand directly in front of Tamara, he veered to his right so he would be as far from the lamia as he could be without disobeying my orders. 
 
    “I made it to Gorvag’s dungeon as instructed, Mistress, and managed to get a brief audience with him and relay your message before the rest day ended and I was summoned back.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “How long did you have inside?” 
 
    “Maybe ten minutes, Mistress. Apparently, my arrival was unexpected, and I was not admitted immediately.” 
 
    There was a hint of curiosity in Milton’s tone that I chose not to answer. 
 
    The biggest drawback of the messaging feature via the design tables was that it cost you experience to establish a channel and cost a little more for every message exchanged. Because nobody felt secure enough to frivolously waste experience, they’d only created a single messaging group and anything she sent would be seen by all members of the cabal. 
 
    Therefore, for private correspondence, a physical message was sent by a courier, such as Milton, and then a very short public message would be sent via the table so the recipient would know to expect them. 
 
    All the cabal’s members did this, so it wouldn’t seem unusual, but this time she had chosen not to inform Gorvag to expect a visitation. Milton was unaware of her suspicions, hence his curiosity. 
 
    Of course, had they admitted Makas and Vynar to the communication network they could be questioned directly. The pair had refused to pay the initial entry fee and remained uncontactable except in person. They could have forced the issue and made it a condition of joining their alliance. That would have made getting to the bottom of what occurred today easier. 
 
    However, neither she nor any of the others had been eager to include them anyway. They all fervently hoped that once Daxas was dealt with, they could quietly or violently, if necessary, purge the unpleasant duo from the alliance. Allowing the pair access to their most convenient means of plotting would have been counterproductive, regardless of how inconvenient it had proved to be. 
 
    “Did you see anything out of the ordinary when you were there?” she pressed her disciple. 
 
    “Not really, Mistress. They were somewhat out of sorts, short and abrupt with me but that wasn’t unusual, especially considering their earlier failure.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. “Who greeted you and guided you to Gorvag?” 
 
    “Traxor, I think, Mistress. He didn’t introduce himself, but I think I’d met him before. It can be difficult to tell them apart, as Gorvag’s disciples all behave in the same ill-mannered way.” 
 
    This piqued her interest. Gorvag did not have a disciple named Traxor. 
 
    “I could be wrong about the name, though,” Milton added as an afterthought and quenched her burst of excitement. 
 
    “Was Gorvag alone when you met with him?” 
 
    “No. He had Runx with him and two of the others. Runx and his imperious attitude I definitely recognised,” Milton confirmed. 
 
    Milton’s account told her nothing. Well, nothing useful. 
 
    “What about his daughter?” she asked. 
 
    “His daughter?” 
 
    “Yes, Genya. Gorvag’s daughter. Did you see her?” 
 
    “I knew he had a female orc disciple but didn’t know that she was his daughter,” Milton said with surprise. 
 
    “He rarely mentions the nature of their relationship to outsiders.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t see her. Although she hasn’t always been present when I have visited in the past.” 
 
    Genya would not have been far from her father’s side given the disappointment of today. She was far too headstrong. Gorvag often complained about her being an eternal thorn in his side with a proud goofy smile on his face. 
 
    Could he have lost Genya in the assault? Is that why she wasn’t there? I mused to myself. 
 
    Then just as quickly dismissed any such notion. Gorvag would never have abandoned the run if it meant losing his daughter. Milton must be mistaken about the name Traxor, as he suggested himself. 
 
    Perhaps Makas and Vynar had almost killed the girl and that was why Gorvag had abandoned the run after they fled, and he simply didn’t want to admit the real reason to the others? Or even her? After all, his failure endangered them all. 
 
    Yes, that made sense. I would have to visit him in person next week. When I’d had an opportunity to reassure him that I understood his decision and didn’t judge him unfairly for it. He’d be sure to open up to me. 
 
    Relieved at discovering a logical explanation for my friend’s deceit I dismissed my disciple. “Thank you, Milton. You may go. Reena, will you fetch me some willowbark tea, please.” 
 
    “Of course, Misstress.” 
 
    Milton bowed and departed swiftly. Reena slithered after him to brew the tea. 
 
    It always seemed to work better if freshly brewed rather than when summoned from the inventory. I had no idea why that was the case, but I would need the tea today. The pain in my temples had doubled during my brief discussion with Milton. 
 
    A clear marker of Timian’s coming displeasure. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jezebel 
 
      
 
      
 
    I smiled widely at my opponent in this duel. 
 
    Sweat and rivulets of blood ran from a dozen shallow cuts, and they framed the weary grimace he returned in response to my grin. 
 
    His impeccably styled and highlighted blonde hair was dishevelled and out of place. Loose elements from his fringe interfered with his line of sight and I’d spotted his hands on the shaft of his spear twitch with a desire to reach up and tuck the stray locks back into place. 
 
    Taliel, I think his name was. Not that his name mattered. 
 
    These elves were merely tools to be turned to my purpose. 
 
    And putting arrogant elf males in their place was always a pleasurable experience. At best they only ever paid lip service to the worship I was owed in the elven pantheon. 
 
    It was bad enough that I’d been saddled with such a depressingly dire aspect like chastity, but I’d also been forced to share the devotions of the elves with two other Lords. The twins Solus and Lunas. The sun and the moon. 
 
    You would struggle to find a lazier, less attentive, pair of Divine Lords if you tried. 
 
    And yet, the festivals in their honour drew celebrants from many of the realms to give thanks for the sunrise and the promise of dawn. The pair had no hand in either of these daily events whatsoever, yet they got all the credit for the natural phenomenon. 
 
    Meanwhile, I’d be lucky to have any but my hate-filled clergy, and the collected war orphans who didn’t have a choice, attend the feast days held in my honour. 
 
    I allowed the injustices of the past to spur the vengeance enacted today. 
 
    The duel was taking place in a pristine, vaulted, alabaster hall. It was the private council chambers for the Gleaming Towers guild. Taliel was being urged on by three of his fellow council members. All three were in various stages of recovery following their comprehensive defeat in three previous duels with me. 
 
    The last spectator in the room was the current guild Highest, Ardryll. 
 
    Sat upon a throne made from Sanctified Silver and inlaid with pearls and cream silk cushions he surveyed the scene with seeming calm poise. It was all a pose, of course. I could smell the sour stench of his sweat beneath the cloying sweetness of his perfumes. 
 
     I could tell he was deeply concerned, as he should be. 
 
    Defeating his council of four before directly challenging him for his seat of power has been his idea, after all. There was no way that Ardryll could decline or find another way out. He had already set the terms himself. He’d been confident of their success. Despite my impressive arms and armour, I was merely a she-elf, what did he have to fear? More fool him. 
 
    His first three councillors had faced me with sabre and dirk. The traditional armament of the High Elf nobility, the very weapons I wielded myself. Taliel had elected to use the spear after I challenged him. The spear was a weapon of war, not finesse, and would have shamed him greatly had this duel been a public event. 
 
    I could have switched up as well. I was equally proficient with both weapons, but it would be a more emphatic victory when I defeated the elf, because of his honourless breach of duelling etiquette. 
 
    The greater reach of his polearm would delay his inevitable demise but could not change it.  
 
    Lunge and thrust. Retreat, and parry the spear tip. Riposte when he overextends himself. Rinse and repeat. 
 
    My opponent’s arms were growing tired, and his latest jab was wild, inaccurate, and exposed his growing desperation. I moved in swiftly and sliced just above the back of his knee and severed his hamstring. 
 
    Taliel fell to one knee and frantically gasped, “I concede,” a split second before my sabre would have gouged out his throat. 
 
    Ardryll jumped up from his seated position. “Taliel! You blasted coward,” he screeched in a higher pitch than I think he intended. 
 
    Ardryll could whine all he liked, but the previous three combatants had done the same and pointedly didn’t meet his anguished gaze any more than Taliel, who scrambled backwards and out of the duelling ring. 
 
    The terms I’d set for each duel had included the right to challenge the next in line to Ardryll upon my success…and for every one of their soul marks. Barring the last mark, of course, which they could not wager. 
 
    I’d have been more than happy to cut the arrogant fools down and strip them bare by the terms of the duel. However, elven custom dictated you include a concessionary clause that penalised those who conceded to a lesser degree. 
 
    In this case, Taliel would get to keep his soul marks. 
 
    The custom was a holdover from the first few millennia of the Realms’ existence. The original Lords had created the elves to be long-lived and capable of storing and accumulating their soul essence for longer. The intent had been to see if the increased lifespan resulted in them creating more nutritious souls for our use. 
 
    The experiment had been an abysmal failure. 
 
    Yes, the individual souls of the unageing elves provided a greater amount of essence when they eventually died. But it had a crippling side-effect on their birth rate, lowering it to near-disastrous levels. 
 
    They were unable to maintain their population levels due to natural wastage from accidents and sickness alone. We had to isolate them from the other races, otherwise, warfare, the perennial hobby of the mortal races, would have annihilated them in a handful of centuries. Hence, in their isolation, they developed the aforementioned custom, amongst others, to prevent hastening the demise of their culture. 
 
     Adhering to those antiquated customs was no longer necessary, especially here in the Proving Grounds. 
 
    After the third millennium, Solus, Lunas, and I manifested our presence in the Realms and altered the few thousand remaining elves so that their future offspring would have shorter, mortal lifetimes, and their species was preserved. 
 
    The other Lords refused to help us, of course. Despite them all being involved in agreeing to the experiment in the first place, but then it was our future sustenance at risk, not theirs. Had the experiment been a success those parasitical vultures would have shown up with their hands out and behaved like pigs at a trough. 
 
    Of that, there could be no doubt. 
 
    Interestingly, our intervention had been the foundation of the sundering of the elves. 
 
    Although we didn’t know it at the time. 
 
    The physical changes wrought by our interference went unnoticed until the first children were born years later. An early hint of what was to come, though the marks left by our power took centuries to manifest on the immortal elders. 
 
    Those touched by Solus, became the progenitors of the wood elves. Those changed by his twin sister Lunas birthed the dark elves. 
 
    My touch, being far more skilful, resulted in almost no physical changes at all on my subjects, and it is why the high elves considered themselves to be the purest form of elf. 
 
    Which only made it all the more galling that their descendants continued to express more devotion to that pair of lazy, useless fuck-ups, who created their corrupted cousins, instead of me, the one they should truly be thankful to. 
 
    Admittedly, those I personally touched, unlike the dark and wood elves, may have lost their unageing quality and would better be described as undying, but the ingratitude from those bitter, wizened, prunes was really beyond the pale. 
 
    Turning the very children, I enabled them to have, against me was the real crime. Not their advancing decrepitude. 
 
    A few of those churlish elders still lived, though they never left their towers. They merely plotted and pulled the strings through puppet rulers. 
 
    In fact, when this was all over, and I was replete with strength and energy, I resolved to bring the towers down upon their doddering frail heads for their disloyalty. 
 
    And kill Solus and Lunas’ favourites residing in their spires and glens for good measure as well. 
 
    Then all elvenkind would bow and worship me as they bloody well should have from the beginning. 
 
    I flicked my sabre and dislodged a few droplets of Taliel’s blood and made sure they spattered on the carpet away from me. I was dressed in form-hugging scaled sanctified adamantine, and it reflected the light from the guttering torches that surrounded the ring. My sabre was made from the same material and its pommel housed a six-carat diamond. All my gear was heavily enchanted. 
 
    If I was going to risk my existence in the Proving Grounds, then I would damn well wear the finest accoutrements that were available. 
 
    Timian would be furious when he learned how many top-tier items I’d helped myself to from the Divine Armoury upon my arrival. Due to the ethereal entity’s commitment to balance, the armoury for our champions was not inexhaustible. 
 
    Well, not for the good stuff. 
 
    But the misogynist asshole planned to kill me anyway, so he could fuck off if he thought I wouldn’t take everything I was permitted to. If I could have left him with nothing but standard unenchantable gear for him and his troops I would have. 
 
    I had to settle for taking half the highest-rated items only, but it should be enough for what I had planned. 
 
    I stepped forward and out of the duelling circle, glaring at the petulant Highest, Ardryll. He had the good grace to gulp audibly and fidget nervously under my gaze. 
 
    Ardryll was a prince, the scion of a powerful Tower family. 
 
    Albeit likely the fifteenth or sixteenth son of a King of one of the elven empires. I didn’t really care which one as it didn’t matter. He would have been sentenced to the Proving Grounds to show solidarity with the common citizens. If such a thing could be said about high elves. 
 
    He would have been made certain guarantees for his willing participation upon his death, or more likely, his mother had. Being handed the position of Highest for the Gleaming Towers would have been one of those assurances. He certainly hadn’t earned it. His four councillors each had thirty or more ranks on him and would have carved him to pieces in a challenge. 
 
    The coward was already trembling, and I hadn’t even issued any threats yet. 
 
    Ardryll tugged on his royal blue ermine coat and straightened his posture. “Best we get on with it. I don’t have all day. I presume you wish to challenge me with the same terms as the other four. In which case I accept.” 
 
    He’d managed to gird his loins and find a smidgeon of courage. Time to quash that. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No…no…What do you mean no? I thought you wanted to challenge me?” he asked querulously, his earlier bravado dissipating as fast as it solidified. 
 
    “Ardryll, I have been in a profoundly bad mood since I arrived. Your insistence that I battle my way through four of your stooges to claim what is mine has not improved my disposition in the slightest. 
 
    “In fact, if you were to hazard the guess that it had deteriorated further with each duel you wouldn’t be wrong. 
 
    “If I have to challenge you, there will be no concession clause. I will take the guild. I will take your soul marks. And then I will expel you to fend for yourself,” I threatened. 
 
    “What?” he squawked. “You can’t do that. Custom demands that you offer a lesser penalty for forfeiture,” he argued desperately. 
 
    “Custom also demands those of noble breeding face one another sabre to sabre, but you ordered your minion to use a long spear. The weapon of the battlefield, not the duelling ring,” I replied with quiet menace. 
 
    “But…but…but you’re just a landless she-elf. Such an understanding does not apply to the likes of you,” Ardryll exclaimed shrilly. 
 
    The petulant man-child’s gaze flicked from my implacable stance to his allies. All he saw was softly shaking heads and mutterings of “…foolish fop.” Which was really saying something coming from other high elf nobility. 
 
    Too late he spotted my predatory smile and realised his monumental error. 
 
    If duelling customs do not apply to female elves, then I needn’t abide by them. 
 
    “Then I shall simply not accept. What do you have to say to that?” Ardryll rallied and puffed out his chest. 
 
    At this point, Taliel, who had recovered with the help of a health potion stepped forward and addressed his blustering Guild Master. “Lord Suntower, the guild laws are very clear. She has defeated all four members of the council in fair combat. You cannot refuse. If you did, you would be stripped of your position and declared anathema.” 
 
    Ardryll paled when Taliel uttered the final word. Anathema. 
 
    No high elf could attain salvation if they had been declared anathema. 
 
    It was one of the personal requirements they all received upon arrival. Those bearing the stain of anathema would be held in the dungeon of the tower until they could be challenged against their will, stripped of all soul marks, and then taken to a dungeon and abandoned to their fate. 
 
    Which for them, would be being devoured by an Infernal Lord. 
 
    “Ardryll Suntower, I chall…” I started but didn’t have time to finish. 
 
    Ardryll backed up into the alabaster throne and tripped over it. “Have it. You can have it,” he screeched from the ground. “I give you the mantle of leadership Lady…uh?” 
 
    “You may call me Lady Silvermayne.” 
 
    “Yes, Lady Silvermayne, I, Ardryll Suntower, formally relinquish my claim to the mastery of the Gleaming Towers and offer you the mantle of leadership in my stead.” 
 
    Maybe the spoiled lordling wasn’t as stupid as he first appeared. 
 
    “What say the rest of the Council?” I asked casually and turned my scrutiny upon Taliel. 
 
    “I concur,” Taliel said shortly. 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Aye,” came the tepid assent from the other three defeated and disgruntled elves. 
 
    I took two steps forward, spun about and daintily sat down on the alabaster and pearl throne. 
 
    Taliel first, and then the three other councillors, and finally Ardryll all knelt on one knee before me and made their oaths of fealty. 
 
    “Excellent,” I said when they finished. “Now that’s out of the way, we have a busy couple of weeks ahead of us. There is much to be done. Taliel, I want you to make contact with the other high elf guilds. Let them know of the change in leadership. Tell their Highest’s I expect them to attend me, them, not their representatives, before the next rest day. Their curiosity and desire for a bit of salacious gossip ought to be sufficient to draw them in without the need for threats and intimidation.” 
 
    Taliel sucked on his lip, deep in thought. “You are likely right, Lady Silvermayne. At the very least they will wish to convey their…greetings in person.” 
 
    I huffed a small laugh at that. Barely concealed contempt, rudeness, and insults at the she-elf playing Highest is what he meant. 
 
    No matter. I had achieved what I needed to today and taken the first step towards my salvation and prosperity. 
 
    Daxas, Timian, and even the much-feared Drakonis would rue the day they underestimated me.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    The funerary rites had finished several minutes ago. 
 
    In front of me were the cairns I’d erected to commemorate the sacrifices made by Grizzit and the other life-seeded hobgoblin and minotaur warriors who fell in yesterday’s dungeon invasions. I’d chosen one of the meadows on the Home floor to house them, even if technically their bodies weren’t buried here. 
 
    Each cairn had been built upon a small hillock covered in wildflowers, predominantly poppies, and the scene was eerily reminiscent of the fields of Ypres in Belgium, back on Earth. 
 
    The memorial for them was very human in nature, as according to Marux and Gretsch, minotaurs and the orken species didn’t have any funerary traditions as such. Minotaurs because they were solitary creatures who usually died alone and for the orken because their lives were short and brutal. Sentiment for the deceased was seen as a sign of weakness. 
 
    The fallen dryads, on the other hand, had been interred as was customary for them. Acorns were planted in a forest chamber as a symbol of rebirth. 
 
    By necessity, the proceedings had been brief. Shortly after their completion, the dungeon runs began again and most of my people had been called away to take their places. Those that weren’t required immediately picked up on my mood and left me to pay my final respects in solitude. 
 
    Their loss had hit me harder than I’d expected. 
 
    Over the years that I’d been trapped in this purgatory, my life and the life of my mates had only occasionally been in genuine danger. There had been some tight spots, but we’d never irretrievably lost anybody before. It had always been a winner takes all situation. 
 
    Either we all survived or none of us did. This situation, halfway between the two extremes, was a very different challenge. 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered. 
 
    It was just me here. I had withdrawn my consciousness from the handful of other avatars I had on the floor. Anything else would have disrespected the gravity of the moment. 
 
    And then I wasn’t alone any longer. Strolling through the long grass towards me with a solemn expression was Tenzing. 
 
    “Daxas,” he said as he stopped at my side. 
 
    I just nodded and flashed him a toothy half-smile. We didn’t say anything else to one another. He didn’t try and comfort me or offer empty unwanted platitudes. He just stood side by side with me in the gentle breeze in comfortable silence. 
 
    Present should I need him, but without intruding. 
 
    Tenzing truly knew me better than I knew myself and I was glad to have such a friend. 
 
    We remained, paying our respects, for another fifteen minutes before we wordlessly turned and departed. 
 
    There was much still to do. In all likelihood, these would not be the last memorials I’d need to erect for those who fell in my service. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The primary order of business for the coming week was two-fold and vengeance based. 
 
    Firstly, zones seven and eight had a large number of orc and goblin dungeons that I thought it was high time we turned into former dungeons. 
 
    Quite a few of them, thanks to Gorvag and his allies, were contractually bound to try and kill me by any means necessary anyway. And with my recent rank up, the cabal who held the orc’s leash, wouldn’t have any entry criteria barriers to keep them out at the next rest day. 
 
    They would be coming for me en-masse with the rest of the plotters and assassins in tow. 
 
    I may have had Gorvag feeding his friends false information on my behalf, but no amount of bullshit changed their need to come for me. They feared Timian and the Lords more than they did me. I wouldn’t get fortunate enough to find another like Gorvag who valued the fate of another under his care ahead of his own existence. 
 
    As that was the case, the only sensible plan of action would be to deny my enemies as many resources as possible. That meant eliminating the impelled orc dungeons during the week using the same guild building workaround I’d utilised to get inside Jen’Zadeer’s dungeon a few years back. 
 
    When I’d arranged for the downfall of the Black Hills Brigade, I’d built a new guild outpost, Zeta House, on the edge of the orc tribe territory. At the same time, Maximillian, Krista’s former lieutenant when she was a delver, had sited four more guild beacons, hidden away in opportune spots in the centre and west of zone seven where the orc dungeons were mostly concentrated. 
 
    It had only been a week topside, and those beacons remained undiscovered and ready for me to use. I hadn’t known the precise location of all the dungeons who were involved but I’d reasoned that the wholesale removal of most, if not all, orc dungeons in this zone would be in my best interests and that is what I planned to do. 
 
    Secondly, I hadn’t forgotten Jessamyn’s treatment at the hands of the Jagged Boar Tusks tribe. I’d promised her retribution and the delivery of that promise was long overdue. 
 
    Apart from the Tusks, three other orken tribes operated in zone seven. The Burned Star, The Stone Skulls and The Cutting Axe tribes. They hadn’t been directly involved in Jessamyn’s treatment, but according to Ferash, the orc officer in the Dark Moon Rising, they were all birds of a feather, albeit they were half the size of the Jagged Boar Tusks. 
 
    As there would be no way of avoiding triggering the Divine Challenge eligibility at the end of this week, I saw no reason not to perform a clean sweep. They would either wise up and defect to the Dark Moon Rising, or more likely we’d wipe them out altogether. 
 
    We waited until nightfall when dungeon activity naturally reduced to a low ebb, and I settled back into my favoured spot on the black leather couch in the viewing lounge. Jessamyn was on one side and Alyssa on the other and we got to work. 
 
    The plans had mostly been formulated already, and the necessary funds set aside. 
 
    In advance of this activity, I pulled all the dungeon entrances that were outside the compounds controlled by my guilds. I didn’t need the pittance of experience provided by random groups delving into my dungeons anymore. And this made them significantly easier to defend with my topside soldiers. 
 
    Control would be the keyword from now on. 
 
    There was a single exception. One dungeon entrance was left outside the walled enclosure of that newest guild house, Zeta, which was used to destroy the Black Hills Brigade. The entrance was still within the guild’s influence and could be easily defended if necessary. 
 
    I’d carved up the orc territory in zone seven into four quadrants, each with a separate beacon waiting for me to make use of. We’d strike each quadrant one night after the other until we had cleared out the vermin currently infesting the land. 
 
    With the press of a virtual button, a new guild outpost arose from the earth. 
 
    We’d sent Maximillian and the other vampires back out tonight so they could activate the first beacon and then enter and hold the core of the building on the off chance that the orcs came sniffing around in the middle of the night. 
 
    It wouldn’t do for them to stumble across it by accident and seize control from the Dark Moon Rising before I’d completed the night’s wetwork. I didn’t name this one as I intended to collapse it when the work was done. I wouldn’t be refunded the full cost of building, but that was the cost of doing business and I had enough coin in my accounts to cover the losses. 
 
    The first outpost created had been located away from any tribal encampment both by design and requirement. The tribal encampments counted as guild outposts and there had to be a minimum distance between them. 
 
    This unnamed outpost lay closest to the Stone Skulls tribe. 
 
    I quickly linked the new outpost with Alpha House and my Home floor with a network of subterranean tunnels. Once they were connected my waiting forces charged down the tunnels to take up their positions. 
 
    Tonight’s activities would be carried out in concert with parties put together by the Dark Moon Rising and the Sons of the Shadow. The assaults from my dungeon still had to be led by a dungeon avatar and as I didn’t want to reveal my multi-avatar trump card just yet, that meant we were limited to three concurrent assaults at a time. 
 
    The avatar requirement also meant there was a limitation on which dungeons we could raid and conquer. I was rank thirty-five and the lowest-ranked dungeon I was allowed to enter would be ten ranks lower than that, twenty-five. Nessa was the lowest ranked of the three of us at rank thirty, making rank twenty dungeons her basement. 
 
    Therefore, Jen’Zadeer, Nessa, and I would be concentrating on conquering the mid to high-ranked dungeons in the quadrant. Each quadrant had seven or eight orc dungeons ranked between twenty and fifty-nine. With only a couple of exceptions, they had all been involved in the attack on the Lair and were thus suffering the same debuff Makas and Vynar had been under. 
 
    This meant we should be able to clear them before dawn. Darkness would be our ally as I wanted my activity and how we achieved it kept under wraps from those not part of my growing alliance. Especially the orcs. 
 
    I truly wanted to scour the area as much as possible, though. 
 
    So, while we took care of the dungeons above rank twenty, the guilds would challenge the lower-ranked dungeons in the same quadrant to destroy as many of them as possible. 
 
    Armed with the intelligence gleaned from Gorvag and equipped with top of the range gear I’d been supplying from my workrooms. This would be a relatively low-risk task for them. As well as a great opportunity for advancement. 
 
    The guild had been buzzing when Simeon made the announcement earlier that day. The only fly in the ointment is that the levelling of the guilds had been so effective the very lowest ranked dungeons were essentially out of reach. 
 
    You couldn’t have everything, I suppose. 
 
    Gorvag had proved to be a gold mine of information about the relative strengths of many of these dungeons. Either because he’d conquered them himself to send them against me or his victims had fed back what they knew of the other dungeons in the area to him, so he could decide on which ones would be best to rope into trying to take me out. 
 
    “Shall we ladies?” I asked my mates in attendance. 
 
    Jessamyn sprang from her position eagerly and we were soon joined by Karragh, Fiadh, Nessa, and Jen’Zadeer. 
 
    Alyssa sighed theatrically from her position on the couch. “I will stay here and observe from afar, again.” 
 
    I leaned down and kissed her passionately. “Thank you, Alyssa. The end game will soon be upon us and once we win, you’ll never have to stay behind again.” 
 
    “I know. It just seems like such fun and I can never get directly involved in the dungeon raiding and defence. And shifting into that bearded blowhard Ironhammer doesn’t count.” 
 
    “Ah, but you made such a pretty bearded blowhard.” 
 
    Alyssa gave me a doubting look. “Really?” 
 
    “Well, maybe not,” I and the rest of the crew laughed and then we were off. 
 
    Violence awaited. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Miss me,” I whispered as the hands of a freshly created avatar gripped and firmly massaged Alyssa’s shoulders. 
 
    “Five seconds without you was like an eternity, my love,” Alyssa giggled back. 
 
    “You are an incorrigible flirt, you know that, don’t you,” I announced and vaulted over the back of the couch and landed on the leather beside her and she pressed her body against me. 
 
    “You wouldn’t want me any other way.” 
 
    “True. You’re also a very fine actress and devious schemer. You do know that you’ve got most of the other ladies feeling sorry for you. That you are missing out on all the fun when really it means you get me all to yourself for the night.” 
 
    Alyssa didn’t answer and wormed her way onto my lap instead and locked her lips with mine. 
 
    “Speaking of my inactivity. I might not be quite as neutralised as the Arbiter believes me to be,” she whispered. 
 
    “Do you care to enlighten me?” 
 
    “Maybe later,” she teased. 
 
    “Well, if your lips aren’t needed for explanations, I have an idea of something else to occupy them.” 
 
    With that, I devoured her pouty lips with my own. 
 
    The heavy petting was interrupted a minute later as Tenzing walked into and joined us on the couch. 
 
    “What have I missed,” he asked innocently. 
 
    “Well, there goes that grand plan,” Alyssa breathed mirthfully. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We carved our way through the last of Mortok’s defenders before coming upon the wintry edifice before us. A looming castle carved from a glacier blocked the way into his core room. 
 
    The bastion before us was rectangular in shape, with sixty-foot-high crenelated ice walls. Four blocky towers punctuated the corners with the back two embedded in the mountainous rock that the fortress was built up against. I could see that it had a separate, smaller keep within the walled structure that no doubt housed the exit. 
 
    The orc dungeon had made his last stand in his penultimate chamber on the Core floor. The room was a variant of the High Pass advanced room I’d picked up from another recent conquest. Less biting wind, more packed ice and snow. The orc warlord had garrisoned the sculpted ice citadel with a handful of his orc warrior disciples and numerous twelve-foot-tall Yeti. 
 
    Mortok’s dungeon, Wintry Death, was the last on our list and the only one not involved in the assault on my dungeon. Our three teams had already conquered and collapsed two other dungeons each and we had combined forces to eliminate the most dangerous of the targets with the few hours we had left. 
 
    At rank forty-two, Mortok’s hadn’t been the highest-ranked dungeon on the hit list, but it was the only one without the debuff to make it easier. Our superior quality gear and ridiculously oversized party more than evened the playing field. 
 
    Due to the heightened risk to the life-seeded soldiers, and with our recent losses to Makas still fresh in my mind, the avatars and disciples had led the way through the dungeon. That proved a wise decision as we lost half a dozen of the ladies along the way, including Tabitha.  
 
    But with this particular barrier before us, I ordered the bull-man shield wall front and centre. I doubted Mortok would do us the favour of sallying forth from his defensive position, but we’d be prepared for such a move if he did. Unsurprisingly, he did not, and we would have to formulate a way inside instead. 
 
    The icy nature of the locale and the fortifications neutered Jen’Zadeer, Nessa, and the other Frost casters somewhat. But that just meant it was time for the Flame attuned to shine. 
 
    Individual Flame Bolts and Fireballs would be too short-lived to have much of an effect on the glacial castle, though. After scanning the surroundings and analysing the icy structure, I soon had a plan. 
 
    “Jessamyn, I need you to co-ordinate with some of the hobgoblins and surround these battlements with as many Wall of Flame spells as you can manage,” I growled. 
 
     “At once, Husband.” 
 
    Jessamyn stepped back from the frontal position as she started to give orders to the few of the hobgoblins that had taken the spell. 
 
    The rest of us remained behind the minotaur shield wall and observed our opponents on the battlements. They seemed content to stay there for now, with a handful firing some projectiles in our direction. Although this variant of the High Pass didn’t have the same gale-force winds, the gusts were strong enough to disrupt the few ranged attacks. 
 
    “Will…will…the wall spells be enough,” Nessa asked as her teeth chattered in the cold. 
 
    The petite dryads were suffering more than most in the frigid conditions. 
 
    “Not on their own, they won’t be. Even with extreme heat in close proximity, blocks of ice of that density will take many hours to melt sufficiently. However, it will weaken the walls.” 
 
    I pointed to the front left corner of the ice castle which appeared to be a little uneven compared to the others. 
 
    “Jen, when the five-minute timer for the wall of flame spells is almost up, I need you, Marux, and Gretsch to cast Crumble on that corner. With the walls weakened you should be able to manage to push through whatever natural resistances the fortifications provide.” 
 
    “Why not jusst crumble the gate and charge through,” Sarrass lisped with her forked tongue. 
 
    She too, like Nessa, was shivering more than most. Snake-kin weren’t cold-blooded like true reptiles, but they retained an intense dislike of low temperatures, so her impatience was understandable. 
 
    “The orc rim-licker would be fucking expecting that,” Gadiel responded before I could comment. “He’ll have a few nasty fucking surprises lying in wait if we go in that way. Better we wait, freezing our tits off until we attack where the cunt thinks he’s strongest.” 
 
    “What you ssay makes ssense. I just desspise the cold.” 
 
    I moved over and embraced the serpent-woman in my furred arms and let my body warmth do its work. 
 
    “I’ll give you a proper warming up once we get back home,” I whispered into her ear and Sarrass shivered, though this time not from the cold. 
 
    After a moment I had to unwrap my arms and left Sarrass, Gadiel, and the others to strategise away, and my focus returned to the battlements. 
 
    Jessamyn and the hobs had cast their spells and the flames flickered around the base of the structure, melting the piled-up snow all the way down to the rocky foundations. 
 
    My eyes flicked to the defenders and while a few of the Yeti flinched away from the heat that wafted upwards from below, there were no signs of concern or critically, a change in tactics. 
 
    The five minutes ticked down and as the walls of flame guttered and died. There was a rousing cheer from atop the ice castle walls. The orc warriors mocking us for our apparent failure. Jen’Zadeer, Marux, and Gretsch surreptitiously cast their spells to the sound of our enemy’s jeering amusement. 
 
    That laughter rapidly died away as the air was rent by a thunderous cracking sound that emanated from the base of the castle wall. Deep cracks spidered their way up the wall and the abutting tower until they reached the top. Time seemed to slow down as we all waited and watched with bated breath that misted in the cold air. 
 
    Then, just as the orcs and Yeti on the battlements started to relax there came a light dusting of crushed ice drifting to the ground. That dusting became a trickle and then a deluge of increasingly large chunks that fell away until finally the whole tower and about thirty feet of the wall in front of us gave way completely and crumbled down to the ground. 
 
    The screams from the unlucky few who were stationed on that part of the castle rang across the pass, but those cries were quickly snuffed out as the screamers were crushed and buried beneath tonnes of shattered ice. 
 
    Mortok’s forces were stunned, ours were not. 
 
    At my signal, several hobgoblins launched Fireballs through the freshly formed breach and into the castle compound. Meanwhile, the rest of their compatriots zinged off Flame Bolts at those standing on top of the upright wall and the minotaurs parted in front of me. 
 
    With the way open, I hefted my mighty maul and led the charge. My disciples were hot on my heels, wailing like banshees. Their cries promised death to those within. 
 
    Growling out a roaring challenge I sprinted for the gaping hole in the castle wall. The crumbled chunks of ice had made a fifteen-foot-high ramp of sorts that we could run up, uneven though it was. 
 
    It did not prove much of an impediment to me and my disciples, we all had healthy agility scores, and that more than made up for the difficulties imposed by rough terrain. 
 
    The same could not be said for Mortok’s Yeti. 
 
    Led by one of Mortok’s orc warriors they tried to plug the gap and fight us off, but they struggled to climb up and over the icy debris. 
 
    Most of them were severely scorched and dazed by the multiple fireballs that had blasted into the quad moments earlier anyway, and that was a contributory factor to their laggard-like response to our attack. 
 
    As such, rather than reach the summit of the broken pile first and thereby making life more dangerous for us as we assaulted their position, they encountered me, Fiadh, Karragh, Jovebella, Teotune and several others already on the way down and were swept aside by mauls, axes, spears and Fiadh’s berserker fists. 
 
    Several of my people in that first wave stumbled and fell as we hurtled down the other side and into the courtyard but not enough to make a difference for the defenders. 
 
    Before those who fell could pick themselves up, they were replaced by the second wave led by Jen’Zadeer and Jessamyn. This group were even more agile than the vanguard and launched paralysing Frost Bolts over our heads as they descended. 
 
    The Yeti understandably had a high Frost resistance, so quite a few of them managed to shrug off the paralytic effects of the bolts, but enough of them faceplanted to the ground that it opened gaps in their hastily prepared lines and made it easier to surround those who were still standing. 
 
    The twelve-foot creatures were as bulky as my warwolf form and just as thickly furred, albeit their fur was a creamy shade of white instead of my dark brown. Their faces were ape-like and their skin a washed-out grey. They had a long reach, but like apes, they favoured bludgeoning their prey and lacked the claws I sported. 
 
    Then we were in amongst them, my maul swept out and kneecapped the nearest abominable snowbeast bringing it crashing to the ground with a feral cry of pain. The beast’s wailing was cut short as the hoof of the diminutive faun, Vellin, slammed down and crushed its skull before she vaulted away like a gymnast in search of a fresh victim for her formidable kick. 
 
    I searched the granite courtyard for the same, and discovered my disciples were crushing it, leaving me with little to do. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer weaved around a group of Yeti, her sabre flicking out, severing white-furred legs and arms. Her weapon was under the influence of the Vorpal spell. 
 
    The vampire Krista, similarly equipped, danced through the dark elf’s wake, snuffing out the bestial cries of pain and anguish. Leaving deathly silence in its place. 
 
    Teotune and Gadiel, both wielding spears, combined to thrust their weapons at the taller Yeti. One would distract the beasts by jabbing at its ape-like face, while the other would strike past its guard burying the tip of the polearm into its vital spots. 
 
    Yanna and Yuni had camouflaged themselves, snuck past the Yeti masses, and launched a surprise assault on one of the orc warriors. Four enchanted blades in his back and kidneys later and Mortok’s disciple was whimpering and desperately trying to scramble away. But the tawny-haired catgirls had no intention of letting their batting toy escape them and pounced, finishing him off. 
 
    Fiadh, was being Fiadh. She charged fearlessly wherever there was a breathing enemy. Her spiked fists pummelled all comers leaving them equally bruised and lacerated. Karragh, as ever, was minding the furious berserker woman’s unguarded back. Her hatchets unerringly found their mark with every swipe. 
 
    Eina, the naiad, strolled across the battlefield gracefully. She was surrounded by globes of ice melt, harvested from around the base of the castle walls and liquefied by the walls of flame and then held aloft by the Control Fluid spell. 
 
    Whenever one of the Yeti seemingly gained the upper hand against any of my disciples, Eina would send one of the fluid globes to encapsulate its head and suffocate it. Not even dungeon mobs can shrug off the panic of being drowned and continue fighting. 
 
    Sarrass and Jovebella fought back-to-back. Sarrass favoured using a Khopesh, a long blade with a sickle-shaped hook at the end and a shield. Jovebella was dual-wielding a pair of short-handled sledgehammers. The short dwarf would cripple their opponents with bludgeoning strikes and then they’d circle around and Sarrass would hook an exposed throat and slice open their jugular and jerk their necks with a single fluid yank. 
 
    Jessamyn and Nessa led the dryads and hobgoblins. Zinging offensive spells or sending forth healing balms for the wounded. 
 
    Even Gretsch, the surly goblin, was getting in on the action. Although right now he was enthusiastically stabbing the orc disciple the catgirl twins had backstabbed, and I was pretty sure they wouldn’t have left the scrote alive before moving on. 
 
    Mentally I did a quick tally of Mortok’s remaining supporters. One of Mortok’s orc disciples had been lost when the wall collapsed. I could see a second who’d been targeted by a deluge of Flame Bolts while he’d been on the wall lying in a barely recognisable charred heap. The orc Gretsch was abusing made three. Which meant Mortok had up to two more remaining. 
 
    Tabitha would be gutted that she had missed out on the final battle. As would Genya, but she had reluctantly agreed to stay inside the guild outpost. Although chances were low that she would be spotted or a surviving dungeon could report her presence, they weren’t zero. 
 
    Come the next rest day, secrecy would no longer matter, and she would be where she belonged, fighting at my side. 
 
    As my sweep of the surroundings completed, I saw Marux, and Shelly arrive inside the walls. The rest of the infernal minotaurs followed in their wake but they were a bit uneasy with their footing and had to take it slower than my ladies and I had. 
 
    “Marux! Shelly! With me,” I called out to the pair. 
 
    They trotted after me as we strode across the castle courtyard and halted in front of the closed heavy duty double doors of the keep. The three of us backed up a little and readied ourselves to ram our shoulders into the wooden barrier. 
 
    Before we could hurtle forward, the click-clack of a bolt being pulled back rang out and it was swiftly followed by the creaking and squeaking of the wooden doors as they were flung wide. 
 
    Mortok and his two remaining disciples stood there defiantly. The trio were backed up by an even more monstrous version of the Yeti. Two feet taller and wider and with a pair of ivory tusks that jutted from the beast’s lower jawbone. 
 
    “Let’s finish this,” Mortok bellowed fearlessly. 
 
    His bravery and general disposition impressed me, and I felt a little bad about what I was about to do. Not bad enough that I would cut him any slack, but I’d raise a toast in his memory later tonight. 
 
    My jowls pulled back in my trademark wolfish grin. “I’ll make this quick,” I promised. 
 
    And we did. 
 
    A maxed-out Chain Lightning slammed into the Greater Yeti and then arced to the other three and made them all lightning rods. They were staggered by the electrical attack, and I was already quaffing a blue mana potion. Before they could respond I followed up with a maxed-out Lightning Bolt, also into the oversized Yeti. 
 
    Becoming lightning rods meant all electrical damage was now doubled and as they were nicely bunched up that meant the three orcs absorbed half of the damage that coursed through the jittering Yeti, who had collapsed to the cold floor, its fur smoking from the raw voltage that had run through it. 
 
    The three orcs were alive but unsteady on their feet. 
 
    Fear finally wormed its way onto their visages. 
 
    We advanced into the room unopposed. 
 
    Marux and Shelly took the disciples and I confronted Mortok. The fight, if you could even call it that, was over quickly. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    The first night of the orken tribe scouring had gone to plan. 
 
    The next day after that first night, not so much. 
 
    It wasn’t that anything bad or disastrous happened. The problem was that almost nothing happened. There was no discernible reaction from the orken tribes at all. 
 
    The dungeons that we’d destroyed were mostly all within territory claimed by the Stone Skulls tribe. My expectation had been that once they figured out what had been done, they would come after my dungeon. Either because a dickless divine asshole tattled on me or as vengeance upon the Dark Moon Rising. The only other logical culprits 
 
    It appeared the ‘under cover of darkness’ nature of our activities had been far too successful in covering the guild’s tracks and maybe the Lords had no way of externally influencing the orcs at short notice. 
 
    I could position my ability to remotely view the world outside my dungeon from any point claimed by the Dark Moon Rising. This gave me a decent view of the locations of a dozen or so former dungeons. Therefore, I knew that the orcs were aware of their sudden disappearance. I’d observed groups arrive in the morning to delve them and depart back to their tribal encampment expressing a mixture of concern and wrath. 
 
    Just as I’d hoped. 
 
    After that, though. Nada. 
 
    The tribal encampment was a variation of a guild outpost, The camps provided a similar range of influence to the tribe which in turn restricted the range of my influence and therefore my capacity to spy from afar. 
 
    Midday came and went in the world above. Much longer down below. Which meant I had plenty of time to figure out a hack that would let me find out what the hell was going on in that encampment.  
 
    In fact, shortly after the sun had crossed the midway point in the sky, my hack made his way unseen into the heart of the Stone Skulls’ camp. 
 
    I’d performed numerous experiments over the last few months to fix my current intelligence issues and amongst a few failures and disappointments, I’d learned a few useful things. 
 
    One of them was if I equipped a life-seeded mob who worked topside with a guild beacon this allowed them to leave both the area of the guild’s influence as well as the neutral roads and paths. The hack didn’t work for me, the disciples, or any life-seeded mob who had ever been assigned to an active part of the dungeon. 
 
    Which was annoying, but not unsurprising. 
 
    This meant I could send one of them to infiltrate the camp, but they would be visible and therefore vulnerable. If they were slain, it wouldn’t be permanent, but I would lose the opportunity to gather much-needed information and it would put my enemies on high alert. 
 
    But this led me to stumble on the discovery of something else that was even better. 
 
    I’d already expanded on how we’d made use of Tenzing when dealing with the Black Hills Brigade and this is what gave me the idea. Tenzing, like the topside mobs, had technically never been assigned to an active part of the dungeon and he was undetectable to all but those under my banner. 
 
    I was sitting in the viewing lounge with my mates as we watched Tenzing, with a guild beacon under his vibrant pastel green robes, progress towards the Stone Skulls camp on the big screen. 
 
    The camp itself had little in the way of defences. A circle of six-foot stakes planted in the ground at an angle surrounded the encampment, but there was no palisade or wall to keep people out. While the setup would be useful at deterring a cavalry attack in the Realms, here in the Proving Grounds, where there was no cavalry, it was almost worthless. 
 
    Unless you counted the warhorse mounts I’d made use of, but I didn’t plan on a cavalry charge into their encampment. Not this week, anyway. 
 
    “The orcs would often settle in places with effective natural defences, like great caverns or valleys surrounded by mountains,” Alyssa lectured to those unaware in our group. “Despite that, many of the males lived a mostly nomadic existence in makeshift war camps like this. The warbands would descend from their inaccessible holds, raid for nine months of the year and then return for the winter months.” 
 
    Nevertheless, the encampment was massive. At least four times the size of my glade back in the forest and that was after my building works had extended the glade’s circumference significantly. This place had to support ten thousand or more orken, with room for more. 
 
    And the Stone Skulls were supposed to be one of the smaller of the four tribes. Jessamyn informed me the Jagged Boar Tusks had twice their numbers easily. 
 
    Throughout the many years I’d been imprisoned here, I’d known, intellectually at least, that the orcs and goblins dominated zone seven. But apart from that early foray from a ragtag group of outcasts we had largely stayed away from one another. Seeing it really brought home just how many of them there were, especially when you factored in their very high attrition rate. 
 
    There didn’t appear to be the equivalent of a gateway in, only a few spots where the density of stakes in the ring was reduced enough to make passage possible. Tenzing wove his way through the perimeter at one of these locations. 
 
    There were no guards as such, but the outermost ring of the camp was made up of a collection of dome-shaped hide tents. 
 
    The tents were ten, perhaps fifteen feet back from the ring of wooden stakes and the entrance to each faced outward and not inward. The entrances had an awning extending seven or eight feet from the structure with a collection of reed mats underneath it. Most of the orc’s daily activities seemed to revolve around being out here, so there were always eyes in every direction. 
 
    Tenzing quickly moved through the first circle and then passed through half a dozen more until he approached the centre. There was little rhyme or reason to the orc tent placement. They were different colours and sizes and every now and then there would be a much larger, very shoddy-looking, domed hide tent that would be overrun with goblins. 
 
    The goblins had obviously been packed into these shitty shelters and they fought with one another over scraps while their orc brethren ignored their caterwauling like the pests they were. If they got truly out of hand, an orc would get up and cut the head off one of the nearest goblins and that would quieten down the others for a few minutes. 
 
    Finally, Tenzing made it to the centre of the camp, and I almost burst out laughing. Right in the middle was a very large hide pavilion, five hundred feet across. What made me laugh was that they had dyed the hide in alternating red and yellow stripes which made the whole thing look like a big top circus. 
 
    Off to the side of the big-top tent was a small stone pool. The deep-blue water inside gently swirled. As I watched, a goblin pulled himself out of the pool, shook a few droplets off and rapidly scampered away. 
 
    Alyssa chimed in with another explanation for me. “The tribes were granted their own miniature emergence pools. In the early days, they emerged from the ones in the City, but in zones like this, where orcs and goblins were a majority, the City became chaotic. They would attack any and all non-orken as soon as they exited the pool. 
 
    “The simplest solution to the problem was to site a collection of smaller versions of the emergence pool away from the City. The tribes left willingly and built up their camps around them. 
 
    “To offset any advantage possessing their own personal emergence pools might give, they are much less efficient. With the exception of their initial arrival, they must wait longer before they can re-emerge after being slain. That time delay increases the more frequently they make use of it. Although they can elect to use the City pool without that penalty should they choose to.” 
 
    I rubbed Alyssa’s thigh in thanks. She was very good at anticipating what I needed to know without me needing to ask. By the time her discourse on Proving Grounds history was complete, Tenzing had wormed his way through the loose stitching of one of the gaudily painted hide walls. 
 
    Inside the tent, it was packed with angry, green-skinned orcs. They were sitting or standing on poorly constructed bleachers that formed two half circles on either side of the closed-off tent flaps that made the entrance or exit. There was a single large chair bedecked in furs, animal skulls, and feathers at the far end. 
 
    The orcs were ringed around the chief’s chair. Put down some sawdust in the centre and it really would look just like a circus, overrun with a bunch of creepy green clowns. 
 
    Tenzing crawled under the rickety stands that creaked and groaned under the weight of the armed and armoured orcs who moved about on top. Then he scrambled on his hands and knees through the legs of a large troll sitting on the frontmost bench and scampered into the middle of the room. There he got back on his feet and brushed some of the dirt and muck from his robes. 
 
    The centre of the pavilion was empty apart from a single orc with a savage scar on his left cheek who appeared to have the floor. Sitting on the feathered throne was a powerful orc in spiked plate armour. 
 
    Scarface was shouting up to who I assumed was the chief of the Stone Skulls, but it was difficult to make out what was being said with the general hubbub in the tent drowning out individual conversations. 
 
    The chief seemed to be having as much difficulty hearing as we did, as suddenly he stood up from the feathered throne, grabbed a long-handled great axe that had been resting against it and jumped into the centre of the room. 
 
    He snatched a particularly animated and loud orc warrior by his collar from the front of the crowd. The orc had been giving it large to one of his fellows behind him and not paying attention. The chief dragged his unfortunate example into the middle of the pavilion and held him down under foot while swinging the axe in an overhead arc and decapitating the squealing wretch. 
 
    With all eyes on him, the chief roared. “Silence!” 
 
    The verbal command was probably unnecessary as his actions had the desired effect and he climbed back onto the dais that held his throne and sat back down glaring daggers at the surrounding warriors. 
 
    “Better. Kurz, start again and tell me what you found on your scouting mission. I want to know what the fuck is going on,” the chief barked, his words a backhanded rebuke for those others gathered here. 
 
    Kurz slammed his fist to his chest in salute. 
 
    “Thank you, chief Zagog. I shall start from the beginning for the lazy drunken fools who only managed to get their useless green asses out of their yurts to greet the noonday sun,” Kurz started, encouraged by his chief’s actions and trusting that he could insult the assembled rowdy greenskins and get away with it. 
 
    This resulted in a few vociferous slurs thrown in his direction and some spitting which didn’t go down well with those at the front who were sprinkled by the spittle of those further back. A low growl from Zagog saw off a full resumption of the earlier cacophony, though, and they settled back down. 
 
    Their concern and interest overrode their wounded pride. 
 
    “The early shifts left for the dungeons at dawn only to return an hour later with disturbing news. Many of the low-ranked dungeons had been destroyed overnight.” 
 
    This caused much muttering amongst the several hundred assembled orken that threatened to grow out of hand once more until Zagog stood and clutched his great axe meaningfully, silencing them anew. 
 
    With a look from Zagog, Kurz continued. “I and the other scout groups went out to investigate.” 
 
    “And what have you learned,” a particularly large and fat orc yelled before he had a chance to finish. 
 
    The interrupter may have been obese, but the fat surrounded a layer of hard muscle. One glance at the group of lackeys and lickspittles that hung on his every word, nodding along at his ‘sage’ words, convinced me he had to be Zagog’s primary rival for the chieftainship of the tribe. 
 
    Kurz looked back up at Zagog, reluctant to continue without the chief’s assent. 
 
    “Just let him fucking speak, Cagan,” Zagog sneered at the overweight orc gruffly. “You’ll have plenty of opportunities to preen afterwards.” 
 
    The chief’s put down drew a round of laughter from roughly two-thirds of the orcs, apart from those arrayed around Cagan who glared balefully at the chief upon his feathered throne of bones, but he held his tongue and glowered balefully. 
 
    Confident that his chief’s rival, Cagan, had not seized the initiative, Kurz recounted his findings. “The news is dire, chief. The low-ranked were not mistaken. All but the newest dungeons are gone. Worse, not just the dungeons in the teens are gone. Everything but the rank eighty-seven dungeon, the Grainnsor Marsh, is gone. We have no way to advance our warriors.” 
 
    The furore Kurz caused took several minutes to calm down. There was much screaming and yelling. Even a few fist fights, which almost developed into something a bit more deadly before Zagog restored order. 
 
    “Is there anything else?” Zagog asked the scout. 
 
    “We have ranged beyond our borders. From what we can tell, the same has not occurred in the lands claimed by the other tribes.” 
 
    This prompted more angry and fearful yelling that went on for several minutes before Zagog could regain control of the narrative. 
 
    “Who could have done this?” A voice called from the back of the big-top tent. 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious,” Cagan snorted before Zagog could answer. “It’s the womb-rotted Tusks.” 
 
    Cagan’s supporters yelled their agreement and there were cries for action, blood, and vengeance. 
 
    Zagog however was more thoughtful than his sneering rival. “Kurz, is there any evidence this was done by the Jagged Boar Tusks?” 
 
    “Evidence!” Cagan roared and launched himself to his feet, belly jiggling for the first time in this orcish version of a debate. “What need do we have for evidence? This is exactly the kind of thing that Kurdan and his pack of cowardly runts would do. They are too afraid to attack us directly, even with their numbers, so they seek to undermine us by striking at our resources. They behave just like the pathetic humans they made peace with.” 
 
    There were many cries of agreement with Cagan’s words and not just from the third of the gallery made up of his supporters. Many on the opposite side of the tent nodded or muttered their agreement. 
 
    “No, chief,” Kurz answered Zagog, pointedly ignoring Cagan. “There was no sign of an incursion from the Tusks. Our trackers did detect disturbances in the direction of the halfling guild and their upstart outpost on the far edge of our lands.” 
 
    Back in the viewing lounge, I smiled widely. It looked like I might not have to intervene, after all. 
 
    However, that assumption was quickly dashed. 
 
    Cagan roared with laughter and moved into the centre of the room. He towered over Kurz by a foot or more. “Are you seriously trying to blame this on those weaklings who hide behind their walls cowering at the mere thought of the day we come to take all that is theirs from them?” Cagan scoffed, playing up to the roaring and approving crowd. “The Tusks want to rule all orcs. That’s why they made peace with the human empire and turned on their own kind. They are doing it again and we cannot allow this to stand,” Cagan screamed, his arms remonstrating with the assembled orcs who roared in approval. 
 
    It was clear as day to me that Zagog had lost the room, but he tried to seize back the initiative. 
 
    “P’ah! You know as well as I do that the peace between the Tusks and the Lion empire lasted but a couple of raiding seasons and that was long ago. What you call for is folly.” 
 
    “Folly you say,” Cagan bellowed back. “Or cowardice.” 
 
    “You dare. I rule this tribe. You will follow my commands.” 
 
    Cagan ignored Zagog and turned back again to the assembled warriors. Their bloodlust was at a fever pitch driven by anger and fear. Fear of what would happen should they fall behind their rival tribes. 
 
    “My brother warriors! We are orcs, not mice! We must fight!” 
 
    There were screams and howls of agreement by almost all those present. We could even hear the rallying cry being taken up outside the big-top meeting tent. The orken out there wouldn’t know what they were cheering for but were caught up in the palpable wave of battle lust that emanated from within. 
 
    Zagog made one last attempt to wrest control back from his rival. “What you suggest is madness, Cagan, not bravery. The Tusks may not be the warriors that we are, but they have twice our numbers. We would never be successful and then the Burned Star and Cutting Axe would take what we have left from the ruins. 
 
    “You would condemn us all to a life as outcasts.” 
 
    His final words managed to cut through the battle lust of some. Well, his own supporters at any rate, and their clamouring for instant, unthinking vengeance started to peter out. 
 
    Cagan faltered for but a moment and then a cruel and calculating glint entered his eyes and he shifted his focus. 
 
    “Then my brothers we don’t attack the Tusks directly. We cut them as they cut us. We slay their dungeons and grow in strength in the process. Grow so mighty that none shall dare to oppose us. Not the Burned Star, not the Cutting Axe, not the cowering soft-skins.”  
 
    His new proposal inflamed the passions of the assembled host once more, gripping hold of them using their greed. 
 
    Zagog jumped down from his feathered throne and closed in on Cagan, but his movements were not aggressive and Tenzing moved in closer to make sure we could hear their conversation. 
 
    Zagog grabbed Cagan by the arm to get his attention and spoke. “And what then Cagan? How many will we lose in such an endeavour? A third? Half? More? By Garnag’s balls, we have no way to train and strengthen replacements. Will you doom the tribe because I was chosen above you to lead? It is not too late to stop this idiocy.” 
 
    Cagan grinned manically in response. “Nay brother, it is not idiocy. It is destiny. My destiny,” he said quietly and then raised his voice to a roar so all could hear him. “And after we have ruined the Tusks, we will go east and take the lands and dungeons of that halfling weakling you’re so concerned about.” 
 
    That statement received the greatest cheer of the moot and soon the assemblage was chanting Cagan’s name. 
 
    The balance of power had shifted. Emboldened, Cagan’s followers rushed forward, lifted his fat arse up and carried him to the feathered, bone-throne and he seized the great axe which must have been a symbol of leadership for the tribe and held it aloft. 
 
    Zagog and Kurz sensing the mood, slipped away and exited the tent without ceremony before Cagan could order them to be apprehended. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Tenzing,” I said to my blue adviser via the DDD interface. “I want you to follow Zagog and Kurz. We know what Cagan, and the Stone Skulls are going to do, but I want to keep an eye on that pair. They seem smarter than the average orc.” 
 
    “Of course, Daxas,” he replied and then darted through the crowd and out the large main flap that had been pulled back upon Cagan’s surprise ascension. 
 
    Then I sat back on the black leather couch and huffed. “Well, that was a bit unexpected.” 
 
    “But not unwelcome I think, Husband,” Jessamyn commented from under my right arm. 
 
    “Yes, it seems the shatzah-sniffing dolts are going to do a lot of the work for us,” Jen’Zadeer laughed. 
 
    “It was the same in the coven wars,” Krista added in her seductive Eastern European accent. “I recognise the attitude in the fat one, Cagan. He cares little for the welfare of the tribe. His status is all that matters to him and that blinds him to the realities of his actions. He is chief now, in place of his brother, but what will the cost of his usurpation be?” 
 
    “All good points,” I said. “I’m a bit gutted that they are going to gazump us on a few of the dungeons, though.” 
 
    “If we plan things accordingly,” Karragh mused. “We ought to be able to handle the dungeons in the Burned Star and Cutting Axe quadrants tonight. That should reduce how many we might miss out on if this behaviour spreads.” 
 
    “True,” Alyssa agreed. “Besides I believe their confidence is misplaced. Let’s not forget they believe the obliteration of their dungeons was carried out by the Jagged Boar Tusks. A tribe they, rightly or wrongly, consider to be inferior warriors to them. I suspect their confidence, particularly when it comes to eliminating the mid-range dungeons, is misplaced. Their losses are likely to be higher than they expect, and they may remove fewer dungeons than they hoped.” 
 
    “Then those dungeons will be all fat and juicy, loaded up with soul marks, ready for us to plunder,” Genya breathed with excitement. 
 
    Her enthusiasm for the work ahead elicited light laughter from everyone involved, 
 
    “I suppose that just leaves me to inform Simeon of this latest development. The Dark Moon Rising needs to be ready if marauding orcs do come knocking on the guild’s doorstep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alyssa as per usual was dead on the money. 
 
    The Stone Skulls’ foray into the Tusks’ lands that afternoon to annihilate their hated rivals’ dungeons in revenge for what I’d done ended in disappointment. 
 
    It wasn’t a complete unmitigated disaster, and they had several groups successfully challenge a dungeon and emerge stronger. However, their coordination left a lot to be desired and they seemed to enter dungeons at random with no organisation to ensure that the groups who went in were capable or that there would be enough groups to actually drain the dungeon of all its soul shards.  
 
    Added to that Zagog and Kurz acted quickly and abandoned the camp with three hundred seasoned campaigners. This didn’t deter Cagan who merely revelled in his deposed brother’s retreat sending his own confidence sky high. 
 
    They may have had over ten thousand warriors in their tribe, but several thousand of those were poorly trained cannon fodder goblins who’d be worthless in a challenge and were left behind to hold the encampment. 
 
    Even so, a horde, six-thousand strong, couldn’t travel during the daylight without being detected by someone. 
 
    The Tusks noticed and mounted a swift dual-action response. 
 
    One army marched on the threatened dungeons. By the time they arrived about two-thirds of the Stone Skulls’ host had entered a dungeon and the Tusks warriors easily slaughtered those still waiting in line. Then they waited for the few Skulls survivors to exit and slaughtered them with overwhelming numbers. The extra ranks gained from a successful conquest did not help them. 
 
    The result was that Cagan and the Stone Skulls only managed to destroy three low-ranked dungeons before either being killed or run off by the Tusks. 
 
    Meanwhile, a second Tusks army marched east on the goblin-defended encampment of the Stone Skulls. Goblins against orcs, even with some defensive fortifications was not a fair fight and they were routed in short order. 
 
    The Stone Skulls’ camp was razed to the ground. 
 
    Cagan and a few hundred others, mostly his lickspittles, had survived. With the camp a flaming ruin he led them to try and claim the Zeta House guild outpost from the Dark Moon Rising in an effort to salvage his very brief leadership of the tribe. 
 
    The walls he had been so derisory of earlier in the day were very effective at keeping him and his much reduced following out, though. 
 
    Then he turned his attention to the entrance of my dungeon. If he couldn’t take the guild outpost, then he would spite them by destroying their pet dungeon. 
 
    Or so he thought. He had learned nothing from his earlier failure. 
 
    I welcomed him with open arms and a rib-crushing bear hug and that was a satisfying end to him and the day. For me, at least. 
 
    Slaughtering the Burned Star and Cutting Axe dungeons on night two was a bit of a strain but we managed it by starting earlier and taking a few more risks. It put both tribes on a similar war footing to the Stone Skulls with their eyes zeroed in on the Jagged Boar Tusks as the likeliest culprits. 
 
    Unlike Cagan, though, they did not act so hastily and chose to plan their retributive actions. 
 
    I debated as to whether we should put off the raid on night three. Watching the tribes fumble around, furiously and cluelessly accusing one another was amusing but the days of the week were counting down and I didn’t want to risk leaving this business unfinished at the end of the week. 
 
    It was time for them to turn their ire on the architect of their suffering, me. 
 
    Besides, after pushing for more conquests the night before and giving me a bit more time to play with, I’d made plans to extend the dungeon destruction activities into zone eight. Makas and Vynar’s formerly enslaved vassals made for some juicy targets, and we should hoover them up before we ranked up too high to do so. 
 
    Therefore, on the fourth day of the week, the chieftains of all the zone seven orken tribes awoke to find themselves in the same boat. Not even orcs are stupid enough that they couldn’t eventually figure out they had been played by an external force. 
 
    Later that day they met together somewhere other than a battlefield for the first time in living memory. 
 
    I created a dungeon mob in the spitting image of Cagan and sent him along to the meeting. The mob wouldn’t be much use, but Tenzing was in attendance with the guild beacon and that allowed me to superimpose an image of Alyssa who had morphed into an imitation of Cagan so that we could speak to them. 
 
    With a little prompting from the gorgeous brunette in hideous orc form, we managed to aim the orcs exactly where I wanted them. At me. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Simeon Reedwhistle 
 
      
 
      
 
    I strolled along the high stone walls of Zeta House and surveyed the scene down below. The swarm of orken remained, though their numbers had been thinned considerably since their arrival. 
 
    Walking alongside me were Torvald and Arash. 
 
    A few days after my meeting with the Blue Pennant, Torvald and the rest of the council, with the exception of their former Guild Master, came knocking on my door. I took them down into the Lair to meet Daxas and they signed over their guild to him much as he’d predicted. 
 
    Daxas had then built an accompanying guild outpost that abutted Zeta House for the Blue Pennant. The two complexes shared a high wall and surrounding moat. 
 
    The orken tribes had come howling from the west only a few hours after the construction work had been completed. If I were a more suspicious individual, I’d have thought Daxas had planned it that way. The fortifications had been very effective in keeping the enraged orken out. 
 
    They’d made a few half-hearted attempts at breaking in that first evening and the next day. And by that, I meant the orcs sent several thousand goblins with some poorly made ladders to try and scale the walls. Hundreds were killed by the defenders and hundreds more likely drowned in the moat. Goblins were not known for their swimming. 
 
    However, we were closing in on the end of the third day of the siege and they hadn’t bothered to send another group all day. Although the orken leaders might have thought they were being cagey, I knew exactly what they were up to. There was an unguarded entrance to the Lair that they set up camp around. 
 
    They were challenging Daxas’ dungeon in an attempt to destroy him. 
 
    And if I couldn’t have guessed the bloody obvious myself, there was Daxas’ rather gleeful running commentary on their repeated failed attempts kept me well informed. 
 
    I stopped my review for a moment and looked out at the horizon. The sun was low in the sky and would be setting soon. It created a beautiful kaleidoscope of shades of red, orange, and pink against the backdrop of the crisp blue. 
 
    Torvald smiled, wiggling his bushy moustache in the process, like he was entreating me to appreciate its natural splendour. 
 
    Arash, on the other hand, scratched at the back of his head and sighed loudly. “Why didn’t you ask Sindar to take command of the defence here?” he grumped. “I don’t mind admitting he is the superior bowman…and tactician. I could have handled things back at Alpha House.” 
 
    “By that, I suppose you mean you could have handled Rosie back at Alpha House,” I shot back with a playful smirk. 
 
    Torvald laughed uproariously and Arash’s cheeks blushed a bright crimson. 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” Arash muttered under his breath. 
 
    I snorted at that. Arash barely went five minutes without either sneaking off with the barmaid for a quick tumble or trying to convince her to sneak off with him for a tumble. Torvald had only been at Alpha House for a few hours a couple of days ago and that was plenty of time to witness enough for him to get the joke. 
 
    All fun aside, Arash was not alone. In the wake of Arash and Rosie’s rather open display of affection during the last rest day, quite a few others had paired off with the serving staff. If I didn’t have so much responsibility weighing down my shoulders, I might have even contemplated courting one of the lasses myself. 
 
    The Proving Grounds can be a lonely place. And relationships with other supplicants could become fraught and complicated. Not that there were many available ladies in the guild thanks to Daxas. 
 
    Some sort of commotion came from the courtyard behind me and snapped me out of my reverie. Sitting around a firepit in the far corner were a party of orcs. Most of them were Dark Moon Rising members and the group included Ferash, one of the guild’s officers. 
 
    There were two unaffiliated orcs with them as well. Zagog and Kurz. They were formerly part of the Stone Skulls, but they had recently abandoned the tribe after a leadership coup. The pair had formed a faction of outcasts with a few hundred followers. Daxas had informed us of their whereabouts and following the dungeon’s suggestion, Ferash had gone out to see if he could recruit them. 
 
    Ferash had found them easily enough with Daxas’ assistance. The pair had agreed to come back to Zeta House with him to discuss their assimilation into the guild when the horde had descended and trapped them in here with us. 
 
    We could have smuggled them out using the connecting passages between guild houses, but I hadn’t wanted to reveal that to them until after they had signed up with us. 
 
    My assumption had been that either they were the cause of the ruckus in the courtyard or perhaps some of the Pennant boys, not used to having orcs around, had tried to start something. 
 
    I was wrong on both counts. The disturbance was coming from inside Zeta House itself. Just as I was about to call down and demand to know what was happening, Nel’Van and a troop of dark elves marched out the front door and into the courtyard. 
 
    Nel’Van looked around and caught my eye as I stood upon the battlements. 
 
    He and his people moved forward, and I could see there were many more inside as they started to pour out. Our orc guests were a bit shocked and went for their weapons, but Ferash calmed them down and seemed to be explaining their sudden appearance. 
 
    So much for keeping the passages a secret from them. 
 
    “Nel’Van,” I shouted down at him. “To what do we owe the pleasure?” 
 
    “Orders,” he shouted back with a resigned smile. “From the Guild Master, himself.” 
 
    Of course, this was down to Daxas, and he hadn’t bothered to inform me. I could swear he went out of his way to infuriate me deliberately. None of that was Nel’Van’s fault so I shook it off quickly. 
 
     “Torvald and I will be right down.” 
 
    “No, I’ll come up,” he called back. 
 
    I nodded down at him and pointed out the nearest staircase that led up to our position. Nel’Van waved his thanks and jogged up to us. 
 
    “Simeon, Torvald, Arash,” he said by way of greeting when he linked up with us on the battlements. 
 
    “Nel’Van, good to see you, but why are you here?” I asked him with a smile. 
 
    Despite being left in the dark, I had a pretty good idea already. 
 
    Nel’Van gestured expansively over the walls at the raucous orken camp “It would seem you have a pest problem and we’ve been asked to disperse it, tonight.” 
 
    That made sense. If we were attacking at night, then dark elves were best suited for the task even if the majority of the remaining horde seemed to be goblin rabble. 
 
    “I’ve got to say I’m surprised,” I said aloud. “I thought our sponsor was having too much fun shredding those intrepid enough to challenge him. It has certainly made running our regular groups tricky enough with longer than usual lockouts before we can go in.” 
 
    Arash pulled his lower lip back in a sheepish expression as I finished. “Yeah…about that…” 
 
    Whatever my guild officer’s confession was going to be it was interrupted by a deep gruff voice we all recognised. “I’ve got all I’m going to get, willingly, at least. The few competent orcs who remain stopped falling for my tricks and goading a few hours back. Nel’Van, I know it’s unlikely but if you happen to take any of the high-ranked orken prisoner you know what to do with them.” 
 
    I couldn’t help myself and asked. “How many did you get?” 
 
    “Hmmm, let me see…add in that group…ah, can’t forget that lot, the look on his face, absolutely classic…oh, works out to be a little over nine thousand. Pretty good for a few days’ work,” Daxas replied, equally distracted and a touch smug. 
 
    “Nine thousand!” I spat out in surprise. “That’s almost twice the size of the guild. How the fuck did you trick that many? Orcs might be arrogant, but even they had to see how many groups weren’t coming back out.” 
 
    “It’s a big dungeon, Simeon. Especially if I’m being an awkward bugger and you can believe that I was.” 
 
    “Still, they had to have some clue on the second day when the first groups didn’t come back out. How did you do it?” 
 
    “Trade secrets, Simeon.” 
 
    “Come on, you can tell us. We’re all part of the team, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Oh, alright. After Nel’Van finishes up with his night raid the four of you should come and join me for a celebratory feast. I can fill you in then,” Daxas said and then almost as an afterthought added. “Bring Zagog and Kurz too. I’d like a word with them.” 
 
    Then there was a crackle in the air which I’d learned meant the dungeon had severed whatever communication method he was using. 
 
    Nel’Van and I gave one another a knowing look. 
 
    Torvald blew out his bushy moustache. “Another trip into the wolf’s den,” he muttered. “At least, he’ll be feeding us this time. Is the dungeon’s food any good, Simeon?” 
 
    “Honestly, it’s fucking exquisite. And plentiful. But I wouldn’t get used to that kind of treatment. He wants something.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Apart from him being a scheming dungeon that has managed to get three guilds under his thumb, you mean?” 
 
    Torvald chuckled at my tone. “Yes, apart from that.” 
 
    “The orc tribes in this zone have been sundered. All that remains is the chaff and he wants to meet with one of those tribes’ former chiefs. It’s Zagog he wants to meet and butter up. If he didn’t need us to bring them down to him, I doubt he would have even spoken up.” 
 
    “Well, when you put it like that…” Torvald trailed off. 
 
    “Speaking of the night’s activities,” Nel’Van started. “Are any of you interested in joining us for the fun later?” 
 
    “I’ll watch from up here, thanks,” Arash puffed and nervously scratched behind his ear. He never did like getting up close and personal. 
 
    I looked at Torvald and the large man grinned back at me. 
 
    “Why the hells not?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We waited until thirty minutes after sundown. The goblins and the remaining orcs, mostly low-ranked newish arrivals, had settled down at their cook fires. 
 
    A few of our people who were staying behind pulled open the gate doors. The hinges had been well oiled, and they swung open with nary a creak. The drawbridge had been lowered agonisingly slowly over twenty minutes to keep the noise levels as low as possible. We didn’t want to alert our prey if we could help it. 
 
    “They have not even placed any pickets,” Maximillian, my vampiric officer, snorted with disapproval at my side. 
 
    We were at the forefront of the strike force. The vampire’s night vision was understandably superior to mine and probably put the dark elves to shame. Max and his fellow vamps along with their thralls had emerged from the guild outpost twenty minutes ago. Their inclusion in the night’s raid almost went without saying. 
 
    “Personally, I’m rather glad about that. We haven’t sallied forth and attempted a counterattack all week. Our inactivity has probably assisted in lowering their guard.” I whispered, probably unnecessarily. 
 
    The orken camp was a quarter of a mile away from where we were and there was no discernible breeze. My voice would not carry far enough to be heard. 
 
    “I suspect our patron’s actions have played a big part in their lackadaisical approach to security. At the very least, he has gutted their command structure. Maybe more,” Nel’Van muttered. 
 
    I wanted to question the dark elf further on what he meant by that. What insight had he gleaned, but his arm went up and his fingers flicked forward. The signal was taken up by a dozen of his lieutenants and we were off in a silent advance. 
 
    The column of dark elves trooped out at a rapid jog. I had to sprint to keep up, no respect given for my smaller stature. The elves all wore soft boots that had been enchanted with silence, so they streamed over the drawbridge and onto the grass verge with barely a sound. I couldn’t help but wince at the sound of my own solid-soled footwear as they clomped against the hardwood of the drawbridge despite my lighter physique. 
 
    Okay, maybe my physique wasn’t that light in the first place. 
 
    That brief clomping faded as we made it onto the long grass. 
 
    There was no delay and Nel’Van led the column of three hundred warriors unerringly towards our target. 
 
    The squads in the column had split away from the head of our spear and sprinted full pelt to the left and the right to spread the impact of our initial attack 
 
    And then we reached their front line. There came the familiar snickt sound as weapons were drawn from sheaths and shortly after we were in amongst them slashing, stabbing, and cutting. Goblins fell to flashing blades in the dark. The elves kicked over their cooking pots and extinguished the flames of their fires to maintain their advantage in the darkness. 
 
    Disorganised and surprised goblins were scythed down like wheat before us. 
 
    This camp may have been made up of ten to fifteen thousand orken and there may have only been a little over three hundred of us, but we had the element of surprise and far superior discipline. 
 
    Not to mention we heavily outranked them and thanks to our association with Daxas had the very best gear available. 
 
    No matter how well-disciplined a group we were, as we penetrated ever deeper into the orken camp we eventually began to lose touch with one another, and eventually, I found myself isolated and alone. 
 
    I wasn’t particularly worried. We had achieved the aim of the raid. The tribes were panicked and broken. I’d observed plenty of the little green fuckers running for the hills, fully abandoning the battle without putting up so much as a single thrust of a spear. 
 
    The worst that could happen is that some lucky snot-eater got a fortunate blow, and I’d find myself with a bit of a long walk back from the emergence pool in the City. 
 
    I paused in the killing work, there was nobody around me, and I leaned up against a yurt post. There was a gourd hanging from a hook. Despatching dozens of goblins was thirsty work and I grabbed it, uncorking the animal skin. I quaffed the contents and just as quickly spat the foul liquid back out. It was some kind of fermented milk. 
 
    “If this is what the orcs call booze, it’s no wonder they are such a bunch of miserable fuckers,” I gasped as I tried to clean my tongue of the foul muck. 
 
    My spitting meant I missed the sound of the hide wall of the yurt being torn apart and I almost lost my head to the battle-axe that swung over my hastily ducked noggin. 
 
    Inside the yurt was an enraged orc. He obviously hadn’t appreciated my commentary on his race’s alcoholic beverages. 
 
    A quick glance confirmed he was very well armed and armoured. And the speed of his follow-up strike disabused me of any notion that this guy would be a slouch. 
 
    This wasn’t one of the tribal makeweights we’d been cutting down with ease, he was a proper fighter. On the plus side, I could see that he was covered in wounds from a prior encounter. 
 
    Had he fought and defeated one of the dark elves already? 
 
    If so, I could be in real trouble. Dying might only be an annoyance at this juncture but I wasn’t volunteering to prove the point. 
 
    I parried his next attack, and my short sword was knocked from my grasp with embarrassing ease. The reverberations from the battering of his axe on my weapon numbed my hand. The orc was incredibly strong compared to me. 
 
    My dungeon delving had accelerated me up to rank twenty-eight, but the orc had to be in the high forties, if not low fifties. Excellent gear couldn’t bridge every gap. 
 
    Just as I was contemplating a well-timed scarpering, a second even larger orc stepped out from the tatters of the yurt hide wall. This new orc had a big fat gut and grinned at me strangely. 
 
    Yes, definitely time to make myself scarce. 
 
    Before I legged it, though, the new orc hefted a huge great axe, reversed the haft in his grip and slammed the butt into the temple of my current combatant. My opponent slumped bonelessly to the hard ground, dropping his battle-axe and making a gurgling sound from the back of his throat. 
 
    Meanwhile, the huge fat orc winked at me in the firelight. The kind of wink I thought I recognised. 
 
    My suspicions were confirmed a moment later. 
 
    Three more large well-armed orcs appeared from the shadows and moved towards my downed opponent, and I backed away. They had chains and a padlock in their grasp. 
 
    “We’ll take it from here, Simeon,” the fat orc spoke in a very un-orcish tone. 
 
    The voice was teasing and dripping with sex appeal, and I recognised it immediately. The cheeky wink made sense. This was one of Daxas’ women, Alyssa. She was the one whom I had no inkling as to where she had come from, which is why she stood out from his rather crowded harem of attractive women. 
 
    The other three silent orcs quickly finished wrapping the chains around their insensate target and then hauled him to his feet and dragged him off back through the torn yurt. 
 
    The fat orc, in the guise of Alyssa waved “See you soon, Simeon.” Then she winked again and sauntered off. 
 
    How she made the hips of an overweight male orc sway so seductively I’ll never know, but it would require many tankards of ale to wipe the disturbing scene from my mind and you can bet I’d make sure that Daxas would be paying. 
 
    Of course, no matter how off-putting the scene in front of me was, that didn’t mean I could stop myself from following in the orc’s wake and being subjected to further glimpses of the horror show. My innate curiosity insisted I follow him, or more accurately her, and find out what in the hells was going on. 
 
    I stumbled through the mess inside the darkened yurt, almost tripping several times. The other side had also been torn apart and there was some firelight still flickering on that side and I managed to keep up with the fast-moving orc party. 
 
    Outside the yurt, I could see that the entrance to the Lair, which the tribes had built the camp around, was maybe one hundred feet away. On the side of the official entrance was another doorway that led to a stairwell leading down into the depths. 
 
    I had a pretty good idea of what this was. 
 
    Daxas had invited me to come into the Lair through a doorway nobody else could see the first time we met properly. There had been no need to make use of it since, as Alpha House had been built with a direct link between his office in the Guild Headquarters and the dungeon. 
 
    Moving into the secret dungeon entrance were several hundred orcs in two distinct groups. The first group were led by the overweight Alyssa orc. They were largely indistinguishable from the second group except for one thing. The second group were in chains. The conscious ones in the second group were being dragged into the dungeon very much against their will, while the rest were being dragged. 
 
    I should have known. 
 
    Daxas never tried to keep it secret that he was a greedy bastard. He wouldn’t be happy knowing any of them got away from him. 
 
    My curiosity sated, I shrugged my shoulders and headed deeper into the orc camp looking to link back up with the Sons of the Shadow as they ran off the remaining greenskins. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Three hours later and we were all deep in the bowels of the Lair. 
 
    The raid had been spectacularly successful. A couple of Maximillian’s thralls and fifty or so dark elves had been killed during the fighting, but they’d be back at the guild houses before dawn and tomorrow was a rest day, for us, at least. 
 
    Zagog informed me on the way down here that the orken we’d killed wouldn’t be back so fast. Apparently, they had their own smaller emergence pools at the heart of their tribal encampments that they would return from. 
 
    However, if you used them then it took longer to come back after you’d been killed and the delay only grew the more often it happened. And considering that killing goblin pests was a regular pastime for many orcs in the camps it would be many days if not weeks before most of them set foot on the soil of the Proving Grounds again. 
 
    By that point, the landscape of zone seven would be radically different. The domination of the orken in the western half of the zone had been smashed. Torvald, Nel’Van, and I hadn’t had a chance to discuss in depth what to do but securing the tribal charters and burning them was a must for the morning. 
 
    Meanwhile, we enjoyed the feasting and hospitality provided by Daxas. His banqueting hall was even larger than before. And the feasting table was twice as large, even so, it barely fit all the varied celebrants. 
 
    Daxas sat at the head of the table as he always did. Nel’Van, Torvald, and I were placed in the middle with some of his disciples and soldiers on either side of us. With us were other representatives from our guild. Pacclo, Arash, Ferash, and Piotr were here with me. 
 
    Zagog and Kurz had been seated at the end with Daxas. This didn’t surprise me. Try as I might, listening in on their conversations amid the general hubbub of merriment was difficult to say the least. I tried in vain but after a few minutes, with dashed hopes, I gave up on the attempt and simply relaxed. My attention taken with enjoying the roasted fowl and fine ale in front of me. 
 
    That didn’t mean I didn’t glance to the far end a few times and observe the discussions taking place and the conflicted look on Zagog and Kurz’s orcish faces. 
 
    The dungeon was in full merchant mode trying to sell them on whatever he wanted. We’d know soon enough. Daxas was too much of a showoff to leave us in the dark for long. 
 
    An hour later, and with enough liquor to leave me more than a bit tipsy, my prediction came true. 
 
    Daxas produced a vellum parchment with a flourish and placed it in front of Zagog who shook his head slightly and then made his mark. The Wolf King grinned from ear to ear. 
 
    He had got what he was after. 
 
    Then he banged the table with his closed fist a few times to get everyone’s attention and stood, a chalice of wine in his hands. 
 
    “I’d like to raise a toast to the newest member of the alliance,” Daxas declared loudly and in boisterously good spirits. 
 
    He motioned for Zagog to stand. 
 
    The former orc chieftain got up from his high-backed chair hesitantly, a confused expression on his face. Orcs didn’t laud an orc who submitted to a superior, they usually humiliated them. It was clear that Zagog feared the latter. 
 
    Daxas raised the golden chalice slightly above eye level. “To Zagog, chief of the newly minted Wolf’s Teeth tribe.” 
 
    A hundred or more tankards or glasses were raised high in salute and then pressed firmly to lips as we drank deeply. 
 
    I should have seen this coming. It seemed that Daxas desire for expansion and domination was unending. 
 
    After we finished drinking, Zagog sat back down quickly, his cheeks a darker shade of green. 
 
    Daxas remained standing, he wasn’t quite finished. “Zagog will establish the Wolf’s Teeth in the remains of the camp previously claimed by the Jagged Boar Tusks. 
 
    “Simeon, Torvald, Nel’Van. Tomorrow each of you will claim one of the other three camps for your respective guilds. When the tribal charters have been destroyed, I will build guild outposts by each of the three emergence pools. 
 
    “You won’t be able to make use of them, as you don’t possess a tribal charter, but neither will they be usable by anyone else.” 
 
    That made tactical sense. It would leave the only orken emergence pool in the zone in the hands of the Wolf’s Teeth, his tribe. All new orken arrivals in the zone would either have to join Wolf’s Teeth or go outcast. 
 
    “Simeon, Ferash,” Daxas continued. “Zagog currently only has a few hundred warriors. This leaves him vulnerable. Ferash, would you be willing to lead the orken within the Dark Moon Rising and transfer to Wolf’s Teeth under Zagog?” 
 
    This was one of Daxas’ favourite moves. Posing something as a request when you knew you couldn’t really say no. 
 
    I climbed up onto my chair, so my head was above most of the tall folk who remained sitting. “Provided Ferash and his kin have no objections the Dark Moon Rising would be happy to offer assistance to a brother guild.” 
 
    “Very gracious of you, Simeon,” Daxas chuckled knowingly. “What say you, Ferash?” 
 
    My orc lieutenant stood and nodded. “We will gladly follow Zagog. He is a worthy chieftain…uh…I meant no offence, Simeon. You have been a fine guild chief, but many of us miss the smells and sounds of the tribe.” 
 
    “No offence taken, Ferash. You have been a fine lieutenant and it’s not like we’re switching sides or anything,” I assured him as I plopped back down into my seat and grabbed a fork with half a greasy sausage upon it that was just begging to be eaten. 
 
    “Excellent. The Lair will also be offering assistance,” Daxas announced and motioned to the end of the vaulted banqueting hall. 
 
    A troop, nay, a veritable army of orc warriors marched into the hall from the archways at the end of the room. I recognised some of the figures from the battle last night, especially the large fat orc that led the column into the room. 
 
    In the light of the banquet hall, I could see that the clothing they wore had insignias which represented all four of the fallen tribes on them. 
 
    Zagog and Kurz launched themselves from their chairs in shock. “Cagan, you traitorous cur,” the orc chieftain bellowed. “You dare come crawling back after what you did. I will not have it.” 
 
    Daxas put a firm hand on the outraged orc. “Peace, my new friend. All is not as it seems.” 
 
    “It certainly isn’t,” Cagan chuckled mischievously in that sultry, feminine voice that very much did not belong to an orc. 
 
    While the rest of the orc army lined themselves up at the end of the room. Cagan strode down the hall, hips swaying in that disturbing sexy manner. 
 
    As he walked his skin started to ripple and shift. His body shrank in size and the colour of his skin shifted to a creamy white. The clomping of heavy boots became the tapping of heels and before our eyes, the figure morphed into a buxom, brown-haired, human woman. 
 
    The armour was replaced by a short black skirt and white blouse displaying plenty of cleavage. Cagan’s axe became a pair of black-rimmed spectacles that the woman calmly slid onto her ears and let them perch on the end of her nose. 
 
    Alyssa winked at me as she walked past. “I said I’d see you soon, Simeon,” she said with a light laugh. 
 
    Zagog blinked in confusion but allowed Daxas to press him back into his seat by the time Alyssa’s leisurely sauntering gait made it to them. She kissed Daxas on the lips and he pulled her onto his lap as he flopped back down into his gilded and ornate chair. 
 
    I’d have been shocked by Alyssa’s abilities if I hadn’t seen Daxas pull off the impossible before. Her transformation reminded me of some of the scare stories the elders would tell the little ‘uns when we were growing up. About a species who could become anyone as long as they were dead. 
 
    Doppelgängers. 
 
    I’d assumed the stories were made up, but apparently not. 
 
    No wonder I didn’t recognise or know where Alyssa had come from. She could have been anyone. 
 
    I looked between the transformed Alyssa and the assembled orcs who were too regimented and silent. Real orcs were not this disciplined, even if you could get them to stand in formation they’d be grunting, farting, or spitting. Two and two made four and everything slotted into place in my head. 
 
    “That’s how you did it,” I announced aloud, though I was mostly talking to myself. 
 
    “You made yourself some orcs like the servers in the guild houses, but you made them look like those orcs who had died challenging you. Then you sent them out with her,” I said and pointed to the woman in his lap. “Morphed to look like Cagan. Alyssa convinced them that some of the early groups were successful and not slaughtered to the last orc. That way they kept sending more groups in even after it should have occurred to them it was hopeless.” 
 
    Daxas just grinned at me. That was all the confirmation I needed. 
 
    “Rather helpfully they set up camp around the dungeon’s entrance. Otherwise, it would not have been possible,” Alyssa noted from his lap. 
 
    Any further debate or explanation was interrupted as the kitchen staff began to arrive with platters of desserts and the feast recommenced. 
 
    A little while later Torvald leaned over to me. “You weren’t understating what a devious bastard he is, were you,” he whispered. “The ambitious members of the Pennant’s council who hoped to supplant him don’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “No, they don’t,” Nel’Van agreed from his other side. 
 
    I just shovelled a spoonful of trifle into my mouth. 
 
    It was all just another day in the Wolf King’s Lair. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shortly after my guests departed the clock struck twelve and the rest day began. 
 
    While my disciples and some of the life-seeded continued with the revelry for a few hours longer and another version of me got up close and personal with Jessamyn who wanted to express the depth of her gratitude, another part of me had to get to work on the administration. 
 
    Tenzing and a second of my avatars returned to the DDD. I had some important notifications to review, after all. 
 
    There were the usual flashing red exclamation marks telling me that my dungeon required adapting to fit in with the design requirements. I was used to that with the huge leaps in ranks that I was making every week. 
 
    Accompanying the red were the blue markers that contained the standard notifications. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You have ranked up. 
 
    We are happy to inform you that based on your position on the leader board you have advanced to rank 69. 
 
    Well done on making it this far. 
 
    The Caverns of Jen’Zadeer advances with you and has reached rank 67. The Forest of Xanathia advances with you and has reached rank 64. 
 
    As a rank 69 dungeon, that maintains a first floor, you must increase the minimum size of your seventh floor from 40 to 45 rooms and you will be unable to make any changes to your dungeon layout until this requirement is met. If your dungeon does not meet these requirements, a missed soul mark tithe penalty will be applied each week. 
 
    You have the option to close your existing lower floors. If you close them all, then the room requirement for the seventh-floor increases to 65. 
 
      
 
    But what I really wanted to see most was the contents of the brand new golden one. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You have reached rank 100. 
 
    We are happy to inform you that you are now eligible for the Divine Challenge. 
 
    Succeed in defeating a challenge party made up of the champions and representatives of the Lords, both Divine and Infernal, and you will be rewarded with the prize of reconstitution. 
 
    Unlike challenges by supplicants, a single Divine Challenge takes place every rest day. 
 
    There are currently four other rank 100 dungeons in the Proving Grounds. 
 
    You are now fifth in the queue for the Divine Challenge. The first in the queue will undergo their challenge today. Unless those ahead of you in the queue are lost, your challenge will take place in four weeks. 
 
      
 
    The message didn’t provide much in the way of further information apart from giving me a timeline. Despite Alyssa and Tenzing warning me in advance, I was still a bit disappointed to have only risen to rank sixty-nine. 
 
    Okay, I did chuckle like a schoolboy when I read the specific rank I’d made. Even if nobody else understood the juvenile humour of it. The numerals they used in the Realms for six and nine did not look the same as on Earth, so the joke was lost on them. 
 
    However, I had just damned over nine-thousand orcs and goblins to the Infernal Reaches during the back half of the week and the final night’s raid. And that didn’t count the Skulls tribe members who had fallen in my dungeon midweek. 
 
    So many, that with the bonuses my female disciples received, they had maxed out their experience total. They already had enough XP to level up to rank one hundred once my dungeon made it there. Instead, they were limited to sixty-nine. 
 
    The issue for my lack of advancement was not because I didn’t have the requisite fallen to match dungeons in the mid to high eighties, but the dead man’s shoe’s system. I might be skipping multiple ranks ahead thanks to the alterations made by the Arbiter, but I could only go as high as there were positions to occupy. 
 
    The destruction of dungeons over rank sixty was a rarity. Adventurers rarely did it as the higher you went up in rank, then the fewer available dungeons there were to delve into. 
 
    And dungeons of that rank would be experienced, and desperate to accrue as much XP as they could to grow their dungeon with the Divine Challenge on the horizon. Foot traffic would be reduced so taking soul marks became even more vital for them than ever. 
 
    High-ranked adventurers would be utterly foolhardy to wipe out the less dangerous dungeons that offered an easier run and doubly foolhardy to challenge those that didn’t. 
 
    The shift from rank ninety-nine to one hundred only happened when there was one or none rank one-hundred dungeons in the Proving Grounds at the start of a rest day. At that point, all six of the current ninety-niners would advance and the order of their Divine Challenges was based on their fallen totals at that point. 
 
    Everybody else would shuffle up behind them. 
 
    Again, I was breaking the mould, being added to the Divine Challenge group in the middle of the usual six-week challenge period. 
 
    That meant that over the next couple of weeks I would need to ensure there were a suitable number of dead men above me whose shoes I could occupy before my turn came around. 
 
    For the completionist in me, it was a mildly bitter pill to swallow. The advancement system meant the Wolf King’s Lair would never officially make rank one hundred. 
 
    Ninety-nine would be its limit. 
 
    I opened the few other blue notifications blinking at me. They were for fresh achievements, but not as many as I’d got used to receiving every rest day. 
 
      
 
    Dominator 6 (afforded by the Domination speciality) 
 
    You have successfully conquered thirty-two or more other dungeons.  
 
    You are granted the Dungeon Dominator 5 ability which increases your aura of dominance by x7.  
 
      
 
    And. 
 
      
 
    Dungeon Delver 6 
 
    You have successfully completed the first floor of thirty-two or more rival dungeons. 
 
    From now on you garnish sixty percent of a defeated dungeon’s current experience pool. If you choose not to destroy the dungeon a permanent totem is placed in the defeated dungeon taxing them 6% of all future experience. 
 
      
 
    Neither had any great effect on me or my chances. 
 
    The Lair and the Cavern’s advancement gave me three major perks to choose each. Whereas the Forest of Xanathia provided four. I used the threes to max out the crafting path for Alchemy and Enchanting. 
 
    From an alchemic perspective that meant we could make poisons and venoms, as well as potions that could be drunk by mobs. This included potions that could make their natural attacks venomous. It also opened the dual potion crafting options and halved the cooldown between drinking brewed potions. 
 
    The three enchantment perks allowed us to put a single enchantment on ammunition, items, traps, and mobs. Even the life-seeded ones. 
 
    Remembering Tenzing’s advice I split Nessa’s perks, putting two into both Metalworking and Leatherworking. That left them only requiring one more perk next week to complete their crafting paths. 
 
    With the fourth and fifth upgrades to those paths, we could make weapons and armour for my beasts and plant monsters and a few other bits and bobs. Next week when I completed both paths all the gear could then be enchanted as well. 
 
    When I looked at the advancement of my dungeon, I’d harboured a smidgeon of apprehension. Not for the expansion of the floors which I had more than enough experience to cover and then some. 
 
    No, the concerns revolved around my life-seeded armies. 
 
    To bump each of the dryads and hobgoblins to rank sixty-nine would cost me 68,000 XP. The minotaurs were double that at 136,000 XP. That would be roughly a little over thirteen million for the armies. But on top of that, I needed to add extra chambers to the secret wings to accommodate them which pushed the total to more than twenty million just to uplift the life-seeded in my current armies. 
 
    That was only one hundred and forty-four warriors. I needed more than that and even after the distribution of life seeds to the topside defenders I had plenty more to implant. 
 
    The new recruits would be even more costly, as my existing warriors were already rank thirty-five and the required dungeon power and expense for those existing ranks were already accounted for. To be precise, when all the different factors were included, they would cost 210,000 XP apiece. 
 
    All of a sudden, my pot of a little shy of one hundred million experience points didn’t seem quite so deep. 
 
    Tenzing as usual came to the rescue with a gentle reminder of something I had long since forgotten. 
 
    Soul marks could be used to purchase or upgrade mobs at a ratio of ten dungeon power per mark or be used to buy rooms. And after claiming the marks from the orcs, many of whom had practised the unsavoury cheat of stripping them from the goblins and other hapless adventurers I had so many I could pay my tithes for decades to come and then some. 
 
    The net result was I had over one hundred thousand soul marks, which was the equivalent of a billion XP for dungeon upgrades. 
 
    My experience worries were a thing of the past. 
 
    My coin-bought topside charges were another matter, though. 
 
    Although I had a very healthy regular income from guild activities, there was no convenient soul mark cheat to circumvent the exorbitant cost of uplifting them all. Especially with the expenses I’d incurred setting up the Wolf’s Teeth tribe. 
 
    With dungeon entrances in three different compounds to defend I simply couldn’t afford to max them all out. I topped some of them out at rank fifty-one and limited all new purchases to rank twenty-one. Numbers and the top-tier gear I equipped them with would have to suffice in bridging the gap. 
 
    After spending a little time on some surprise projects, I turned my attention to my character sheet. I’d held a couple of my points in reserve and with the new ones for the uplifted ranks I had one-hundred and seventy-four to allocate. 
 
    Most of my decisions had been made in advance and I spent ninety-three points improving my existing spell list. We had entered the fifth spell tier but sadly that tier offered no new spells. 
 
    After that was done, every spell I possessed was now at the current highest tier possible. I hadn’t bothered expanding my repertoire any further, focusing on building the power of what I had. More spells at this juncture would be a waste of points. 
 
    Instead, I ploughed most of the remaining points into spell power bringing it up to one hundred. Which left me a few emergency points unspent. 
 
      
 
    Name: Daxas 
 
    Species: Lupus Rex 
 
    Rank: 69 
 
    Strength: 26 
 
    Agility: 26 
 
    Stamina: 26 
 
    Mana: 50 
 
    Spell Power: 100 
 
    Resilience: 27 
 
    Dungeon Power: 69 
 
    Health: 520/520 
 
    Unspent Experience: 2,002,227 
 
    Soul Marks: 62,953 
 
    Fallen Total: 13,416 
 
    Skills: Mining 86, Hunting 85, Gathering 87, Farming 85, Smelting 87, Butchering 87, Woodwork 86, Masonry 83, Metal Work 86, Leather Work 94, Alchemy 85, Enchanting 91, General Crafting 64 
 
    Damage Reduction: 27 for all damage types. 
 
    Spells:  
 
    Life Domain: Greater Summon Beasts 4, Venom 5, Regrowth 4, Camouflage 3. 
 
    Lightning Domain: Greater Electro Claws 5, Lightning Bolt 5, Chain Lightning 4, Electrified 3. 
 
    Sanctified Domain: Heal 5, Greater Bless 4, Purge 5 
 
    Aura of Dominance: Variable base of 30 
 
    Aura of Fear: Variable base of 15 
 
    Aura of Sexual Magnetism: Variable base of 15 
 
    (Full character sheets can be found at the end of the book) 
 
      
 
    I made similar changes for my disciples. Improving their current suite of spells and boosting their spell power. In a few cases like Fiadh and Marux who had limited use for spells a lot of their points went into their physical stats as well. 
 
    By the time I’d finished up several hours had passed. My disciples and armies had already left to perform the day’s necessary dirty work. 
 
    Today either my dungeon or the cabal would fall. 
 
    My money was on the cabal. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Explicit Interlude 5.2 
 
    (This mini chapter contains explicit sexual content. If that’s not to your reading taste you can skip on to the next chapter without missing any story elements.) 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Husband,” Jessamyn purred as she placed her dainty fingers on my broad shoulders. 
 
    I put my half-empty tankard of ale down. I had drunk my fill of wine after the meal and switched up the beverages. 
 
    Turning to the auburn-haired wood-elf I noticed a naughty twinkle in her emerald eyes. It could have been a reflective glint from the fireplace, but I knew her better. 
 
    My alpha mate had sex on her mind and who could blame her with me around. 
 
    Don’t judge me harshly. Humility is for those who aren’t incredibly awesome. 
 
    “I haven’t had a chance to thank you personally for avenging my honour,” she whispered teasingly and gently licked the lobe of my ear. “I think we have time before the assault.” 
 
    I pulled the lithe redhead into my lap and rubbed my thumbs over her elongated ears. “For you, my love, there will always be time.” 
 
    Jessamyn levered herself up in my embrace and her pouting red lips met mine and parted eagerly as our tongues mingled. 
 
    For a nanosecond, I thought about breeding my alpha mate here on the table in the banquet hall but had to discard the notion. 
 
    Not from a place of embarrassment. The nervous, shy girl I first claimed had blossomed into the confident unashamed woman nestled in my arms. No, if I mounted Jessamyn in front of the others, all my mates would want a turn. 
 
    Under normal circumstances, I’d be more than willing to accommodate their inflamed passions, but we really did need to be on the road in an hour. 
 
    I wouldn’t want to disappoint them or have any of them feel like they were being left out. 
 
    I was good, spectacular even, just not quite ‘satisfying over thirty women in a little under an hour’ good. 
 
    Putting Jessamyn down we quietly left the table and headed for the way into the kitchens, so as not to alert or disturb the other revellers. 
 
    Alyssa, of course, spotted our swift exit straight away. Nothing got past her. 
 
    She mouthed “I’ll cover for you,” at us and gave us a saucy wink. 
 
    “That was kind of her,” Jessamyn giggled as we ran through the corridors hand-in-hand to the bedchamber put aside just for our use. 
 
    “Hardly,” I snorted as we entered the boudoir and closed the door behind us. “She’ll have me playing with her while you’re all out battling our enemies.” 
 
    Jessamyn’s brows crinkled at my words. “I hadn’t thought of that, and she never mentioned it. She is far too clever for her own good.” Then she shook her auburn locks and unhooked the white embroidered sun dress she had on so that it dropped to the floor in front of me. “No matter, she doesn’t have you now, does she?” 
 
    With her dress discarded, Jessamyn was stark naked and posed suggestively for me. Her legs had parted, and her hips marginally thrust forward to expose her hairless and moist mound of venus. 
 
    The smell of her ardour hit me like a freight train. 
 
    She must have been practising controlling her scent while in the dungeon as she’d managed to subsume all but the usual background levels of her pungent musky sex. 
 
    The effect of her lascivious aroma was irresistible and robbed me of any capacity to answer her verbally. My clothes were dismissed without me thinking, and I pulled and lifted her lissom body into my arms. My mouth engulfed first one and then the other of her firm breasts. My tongue flicked her pert pink nipples and sucked on them greedily. 
 
    My hands gripped her round ass cheeks firmly and squeezed them roughly. 
 
    “Yesss,” she moaned loudly. 
 
    Jessamyn’s arms wrapped around my neck as my mouth and teeth continued to graze over her breasts eliciting more moans from the elf woman. 
 
    With Jess securing herself in place, one of my hands came free from her taut bum, and then came back into contact with her peachy ass with a sharp spank. It hadn’t been a light playful slap either, but a full palmed unrestrained smack. 
 
    “Unnghh,” Jessamyn moaned, but she did not object, only wriggled and whined piteously in my unyielding grip. 
 
    My alone time with Jessamyn was usually defined by love, care, and attention. Gentle caresses, playful toying, and languorous kisses while entangled together. 
 
    There would be none of that tonight, when my alpha mate had unleashed her scent in the way she had, it had awoken something deeply primal in me. There would be no gentle lovemaking. This would be hard fucking. 
 
    If I had any worries, Jessamyn quickly made it clear she was well aware of my intent and heartily approved. 
 
    “Oh, yes, Daxas, my love. I want it. I want it real bad. Love me, fuck me, mate meeee,” she gasped as my hand slapped her wriggling ass once again. 
 
    After a few more spanks of her left ass cheek, I switched up my grip and reddened up the other side, so she had a matching pair. I pulled my lips away from her breasts. My teeth, tongue, and lips had left the creamy flesh of her freckled tits as red as her burning bum. 
 
    I glanced up and our eyes met. Her beautiful green orbs were wet with need, and she mewled piteously at the cessation of attention. I grinned up at her broadly and possessively. 
 
    A brief moment of clarity punctuated my wanton lust, and I thanked my lucky stars for the millionth time that this gorgeous creature had fallen into my clutches. 
 
    I would never let her go. 
 
    Then my hand that held her aloft, gripping the underside of her thigh, felt the wet sensation of her juices dribbling from her luscious lady lips and raw sexual instinct seized control of my actions once more. 
 
    With two steps I was at the end of the bed. At the end of the mattress was a tubular blue silk cushion and I flipped Jessamyn around and threw her down on her belly over the firm cushioned tube. This left her face down on the mattress with her ass in the air, her long legs hanging freely, the tips of her toes brushing the plush navy carpet. 
 
    Jessamyn looked back over her shoulder at me, biting her lower lip sexily. Both my hands came down sharply on her exposed, bare ass and she squeaked giddily. 
 
    “That’s it my love, mount and fuck me roughly. Show my pretty little pussy no mercyyy,” she gasped the last part of her come on, as I’d not needed any encouragement to dive in. 
 
    I’d already stepped forward, my rock-hard rod plundering her moist parted lips in a single well-aimed thrust. There was no easing in, but Jessamyn was suitably lubed by her lust and my cock slid into her velveteen tunnel with minimal resistance until my pelvis slammed into hers, my cockhead marauding against her cervix. 
 
    “Fuck! Yes!” she screamed in pain and pleasure. “Pull my hair, make me yours.” 
 
    I wasted no time and leaned over and grabbed a fistful of her auburn locks with my right hand. Placing my left on the small of her back, my fingers roughly massaged her waist, my hips pulled back and then thrust forward with force. 
 
    Jessamyn squealed at that second thrust and wordlessly moaned as it was swiftly followed by a third, fourth, and fifth powerful lunge. 
 
    Soon I established a steady pace. The thrusts were smooth, powerful, and full strokes where I pulled my cock all the way back to the entrance of her pussy, with only the helmet of my rod remaining inside, before plunging my shaft as deep as her lithe body could take. The pace was not fast, but neither was it slow, and it was remorseless. 
 
    With each forward motion of my dick, I pulled back on Jessamyn’s hair forcing her back to arch. At first, she had propped herself up on her elbows but after her first body-shuddering orgasm, two minutes into the hard fucking, she had collapsed back down onto her chest. Breathing heavily and happily. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” she begged. “Don’t stop till you’ve claimed every bit of me.” 
 
    “Never,” I managed to growl out, my first and only word during the entire escapade. 
 
    After the better part of half an hour, I felt the time had come. Jessamyn had lost the power of speech several minutes earlier. All that came from her were grunts, moans, and whimpers. 
 
    I levered myself further over her ass with my cock buried deep in her sloppy cunny. The blue silk of the tubular cushion was sodden with our comingled juices and thoroughly ruined. I released her hair and pulled my hand from her back. Taking both her small hands in mine, our fingers meshed as she returned my grip. 
 
    My head was at the back of hers and first I kissed her gently at the nape of her neck. Then I let instinct take over and my teeth sank into the meat of her slender trapezius muscle between her neck and shoulder. Jessamyn cried out but gripped my hands more firmly, her thumbs rubbing the backs of my hands in approval. 
 
    At the same time, my hips started to pound my deeply embedded cock inside her with short and rapid thrusts as I neared my crescendo. 
 
    The familiar aching flex hardened my buried cock, followed by the spasming of my groin and the ecstasy of the surging pump of my seed. Jessamyn released a pleasure-filled keening moan as she came in tandem with me. Her pussy muscles clamped on my pulsating length, milking every drop of my seed deep into her womb. 
 
    When the aftershocks of our mutual cumming faded I pulled out and crawled up the bed, hauling the messy wood-elf into my arms and kissing the crown of her head. 
 
    Jessamyn touched the back of her neck where I had recently bitten her. The physical evidence of me biting the ruff of her neck was already fading from her flawless skin. 
 
    “Can you use the DDD to make the scars permanent?” she asked in a languid tone. 
 
    “I can,” I answered. “Are you sure you want that? 
 
    “Yes,” she replied happily. “I want everyone to be able to see how you claimed me tonight.” 
 
    “I don’t think there was ever any doubt,” I chuckled. 
 
    “True,” she giggled and then she stilled pensively. “On second thought can you make it so only you and I can see it?” 
 
    I thought about her request for a few moments and posed the question to my alternate who was presently sitting at the DDD handling this week’s dungeon updates. 
 
    “I can’t make an invisible scar. But I can give you a subdermal tattoo with special ink that can only be seen under certain circumstances and alter our eyes to be able to detect it.” 
 
    “That sounds perfect,” she said and snuggled into my chest. 
 
    “Although I don’t think we can hide it from Tenzing and Alyssa, due to them being extensions of the entity,” I warned. 
 
    “I’m not worried about Tenzing and maybe it will be better if Alyssa can see. Yes, it will be better if she can see,” Jessamyn said with satisfaction. 
 
    Another man might be concerned about the rivalry between them, but I trusted them to sort it out between themselves. 
 
    I kissed her on the head again and I soothed away any welts from our more aggressive than usual sexplay. We didn’t have much longer, and I wanted to enjoy every last second of it. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Burstan the Rakshasa 
 
      
 
      
 
    My palanquin was lowered into the high grass. The bearers, a handful of gnoll disciples from a subordinate dungeon I conquered the previous week, almost botched the placement. 
 
    I had to leap from my seat or be sent tumbling to the earth in a humiliating manner. 
 
     The motion ruffled my robes and left me in a shamefully dishevelled state. I lashed out with my claws instantly, swiping the nearest of the incompetent kahar, the bearer, across the face. The mystic venom in my claws left the gnoll’s face a smoking, scarred ruin. Unlike in the Realms, wounds from my claws would heal without intervention in the Proving Grounds. 
 
    Eventually. 
 
    His true master looked on helplessly; wrath simmering behind his eyes at the semi-permanent damage done to his chattel. His anger was foolish, he could do nothing. I was as much his master as he was theirs and I dismissed him and his anguish from my mind. 
 
    We should have launched a campaign of subjugation against weaker dungeons years ago. If we had, perhaps we wouldn’t have been forced to come to this Lord’s forsaken zone today. 
 
    It was the only useful outcome of our brief association with that foul diseased troll. May his traitorous heart rot in the depths of the Reaches. 
 
    Under normal circumstances, I might have been more forgiving of the gnollish kahars. They were untrained dolts, after all. I would have used my own people, but I’d needed them in the field and the news they returned with as we arrived at the hillock is what truly drove my ire. 
 
    I should have been the last to reach the knoll that overlooked the entrance to the Wolf King’s Lair that we planned to use, instead, I was the first. Our planning for this excursion had been limited due to the costly and inefficient medium of contact, the dungeon tables.  
 
    Gorvag had made some pathetic excuse about being under surveillance by the Wolf King’s mysterious forces and that he would have to join us at the last minute 
 
     Personally, I believed we had little to fear from a wolf pup. He had been lucky and our allies unreliable. Regardless of my protests, Tamara, as per usual, sided with the orc. As the next nearest of our group to this zone the task which should have been his was left to me. The irritating responsibility of gathering what remained of Gorvag’s orc indentured. 
 
    My disciples had ranged ahead and the news they returned with was disturbing. 
 
    They were gone, all of them. 
 
    From what my scouts could gather, a bloody war for dominance had broken out amongst the orc tribes during the week. The blasted fools had torn themselves apart destroying one another’s claimed dungeons. 
 
    Leaving almost nothing but desolation and ruin. 
 
    It was unbelievable. Yet more luck for the Wolf King. 
 
    The orcs wouldn’t have been much use. They had failed once already, but they would have made useful fodder for the grinder. Now I might have to exert myself and that was unacceptable. 
 
    The other three impromptu gnollish kahar tried to scurry away and hide behind their master. 
 
    “Stay where you are,” I snarled out the command. 
 
    The gnolls looked at their master, who reluctantly nodded, and they obeyed. 
 
    I fixed the disarray of my robes, calm and serenity returning to me from the habitual act. That didn’t stop me from walking over to the remaining untouched three and marking them as I had their brother bearer. 
 
    One’s appearance and reputation must be maintained. 
 
    With discipline dispensed, I turned my attention back to the guild compound at the bottom of this low hill. Dawn was still several hours away but darkness was a friend to a hunter like me. 
 
    The walls had been extended to encompass the dungeon entrance, which wasn’t a surprise. Daxas might be an unbelievably lucky wolf pup, but that didn’t make him stupid. 
 
    I didn’t fully understand his relationship with the guild in this zone. That they had to be in contact was now a given. How that contact was established and maintained remained a mystery. As was the question of why they would listen to him or spend their own resources protecting his entrance. 
 
    There were other dungeons, many of them. His Lair couldn’t be that beneficial, if it were, he wouldn’t have made the grand strides he had over the last few months. 
 
    I continued studying my adversary’s position for another half an hour before my cogitation was interrupted by the braying laughter of a halfling, Gerhalt. He and the few now under his thumb had arrived. 
 
    On time, as well, which was a bit of a surprise. 
 
    Resisting the urge to scold the boisterous four-foot man, I held my stoic stance at the top of the hill. Gerhalt would come to me soon enough, the garrulous being wouldn’t be able to help himself. 
 
    “Oi! Oi! Looks like somebody got on stripes’ bad side. What did you do? Drop him in on his head,” Gerhalt laughed heartily. 
 
    He always could find amusement in any situation. The gnolls certainly didn’t return his enthusiasm. 
 
    “Tough crowd,” he muttered with a chuckle. 
 
    A few seconds later, Gerhalt came to a stop beside. “Morning, Stripes.” 
 
    “I’ve asked you not to call me that,” I grumbled, not that it would do any good. 
 
    “That’s right, you have.” He grinned back. 
 
    Gerhalt may often act the buffoon, but he had a clever mind. His choice of words would have been deliberate. An unspoken admission that he would continue to use the detested nickname. 
 
    “Couldn’t you have been a bit more circumspect when you arrived?” I commented wryly instead. “I’m sure they can hear us all the way down there.” I pointed at the walls of the guild. 
 
    “Bah! Supplicants can’t hear or see us.” 
 
    “It’s not them I’m talking about. It’s whoever Daxas has down there watching for us.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. He’d have to be a bug-eyed moron not to know he was being hunted. He’s already expecting us.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, if you could keep the laughter to a minimum, it would be appreciated.” 
 
    Gerhalt grunted in reply. Which wasn’t a yes, but I’d learned over the many years of our association that arguing with him about his noise levels was self-defeating. He would only get louder and drag you in to doing the same and then grin like a pyromaniac as the city burned around him. 
 
    “I couldn’t help but notice that our party is a bit thinner on the ground than expected. Weren’t you supposed to gather the orcs before you got here?” he questioned. 
 
    “They’re gone,” I sighed. 
 
    “Gone? How can they be gone?” 
 
    I spent a few minutes filling Gerhalt in on what my disciples had found when they attempted to rouse the orc dungeons for the battle ahead. 
 
    “That is not good,” he mumbled to himself, his usual cheer absent. “I don’t like it.” 
 
    I didn’t respond with my thoughts on the matter, and we settled in to wait for the arrival of the others. 
 
    Two uneventful hours passed. Uneventful apart from Gerhalt’s running comedic commentary which resumed less than five minutes after the news which had disturbed him so. Worse news was to come. 
 
    Tamara was late. She should have arrived an hour after the halfling but didn’t. 
 
    There was not much we could do about that. We sent out scouts but there was no sign of her. At the pre-appointed time, the fifth and final member of our dark alliance ran into the camp with his followers. 
 
    Ezrokath was a Sathanite infernal. He had always been non-communicative as to how he ended up in the Proving Grounds. The Sathanites were essentially the baronial class of the infernals. They were rumoured to have originated in the Dark Reaches, and not have a mixed heritage as many the lower demon races had. Typically, that meant they had a free pass to serve in the Reaches with their dark masters when they perished. 
 
    He must have stepped on somebody’s toes. 
 
    Ezrokath was individually very powerful, perhaps even a match for me in single combat. He was also overweeningly arrogant and a thorough displeasure to be around. 
 
    He rarely attended our in-person gatherings. Ostensibly because of the distance between our dungeons, which was also the reason he was expected to be the last to arrive. The truth was he barely tolerated our existence and felt the only real purpose for the Realms-born was for our souls to fuel the war machine of his demonic masters. 
 
    “Halfling, Rakshasha,” Ezrokath barked as he joined us at the top of the hill. 
 
    He knew our names but pretended not to. His tone always conveyed an undercurrent of barely restrained hate. He may as well have called us scum and vermin, for him the words meant much the same thing. 
 
    “Where are the Gorgon and the Orc,” he continued without giving us a chance to respond to his contemptuous greeting. 
 
    Not that we would have. 
 
    “Not here, yet. We think they must have run into some trouble,” Gerhalt said, fabricating an excuse on the fly. 
 
    There was no reason to suspect there had been any trouble. 
 
    “I’m not interested in the excuses of lesser species,” Ezrokath grunted. “We proceed as directed. You have five minutes to prepare.” 
 
    The scarlet-skinned demon turned on his heel and started walking back to the collection of infernal dungeons and their abject slave-disciples he had brought with him. Discipleship to the infernal was not a pleasant experience. Many prayed for an end that was often slow in coming. 
 
    “What!?” Gerhalt exploded with a strangled cry. “You must be mad. We should wait. Maybe this Daxas has entered Gorvag’s dungeon and Tamara rushed to his assistance,” he desperately suggested. 
 
    The big demon didn’t stop, he merely called back to us. “In which case, the dungeon will be even easier to take, won’t it?” 
 
    Gerhalt sputtered with disgust at Ezrokath’s blasé dismissal. 
 
    However, I side-eyed the slaves Ezrokath had brought with him. There were four maybe five times as many than I’d anticipated. He’d brought at least double what Gerhalt and I had secured combined, and there could be more at the base of the hill. He’d either been extremely busy last week or had been doing this for some time and had kept us in the dark. I favoured the latter over the former. 
 
    “You have to admit he’s got you there,” I admitted with a half-smile when the halfling calmed down. 
 
    “You can’t be serious, Stripes. This is no joking matter,” he grumbled back at me. 
 
    The irony of his statement was lost on him. 
 
    “We don’t have much of a choice. The Lord’s demands were clear. Daxas must die today. If he does not, they will expose us, and we will be expunged. Ezrokath will go without us, that much is clear, and he has the numbers to make a go of it. What if we delay, leave him to go it alone and he fails, and then they still don’t show? Then it will just be two of us…worse what if Ezrokath goes alone and is successful? Do you think the Lords won’t notice?” 
 
    Gerhalt pursed his lips in frustration, but he didn’t gainsay me. “I don’t like it,” he muttered at last. 
 
    “Neither do I, but we have no other option after last week’s failure.” 
 
    “Maybe Makas and Vynar will show?” Gerhalt suggested. “We did message them…” 
 
    “You are clutching at straws, my friend. Neither replied, which does not surprise me. Those two idiots have burned their homes down around themselves. I would not be surprised if they had not already suffered a counterstroke from the Lord’s disfavour. We may not be the only ones acting on their behest,” I warned the doubtful halfling. 
 
    Gerhalt didn’t answer but stomped away. I could see that he was readying his people, though, so didn’t need to worry about him bailing or putting up any further objections. 
 
    Truthfully, my confidence was shaken. Gerhalt’s theory about Gorvag being under attack had some merit. However, it didn’t explain Tamara’s absence. She and the orc were close, but she feared Timian more. The spiteful god’s connection with her meant he could punish her whenever he pleased. 
 
    If she had diverted to aid an under siege Gorvag, her impatient patron would have intervened. 
 
    Something else had happened. I was sure of it and the cautious, calculating, part of me screamed that we should abandon the attempt until we knew more. But we were trapped by circumstance. To leave now would be to risk everything and I wasn’t willing to gamble with my ultimate fate. 
 
    With a deep sigh, I straightened my robes and climbed back upon the palanquin. The bearers lifted me aloft and we made our way down to the guild outpost below. 
 
    Upon our arrival at the compound, we learned that Gorvag had not been making excuses as waves of armed young women poured out of the surrounding buildings and moved to intercept us. 
 
    It would appear that I would be required to bloody my claws early. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Tamara Huxeidon 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Missstress!” A distant sibilant voice cried. 
 
    It was so far away, though, that I barely heard it. 
 
    “Missstress, wake up,” the same voice called. Closer now but still far off. 
 
    I felt like I should recognise the caller, but everything was hazy. The landscape around me was unfamiliar and shifted unpredictably whenever I took my eyes off it. 
 
    “Tamara! You need to wake up,” came the urgent cry, much, much closer almost in my ear. 
 
    Clarity lanced the fog from my mind. The voice belonged to Reena, my disciple, my friend, my confidante. 
 
    With that thunderbolt came further understanding. The haze, the shifting landscape. I was dreaming. And with understanding came the thunderous crack of returned consciousness. 
 
    My eyes fluttered open, and I saw Reena looking down at me as she cradled my body in her arms. Then the searing agony zigzagged through my mind, the burning after-effect of Timian’s visitation. 
 
    Nay, invasion was a far better descriptor for what he had just done. 
 
    “Are you alright, Missstress?” Reena asked, concern writ large on her furrowed brow. 
 
    “I will be,” I sighed. “Can you help me to my feet.” 
 
    When Timian had invaded my mind, I’d been in my antechamber using my design table to make the last few adjustments to my dungeon before departing on today’s expedition. It would be just like this troublesome Wolf King to sap the entire day and leave no opportunity for updates until the following week. 
 
    Reena pulled me up with ease and helped steady my legs as a wave of nausea almost buckled my knees. 
 
    “How long was I out?” I asked summoning a handkerchief from the inventory and spitting out a glob of acidic sick. 
 
    “I am not ssure, Missstress. We should have departed for the assault hours ago. The two subordinate dungeons we conquered last week are waiting outside. When you did not emerge, I came to see what the delay was and found you unconscious on the floor.” 
 
    I nodded and then gently pulled myself from her supporting embrace, then walked over to my divan, only wobbling on my unsteady legs once before sitting down. 
 
    “Do you need ssomething like that ridiculous contraption Bursstan is carried around in? If we hurry, we can still make it before the others go in ahead of us…” Reena asked and trailed off as she saw my pained expression. 
 
    “We shall not be going anywhere today, Reena,” I told her wearily. 
 
    “…but what of Lord Timian’s commands?” 
 
    I smiled wanly at her. “My current predicament is because of Lord Timian, he rather urgently and forcefully, paid me a visit. He made it very clear I was not to attend the battle today. He has had a change of heart it seems or to be more accurate has decided to deal with Daxas personally and we are to stand down. 
 
    “I am still quite mentally fatigued. His manner of communication was quite unorthodox. Can you go out and dismiss the dungeons for me, please. I will release them from their service later. They will no longer be needed.” 
 
    “Of course, Missstress. Would you like me to send Milton to call off the attack?” 
 
    “No,” I said with a little more force than intended. “I mean, send Milton to Gorvag and inform him to stand down. The others are to keep Daxas occupied for the day. Lord Timian has foreseen that Daxas will strike at Gorvag’s dungeon otherwise, which is the most vulnerable to a counterattack. 
 
    “My fainting fit was a damned inconvenience. Ideally, I would have messaged them this before they left. The others shall be most displeased by our absence but will understand when I have a chance to explain.” 
 
    Reena bowed and slithered away to follow my orders. There had been something in her eye, though. Doubt. And she was right to second guess me for I had not been entirely truthful with her. 
 
    Yes, Timian was the cause of my current malady and yes, he had changed his directives. He no longer wished for the assault on Daxas dungeon, but I don’t believe he foresaw the damage his intrusion would cause on my psyche or that it would leave me incapable of calling off the others in advance. 
 
    Milton might be swift, but he was not swift enough to reach them in time. Especially as Ezrokath would not wait, and the others would be left with little choice but to follow him. 
 
    But he might reach Gorvag in time. We had agreed, he and I, without the others knowing, that he would hold back until the rest of the attack group had dealt with whatever external defences the Wolf King had put in place. The other three could be ruthless, particularly Ezrokath, and we feared he would be used wastefully. 
 
    More than that, though. My time in the dreamscape had been illuminating, despite the haziness of my recollections of the scraps I’d witnessed. I knew with certainty that the foretelling I experienced when all this began, had been speaking to me of this day. 
 
    Today would be the last that I saw any of the rest of the cabal. 
 
    Unless I did something to change it. 
 
    Prophecy could be tricky to interpret particularly when the prophet themselves was involved in the outcome. There were a few things I was sure of, though. Daxas planned to counterattack our group today and Gorvag would perish during the battle. 
 
    My fervent hope was that even if this was meant to be, perhaps Lord Timian’s intervention, an act by the most powerful of all prophets, opened an avenue for change. That by being overwhelmed by the god of prophecy, fate could be changed. 
 
    I’d had to think quickly but could see no other valid assessment of what would happen. Had I not collapsed I would have alerted the others to the change in our orders in time and they would never have departed from their dungeons. 
 
    Daxas would be given the opportunity to strike at us instead, slaying the weakened Gorvag and then fate must have determined he would have come and destroyed me. Which made sense, I was the link to the Lords and removing me would aid him the most. 
 
    I had long suspected he was being supplied with information or help from an unknown source, one even my precognition could not identify. His actions and advancement were too aberrant. Makas and Vynar’s betrayal too inexplicable. Perhaps he was secretly a servant of the Infernals? 
 
    The only other possibility, as unlikely as it may seem, would be that Daxas could overcome the combined might of the cabal during the invasion. But even if such an unthinkable thing occurred that would have just sent us back to our respective dungeons. 
 
    The Wolf King would not have the time to counterattack afterwards, and this scenario would not explain my foretelling. The former is what had to be the truth. 
 
    My unanticipated physical weakness offered me the chance to forge a different path without disobeying Timian’s commands. Allow the others to occupy Daxas and keep Gorvag out of harm’s way. 
 
    We would just need to lay low and avoid the Wolf King for a few weeks after that. At least, until Lord Timian had dealt with him, and then we’d be free of the damning fate. All of us. 
 
    In fact, thinking of the Wolf King and his innovations gave me an idea. 
 
    I stood swiftly and activated my design table. I quickly located Reena, she had not made it to the dungeon exit yet, excellent. 
 
    Pressing a whorl on the table allowed me to speak with her directly. “Reena!” 
 
    The lamia woman stopped her undulating slither and looked up at the corner of the room where my voice had emanated from. “Yess, Missstress.” 
 
    “Change of plan. I want you to send the other dungeons out to conquer those nearby and enforce a pledge of service to me. After you have despatched Milton to warn Gorvag, prepare our people to do the same.” 
 
    “Understood, Misstress,” Reena answered with a nod and rushed off to obey 
 
    Daxas wasn’t the only one who could set up a defending force at a dungeon entrance. Even if he managed to locate us next week, he would find getting in more difficult than he could possibly have imagined. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Gorvag 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Chief, somebody is approaching from the South,” Runx grunted a warning. 
 
    I hauled myself up from the ground and readied my axe in case it was an enemy or a scout. We were camped in a small thicket of bushes about half a mile from the entrance to Burstan’s dungeon. His dungeon was nearest to mine so it made sense that bastard Daxas would use his influence over me to make me attack him. 
 
    The shorter distance meant I had fewer chances to find a legitimate reason to somehow not make it on time. I could have pushed back, but then ran the risk he’d send me against Tamara instead. Betraying the cabal and endangering her was painful enough. If I’d had to doom her directly, I didn’t know what I’d do. 
 
    Which was a lie. I knew what I’d do. To save my daughter I’d dishonour myself a thousand times. 
 
    A minute later, I could make out the figures coming toward us. They were headed straight for the thicket and the unmistakable hulking bodies of minotaurs leading the way made it abundantly clear this was Daxas people and not, by some miracle, Burstan or his allies came to foil my involvement. 
 
    The dark turn of my thoughts meant I almost missed the familiar figure leading the group to our position. 
 
    Genya. 
 
    Without thought for circumspection or the discipline of the raid I was out of the thicket and charging across the lightly wooded landscape. Her face broke out into a wide smile when she saw me and jogged ahead of her group and into my crushing bear hug. 
 
    “Father, I’m going to need my lungs for later,” she wheezed jokingly. 
 
    Reluctantly, I released my iron grip and held her by her shoulders instead. She looked well, but I couldn’t be sure. 
 
    “Daughter, are you alright? Has he hurt you?” 
 
    I didn’t need to express who he was, and I preferred not to sully my mouth with his name if I could avoid it. 
 
    “I am fine, Father. Better than fine. Daxas and the rest of his disciples have treated me very well, like one of them,” 
 
    I growled low at that. That bastard had a reputation. I would have inquired further but I saw how Genya’s eyes lit up when she said his name. I knew then what had happened and didn’t want it confirmed out loud. 
 
    There are some details fathers don’t want to know about their daughters. 
 
    “Enough of that, you grumpy old ox,” she cheekily admonished me. 
 
    “You always were a wilful girl. Even as a child,” I sighed. 
 
    “I’ve missed you, even your overbearing protectiveness,” she retorted with a grin. 
 
    I brought her in for another rib-cracking hug and didn’t break it until a troll I recognised from his dungeon stepped forward and coughed politely. 
 
    “Apologies for the interruption to the long-parted familial reunion. However, we are on rather a strict schedule, I’m afraid,” the troll remarked in a surprisingly clipped cadence. 
 
    I had never in all my many years encountered a troll who spoke in such a manner. Those who served Daxas broke the mould in so many ways. 
 
    “Father, this is Shelly,” Genya introduced the troll when I released her from my hug. 
 
    My daughter then spent the next couple of minutes naming a few more of those who had come with her, mostly they were other women who had been taken by the Wolf King. 
 
    Alongside them came a force of dungeon creatures. Genya did not have time to give me their names, but several were familiar. We had met on the battlefield in his dungeon. I had even cut several of them down. There were more at the back of their column that seemed unfamiliar to me. 
 
    My daughter and Shelly did not explain how dungeon creatures could be here or were capable of accompanying us into Burstan’s dungeon. But it was just as well, had it just been me and the seven other disciples that had come with Genya we could not have prevailed. 
 
    “It is time,” a feminine voice I recalled as another of Daxas women seemed to say out of thin air. “The others are in position and Tenzing has confirmed the remaining cabal members are where we expect them to be and will launch an assault against Zeta House. They will soon be distracted, but you must move quickly, for obvious reasons.” 
 
    The reasons were not obvious to me, but Genya and the others nodded their heads in understanding. 
 
    “Are you ready, Father,” she asked me. 
 
    Half an hour ago I had agonised over the betrayal I would perform today, but at least that smug bastard had let me do this with my daughter at my side. I would never forgive him, but I hated him a little less. 
 
    For today, at least. 
 
    “Orcs, it’s time to fight,” I roared, and my warriors screamed back in approval. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    The day we spent years ago eliminating my former Gauntlet opponents served as a useful experience for planning out today’s raid. With Gorvag’s inside information we had the details and locations of the four other primary cabal members. Tamara, Gerhalt, Burstan, and Ezrokath. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer was still a little bit sore about being mesmerised and almost killed by the infernal dungeons in that gauntlet match and fancied a little more payback and asked to go after Ezrokath. 
 
    She was a dark elf, they bore grudges. 
 
    Her group had the furthest distance to travel and had to mostly go overland as my tunnel network, extensive though it was, didn’t extend that far North from our position. She skirted around the City walls in the opposite direction of the zones where the other cabal members were located. Her party may have been the most exposed but the chances of being spotted remained low. 
 
    Gorvag’s dungeon was closest to Burstan the Raksasha’s. 
 
    Ideally, I wouldn’t have used the orc for this mission, but every invasion required a dungeon avatar to lead it. These were high-ranked dungeons and there was no guarantee we could finish them quickly enough to double up for a second offensive. Not without sacrificing my soldiers with unnecessary haste. Having Genya at his side should keep my reluctant ally happy and on track. 
 
    Nessa had been sent with her team to handle the halfling Gerhalt. He had a dungeon law that proffered advantages to those of a diminutive nature making the petite dryad the natural choice.  
 
    And that left me with the seeress, Tamara Huxeidon. Which would have been my preference anyway. 
 
    We had travelled to her dungeon surreptitiously, using the tunnels for the most part and then emerging in an isolated area. As we neared our target there was a close call when we almost walked into a group of other dungeon avatars I didn’t recognise. 
 
    Fortunately, Teotune was doing a fine job as scout, and we were able to hunker down out of sight. The avatars and their disciples entered a nearby dungeon ranked in the forties. 
 
    I could see the prompt appear above them signalling an invasion. We weren’t the only ones hunting our fellows today. 
 
    Tamara’s dungeon, the Caves of Gorgoth, was situated at the base of one of the strange mountains that had no tops, though in her zone the sky was cloudy and not brilliant sunshine, so the odd landscape looked less out of place. 
 
    “Nessa and Gorvag are ready. Jen’Zadeer will be in position in five minutes, my love,” Alyssa whispered in my ear from the DDD interface. 
 
    “What about the enemy?” 
 
    “They were on the hillock a little way off from Zeta House. Tenzing is keeping an eye on them. As we feared the Sathanite has forced the issue and they are already on the move. They will be through the gates and trying to force their way through your blockade and into the dungeon in under a minute.” 
 
    “Damn it. They couldn’t have held off for five more minutes,” I muttered. 
 
    “There is one thing of note. Tamara is not with them. Swift passage, my darling,” Alyssa informed me as she signed off. 
 
    Interesting. Could that mean Tamara would be home when I came a’knockin’. 
 
    “Alright people,” I called out to my troops. “We are facing the higher risk scenario. The enemy is at the gates, and we will be adapting our strategy accordingly.” 
 
    My force, over one hundred strong, indicated their understanding in a variety of ways. Nods, grunts, and a fair few feral grins. 
 
    Before today, we’d talked over the possibilities extensively. 
 
    It was no secret that the cabal would be coming for me today with whatever additional forces they’d managed to cobble together. Despite that, I’d elected to keep our intentions today a secret for as long as possible, so they wouldn’t know we were coming and take away their opportunity to plan and coordinate a response. 
 
    My hope had been that with Gorvag’s lack of attendance they would delay long enough that we could invade each of their dungeons simultaneously and sow some panic and discord. Possibly, one or more of them would have teleported back to their dungeon to defend it without thinking it through. 
 
    I needed us to move as one because the alert they would receive would also inform them of the makeup of the attacking party. Alyssa and Tenzing had confirmed they would receive the same information about life-seeded creatures that I was prompted with. They would therefore know if they managed to get past the threshold of my dungeon some of my force would be recalled. Hence, we needed to catch them by surprise and encourage an ‘every man for himself’ reaction. 
 
    Although they wouldn’t be informed of the exact make-up of the attacking forces unless they were in their dungeon, they needed access to their design tables to read the full breakdown. 
 
    However, we hadn’t been banking on them behaving rashly. At the very least they should comprehend that I’d split my forces. That knowledge had been a point in favour of staggering our invasions, but we also reasoned at best it would result in one returnee while the rest stayed behind with their vassals to attack the Lair. 
 
    Our plans had included the likely possibility they would reach the decision to press forward and break through our lines anyway. But at the very least we’d have earned ourselves a bit of a time advantage while they digested the information and formulated a plan of action. 
 
    Their decisive action meant we faced the riskiest proposition. The cabal was already engaged with my defenders by the time we launched our invasions. Already trying to get into our dungeon which, if successful, would gut our invading forces. 
 
    The one saving grace in this scenario was that they would be distracted by active combat when they got the alert. The potential remained, in fact, it was likely higher, for panicked and self-interested behaviour. 
 
    However, because the prospect remained that we could lose the life-seeded mid-crawl they would be leading the way. The avatars and disciples would be keeping their powder dry as much as possible in case we were faced with finishing the runs without them. 
 
    We had divvied up the disciples between the four strike forces, so they had at least ten each. 
 
    With me were Jessamyn, Karragh, Fiadh, Yanna, Yuni, Gadiel, Teotune, Jovebella, Sarrass and another of my human disciples Nyosippe. 
 
    Nyosippe was originally from the same realm as Tamara. One that culturally seemed to have borrowed much from Earth’s ancient Greece, which made sense as Tamara was a snake-haired Gorgon. 
 
    Tabitha, Gretsch, Vellin, and the halfling girls were among those who went with Nessa. Krista, Eina, Marux and seven others accompanied Jen’Zadeer. Genya had gone with her father and taken Shelly and a few others. Gorvag had five disciples of his own to round out their group. 
 
    They all knew what to do so we stepped up to the way into the Caves of Gorgoth. 
 
      
 
    The Caves of Gorgoth. 
 
    This is a Destruction Domain, Manipulation Sphere, rank seventy-two Dungeon with the following specialities. Petrification, Foresight. The following Dungeon Laws are in effect. 
 
    Party of Six: A minimum of 6 adventurers is required to form a party to enter this dungeon. 
 
    Daily Lockout: Adventurers may only enter this Dungeon once per day. 
 
    Over Six Penalty: Every party member over 6 will contribute a cumulative 10-minute time penalty to the 3-hour time limit. (Per rank) 
 
    Petrification: The efficacy of any abilities that would hold a target in place are doubled. The petrification ability is four times as effective. 
 
      
 
    Unlike the Greek myths, petrification did not turn its victim into stone. But it would freeze them in place and leave the victim incapable of moving a muscle. That didn’t mean it was simply an alternative form of the paralysis provided by the Frost Bolt spell. 
 
    Petrification froze every muscle, including the diaphragm, so while under its effect you literally stopped breathing and began to suffocate. Additionally, unlike other paralysis effects, there was no time limit. It would either need to be purged or overcome via a stamina check like a disease. 
 
    Tamara’s foresight speciality did not add a dungeon law. 
 
    Alyssa had informed me it was an incredibly rare speciality. Tamara was not unique in the history of the Proving Grounds, but she was its only current possessor. 
 
    With that being said, it wasn’t that spectacular on its own. 
 
    Tamara could never be surprised and might have a flash of what we were about to do before we did it, but that didn’t mean she would have the capacity or time to make use of that foreknowledge. In the hands of an experienced combatant, it could be deadly, but what we’d gleaned from Gorvag, was that Tamara leaned heavily on her petrifying gaze, not combat.  
 
    And then there was the extra information that related to our life-seeded companions. 
 
      
 
    You have a Life-Seeded dungeon creature in your party. They are not forbidden to enter but are subject to some additional rules. 
 
    First, as a dungeon creature they are not avatars of dungeons or disciples and can’t exist in two places at once. Therefore, if adventurers or other raiding groups enter the dungeon in which they are stationed, they will be summarily summoned back to take their place. There will be no warning if this occurs. 
 
    Second, as they are not avatars should they be slain as part of the invasion the dungeon creature will be returned to your dungeon but will no longer be Life-Seeded. The Life Seed asset is permanently lost. 
 
      
 
    I accepted and we stepped in without further delay. 
 
    Although Gorvag had confessed all that he knew about the layout of the cabal’s different dungeons, it hadn’t been much. For all the years they’d been plotting together they hadn’t walked through the main parts of one another’s dungeons. 
 
    Apparently, that would have been rude. Personally, I think they just didn’t trust one another. 
 
    What we did know was that like almost every other dungeon that had passed the teen ranks Tamara had collapsed most of her lower floors to re-purpose the contents. Which meant despite her rank we would not have to fight through nine floors to get to her core. She had one full floor limited to threats allowable up to rank seventy. A much smaller ten-rooms second floor, and after that just the six-room core floor to navigate. 
 
    As the name suggested Tamara had access to the advanced cavern room and that formed the general décor. Unlike the Caverns of Jen’Zadeer which were quite dank and moist, the caves of Gorgoth were dry with a layer of sandy soil on the cave floor. The kind of caves you might find in an elevated drier environment like the hills of California or Nevada rather than the dripping caverns you could expect to see below sea level. 
 
    One feature that remained the same between their setups was the confusing winding passageways. That could have been troublesome if my party wasn’t filled with infernal minotaurs. They had an innate labyrinthine sense which meant that in cavernous passages such as this they rarely lost their sense of which tunnel led out. 
 
    With them leading we made only a handful of wrong turns and thus avoided many of the traps that had been laid for the unwary. The few traps we had to overcome on the true path were particularly dangerous and difficult to avoid. 
 
    The traps themselves were quite simplistic and easy to spot, spiked pits and the like. An old favourite of mine too. But being easy to see made them no less troublesome to avoid. Tamara’s traps had a variety of psychic lures attached to them that drew you in against your better judgement. 
 
    This was a manipulation dungeon, after all. 
 
    The lure aspect of her traps caught us unawares the first time and two of the leading minotaurs ran heedlessly down a tunnel into a waiting pit. Fortunately, their Health was sufficient to avoid fatalities from the fall and being skewered. 
 
    This lure had created the illusion of an irresistible aroma of their favourite food, which ignited their gluttony and overwhelmed their common sense. They had wished to get to the feast before any of the others, so they could eat their fill and more. 
 
    The vanguard had taken the brunt of the trap’s allure, though several successfully fought off its effects. Perhaps because they were naturally less gluttonous than the two who had succumbed. The lure’s efficacy quickly wore thin as it worked its way through the group, though. 
 
    With that first encounter in our minds, we were able to take better precautions as we continued onwards. Even though the lures and the weaknesses of character they targeted changed up regularly. Lust proved a tricksy one for me even as far back as I was. 
 
    We made so few mistakes that eventually Tamara, whom I suspected was almost certainly present to direct matters, started pulling some of her monsters that lay in wait down the untaken corridors and sent them against us. 
 
    In the first labyrinth room what came for us first was a monstrous minotaur. This is not to say that my life-seeded infernal minotaurs weren’t monstrous but compared to these guys they seemed to be infant versions. 
 
    The first one that charged our rear had to be twenty-five feet tall and ten feet wide and built of pure muscle. It had three sets of bovid horns, not just one. The top pair were the longest and the two base pairs were coated in a rank substance. I’d bet my house whatever it was, was venom. 
 
    Oh, and the fucking thing could breathe fire. 
 
    The sole saving grace was despite these beasts being bipedal and kind of humanoid, this was a monster mob, not an intelligent species pattern. That meant no armour, and it even forwent the club that Makas giant ettin had been permitted to use. 
 
    Which made sense as we were in a tunnel system, and did I mention it could breathe fucking fire! 
 
    If I hadn’t been so excited about the prospect of getting my grubby little hands on the pattern my nose would have been severely put out of joint by the turn of events. 
 
    The Megataur, as I dubbed it, exhaled its flame breath ahead of itself and with zero finesse collided with the protective backline of regular-sized minotaurs and me. The crunching attack bowled us over despite our impressive strength and sent several of my people flying into the tunnel walls where they crumpled in a heap. 
 
    But we were a hardy bunch, especially me with my natural fire resistance and we were quickly hacking and clubbing the monstrosity with wild abandon. 
 
    The dryads peppered the beast with Frost Bolts, but it took quite a few successes before the creature was overcome by paralysis due to its impressive stamina reserves and size which would be a factor. If it hadn’t been for the petrification dungeon law, they’d have been nigh on untouchable in that regard. 
 
    I ordered the hobgoblins to hold off on using any flame spells. Something that breathed fire would likely have a hefty resistance if not an outright immunity. 
 
    With our large numbers, once the beast was immobilised, it soon fell. 
 
    “Well, that got the heart pumping,” I wisecracked after I’d confirmed none of my warriors had been slain. 
 
    “That was a nasty fucking thing,” Gadiel snorted. 
 
    Somehow the foul-mouthed she-elf’s clothing and hair remained in immaculate condition. Everyone else showed some visible sign of the short but frantic battle, even if it was a little soot on the cheek. She certainly hadn’t held back; the evidence of her involvement was clear to see on the tip of her spear. 
 
    “Okay, heal the wounded and let’s keep moving. Alyssa, do you have an update for me?” I asked into the air, knowing she would be watching. 
 
    “Anything for you, my darling,” she teased. “The cabal has engaged with your guardian mobs outside the dungeon entrance. Their initial foray was pushed back, and they retreated to take cover behind or within the guild buildings in the compound. Your guardians have pulled back and have been content to keep them pinned down as we wanted. Keeping them out of the Lair remains the priority. 
 
    “Tenzing is embedded unseen amongst them. The cabal leaders are aware that you have invaded their dungeons, but this has not triggered any rash decisions or abandonments on their part yet. But all four dungeon runs are still in the early stages, so that may change. Currently, the three leaders were forced to take cover in separate locations, but they are already moving to meet up and coordinate. The current respite has but a few minutes before they begin the assault anew. 
 
    “There has been no sign of Tamara. The cabal members are as surprised and confused about that as we are.” 
 
    “Thank you, Alyssa.” 
 
    Wasting no further time, we trudged ever deeper. 
 
    After a few moments, Karragh stepped up to me and spoke in a lowered, slightly nervous voice. “Master, I have been thinking… no, forget I said anything. I’m sure it wouldn’t work,” she finished with a self-doubting mutter. 
 
    Karragh blushed and tried to walk away but I reached out and wrapped my lengthy wolfen arm around her waist and pulled her back in. “Tell me,” I encouraged. 
 
    “Okay,” she said after hesitating for a moment longer. “I’ve been thinking about one of the new Earth domain spells which I have. I know we’ve thought they are mostly useless, but I’ve been playing around and think we might be able to make use of one of them here.” 
 
    “Which spell,” I inquired. 
 
    “Immersion.” 
 
    “Immersion? I don’t recall adding that one.” 
 
    “Ah, no. I saw I had a few points left over and I added it myself,” she mumbled nervously unable to meet my gaze. “Are you angry with me,” she asked when I said nothing for a second. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” I reassured her. “A little surprised, maybe. At myself as much as you, because I never even noticed the spell had been added to your sheet. I dislike that I’ve become so complacent. 
 
    “If I hadn’t wanted you to be able to change your sheet if you pleased, I would have ordered you not to. I should be the one who is embarrassed that I’ve not made more of an effort to encourage you girls to get more involved in your own progression. 
 
    “You were saying about the Immersion spell?” I finished. 
 
    Karragh smiled up at me and her back straightened with confidence. “Yes, as you know it allows you to immerse yourself in the earth, sinking down out of sight. Once fully immersed you stop descending. When the spell ends you are ejected back to where you were before you sank into the earth. 
 
    “We’d thought it only useful for hiding away if you got in trouble or if a companion did. Which is why we didn’t take it earlier; we have always preferred aggressive proactive solutions. End them before they end us. But I had an idea and have been experimenting with casting it on an enemy target. 
 
    “The trials I performed on our mobs showed that the unwilling target can shake the spell off fairly quickly. However, the key to using the spell in this way is that you can’t move forward as you are being immersed. Hopefully, if I cast it on a moving target, it will completely halt their forward progress, maybe even cause them to tumble to the ground once they shake off the spell.” 
 
    “That sounds like a great idea,” I enthused. Genuinely excited at the potential for the spell that I had largely dismissed from my thoughts. 
 
    “I’ve never tried it outside of our dungeon, though,” Karragh warned. “I instructed our mobs to be unwilling recipients, but they were still our mobs. I did try it on a few adventurers on runs and that was successful, but never on the creation of another dungeon.” 
 
    “No time like the present,” I quipped. “Next time one of those megataur bastards comes at us, have at it.”    
 
    And she did.  
 
    When the spell was cast the top half of the beast kept moving forward while its hooves were planted and sank an inch or two into the ground throwing its balance completely off. The hooves didn’t get any farther than those couple of inches before the megataur automatically shrugged off the Immersion spell and its hooves were ejected. With the top half of its body still going forward and the bottom half being thrust upward we were treated to a spectacular gymnastic display for such a mighty creature. 
 
    If only it had nailed the landing. 
 
    Instead, the megataur went arse over tit and drove its horns into the loamy dirt of the cave floor and broke its neck with an audible snap. 
 
    Fractured vertebrae aren’t fatal in the Proving Grounds, but we swarmed the beast as it struggled to right itself and it didn’t last long with our numbers. 
 
    When I stepped back from the bloody work, I could see Karragh beaming with joy and flashed her a pride-filled, toothy, wolf grin in return. 
 
    However, we had little time for any self-congratulatory celebration, we had to press on. 
 
    Thanks to the minotaur’s labyrinth sense, we made excellent time. But the deeper we got, the more difficult the obstacles became. 
 
    Megataurs gave way to chimaera. Large monsters with the body of a lion and three heads. The head at the front was that of a lion, as was the body and it breathed fire like the megataur. Emerging from the beast’s back was the head of a demonic-looking black goat that spewed frost-based attacks. The tail of the creature was a great serpent that moved speedily and freely, defying gravity. The snake tail spat acid and had venom that visibly dripped from its hollowed fangs. 
 
    We cleared the encounters quickly but after each, the life-seeded were further drained. We couldn’t wait to aid recovery time, though. Alyssa was keeping me in the loop and the news wasn’t good. The cabal’s forces were stronger than expected. Ezrokath in particular had brought more fighters with him and was personally very powerful. 
 
    I had no further trump cards to play for that remote fight. They would break through sooner rather than later and we needed to have as much of their dungeon’s floors behind us before that happened. 
 
    The final boss of the first floor was in a gigantic chamber. It was a seven-headed hydra. The scales of the reptilian beast were a shimmering blue. The body of the creature matched the entire bulk of a megataur and from its sizeable shoulders snaked the twenty-foot necks and atop those the maws filled with needle-sharp fangs. 
 
    “Daxas, my love,” Alyssa whispered in my ear. “The defenders at the entrance are down, you have less than half a minute I think.” 
 
    “Understood,” I replied and then yelled out a prearranged signal. “End times!” 
 
    The life-seeded reacted and unleashed everything they had. Flame, Lightning, and Frost Bolts, all made as strong as they could be, slammed into the unmissable hydra before us. The nimbus of buff spells surrounded me, my disciples, and the infernal minotaurs boosting our stats and damage output. 
 
    Freshly buffed the minotaurs stowed their shields and charged with no thought for their own survival as they attacked the floor boss. Seven hydra heads whipped down at the running bull-men and snapped seven of them from the ground and lifted them high into the air and shook them about like rag dolls. 
 
    The unfortunate victims of the hydra’s enraged state glowed with the green and gold of Heal and Regrowth as the dryads emptied their mana pools to keep them alive. 
 
    But we had more warriors than the hydra had heads and those not plucked from the deadly advance sank their axes and mauls into its shimmering flesh in the frenzy of Bloodlust.  
 
    We only had them with us for a dozen more heartbeats, but it was enough to fell the mighty beast.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Burstan the Rakshasa 
 
      
 
      
 
    The grimy conflict outside the dungeon was finally coming close to a finish. The seemingly endless stream of battle-crazed females had first slowed and now ground to a halt. 
 
    We’d been unsure of what exactly these life-seeded creatures mentioned in the alert of Daxas counter-invasion were. More concerning, had been the revelation we’d all been invaded. Ezrokath’s reaction to the news hadn’t been a surprise. The Sathanite was convinced it was some form of distraction or feint. The Wolf King had spread his forces thin in an attempt to fool us into abandoning our invasion and destruction of his dungeon today. 
 
    Gerhalt and I had been less convinced of that, but privately we agreed we had to at least start the invasion and trigger this recall function we had been made privy to. 
 
    I directed my people on the right flank of our assault from the comfort of my palanquin, deftly sending incisive throwing knives through the gaps and into the throats of the defenders. When the gap in the defender’s lines came, it wasn’t from the centre, where Ezrokath hewed with a mighty broadsword, but on the left flank where Gerhalt fought. 
 
    The halfling and his retinue took full advantage and they pushed through and made for the Lair’s entrance with alacrity. 
 
    The female guardians in the centre and on the right reacted to Gerhalt’s penetration and peeled away from the front lines in a desperate attempt to prevent his ingress. 
 
    The tactic successfully delayed us another few minutes as they surrounded him and his people a few feet from the threshold, but it exposed  their backs to Ezrokath and he swept in and finished them off. Leaving the way clear for us to enter. 
 
    Reluctantly I stepped down from my cushioned carrier and walked across the bloodied cobbles, weaving my way through the strewn corpses. 
 
    “Damn weaklings,” Ezrokath growled, as he beckoned to his oversized following and strode through the entrance to the Lair, officially starting the invasion without a second thought or word of warning. 
 
    Whether his damning indictment was aimed at us, or the slaughtered women was difficult to decipher. As I approached where the final stand took place, I began to suspect he meant both. 
 
      
 
    Life-seeded creatures that had been involved in an invasion of your dungeon have been recalled. 
 
      
 
    The prompt flashed before my eyes confirming what we’d been told earlier. 
 
    I shook my head to clear the notification and beheld what was left of Gerhalt and his people. The bodies of the slain female defenders formed a wide semi-circle around him and what was left of those he had brought with him. 
 
    Apart from Gerhalt, there were only six others that still stood, all looking extremely worse for wear, and none of them were Gerhalt’s disciples. I could see several of their unmoving forms either in front of, or beside him. 
 
    “Lords be damned, but I’m fucked, Stripes,” he tried to laugh, but I could tell his heart wasn’t in it. 
 
    My stout halfling ally had been shaken by events. 
 
    “Do you need a minute before we head in?” I asked him delicately. 
 
    We both knew we didn’t have a minute to spare, though. 
 
    I’d been running our current circumstances through my head and come to some rather concerning conclusions. It was time to act for my self-preservation and Gerhalt might need a little prodding to do what was best for me. 
 
    “Perhaps I can take charge of your indentured and take them in. Give you a moment to check over your disciples. You can catch up with us inside,” I suggested. 
 
    Gerhalt looked up at me, a glint of hope in his eyes. “Thanks, Stripes. That is very decent of you,” he said brightly and then turned to what was left of his retinue. “Alright, you lot. Follow Burstan’s orders for the rest of the day.” 
 
    With that, I gathered all those who remained outside and ushered them into the Wolf King’s Lair ahead of me. I didn’t look back at Gerhalt as I crossed into the dungeon, and he said nothing more. 
 
    I’d given him the ideal opportunity to abandon the attack and return to his dungeon. I was confident he would take it. 
 
    Once inside, we were in a welcoming antechamber. Ezrokath had not waited for us and had pressed on ahead, but that suited my purpose perfectly. 
 
    Too much had already gone wrong for all this to have been a collation of unlucky coincidences. It pained me to admit, even to myself, that my assessment of Daxas’ threat was faulty, and he was not merely lucky. There were too many factors to ignore. 
 
    First, the troll and the gnoll dungeon’s betrayal during the last rest day. That they were untrustworthy I believed wholeheartedly. But what they got out of turning on us was far less clear. Tamara’s argument that they had been seduced away by Daxas’ unknown backer seemed thinner and thinner with each new development. 
 
    Second, Gorvag’s subsequent excuses and delays. The others, particularly Tamara, didn’t see it, but it was out of character for him. Something was definitely off. 
 
    Third, the destruction of the indentured orc dungeons. The assumption that the tribes did it to themselves was feasible, but less so when everything else was taken into account. 
 
    Fourth, I had almost come to expect Gorvag’s lack of attendance, but Tamara? My whiskers twitched at the thought. The only thing that could truly keep her away was a countermand from Timian.  
 
    Fifth, that Daxas had invaded our dungeons in turn with these life-seeded creatures we knew nothing of. 
 
    Sixth, the fierceness of the defenders outside the dungeon. Both delaying and draining out resources. 
 
    Ezrokath was confident that the counter-invasions meant nothing. 
 
    However, even with all the time we’d had since the last attempt at conquering Daxas we hadn’t been able to figure out how he was defending his dungeon entrance with what could only be dungeonborn creations. Dungeonborn who displayed high levels of coordination, cooperation, and fighting skills. 
 
    These were not your run-of-the-mill dungeon foes. 
 
    I could only conclude that the defenders were also these life-seeded creatures. And if he had that many outside his dungeon, how many had he taken with him? Would we have to face all those we’d slain outside, inside as well, and what of those that had now been recalled? The wording of the prompts we’d received suggested those with Daxas at the very least would be back in here to defend the inside of his dungeon. 
 
    Daxas may have to complete his invasions without them, but he’d had the benefit of their services for over an hour. If he had the kind of numbers we’d faced outside, they could have taken him very deep indeed and that meant we were vulnerable. 
 
    We had to have been betrayed. 
 
    Gorvag, Tamara, the Lords. Either by one, by some, or by all. 
 
    It didn’t matter which. I saw it clearly now, this invasion was doomed, perhaps it always had been. 
 
    The shimmering portal that made up the dungeon entrance flickered from a pretty azure to a deep scarlet. Denoting that the invasion run was now locked. 
 
    As expected, Gerhalt had not come in. 
 
    That was by my design. I knew the halfling well enough to intuit what he would do. How much of what I’d concluded had occurred to him I didn’t know, but it would have been enough to stoke his desire to return and defend his dungeon from Daxas attack. 
 
    So, I gave him the chance to act impulsively, and he took it. Now the dungeons that answered to him, answered to me. 
 
    For today, at least. 
 
    All the dungeon avatars were watching me intently. Awaiting my orders. 
 
    “You are to abandon this invasion and return to your dungeons with all speed. You will regather your fallen minions and come to my dungeon immediately. I will have work for you to complete. If you do not know the whereabouts, ask one of my disciples before you depart,” I ordered to my surprised audience. 
 
    A few minutes later, they had all passed back through the red shimmer and it was just my disciples and me. Unlike the others, as we were under direct attack, we could teleport back to our dungeon to defend it once we exited the Lair. 
 
    If Ezrokath got over himself, he would realise the same. I doubted he would until it was too late for him. Nobody would mourn his passing, least of all me. 
 
    I truly hoped Gerhalt made it. The usually boisterous and inappropriate halfling had grown on me over the years. Not enough that I hadn’t taken advantage of his dire straits, though. 
 
    In the Proving Grounds, it was every person for themselves, after all. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tamara’s second floor took us several hours to complete. It was largely more of the same. A labyrinthine arrangement of caverns, filled with luring traps and oversized monstrous defenders. 
 
    Now that the Lair had been breached, we could take our time. I had full confidence that the invaders would be unsuccessful. 
 
    And even if they proved to be stronger or more competent than anticipated, the nature of my dungeon setup meant it would take them the rest of the day to get to the end. If there was an emergency, I had the Alyssa warning system in place as well as another avatar to manage and handle things. 
 
    So far, we hadn’t encountered any beings I would consider to be Tamara’s disciples. We’d meet them soon enough, I was sure. 
 
    We passed through the portal that took us onto the core floor and experienced the now familiar lurch that left your stomach a little queasy for a moment or two. 
 
    Before us was something completely new. Gone were the dry labyrinthine caverns. In its place, we found ourselves on the gravely shore of a small sea. The sky above was filled with roiling grey clouds giving the impression of an imminent storm. 
 
    All five of the Core rooms had to have been combined and substantially expanded to form this obstacle. 
 
    Lodged into the pebbled shoreline was a single sailing vessel in the style of a Greek galley big enough for a couple of dozen sailors. Albeit this was a very small galley and it had only one row of oars like a Viking longboat. It had a single unfurled sail made from a copper and green cloth.  
 
    There was a noticeable breeze with the occasional gusts and when I gazed out over the mildly choppy waters, I could make out several other landmasses as well as several rocky outcrops occasionally appearing above the waterline as the waves undulated. 
 
    “I’ve heard of something like this before, though on a smaller scale,” Gadiel commented at my side. “We have to get in the fucking boat and sail to the islets dotted around out there. One of them will have a cave or some such shit that will have the way out inside it.” 
 
    “Well, you don’t have to take the sship,” Sarrass hissed slightly. “You can sswim, but I wouldn’t recommend it. There are bound to be beastss in the depthss.” 
 
    “We’re taking the ship,” Karragh announced forcefully with a leery look at the seas. 
 
    The sturdy ironskin dwarf was not much of a swimmer. Not that this was really a decision. 
 
    Damn, but I needed to get my hands on some more naiads. 
 
    “All aboard,” I said to the ladies. “I’ll take the helm and guide us through. The ten of you get to woman the oars,” I finished with far too much cheer. 
 
    After a round of dirty looks and a few grumbled protests that Jessamyn snuffed out with a well-placed frown they clambered onto the wooden vessel, and I pushed the galley from the shore and into deeper water. Once the rudder was free of the gravel I waded into the sea and hauled myself up and into the ship. 
 
    “Jessamyn, I need you at the bow of the ship. You have the keenest eyes. I need someone to warn me if there are any rocks or reefs beneath the waterline that aren’t revealed by the waves of the sea.” 
 
    “Of course, Husband.” 
 
    I had my doubts that there would be. The layout of the rooms was something you couldn’t alter for a challenge or an invasion. There were a lot of restrictive design requirements involved when you started to use water features as I’d learned when constructing the submerged caves for the Caverns of Jen’Zadeer. 
 
    If Tamara had been forced to provide a ship for delvers to make their way across, it was unlikely she would be allowed unseen landscape features to sink it. Of course, that didn’t mean the gorgon wouldn’t have ploys in place to wreck the galley on the rocks that could be spotted.  
 
    My disciples had settled themselves onto alternating benches and took hold of the oars. I had to resist the urge to yell “Row!” at the top of my lungs. 
 
    I’m not sure my mimicry of the historical film epics of the sixties would go down too well. I seized hold of the tiller as a gust of wind caught the sails and my disciples began to row and propel the ship through the mildly choppy waters. 
 
    I pulled on the tiller and turned the rudder to take us off to starboard at a fairly acute angle to avoid the first outcropping of jagged, dark grey, barnacle-encrusted rocks. On the starboard side was the first of the larger landmasses. They were barren-looking atolls ringed by a pebble beach with large, weathered boulders dominating the centre. There were a handful of scraggly, withered trees that perched on the tops of the boulders. 
 
    Between the landmass and the row of sharp undersea rocks, I could see the tips of a colourful coral reef waiting for me to guide the vessel too close and tear out the hull and sink us. But there was a hundred-foot gap between the two that allowed safe passage. 
 
    Once we were far enough to starboard, I pulled the tiller back in the other direction to straighten us up and that is when I heard it. 
 
    A joyous harmony of three or more intertwined voices floated across the breeze to us on the ship from the direction of the coral-bound islet. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” Jessamyn cried. 
 
    “I do,” Karragh replied and stopped rowing and turned her head with eagerness to the new sound. 
 
    “Master, it’s beautiful don’t you think?” Jovebella piped up in a very undwarfly manner and then blushed when a few eyes rested upon her. 
 
    “It iss sso ssoothing,” Sarrass hissed with a dreamy expression on her face. 
 
    “It must be coming from the island over there,” Teotune said and pointed at the desolate islet on the starboard side. 
 
    “We should get closer and investigate the source of such a treasured melody,” Gadiel gasped, for once forgetting to add a curse word of three to her sentence overcome by the haunting beauty of the song. 
 
    “Oh, yes. Say we can, Master,” Yanna begged excitedly. 
 
    “Pretty please, Master,” her sister Yuni added and batted her eyelashes at me artfully. 
 
    I closed my eyes and simply enjoyed the moment. The lyric-less notes washed away all my anxieties as I absorbed its splendour. My disciples and I were all fully ensnared by the aural intoxication of the siren’s song that came from the deadly island. 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” I told my crew with a dappy grin on my wolfish face. “Row for all your worth, my loves. The sooner we make landfall, the sooner we find the source,” I encouraged them as I leaned into the tiller to change our course back towards the island. 
 
    No sooner had my disciples repositioned themselves at the oars and started to pull, than another sound, a gruff manly voice, barked in my mind drowning out all else. 
 
    “Not today sunshine. Pull that tiller back to your previous course. You should be past the worst of it in less than a minute.” 
 
    The sudden invasion into my consciousness, so reminiscent of my internal battles with the Wolf King Within, snapped me out of the seductive melodic net cast by the sirens. 
 
    Of course, this hadn’t been the Wolf King Within. 
 
    Who had never truly existed anyway. 
 
    This was the part of my mind that controlled the avatar who observed us from the viewing lounge in the dungeon. As he wasn’t present, the alluring choral mental attack had no effect upon him, and he could take direct action to shatter the siren’s hold on me. 
 
    Which was the precise reason I had insisted on taking the tiller. 
 
    I’d got some serious Odyssey vibes from the moment we’d walked onto the shore of the Core sea floor. And given Tamara’s track record so far, sirens trying to lure us onto the rocks or reefs seemed a pretty safe bet. I shifted the wooden bar back to keep us threading through the strait. 
 
    However, it wasn’t long before our progress, or rather the lack of progress, towards the island was noticed. 
 
    “Daxas,” Jessamyn cried in distress. “We aren’t getting any closer, we’re moving away.” 
 
    The despair and pain in her voice cut at my heart but I knew it wouldn’t last once we were out of the siren’s range. Jessamyn’s discomfort was soon joined by similar wails from her sister-mates as the siren’s song tugged at their psyches, trying to draw them back to their doom. 
 
    “Some dark force fights against us,” I lied and grit my teeth with feigned strain at the tiller. “It is very powerful, and I can only hold us on the true course for a short while. Row as hard as you can, and we can yet reach those heavenly songstresses.” 
 
    My domination aura ensured that my disciples followed my orders without questioning the rather obvious logical fallacy that I continued to steer the ship away, not towards, the sirens. They redoubled their efforts and pulled on the oars with all their might, and we cut through the choppy waters with increased velocity, making it a bit of a rough ride. 
 
    The enchanting siren’s song did not cease, but with their hold on my mind broken I could hear that the alluring melody was interspersed with guttural, and deeply angry, squawking. 
 
    Glancing over my shoulder, back at the islet, I could see that the enchanting creatures had revealed themselves in their desperation to lure us in. The sirens were about five feet tall. They appeared as pale-skinned human women with long, dark, scraggly hair. Their frames were almost skeletal, while their limbs spouted long greyish feathers and their feet were taloned like a birds. 
 
    Their faces were almost pretty if you didn’t count the mouthful of sharp, mismatched teeth and the permanent scowl of unbridled hate. 
 
    Despite their lightweight frames and being feathered, they were like chickens in that they could only fly for very short distances. I saw several of them launch themselves from perches on the island’s boulders and flap their arms frantically as they propelled themselves out onto the parts of the reef above sea level, attempting to extend the range of their song. 
 
    Their efforts were all for nought as we powered away and as my alternate promised, soon we outpaced the reach of the deadly song. As the sweet music faded so did its effect on my disciples, and one-by-one, they stopped rowing as frantically. The last two to stop were Yanna and Yuni. The catgirl’s sensitive hearing was detrimental, not assistive, in such a circumstance. 
 
    When we were fully out of the song’s influence many pairs of grateful eyes turned toward me. 
 
    “We were lucky to have you, Husband,” Jessamyn voiced the collective thought in a subdued tone. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” Karragh affirmed. “If you hadn’t been here, we would have run aground on that reef for sure.” 
 
    “Think nothing of it,” I replied magnanimously. 
 
    I wasn’t an overly vain individual, well, not usually. But a bit of gratitude and appreciation from beautiful women never went amiss. 
 
    “I’m sure you would have been fine, though,” I qualified after a moment of preening in their adoring gaze. “A bit wet and facing the prospect of having to swim to investigate the rest of these islands, but you would have carved those bird-bitches to pieces.” 
 
    That drew a laugh and the tension eased. 
 
    Now that we were further into the sea, I could make out at least eight other landmasses that could hold the way out of this sea room. I altered our course to take us towards the nearest. 
 
    This too was infested with sirens that tried to lure us onto rocks that I could see jutting up just above the water level. Breaking the influence of their sisters earlier meant I was now immune. 
 
    However, my deception trick from the first encounter wouldn’t work a second time, the girls would be aware that I was actively steering us away from the island. 
 
    Fortunately, even though the siren’s song was powerful, my dominance proved stronger. I wouldn’t need to borrow Odysseus’ solution and bind them to the mast to keep them from trying to take the tiller from me or diving overboard and swimming for the sirens. 
 
    My authority kept them in their seats, but their rowing was half-hearted, and we had to rely on the wind and sails to propel us away. 
 
    By the time we sailed near the third island, Jessamyn had also developed full immunity. As my alpha mate, she was able to keep the others in line and encourage them to row properly. Which allowed me to concentrate on steering. 
 
    The next three islets we approached after that were more siren traps, but after we passed the fifth overall, only a couple of the girls hadn’t developed sufficient immunity to ignore the psychic temptations. 
 
    Each of these six islands were fully encircled by obstacles that would sink the ship. With my understanding of dungeon design principles, this meant they couldn’t be the island we were looking for. So, we passed on making landfall and investigating any of them. 
 
    Seven of nine proved to be the magic number. 
 
    The islet appeared no different than the others and had a dozen or more sirens flapping about the boulders and withered, twisted trees. However, there was no ring of coral or a shelf of mostly submerged jagged rocks. 
 
    As the ship glided closer, I could see in the shallower water that the ship had been surrounded and followed by sizable sharks, waiting to attack if we were wrecked or jumped overboard. They were forced to turn back once we arrived in the shallows. 
 
    The ship crunched into the gravelly shore and the sirens launched themselves eagerly, expecting easy, ensorcelled prey on the ship, of which they found none. 
 
    They were dungeon mobs so they didn’t have the capacity to intuit that we must have passed several other siren flocks and survived them already. Without the aid of their song to dull our minds, they were weak and handily dealt with. 
 
    Which was just as well. No sooner had I vaulted over the galley’s side and onto the beach than the gravelly shoreline began to shudder and shake. The small pebbles rattled against each other noisily from the motion. Several of my more agile disciples like Yanna and Yuni had already disembarked and darted further inland, away from the shaking beach. 
 
    This meant our group was split, which was never a sound tactical plan for the unexpected. We would be better off together and the ship had served its purpose. 
 
    “Off the ship, quickly,” I roared. 
 
    The few who were left aboard sprang into action at my order and scrambled over the side. Jovebella and Karragh the last two to abandon the vessel just in time. 
 
    Surging up from beneath the gravelled beach, where it had been buried, was a gigantic mottled grey serpent with similar colouring to the pebbly shoreline.  
 
    I had to put up my tower shield to block the incoming rockery that had been strewn in all directions by the creature’s sudden emergence. The galley was hit hard by the serpent’s back, and the wooden hull cracked audibly. The vessel was lifted into the air as the serpent surged to the surface. The ship broke into two pieces, with the larger half being flung back into the sea and the smaller bow crunching into the gravelled beach not far from where we shielded ourselves. 
 
    The tubular-shaped body of the mighty beast had a diameter of at least five feet and its length had ringed the stretch of beach we made landfall on and extended for a hundred feet or more. The frilled head of the monster came out only a few feet beyond where we had landed, which was a spot of bad luck. 
 
    “Basilisk!” Nyosippe screeched. 
 
    We had all been forewarned of what a basilisk was, A giant serpent with a petrifying gaze. I had wondered when Tamara planned to make the most of her dungeon law and she hadn’t disappointed. 
 
    The beast craned its neck around and turned its head and gaze upon us. 
 
    “Don’t look in its eyes,” I warned unnecessarily. 
 
    The Basilisk opened its gaping unhinged jaws and shrieked noisily to get our attention. It had two-foot-long fangs dripping saliva and rows of serrated back teeth. Apparently, basilisks weren’t venomous, but then they didn’t need to be. 
 
    I felt the power of the basilisk’s gaze wash over me, seeking to find a way past my defences. Not looking at it directly and inserting my shield between us helped enormously and the giant serpent’s petrifying attack could not find purchase. After a heartbeat, the gaze attack faded away. Luckily, it would be a few minutes before it could use the powerful weapon again. 
 
    A head-bobbing glance to either side revealed how much damage the beast had done, though. Jovebella, Sarrass, and Nyosippe were frozen in place, even though they’d had their backs to the basilisk. I couldn’t see where Yanna and Yuni were at all. They had been farther back so they might have taken cover behind the large boulders. 
 
    The others were dazed but still moving. It looked like I’d been the only one to be fully unaffected. We had to finish this quickly. The basilisk’s great head darted forward seeking to strike against a sluggish Jessamyn. 
 
    Fortunately, the pinkish flesh at the back of its wide-open jaws made a very inviting target for my maxed-out lightning bolt that arced from my shield and into the monster. It was enough to throw the beast’s strike off and it missed Jessamyn. 
 
    The shock allowed the auburn-haired elf to regather her wits and she retreated away from the snapping serpent. Blasting it with fire as she evaded its snapping maw. 
 
    Fiadh roared out her traditional berserker cry and sprinted the short distance down the beach and started to pummel the midsection of the basilisk. Being large did have some drawbacks and made it much easier to hit. The basilisk tried to wriggle its bulk to crush her, but Fiadh was too wily to be caught out like that. 
 
    She might be in the midst of a berserker fury, but she was very much cognisant of her surroundings. 
 
    Teotune and Gadiel unleashed their own attack spells into the monster and Karragh grabbed the nearest of our petrified allies, Sarrass, and dragged her from the battlefield. 
 
    Like Fiadh, I rushed to the shore and the body of the beast, triggering Electrified and Electro Claws and started pounding the body with my double-headed maul. 
 
    The basilisk’s tactics were fairly obvious and quite sensible. Hit us with its gaze and petrify as many of us as possible and then follow up by striking down those still capable of movement. With the second phase of that plan a failure, it switched its attention to the helpless pair of Jovebella and Nyosippe. 
 
    Sensing the direction of its movement I cast summon beasts and dropped a pack of wolves in the path of the basilisk’s head to try and distract it, but the basilisk ignored their bites and slithered over the top of those in the way, crushing them with its great weight. 
 
    Karragh had returned after depositing Sarrass out of the line of fire but was too late. The basilisk swept up the dwarf and human woman with a single snap of its jaws and devoured them. 
 
    My yellow pupils darkened and were tinged with red as rage infused me and my blows became even more savage. 
 
    Karragh may have been too late to save the two we had lost but the brave ironskin dwarf launched herself just behind the basilisk’s ear holes and slammed her hatchets deep through its hide. 
 
    Then she used them to haul herself up onto its back in front of the grey frilled skin. She looked like she was riding a sandworm from Dune. But instead of guiding it, she switched out her hatchets for hammers and used every ounce of her strength and skill as a smith to smash at the creature’s skull. 
 
    Despite our losses things seemed well in hand, which is when Tamara struck with a second surprise. 
 
    Appearing from the boulders further up the beach were some of her disciples. A minotaur led the charge, a regular version, not an infernal sub-type like mine. With him were an armoured hare-kin, a human, and a satyr man. 
 
    The minotaur only had eyes for me and rushed across the pebbly gravel to reach me. Karragh, seeing him from atop her unwilling mount, used the Immersion spell as she had on his larger monstrous cousins and sent him sprawling to the ground. Teotune and Gadiel were swift to take advantage and soon he had been skewered multiple times in the back by both of their spears. 
 
    The other three ignored the beach and made a beeline for the most vulnerable of our number, Sarrass. The group didn’t get very far as Yanna and Yuni chose that moment to strike from the shadows where they had been Camouflaged, waiting for just such an opportunity. 
 
    The human and satyr were despatched rapidly, the surprise attack from the twins massively increasing the damage multipliers. The hare was quicker and managed to make it to Sarrass and wreak some damage, but the two cat-girls moved to intercept and keep him away before he could inflict a lethal amount. 
 
    Meanwhile, the white glow of healing from Jessamyn saved the snake-woman’s life. With everything in hand, we got back to the dirty work of slaughtering this desperately thrashing giant snake. 
 
    A few minutes, and a couple of close shaves later, and the basilisk succumbed to our combined assault and crumpled to its death. In the end, its size, while impressive, proved to be a hindrance on the small confines of the island beach. The basilisk didn’t have the room to manoeuvre well, which meant it couldn’t get away from the annoying gnats that harassed it continuously. 
 
    With the snake dead, we chased down and killed the swift hare-kin man who had been desperately evading Yann and Yuni. 
 
    After everything on the island had been defeat, we waited another thirty minutes to heal up and let all our cooldowns expire. I didn’t think that Tamara could have much left in the tank after the basilisk, but I’d already lost two disciples, albeit temporarily, to her surprises.  
 
    A quick search of the island uncovered a spiral stone staircase that led down amongst the boulders. We had almost reached the end of Tamara’s dungeon. 
 
    There was a soft pinkish glow emanating from the bottom of the staircase, a sure sign that this was Tamara’s core room and contained her crystal. Which would be red as it was a destruction dungeon. 
 
    I led the way down; the carved stone steps were slippery as if the lapping waves of the core sea tide had penetrated deeply enough into the island to slosh sea water down into the depths. I knew it was merely an environmental affectation. There was no true tide, but it spoke of an impressive attention to detail, nonetheless. 
 
    The spiral staircase descended for sixty feet and emptied into Tamara’s final chamber. The room was warmly decorated with plush rugs on the floor with pretty geometric patterns woven into them. The stonework was white, with some of the more prominent features made from marble. Flower-filled vases on plinths and bronze statuary lined the walls. 
 
    The chamber was about the same size as Makas’ had been, though with impeccable cleanliness. At the far end was the scarlet core crystal in the vine-laden organic metal pedestal. 
 
    Tamara’s crystal had to be the size of a basketball, the largest I’d seen in any of the dungeons I’d taken down. It was much larger than mine, a physical testament to how many other dungeons Tamara had felled for the Lords. Although admittedly I had stopped directly absorbing the shards of those I’d conquered into my crystal a while back. 
 
    Tamara stood defiantly in full bronzed armour before her crystal. At her side was a large lamia woman, Reena, if Gorvag’s information had been true. Flanking them were two centaur males. Their upper body was encased in plate armour and their lower horse halves were covered in scaled barding. 
 
    This was my first opportunity to lay eyes on Tamara. She was about six feet tall, though some of that was the writhing mass of copper snakes on her head. She had a trim figure and modest bust hidden behind her bronze breastplate. Her bearing was regal, and those dangerous peepers were a piercing green. 
 
    Gorvag had mentioned she was pretty, but will confess to having my doubts. He was an orc, could I trust his judgement on what qualified as fair of face? 
 
    The myths of Earth always portrayed Medusa as quite hideous. This had been a concern for me as my disciple claiming criteria included sexual attraction. There were few female dungeons in the Proving Grounds, and it would be an awful waste not to take advantage when one of them drew my attention and put herself within my clutches. 
 
    I was happy to find my fears unfounded. Like so many other Realms-born women I’d crossed paths with, Tamara was stunningly gorgeous. 
 
    I only had a second or two to absorb this information. My disciples had followed on my heel and poured into the room. Pleasantries were not exchanged, and combat ensued. 
 
     Tamara’s first move was to shoot her petrifying gaze at us. 
 
    Three golden beams crossed the room. The first was aimed at me and I raised my shield in time to diffuse much of its strength. Even so, this petrifying ray was more difficult to shake off than the basilisks’, but I managed, though it slowed me down a step or two. 
 
    Fiadh and Gadiel were not so lucky and found their muscles locking and they were unable to move. We were down from nine to seven after the first exchange, but we still had the numerical advantage. 
 
    The centaurs cantered down the room building up to a gallop. They had thick-stemmed spears the size of mediaeval lances. If it weren’t for the armour they wore being patterned after Greek hoplites, they would have seemed like Knights of the Middle Ages. 
 
    While they charged, Tamara and Reena peppered our position with arrow fire. 
 
    “Yanna, Yuni, go stealth mode and get as close to the ladies at the back. Karragh, Teotune, Sarrass, we are going to handle the centaurs. Jessamyn, support as only you can do,” I ordered. 
 
    There was a chorus of “Yes, Master,” and “Of course, Husband.” 
 
    Then the battle was met. 
 
    The centaurs crashed into us. Relying on their momentum and strength to bowl us over. I absorbed the impact of one and Karragh, producing a shield from the inventory, took the other. 
 
    We were pushed back; these were empowered opponents in some of the best gear that could be bought. 
 
    But by this point, we were clad in almost the finest that could be crafted. 
 
    And ours was better. 
 
     Masterwork Sanctified or Infernal Mithril Brigandine made with dragonscale leather. Which type we wore depended on whether we’d taken Sanctified or the Infernal spell school. There were only two superior kinds of material that existed in the Proving Grounds. Sanctified or Infernal Adamantine and Sanctified or Infernal Exotic Leather. Another week and we’d be bedecked in arms and armour made from that as well. 
 
    Therefore, though we were forced to give up some ground, they couldn’t overrun us. Their forward progress was halted, stealing their thunder somewhat. 
 
    Teotune flashed her spear over my shoulder and jabbed for the throat. Sarrass went low and snaked her way under my tower shield. From underneath, as she evaded trampling hoof strikes, she used her knopesh to strike at the joints of their fetlocks, knees, and hocks, inflicting crippling movement debuffs. 
 
    I joined in the action and slammed my envenomed maul into the flank of the centaur pushing up against my shield. Then switched up to target their weakened forelegs. 
 
    Meanwhile, the missiles from the far end had ceased zinging their way towards us. 
 
    The twins had cast Summon Beasts. Tamara and Reena had been forced to switch to melee weapons to deal with the two prides of pumas that now harassed them. The pumas wouldn’t last long against the calibre of opponents they faced but Yanna and Yuni were using the distraction to work their way around and prepare to pounce on the pair from behind. 
 
    The centaur in front of me was already favouring its right leg, the left seemingly lame following Sarrass and my earlier attacks, so I took a risk. I shoved my snarling opponent backwards to make half a foot of space, discarded my shield and swung for the horse-man’s right knee. 
 
    My swing was unerring and cracked loudly on the joint, smashing the knee and their right leg bowed at an unnatural angle, his footing gave way. My centaur enemy grunted loudly and tried to steady himself on his lame left leg which couldn’t bear his weight and he toppled over to his left, crashing into the legs of his ally battling with Karragh and Teotune. 
 
    This was almost the perfect result. I wasted no time leaping over his human front half and landed on his flank. It was easy then to turn around and hammer at the back of his human upper torso. The centaur’s large horse body now proved detrimental as with his front legs hampered, he couldn’t effectively reach behind to fight me off. 
 
    While I dealt with the downed centaur his friend was surrounded by my warrior women and they made short work of him. 
 
    We finished just in time to see the end of the brief battle at the far end. 
 
    Tamara was using a short spear and shield combination, but it was Reena doing all the damage. She dual-wielded two wicked long curved blades and sliced and diced the pumas into cannibalistic cat food. 
 
    The twins had launched their surprise attack with some success, but the lamia was incredibly quick. Her rattling serpentine tail flicked out and knocked Yanna to the ground and then cracked down on her back pinning her. While she was pinned Tamara rushed up and savagely attacked the helpless catgirl. Yuni tried to intercept the gorgon and help her sister but that only opened her up to the twin blades of the lamia. 
 
    I jumped off the corpse of the centaur and was about to rush to the aid of the stricken pair when a hand took hold of my bicep and held me back. 
 
    “Wait, Husband,” Jessamyn said urgently and stepped in front of me. 
 
    Then she raised a hand which glowed with a fiery orange nimbus as Jessamyn generated and launched a fireball directly into the combat. 
 
    It may have seemed a cold manoeuvre as Yanna and Yuni hadn’t perished yet, but it was eminently practical. 
 
    They were all far enough away from those of us by the centaurs that we would be out of the blast zone. Although the catgirl twins would be roasted along with Tamara and Reena, our opponents would be left deeply wounded and ripe for the taking. 
 
    The fireball flew true and exploded in flame and fiery light. The blowback licked at the edges of the fallen centaurs that we retreated behind and devastated the upholstery of the homey sanctum Tamara had built for herself. 
 
    When the flames cleared the five of us rushed the scorched and disoriented pair. Teotune, Karragh, and I ended Reena’s participation. She remained fiendishly quick and gave a hell of lot more than she got in return, but we simply outlasted her health and eventually our onslaught overwhelmed her. 
 
    Tamara was less martially minded than her disciple, but she gave a worthy account of herself, but she was outmatched by Sarrass. With Jessamyn incessantly sniping at any opening she was presented; Tamara’s prescient ability could not keep up. She had to choose one or the other to evade. 
 
    When Reena died Tamara backed away from the combat and took a final position in front of her crystal for her final stand. I stepped forward, eager to claim what was mine. 
 
    “Wait!” Tamara cried out desperately and I slowed my advance, curious to hear what play she thought she had left. “I concede that you have won, Daxas of the Wolf King’s Lair. My fate is sealed. I know that. I have foreseen it. All I ask is that you please show mercy to my disciples and think of absorbing them within your ranks. 
 
    “They are loyal and capable and would serve you well.” 
 
    Now that was both confusing and intriguing. If she had foreseen that I would claim her as mine today, why did she feel the need to beg for clemency for her disciples? They would become mine once she was. 
 
    “If you have the power of foresight, Tamara, why do you need to ask the question? Don’t you know what is coming?” 
 
    Tamara laughed wearily at my statement. “If only that were true, Daxas. Then I would have told Timian to find another. Instead, I eagerly accepted his offer in both the Realms and the Proving Grounds. More fool me.” 
 
    Tamara dropped her shield and spear and sat down in a small divan adjacent to her core’s pedestal. 
 
    I took her up on the unspoken offer and moved forward placing my hand on her core crystal to signify the success of my invasion. 
 
    The expected prompts came through. 
 
    I shifted back to my humanoid form. Tamara’s surprise was evident on her face, followed by the ever-intoxicating scent of feminine lust. Belatedly it occurred to me that she had probably never seen me like this. Unless Gorvag had told her, it was entirely possible she hadn’t known I had a humanoid form. 
 
    I winked and gave her my most lascivious grin. “Tamara Huxeidon, I claim you as my disciple.” 
 
    If seeing me in my humanoid form had surprised her, my pronouncement left her gobsmacked. Her mouth and pretty lips opened and closed a few times as she tried to understand and read the dungeon notifications she’d be getting. 
 
    Jessamyn moved in quickly and gave her a reassuring embrace. 
 
    “Welcome to the family,” she whispered. “It’s been a long time coming.” 
 
    This seemed to spur Tamara’s mind into motion. “But…But I don’t understand.” 
 
    I quirked my eyebrow at the confused woman. “Is this not what you foresaw? That I would win today and claim you as mine.” 
 
    “Umm…A foretelling is rarely that specific. I knew that from today I would never see or hear from the rest of the cabal again. I assumed that as you were here, attacking me, that meant you would destroy me in vengeance for the cabal trying to kill you. I don’t understand,” she muttered almost to herself. “Such foretellings might be vague and open to interpretation, but they are never wrong.” 
 
    “Unless…” she gulped. “Unless the others will win through, and I’ll be ended along with you.” 
 
    I chortled lightly at her misunderstanding and lifted her chin with my hand gently. A few of her follicle serpents snaked forward and rubbed up against my skin affectionately. “Don’t be afraid on that count. I think I can clear that misunderstanding up for you. As you must know, I already had two other dungeons under my guardianship. You are the third. 
 
    “Jen’Zadeer has led a separate group to end Ezrokath and my darling mischievous Nessa will have handled Gerhalt by now.” 
 
    “What of Gorvag and Burstan, though?” she interrupted. 
 
    “Well, I hate to tell you this, as he was your friend, but I managed to turn Gorvag’s loyalty to me. He is the one leading the assault on Burstan.” 
 
    “Gorvag betrayed us,” Tamara gasped in shock, a single tear welling in her eye. “How? Why? It can’t be.” 
 
    “His loss in the failed dungeon invasion during the last rest day was more complete than I allowed him to tell you. His entire party was defeated which included his daughter, Genya. Lucky for me, like you, she met my rather stringent criteria for discipleship.” I left the rest unsaid. 
 
    “Yes, that would do it. He would do anything for her, even sell me out. Although perhaps that might not be so bad. Even now, I can feel that my connection with Timian has been severed. Good riddance to the bastard. He had to know about Gorvag and didn’t warn us, then there was his sudden change in orders that almost left me bedridden. He sacrificed us for his own ends.” 
 
    “That sounds like the kind of dick move he would make,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Wait, does that mean I will see Gorvag again? Wait. That can’t be right. The foretelling,” Tamara said with concern. 
 
    “There is nothing…” I started and meant to finish with ‘to worry about’, but midway through the reassurance, my lounge-bound-self pushed a situation update through to me. 
 
    “…Bollocks,” I swore instead.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    A short while earlier 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alyssa, Tenzing and I watched the progress of each of the four invasions through the eyes of my avatar and disciples. That did make watching the attack on the Rakshasa, Burstan, trickier. Gorvag might be beholden to me, but I didn’t have access to his or his disciple’s feeds. 
 
    A fifth screen displayed the progress of Ezrokath and his counter-invasion of the Lair. Unlike the halfling and Rakshasa who seemed to have wised up and only stayed long enough to make sure the life-seeded were recalled, the sathanite steadfastly pressed onwards. The lack of threat to a group of his calibre on the first floor had given him an overabundance of false confidence. 
 
    But the beginning of my dungeon sapped time, which was the point of the floor. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer’s group were delving cautiously, but by my calculations, they would reach his core before Ezrokath completed the Lair’s second floor and remove the minor threat he posed. 
 
    Nessa was having a whale of a time. The bonuses Gerhalt’s dungeon afforded both her and her squad made it a bit of a breeze and losing the life-seeded hardly slowed them down. She would certainly finish first. 
 
    “Almost there,” Nessa laughed merrily after passing through the third of Gerhalt’s core rooms. “How are they others doing?” she asked into the air, knowing we were observing from afar. 
 
    “Everything is going to plan,” Alyssa responded casually. 
 
    “Come on, Lyss. You know that isn’t what I wanted to know.” 
 
    Alyssa giggled at the impertinent dryad. “The others are on track, but you are the only one who has reached the core floor of their target so far.” 
 
    “Are you trying to say that I’m going to be the winner,” the dryad trilled smugly. 
 
    “It looks that way.” 
 
    “Yesss!” Nessa squealed happily. “Lyss, tell tall, dark, and well-hung that he better not pull any bullshit shenanigans this time.” 
 
    I sat back and laughed remembering the look on her face the last time. As tempting as it might be to perform a similar rug-pulling act on the perky competitive dryad, this time she seemed to have too great a lead for anything that wouldn’t unnecessarily endanger us. 
 
    “Concentrate, Ness,” Alyssa admonished her kindly. “You can’t rub it in his face if you don’t come back at all.” 
 
    Nessa rolled her eyes and then summoned and sent a pack of thorn-hounds at her next target.  
 
    Nessa’s antics always brought a smile to my face and lightened my slightly sombre mood. We had sadly lost ten more of the life-seeded to permadeath before they were recalled to the dungeon. There was no avoiding it unfortunately, these were difficult opponents to overcome, but I still railed at any loss. 
 
    Both my alternate’s team and Jen’Zadeer’s had lost two apiece, Nessa with the easiest run had lost none, and Gorvag’s team had lost the most at six. Not because he was throwing their lives away but because the Bazaar of Wonders, Burstan’s dungeon, had proved the most treacherous to battle through. 
 
    Speaking of Gorvag we were watching his run unfold in front of us. They were in a town square festooned with colourful market stalls and they were involved in their most dangerous encounter since the loss of most of the team. 
 
    They faced off against a legion of town-guard mobs. These shouldn’t be confused with the intelligent human mobs I could create. These were preset dungeon creatures, in a similar vein to the dark elf assassins Jen’Zadeer had access to. 
 
    The legion was led by a tiger-man in billowing purple silk robes whom I took to be the dungeon master himself, Burstan. He was accompanied by his cadre of disciples. 
 
    “It seems that Burstan has decided to make his last stand early,” I commented to Alyssa and Tenzing. 
 
    “Yes,” Tenzing chimed in. “The dungeon power required to field so many town guards after everything else he has already thrown at them is considerable. He can’t have anything else left before the core floor. If he has not invested as heavily on his core floor as others this would be the most sensible defensive option.” 
 
    The edge of the viewing screen for this group glowed brightly. A sign that Alyssa had activated a communications link. “Genya, dear. This is the Rakshasa’s last stand. Let your father know he does not need to hold anything back.” 
 
    “Understood,” Genya responded on our screen and tapped Gorvag on the shoulder and relayed Alyssa’s advice. 
 
    We watched for several more minutes as the battle raged. 
 
    Gorvag and his orc disciples were quite direct, but my disciples were a bit wilier and used the stalls and terrain to their advantage. They’d each downed a buffing potion beforehand, and it wouldn’t be too much longer before they could imbibe another. 
 
    The fighting continued and I watched tensely. Frustrated at my lack of direct involvement. But it did seem that the tide was very much in our favour and though all my women fighting alongside the large orc avatar had taken a battering I was confident they would win through. A couple of Gorvag’s orc disciples hadn’t been so lucky and they were swarmed and eliminated by the town guard mobs. 
 
    However, all of Burstan’s disciples were also down and out, and the guard’s numbers were finally beginning to dwindle. 
 
    It was at this point, that the Rakshasa made a few unusual gestures and suddenly a bolt of yellow surged from his palms and flew through the bazaar, zinging around the stalls searching for its designated target. We were watching events from Genya’s perspective, and I cried out in alarm and horror when I realised the magical bolt was seeking the orcess and had found her. 
 
    The last thing we saw was a flash of sickly yellow as she was struck and then the viewer went blank. 
 
    “No!” I roared and jumped to my feet, my claws digging into my palms as my pulse raced at the possibility that one of my precious mates had fallen. 
 
    Alyssa was up from the black leather couch a split second after me and put a reassuring hand on my taut bicep. “Don’t panic, my love. I recognise the energy signature of the Rakshasa’s attack. It is a sleeping curse granted by a magical item. Genya will be unconscious, not slain.” 
 
    Even as Alyssa spoke, Tenzing manipulated the viewer and switched to the perspective of another of my disciples, Jools, and restored our spycam access to the dungeon run. 
 
    We got a brief sight of Genya lying prone on the ground, but she was unmolested, the mobs were engaged elsewhere. 
 
    “Runx, Menrak, guard my daughter,” Gorvag barked. “Let’s finish this,” he grunted. Just before Jools turned away and launched herself into the fray, we could see that Gorvag’s two remaining disciples had jumped to obey their master. 
 
    For the next minute we were treated to a close up view of Jools in action as she smashed her way through a dozen of the guard mobs. Until seemingly Burstan was left standing alone, but imperious, a few steps in front of an archway with the blue swirl of a portal to the core floor inside it. 
 
    A shiver ran down my spine. Burstan stood there with a supreme confidence, and I couldn’t detect a shred of fakery in his body language. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” I muttered, Alyssa beside me imperceptibly nodded in mute agreement. 
 
    The Rakshasa had a plan, and I was sure I wouldn’t like it. 
 
    “I am sorry, Burstan,” Gorvag bellowed as he finished off the last guard mob in his way. “I did not want it to end this way, but I must slay you.” 
 
    Burstan grinned at the big orc’s words and took a single step back as if readying himself to flee, but I didn’t buy it. 
 
    “Your treachery was indeed a surprise, Gorvag. Tamara will be most disappointed when she learns of it,” Burstan needled. 
 
    Gorvag grunted an acknowledgement. “Aye, she will, but she won’t learn of it from you.” 
 
    Jools eyes were rapt upon the verbally sparring duo, and she was edging her way forwards, attempting to get into a position to jump the Rakshasa before he could retreat to his core floor and reorganise. 
 
    “Are you so sure about that, Gorvag?” 
 
    “Yes,” the orc snarled. “I know you have little to nothing left. It’s over.” 
 
    “True enough. I have but four minions remaining to call upon and my core floor is woefully understrength. It is not feasible that I could stop you from making it to my core. A weakness I shall rectify in the future. Yet it is I, not you, who holds the trump card.” 
 
    “Motherfucker,” I growled loudly from the couch. My will reached out and activated the communication link between us and Jools. 
 
    Alyssa picked up on my mood instantly and gave the order before I could give away that I had a presence in both my dungeon and Tamara’s. “Jools, turn around. Get eyes on Genya, now!” 
 
    Jools obeyed without hesitation and the sight chilled my heart. 
 
    Runx and Menrak were dead. Kneeling over the prone form of my orcess lover were four black-clad figures, their faces obscured by wrapped cloth with only their cold eyes exposed. One of them had a blade to Genya’s throat. Two others held blades on either side of her armpits while the last stood guard with hand crossbows pointed towards my people. 
 
    They were high-rank assassin mobs. This had been Burstan’s plan from the second he fired that sleeping curse and in my confidence, I hadn’t seen it unfolding. 
 
    “You see,” Burstan continued. “I don’t need to defeat you personally, Gorvag. I can break you without touching you. I’ve already sent your fallen disciples to their fate in the Infernal Reaches and I’m ready to do it one more time.” 
 
    Then Burstan raised his pawed hand and pointed over Gorvag’s shoulder to fill him in on what we’d already seen. 
 
    “Can he do that?” I asked Alyssa and Tenzing. 
 
    Tenzing gave me a short affirmative nod and my heart sank. 
 
    “It can be done,” Alyssa confirmed. “He would need to call on the Infernal Lords to open the portal early. But that doesn’t mean this isn’t a huge bluff. Dungeons calling upon the Lords like that is the kind of information I was privy to and Burstan has never done such a thing before.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t mean he hasn’t since you joined me,” I countered. 
 
    “True. And I don’t want to lose Genya either. But what can we do but call his bluff?” 
 
    “Daxas, Alyssa, the choice is not ours to make,” Tenzing interrupted and drew our attention back to the screen. 
 
    “BURSTAN!” Gorvag screamed having spotted the assassin’s threatening his daughter’s life. His yellow eyes, now reddened and bloodshot, bulged from his green skull as rage gripped him. 
 
    Burstan wagged his clawed finger in the air. “Now, now. We’ll have none of that. There is a simple solution to your predicament my treacherous former friend. Concede to me here and now. Then you, your daughter, and these others may leave. Refuse and my assassins finish her off and I will damn her soul before you can ever reach my core. 
 
    “Make your choice,” he demanded. 
 
    I couldn’t see it, but I assumed that Gorvag had been prompted with a notice similar to the kind we got during duels. 
 
    He glared with unbridled hate at the triumphantly grinning tiger-man, but then he lowered his axe with a rasping hiss and must have given his assent as Burstan clapped his hands. His four assassins released Genya in response and disappeared into the shadows. 
 
    “Now, if you would be kind enough to fuck off out of my dungeon. I have much cleaning to do,” Burstan sneered from his position. 
 
    Gorvag, Jools, and the rest of my disciples hurried over to Genya and lifted her up. After a couple of healing spells and some light tapping on her cheeks, the orcess came round and blearily got back to her feet. 
 
    “What happened? Have we won?” she managed around a wide yawn. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Jools supplied. “Your father had to concede the run to save you from a bunch of assassins.” 
 
    Genya looked stricken at the news, but any words were muffled by the all-encompassing embrace of the big orc. 
 
    Burstan seemed to be losing his patience and strode up the group, his whiskers twitching furiously. “Begone, will you,” And he tried to shoo them away as if they were mildly inconvenient pests. 
 
    Gorvag ignored him, as did my disciples. 
 
    “Father, I’m sorry,” Genya said when the big orc relaxed his fatherly hug enough for her to pull her head away from his chest. 
 
    “Don’t be, Daughter. All that matters is that you are safe.” 
 
    “But my weakness cost us victory.” 
 
    “Not your weakness, Daughter. Mine,” Gorvag said and pressed his lips to the crown of her head. 
 
    “Leave!” Burstan screamed. “Leave now, Gorvag, or I will call a breach of contract and damn you and your daughter this instant.” 
 
    “You must forgive this old fool, Genya. It has always been your future I wanted to secure,” Gorvag whispered. 
 
    “Father,” Genya said, her voice heavy with concern. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Gorvag fully released his hold on his daughter and knelt, picking up his formidable axe that had been dropped when he reached her side. 
 
    He kept eye contact with her as he rose to a standing position. Even I could see the fatalistic smile on his lips, and I knew then what he was about to do. 
 
    “It means, that Burstan does not know that you are not my disciple any longer.” 
 
    Before he’d finished his statement the great axe in his grip was already in motion. Quicker than the overconfident Rakshasa could react the whistling blade swept upwards and sliced across the pectoral muscles of his chest and throat. 
 
    Burstan stumbled backwards and blinked rapidly in shock while he grasped at his throat. Simultaneously the axe fell from Gorvag’s weakening grasp and the orc fell to his knees clutching at his chest as if he was suffering a heart attack. 
 
    In a strange way, he was. He had broken a contract with another dungeon, even as we watched, his avatar fell to his knees. His core crystal back in his dungeon would be cracking and it could only be a few seconds away from shattering and damning the orc. 
 
    Had Genya still been his disciple she would have shared in his damnation. Undoubtedly, Burstan had assumed that if self-preservation was not sufficient to ensure the orc’s compliance with the terms he’d set, then his daughter’s shared ignominious fate would be. 
 
    “Jools, don’t waste Gorvag’s sacrifice. Finish Burstan,” Alyssa commanded through the DDD. 
 
    Jools advanced on the shocked Rakshasa and attacked along with two of the others. 
 
    Meanwhile, Genya gently cradled her father’s weakening body. 
 
    “Father, why? We could have found another way. Daxas would have come back and finished him off during the week,” she sobbed 
 
    “Dry your eyes, little one,” he whispered in return. “I’ve known that devious cat for too long. He holds a grudge like no other. He had a plan and would have come for me later today anyway. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    I remembered that three hours ago Burstan had indeed ordered his and Gerhalt’s complicit dungeons to regather themselves and meet him outside. If they were already in place, and some, if not all of them, likely were. Then they could arrive at Gorvag’s doorstep and invade before we had a chance to send a party to help block the way in. 
 
    “Starve your enemy of resources, I taught you that, remember. It’s for the best that he doesn’t get anything out of my death. I love you…be…be strong…”  
 
    Those were the orc’s final words as his eyes shuddered shut and he became still. 
 
    The four assassins had returned during the short, heartfelt conversation, but my disciples had been expecting them and finished them off quickly. They might be much higher-ranked versions of the dark elf assassins, but they were still glass-cannons. Without surprise on their side, they were no threat. 
 
    Genya gently laid her father’s head onto the cobbles of the marketplace. 
 
    “Hey Gen, do you want to do the honours,” Jools asked Genya. 
 
    Burstan’s avatar was bloody and broken on the ground, but he was still breathing, just. The girls were holding down his various limbs keeping him in place. 
 
    Genya rose from the ground, wiped away the few errant tears that she’d shed for her father and hefted her mace. 
 
    “I will be, Father,” she muttered, answering Gorvag’s dying words to be strong. “Thank you, Jools.” 
 
    The orcess strode over, looked down at the now dishevelled person who had taken her father from her and then caved the fuckers whiskered face in with a satisfying crunch. 
 
    “Let’s claim this bastard’s core,” she suggested with forced calmness and led the others to the glimmering archway and beyond. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jen’Zadeer was the last to finish her run. Ezrokath had realised far too late the danger he had been in. Once he received the dungeon update that the invasion force had made it to his core floor, he fled and returned to try and save himself. 
 
    But it was too late. Ezrokath’s Core floor was woefully underdeveloped. A sign of his absolute faith in his superiority. The demon made it difficult for Jen’Zadeer’s force, but the outcome was never in doubt. 
 
    He’d ordered his subordinate dungeons to continue with the invasion which suited me down to the ground. It’s not like they could teleport out of my dungeon like the sathanite anyway. Their dungeons were not being invaded. 
 
    That just meant more marks and more experience for me, which was just as well. They didn’t know it, but Ezrokath’s subordinates would probably get a pass from my normal retribution in kind. 
 
    Not because I was going soft, but they were too far away for it to be worthwhile. If things went to plan over the next few weeks, I would soon be too high ranked to take them on anyway. And shortly after that, it would be goodbye Proving Grounds, hello reconstitution. 
 
    Upon her return to the Lair, Genya was understandably distraught. So, I introduced her to the patented Earthman grief coping method. 
 
    Which meant I got her absolutely fucking shitfaced. 
 
    She drank. She cried. She drank some more. She started a few fights she was in no shape to win and was generally unpleasant to everybody. She drank some more. She apologised for her earlier behaviour, repeatedly. She tried to drink some more but could no longer connect her lips to the tankard without spilling most of it on her chest. She told everyone how much she loved them. Then she sobered up enough to keep drinking. 
 
    After which the orcess finally let me put her to bed. By which I mean she passed out after consuming enough booze to kill a herd of buffalo, and we carried her to her room. 
 
    While that was going on I held a debrief with my core adviser group which now included Tamara. 
 
    “Timian’s sudden change of orders is a concern,” I said after Tamara had finished filling everyone in on the updated message she had got at the beginning of the day. 
 
    “Yes, my naughty pup,” Alyssa purred instinctively while she was deep in thought. 
 
    Then she realised her slight lapse and blushed a little before sitting up on the edge of her seat in a business-like manner. “This certainly indicates a change in his demeanour. I think, based on Tamara’s description, that Timian has gone behind the backs of the other Lords, and confirms something I had theorised he might do but was unsure if he would truly to take the risk.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “I think. No, I am certain he intends to insert his True Mind into his champion during the Divine Challenge.” 
 
    Tamara gasped, but there were scowls of confusion on everyone else’s faces apart from Tenzing who took up the explanation so we wouldn’t be in the dark. 
 
    “His avatar would be fully inhabited by his consciousness. Should it be killed while here it would mean real death for him?” 
 
    That silenced the group for a moment until finally, Krista spoke up. “I don’t think I understand. Sure, Daxas has proved to be a recurring thorn in his side, but why would he take such a risk? Timian strikes me as the calculating kind and like the Coven Kings of old would have a preference to work through proxies than risk his own existence. How would really being here make it more likely that we all die?” 
 
    “It doesn’t,” Alyssa answered. “It’s a way for him to get around the Accords that dictate a fallen dungeon’s soul essence is shared equally between them all. If he is present when Daxas dies he can absorb every last drop before it is gathered by the entity and with that power enslave or destroy the other Lords and become the supreme monster he has always wanted to be.” 
 
    “If absorbing a dungeon’s essence directly proffers such a boost,” Jen’Zadeer mused. “Then why hasn’t one of the Lords or the Infernals tried this before?” 
 
    “That is a longer conversation,” Alyssa hedged. “However, all you really need to know is that as Daxas is not of the Realms he has more of what they want. A lot more. It’s the whole reason they’ve been so bent on trying to kill him in the first place.” 
 
    I looked around the room and saw a sea of worried faces. “Chin up, the lot of you. This is a good thing.” 
 
    “How does having the god of prophecy planning on making a personal appearance to kill us all a good thing,” Nessa scoffed. 
 
    “Because it means we get to kill the bastard properly,” I smiled. 
 
    And you know what, that brought a smile to all their faces too. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next week proved to be a busy one. There was much to do. In an ideal world, expansion would have been the priority now that I’d been confirmed for the Divine Challenge. 
 
    However, with three guilds and a tribe of orken dependent upon me, they were running groups through my dungeon constantly. Almost every minute of the day. Something that was both a blessing and a curse. It was a boon for more experience and would give us the time to push our gathering and crafting skills into three figures across the board. On the flip side, it seriously impacted my ability to operate topside. The constant runs interrupted our capacity for any such activity. 
 
    In the end, I concluded that wasn’t a big deal. The low-hanging fruit in zone seven and eight had been largely exhausted anyway. Which meant I would need to start going further afield. I decided a period of consolidation in the dungeon would be helpful and it would allow the guilds to keep power-levelling their members. And then I could use them to scout out the choicest targets for the following week. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Jezebel 
 
      
 
      
 
    When I seized control of the Gleaming Towers, I’d demanded that the leaders of the three other largest high-elf guilds in the Proving Grounds present themselves before the next rest day.  
 
    During that first week, several feeder guilds came and bent the knee as they should and swore vassalage to the Gleaming Tower and Lady Silvermayne. They weren’t happy about it, such formal and lopsided ties between guilds were unusual, but I did not give them a choice. 
 
    The rest day came and went. The largest of the guilds snubbed me. Refusing to present themselves in the timeframe I had set. 
 
    I knew they would drag their heels, polite obstinance was practically a racial trait, but that didn’t make their tardiness any less aggravating. 
 
    Or me any less sympathetic. 
 
    Alluin, leader of Dawn of the Morning, a ridiculously redundant name if ever I heard one, was the first to eventually pay his ‘respects’ the day after my deadline. 
 
    I took his guild from him in one-on-one combat and as a reward for being the first allowed him to retain his soul marks and only reduced him to provisional guild membership. 
 
    Rhistel came before me two days later. He commanded the Swords of Grace. I showed him none, taking his guild, his marks, and expelling the fool. 
 
    Once banished Rhistel went directly to the Lightsteel Companions, the last of the high-elven guilds. My spies informed me that the Guild Master, Kindroth, thanked him for the information on my intentions and then promptly ran him out of his zone. 
 
    There had been little love lost between the four most powerful high-elven guilds and their various leaders before today. A weakness I was happy to exploit. 
 
    By the fifth day, Kindroth had yet to present himself and I had to take matters into my own hands. 
 
    Ardryll and four hundred of the Towers finest marched through the zones of the City in all their glory and lined up outside the Lightsteel Companions guild headquarters demanding Kindroth appease their new Guild Mistress. 
 
    From the balcony of his private quarters, Kindroth publicly rebuffed the demand and laughed it off, as I knew he would. He spent the next several minutes making rather obscene gestures and jokes at Ardryll’s expense. 
 
    Right up until the point my spearpoint severed his spine and my sabre cut his throat. 
 
    Being a divine being did afford me some privileges in the Proving Grounds. Ignoring the usual barriers that kept the uninvited out of a guild building was one of them. Ardryll and his pretty formation of soldiers were merely a distraction to ensure Kindroth an the Lightsteel Companions weren’t paying attention when I waltzed in through the back entrance. 
 
    I stared into the dying elf’s eyes and imposed my will before he passed. In his weakened state Kindroth capitulated quickly ceding me the guild and his marks. When I had what I needed I stained his soul with the mark of anathema and cast his body over the balcony for all to see. 
 
    Damning him so publicly hadn’t been entirely necessary but he’d pissed me off, making me traipse halfway across the City to deal with his disobedient ass. 
 
    Once my orders were issued to the Lightsteel Companions I returned to the Gleaming Towers HQ. There would be some defections, or to be more accurate abandonments. However, the majority would remain. Either because they were too prideful or too fearful to go. Or they believed with a little work and patience they could overturn my rule and take the guilds back. 
 
    None of their scheming mattered to me. By the time they’d organised themselves, they would have served their purpose. 
 
    Speaking of which, Taliel had just entered the council chambers and was striding across the thickly carpeted floor, his lips pressed together in a thin line, his discontent clear to see. 
 
    “Ardryll,” I said as Taliel came to half in front of my throne. “Make yourself useful and get me some sweetmeats and a suitable accompanying wine.” 
 
    Anger flashed in the former Guild Master’s eyes, but he buried his ill-feelings quickly with a polite nod and stiffly marched from the room. 
 
    Taliel went down on one knee before me, awaiting my permission to continue. I let the blonde-haired elf stew until Ardryll had returned with my light repast. After enjoying a few of the confectionaries he had brought and partook of the wine, I spoke. 
 
    “You may speak, Taliel Sunrider.” 
 
    Taliel rose from his knee. “Thank you, Lady Silvermayne.” 
 
    “I didn’t say you could stand,” I told him sternly and raised a single digit and flicked it downwards. 
 
    The look of shock and anguish on his face was truly delightful. 
 
    He recovered his composure swiftly. “My apologies, Lady Silvermayne,” he said as he returned to his kneeling position. 
 
    I nodded and popped another of the little cakes in my mouth and motioned for him to continue. 
 
    “Please accept my congratulations on your latest conquest, my Lady. Securing control of all the high-elf guilds in such a short space of time was truly an exceptional feat.” 
 
    “Enough boot-licking, Taliel,” I interrupted. 
 
    Listening to the proud elf forced to toady up to me may have been pleasant, but that would have to wait. 
 
    “Speaking of boots. Ardryll, remove mine and massage my feet,” I ordered. 
 
    Shamefacedly, the princeling had no choice but to obey my commands or forfeit his guild membership. 
 
    “I didn’t tell you to stop your report, Taliel,” I reminded him. 
 
    “Yes, my Lady. Since last we spoke, I am happy to report that there has been the progress you desired on your…project.” 
 
    I clapped my hands together happily. “It’s about time. I thought I might have to visit those dungeons tonight and crack the whip myself. So, some of the raiders have finally been able to retreat and report back?” 
 
    “Yes, my Lady. The losses incurred by the vassal guilds have been extensive. Which is to be expected. These dungeons are the highest ranked in the land. However, we now have full reports on the first half of all three dungeons as you wished.” 
 
    “Excellent. In which case it is time for phase two. I want the rest of those dungeons fully mapped. Even without their recent losses, the vassal guilds would be unsuitable for this task, too weak. Time to send in our members. See to it. I want them mapped by the end of the day and tomorrow we destroy them.” 
 
    Taliel gaped at me like a fish out of water. “But…but…” 
 
    “But nothing. This is my will, and it will be done. Defy me on this and you’ll be branded anathema so fast you’ll be naked and in the depths of a dungeon before you’re even aware I’ve raised my voice. Like Kindroth.” 
 
    Taliel lowered his gaze and swallowed heavily before glancing back up. 
 
    “Your will shall be done, of course, my Lady. May I ask why we are set upon destroying the remaining rank one-hundred dungeons? Even once mapped this will remain a very dangerous course of action. Many shall likely die in the attempt. Will the dungeons not be gone in a few weeks anyway?” 
 
    Taliel tried not to phrase his question as a criticism, but he couldn’t quite keep the disapproving tone from his voice. 
 
    I sucked on my tongue for a moment, letting him sweat on my possible response to his impertinence, before eventually relenting. 
 
    “It’s simple really. The Lords have set you all the task of removing the Wolf King’s Lair from the Proving Grounds, have they not? We are simply ridding ourselves of that blight.” 
 
    “Yes, my Lady, they have. But we aren’t trying to destroy the Wolf King’s Lair. We would have to fight our way through that damnable Simeon Reedwhistle’s fortifications just to get to an entrance.” 
 
    “Oh, but we are, Taliel. Not directly, perhaps, but what we do is very much an act of aggression against the Lair.” 
 
    Taliel looked confused and he looked to Ardryll whose attention was rapt on my words too. I wiggled my toes giving him a silent command to continue with the foot massage, which he duly did. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll explain” I sighed impatiently. “I have it on the very best authority that the Lair’s strange multi-dungeon nature, which you will have heard rumours about, is true. And because of that, it is already in the same situation as those three rank one-hundred dungeons. 
 
    “The Lords test the dungeons as they test us. One every rest day. By removing the competition before the next rest day, we ensure it is the Lair that the Lords dispose of in two days, do you understand now?” 
 
    The confusion on his face spoke volumes. Of course, from his perspective, it didn’t really add up, but then I cared vanishingly little for the elf guild’s perspective. Mine was the only one that mattered. And Taliel would play his part willing or not. 
 
    “Lord’s mercy,” I huffed. “Without their protector, that upstart guild you all complain about when you think I can’t hear you, the Dark Moon Rising, will be vulnerable. Afterwards, you can tear them apart and claim their resources. Prove your superiority. 
 
    “I will even have a few of the best strike teams from the other guilds sent to provide assistance with the dungeon conquests. Help bear the load if you think it too much for the Gleaming Towers to handle alone.” 
 
    Taliel didn’t respond to that, but he didn’t gainsay the offer either. 
 
    “With your permission, my Lady, I will make the necessary preparations,” he muttered instead. 
 
    “Yes, be off with you.” 
 
    He had only taken three steps before I called out. “Taliel, I think it would be best if I oversaw the final push tomorrow. Make the arrangements will you, a suitable pavilion and entertainment at the staging area. Outside the Waterfalls of Oblivion in zone four would be best. I have an inkling that one shall prove the sternest test.” 
 
    Then I kicked out at Ardryll and pushed him away from my throne. “Take Ardryll with you. Arranging festivities should be within his capabilities. Lords know foot massage is not. You have the touch and subtlety of a dwarf.” 
 
    “Of course, my Lady,” Taliel said and helped the former prince to his feet. 
 
    The pair of them walked away quickly before I could berate or order them further. 
 
    “That woman is a menace,” Ardryll hissed in an angry whine. “Completely beyond the pale. Something must be done.” 
 
    “For once, we are agreed. The crazy bitch is going to get us all damned,” Taliel whispered in return. “Extreme measures might be called for.” 
 
    “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “It pains me to admit, but she is too assured in combat for any of the traditional methods of usurpation. But…if her grand scheme were to fail, then her removal becomes viable without a duel. The key will be arranging the circumstances of that failure without being implicated or sacrificing too much of the guild in the process. The disaster must appear to be entirely of her doing, not ours. We may need to sully ourselves and treat with the lower beings.” 
 
    Ardryll nodded his head excitedly, though I was sure he had no idea what Taliel was talking about. 
 
    I deposited a scrumptious fondant cake in my mouth and savoured the sweet taste. The pair of idiots believed that as they were out of range of high elf hearing then they were out or range of mine. 
 
    My grand scheme as Taliel called it was not what he believed. His plotting for my downfall was to be expected, more than that, it had been accounted for. Whether the elf guilds survived to the end of the week mattered little to me. 
 
    All that mattered was that smug bastard Daxas would not. 
 
    I had him and Timian by the balls and I had every intention of squeezing until they popped.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Timian 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A-ha, here it is just as I told ye. We can all see what the wee lass’s game is now,” roared Ironhammer at the top of his annoying gravelly voice. “She be using the guilds to destroy the dungeons ahead of Daxas in the queue. Hastening his challenge with us, while he remains weak. She be a canny one. There can be no doubt about that.” 
 
    “Do you really think so, Ironhammer?” Merrock drawled. 
 
    “Aye, laddie I do. I knew she was nay a coward nor traitor. And I cannae wait for me chance to avenge me fallen brethren. The Wolf King will rue the day he crossed the Dwarves!” Ironhammer cried. 
 
    “What do you say, Timian,” the sea god grinned with savage delight. “Do you think he is on to something?” 
 
    Under normal circumstances mocking the Smith’s oafishness would be a soothing balm to my mood. 
 
    Not today. 
 
    Not after what we had just witnessed. 
 
    It had been Ironhammer who had found her of all people. Which was all the more galling for the amount of soul energy I’d expended trying to uncover where the cow was hidden. She had been in the Proving Grounds all along. 
 
    Meddling. 
 
    Ironhammer had stumbled across her because the dwarf god had been spending an inordinate amount of time observing the comings and goings in the Grounds around Daxas dungeon. He’d used every moment of his allotted time with the communal viewer in the Great Hall ever since the rabid cur had run roughshod over a bunch of dwarves. 
 
    Ironhammer was still smarting about the whole incident. 
 
    Daxas had used an illusion of Ironhammer to lure them in. And then Merrock had rather enthusiastically replayed the events for the dwarf god until he grew bored. Ironhammer’s grudge wasn’t about the loss of dwarves, but the alleged disrespect Daxas had shown him. 
 
    Worse than the ignominy of Ironhammer succeeding where I had failed, the imbecile had found her a week ago and told no one until now. 
 
    Nobody had realised because even the others had grown bored of the oaf’s tiresome expression and left him to obsess alone. It had taken him the week to figure out what it was she was up to and only then did he bring it to the rest of the pantheon’s attention. 
 
    “Nothing to say, Timian,” Merrock jeered at my back as I marched from the hall. 
 
    Kriger and Garvax jumped to follow me, but I waved them off and they sat down with relief on their faces. They might be a pair of easily manipulated imbeciles but even they could discern my current mood. I needed some privacy to think things through. 
 
    A minute later and I was stepping off the phase shift platform and I was home. In my own demesne. I gazed across the barren landscape, my fields of despair, and observed the dead mortals who toiled at the various laborious and pointless tasks I’d set them. 
 
    My smile grew wide with satisfaction. 
 
    Seeing the suffering of fools always gladdened my heart. I was the god of foresight and prophecy. If those who worshipped at my feet did not have the skill to divine the torment they’d endure at my hands in the afterlife, then they deserved every last second of it. 
 
    And those who did, like Tamara, would be silenced and left to rot in the Proving Grounds. The stupid bitch had really thought I would let her, and her friends, be reconstituted and live again. 
 
    With what she knew, that could never be allowed to happen. Now, she would fall alongside the Wolf King. Daxas cleansing the cabal and enslaving her had been the only piece of good news to cheer my heart. The irony that it would be him to do my dirty and give me a small modicum of joy. 
 
    When I thanked him with a well-deserved death, all my problems would be dealt with in one neat package. 
 
    Well, most of my problems. Jezebel remained a twisting thorn in my side. 
 
    My joy from the suffering before me evaporated as I thought of that ungrateful cow. 
 
    What the hells was she up to? Did she think that by bringing Daxas’ challenge forward she might catch us by surprise? That it would be her and not me that was present with their True Mind when he fell, and his core was shattered. 
 
    That she would be the one to absorb all his essence and reign supreme. 
 
    The blinkered arrogance of the woman, as if I would ever allow that to occur. As is she was even capable. 
 
    “There is nothing quite like the scent of pain. I love what you’ve done with the place, by the way,” a conceited, yet cultured voice I recognised snarked. “I particularly like the punishment field over on the left. The one where they have to push boulders up the hill only for the field to invert and they find themselves at the bottom and have to do it all over again. Absolutely glorious. You’ve rather missed your calling I’d say.” 
 
    I resisted the urge to attack the Reach-spawn behind me and turned slowly to regard him with a malevolent glare. Duke Targelan was the emissary of the seven Princeps of the Infernal Reaches. An eight-foot, bejewelled, scarlet-skinned, highly evolved and enhanced sathanite. And he was grinning widely showing off rows of sharp teeth. 
 
    “How dare you set foot in my demesne without an invite, fiend. This is tantamount to an act of war. You had better crawl back to your masters and beg for obliteration, worm. Do so and I might not rally the Lords to smite the foul lands you call home.” 
 
    Targelan barked a snorted laugh and raised his claws in front of his mouth. “Oooh, scary. An old-fashioned smiting of the desecrated. How very…biblical. Somebody’s been cribbing, haven’t they. Now that I mention it, the torments of your despair fields do seem awfully familiar…” and then he chuckled some more. 
 
    “You aren’t going to do anything, my Lord,” he continued drawing out the honorific mockingly. I growled inarticulately in response to his cheek, my bluff exposed. “Now, I was being civil, the least you could do is reciprocate in kind. Where was I? Ah, yes, I was about to expound on why there isn’t going to be any of that smiting nastiness.” 
 
    Duke Targelan peered at me meaningfully. I ground my teeth but kept quiet, wanting to give nothing further away. Perhaps they didn’t know what I’d done and were simply fishing for evidence. 
 
    That hope was dashed instantly as Targelan forwent being coy. “I could only sneak in here to the ‘heavens’ unobserved and without tripping up an alarm because you’ve been a very bad boy, haven’t you,” he chuckled. 
 
    He stared at me mockingly and I glowered back. 
 
    “Nothing to say. So be it. I’ll talk and you can listen. It’s probably better that way. We know you and your lapdogs drained the Silver Lady’s denizens dry not too long ago. The Princeps, whom you regard as hedonistic heathens, are a remarkably patient lot. They have been watching you upstart godlings closely for millennia. Waiting in the wings for the day you fucked up. 
 
    “And fuck up you did. Hypocrites like your kind always do. Protocols have been broken; defences essentially rendered moot; carnage and strife are ready to be unleashed upon the Heavenly Realm.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I scoffed. “If my actions had opened us up to such danger, I would have seen it. And your kind would have wasted no time in exploiting the loophole. Patience is the last word I’d use to describe the Reachborn.” 
 
    Targelan smiled wickedly. “So confident. So self-assured. And yet so very, very, wrong. You may have wielded the knowledge Drakonis offered you, but you never truly understood it. Power like that has reams of fine print and you skimmed it at best. The Princeps are patient and well aware of your powers…limitations. No, you would never see it coming until it was far too late to avoid. 
 
    “Treating the souls of your mortals as we treat ours makes us alike. And barriers are as dust to that which is alike.” 
 
    I had to stop myself from gulping as the demon’s words washed over me. With a sense of foreboding, I recalled something in the grimoire Devantus Drakonis had loaned us so many aeons ago about the barriers between that which was alike being weaker. 
 
    It was altogether possible the Infernal Duke was not bluffing, and that because I had ordered Kriger and Garvax to drain Jezebel’s heavenly adherents we had unwittingly given them a backdoor into our demesne. But if such a thing existed then it could not possibly be permanent, provided we didn’t do the same again and renew our trespass. 
 
    I would have to be firm with the pair of them in case they got any ideas. We just had to delay the Princeps long enough until this window of opportunity passed them by and then we would be in the clear. 
 
    “All of which is neither here nor there. Timing is everything, and for you, events have conspired to give you a second chance. There is a choicer prize for the taking and the Princeps of the Reaches are willing to pass on their opportunity to ravage your demesne and through it gain access to the rest of the ‘heavens’…In exchange for your assistance.” 
 
    Targelan snapped his fingers and produced a scroll with a contract and handed it over to me with a smirk and a wink. 
 
    “I think you will find the offer…illuminating,” 
 
    I snatched the parchment from him angrily. The disgusting thing was made of skin, freshly flayed. My eyes scanned over the details, and I had to suppress a smile of my own. 
 
    The gist was in exchange for not invading my demesne I was to ensure the other Divine Lords did not participate in Daxas’ Divine Challenge. That wouldn’t be a problem, I’d never intended to let any of them apart from Kriger and Garvax come anyway. 
 
    This might prove a little more difficult if that annoying bitch Jezebel was successful in accelerating the challenge’s timeframe, but it was something I had to deal with that anyway. 
 
    Interestingly, the deal mandated that if I decided to participate then it had to be with my True Mind. This was something else I planned to do.  
 
    I looked up at the demon from the scroll. “Am I to assume from this that the Princeps intend to use their True Minds when they take on Daxas dungeon.” 
 
    “What do you know, he can see the future, after all,” Targelan chuckled. 
 
    “Will you be joining them, Targelan?” I asked. 
 
    The duke was one of their champions. He had attended as one of their representatives on many occasions in the past. 
 
    “Alas, no. The Princeps have decided in their infinite wisdom that they shall attend to the destruction of this upstart whelp without their loyal retinues,” he smarmed. 
 
    “Infinite greed, more like,” I muttered. 
 
    It made sense they would leave their retinues behind, though. The Infernal Reaches were not like the Realms. 
 
    We were gods, immutable entities. We may have incorporated a few other worthies into our ranks over time, but each of us was irreplaceable. 
 
    The Princeps were merely the strongest of the denizens of the Reaches. Beings like Targelan were powerful in their own right, and always on the lookout to ascend higher. A successful betrayal and usurpation in the Reaches was difficult with the Princeps feasting on a steady diet of soul energy. But in the Proving Grounds, they would be as vulnerable to attacks from within as from without. 
 
    They wouldn’t take the risk of an ambitious second knifing them in the back. 
 
    Something did not add up, though. If they were so afraid of betrayal, why allow me to come along with no proscriptions on my behaviour? 
 
    There was a knowing glint in Targelan’s eye, and several things slotted into place in my mind. The demon’s constant barbs about my abilities had not been an accident, but a message. 
 
    I closed my eyes, centred myself and focused my mind. Funnelling a sliver of my energy, I activated my precognition and opened myself up to a possible path that covered the next few minutes. 
 
      
 
    “I am previewing this discussion, demon,” I told him. “This is not the bargain the Princeps sent you with is it, Targelan? This foul skin is too fresh, the terms too generous.” 
 
    “Yes, I can feel the slimy touch of your precognition on my psyche. Well, it’s about time you took the hint,” he chuckled and flexed his wings habitually. “It is mostly the same as the deal they despatched me with. Just a few minor alterations, here and there. Ones that will give you a little more freedom to act in the coming days.” 
 
    “So, they will be expecting me and the two idiots that lick my boots to be incapable of turning on them?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Why let us go at all? Why take the risk, even with the original bargain?” 
 
    “I may have had a hand in that,” Targelan confessed. “They were against it initially, but then I pointed out how inept you were. Even with the bargain, you could easily fail the simple task of keeping your compatriots away. As you will note the terms require that you handle any of your brethren that manage to sneak in regardless. The Princeps found the concept of their hated rivals devouring one another too delicious to deny.” 
 
    I grunted at his backhanded insult/compliment. The demon would pay for his temerity, but that would come later. 
 
    “And then they get the pleasure of killing me permanently afterwards, correct?” 
 
    “That too.” Targelan grinned. 
 
    “What do you get out of this? Do you think I will share the energy with you once I have slain your masters and taken what is rightfully mine?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but snort with derisively as I voiced the foolish and repugnant concept. But I could afford to be direct in a vision of a future path. 
 
    Targelan laughed darkly and then stopped abruptly. “You think too highly of yourself little godling. Even with your lapdogs, you have no chance of defeating a single one of the Princeps, let alone all seven. 
 
    “But I know you will try regardless of the harsh reality, deluded as you are. You will fail, but I am gambling that your pathetic attempt can weaken one of them just enough that his brother Princeps decide six is a better split than seven. And then there will be room for me to step in and take my rightful place.” 
 
    “Are you not concerned the remaining Princeps will obliterate you for your betrayal?” 
 
    “Deceit and treachery are like mother’s milk to my kind. I will be lauded for my ingenuity. There are seven seats of power in the Reaches, and they must all be taken by separate individuals. The others will be happy to see a new Princeps they think weaker than they, one without the benefit of their recent acquisition of power. But I am patient, I can wait them out while they squander their bounty upon excess and then make my way to the top over their bloated, mutilated corpses.” 
 
      
 
    I’d heard enough of the arrogant fools grandstanding and returned my consciousness to the present. My eyes shot open and beheld the smug bastard standing there with a knowing smile. Our previous conversation unspoken for all intents and purposes. 
 
    Though, his dismissive and deriding words would not go unpunished. I would remember them even if he would not. 
 
    “It appears I have little choice but to accede,” I said and extended my will, accepting the contract. 
 
    “Excellent,” the demon enthused as he took the skin parchment back from me. With an extravagant flourish of his hands and another mocking wink, he shimmered and faded from view. 
 
    He could smile and laugh as much as he pleased. I had been planning for a day like this for millennia and was well prepared. 
 
    The Princeps would underestimate me and fall like wheat to a scythe. 
 
    Then I would take the Wolf King’s head. Devour his soul and the souls of his sluts.  
 
    I would lead the other fools on a crusade and run rampant through the Reaches slaughtering all who stood before me. 
 
    After that, if any of the Lords remained, I’d tear them apart and suck out their soul marrow until I was all that was left. 
 
    Except for Jezebel. 
 
    Jezebel would get to live, though she would wish she hadn’t. 
 
    Stripped of every shred of power, mortal in all ways bar one. She wouldn’t be allowed to die. Every field of despair would be dedicated solely to her eternal suffering. 
 
    Then and only then would I rest, satisfied at last. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    My core team of advisers and I made our way up from the tunnels and into our office in the heart of Alpha House. The room had expanded in size to accommodate the larger meetings but retained the informal atmosphere with a range of lavishly upholstered and well-cushioned seating. 
 
    Torvald had rushed into the Dark Moon Rising’s guild Headquarters fifteen minutes ago with urgent news. The Blue Pennant representative’s comportment had convinced Simeon to hastily request a meeting which I granted. My interest had been equally piqued by his flustered state. 
 
    The nature of the dungeon meant we had several days to prepare down below before we met up with them. However, during that time Alyssa had been unable to uncover what it was that had got Torvald’s knickers in such a twist. 
 
    Whatever had occurred did so when he was in the City and out of sight of any guild buildings under my control, so there was no helpful recorded footage to be found. 
 
    What we did find only showed that when Torvald came back into the range of his HQ, his feathers had already been ruffled and he had travelled to Alpha House without any delay. I could have pushed him to spill his guts when Simeon asked for the meeting but knew human behaviour well enough to understand that sometimes it would be quicker just to let someone have their moment as the centre of attention.  
 
    Rosie and the other service-warriors had prepared the rooms with suitable refreshments in double quick time. We settled into place as the thuds of the two guild leader’s boots reverberated on the hardwood flooring. 
 
    Simeon and Torvald marched in without announcing themselves and nodded at me before they settled into their favourite armchairs. No nonsense it would be. 
 
    I waved my hand. Rosie and her support staff jumped into action and poured everyone a cup of tea and prepared a small plate of pastries for Simeon. He was always grumpier on an empty stomach. 
 
    “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” I opened the meeting once the beverages had been served. “Would you care to enlighten me as to the nature of the emergency that has you in such a bother?” 
 
    Simeon glanced at Torvald with a mouthful of apple turnover. I could see him internally debate as to whether he should stop eating and respond. Torvald helped him out as he breathed out heavily ruffling his bushy handlebar moustache in the process. 
 
    After taking a subsequent deep breath Torvald started. “I’m not sure whether this is an emergency, but it is concerning. While out walking through the City I had an unexpected visitor, Taliel.” 
 
    It had been some time for me, but I recalled Taliel. He was a high-ranking member of the Gleaming Towers high-elven guild who had been covertly supporting the Black Hills Brigade’s attempt to expunge the Dark Moon Rising. The last time I saw him he had been storming out of Simeon’s office in a foul mood after Torvald and Nel’Van had voted against the expungement. 
 
    Therefore, it was a bit surprising that he would seek out Torvald. Elves bore a grudge almost as well as a dwarf. 
 
    “Go on,” I urged as Torvald paused to see if I had anything to say. 
 
    “He had some interesting things to tell me. I’m not sure how much of what he said is true. Perhaps you would be willing to confirm,” Torvald asked uncertainly. 
 
    Now that he had this audience, he seemed to be a bit nervous about what he had come to say. Whatever Taliel had told him it must have concerned me or my dungeon and Torvald was unsure of how I would react. 
 
    “Best to spit it out,” I said. 
 
    “I prefer to swallow,” Nessa murmured with a soft snigger under her breath. 
 
    I couldn’t help but grin wolfishly which in turn caused Torvald to gulp. He didn’t have my hearing and misinterpreted the source of my predatory reaction. 
 
    Torvald shuffled back in his seat and straightened his posture before he continued. “Like I said he had several things to say. One of them was that your dungeon had qualified for the Divine Challenge.” 
 
    “What?” Simeon yelled, spluttering pastry crumbs all over the royal blue carpet. “How can that be possible? Your dungeon isn’t rank one hundred yet. Is it?” 
 
    Torvald didn’t elaborate and kept his eyes on me, ignoring Simeon’s secondary question. I debated with myself for a second or two as to whether to confirm the revelation or not before finally deciding there was no reason to hold back any longer. 
 
    “Not that it should matter but as it happens, yes, the Wolf King’s Lair has qualified for the Divine Challenge. It has occurred earlier than normal due to the unusual multi-dungeon nature of my domain.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t matter!” Simeon shrieked angrily. “When were you planning on telling us? The guild depends on you. Were you just going to up and disappear without a word?” 
 
    “No, Simeon. We only qualified this week and there are a few other dungeons ahead of us that will undergo their challenge first. It will be several weeks before it is our turn. I would have told you before that occurred. I’m more interested in learning how Taliel became privy to such information.” 
 
    “As am I,” Alyssa interjected, and I detected a hint of worry in her tone. 
 
    Something was up. 
 
    “So you say,” Simeon grumbled over the top of Alyssa. 
 
    It was probably best to appease the grouchy halfling before pressing Torvald further. He would only keep interrupting otherwise. 
 
    “Simeon, I had no intention of abandoning you or the guild after whooping the asses of the divine dickheads in a month’s time. I have a plan but it’s not something I can share until closer to the time. Hence, I haven’t said anything. I wouldn’t lie to you. Bully and order you about a little bit, sure, push you out of your comfort zone to get your ass in gear, definitely, but not lie to you.” 
 
    Simeon rolled his eyes instead of answering but his posture relaxed from quivering anger to his more traditional stubborn disapproval. At this point, I was convinced his resistance was more habitual than genuine.   
 
    “I’m sorry to say Daxas,” Torvald said gravely. “If Taliel’s information is accurate you may not have as long as you think.” 
 
    I felt Allyssa’s hand on my shoulder squeeze reflexively. 
 
    “Explain,” I ordered softly. 
 
    Torvald shifted forward in his armchair and started. “According to the high elf, there has been a change at the top of the hierarchy of the Gleaming Towers. Ardryll has been deposed and replaced by a powerful new she-elf he called Lady Silvermayne. 
 
    “Apparently, she has tasked the guild with carrying out the Lord’s commands. Namely, removing your dungeon from the Proving Grounds.” 
 
    “Faugh!” Jen’Zadeer snorted with disgust. “Let the arrogant shatzah-sniffers come. We will crush them as easily as we slaughtered the Brigade.” 
 
    “Yes,” Torvald went on. “Unfortunately, if Taliel can be believed their new leader has adopted a less direct approach than the Brigade. She is forcing the elves to take on and challenge the three rank one hundred dungeons that are ahead of you Daxas. To destroy them before tomorrow’s rest day. Thereby forcing the Lair’s challenge early.” 
 
    Alyssa’s grip tightened on my shoulder muscle, and I could feel the tension spread through my mates. They all knew the implications if this was true. We’d been anticipating years longer in dungeon time to prepare for the final confrontation. If this were true most of that time would be lost. 
 
    “Utter madness,” Simeon snapped in disbelief. “They’ll be slaughtered in droves. The guild would be gutted and ruined even if they could manage it, which I doubt. Taliel has to be fucking with you.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure,” Torvald said thoughtfully. “He seemed strangely earnest when we spoke. There was a desperation in his eyes I’d never seen before. I wasn’t made the Pennant’s intermediary with other guilds for my impressive facial hair, but because I have a good read on people. 
 
    “When he claimed he was telling me this out of respect for our past dealings I knew he spoke false. But the rest had a ring of truth to it. According to him, Lady Silvermayne’s influence extends beyond the Gleaming Tower to the other high elf guilds. Taliel told me they have sent their best to aid in this endeavour. 
 
    “I believe he sees things the same way you do Simeon. That this action will be the end of his guild and he has shown their hand hoping that we will intercede to stop them and thereby save it.” 
 
    “What else did he tell you?” I demanded. 
 
    “That they began this folly yesterday and much of the preliminary scouting had been completed, but the big push was already underway. They would be forced to rotate the successful different groups at each dungeon to end them all. He would have told me earlier but couldn’t get away from his new Guild Mistress until everything was already underway. 
 
    “Incidentally, she will be overseeing the elimination of the Waterfalls of Oblivion in zone four. The other two dungeons, Unfathomable Depths and The Quiet Before the End are in zones twenty-two and twenty-three. 
 
    “I haven’t even sent people to confirm or deny what Taliel has told me yet as I didn’t think delaying in telling you would be wise. With your permission, we can send scouts out immediately.” 
 
    “You made the right choice, Torvald,” I told him. 
 
    Alyssa leaned down and whispered in my ear. “I fear this is indeed happening, my love. We must act. We can’t wait for confirmation.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I muttered and patted her hand with mine. “We shall proceed as if Taliel has been truthful with Torvald and act accordingly.” 
 
    “Really?” Simeon exclaimed with surprise. 
 
    “Yes, really. Simeon, gather all your guild members not engaged in the dungeon and prepare them for battle. Send the scouts to ascertain the elf’s veracity anyway and if they return and report back that it is all a steaming heap of horse manure, then we can stand down. Send someone to Nel’Van and Zagog as well. We need to keep them in the loop, they might be required for support. I will whisper more detailed instructions for you soon.” 
 
    “Now,” I growled with a sharp clap of my hands. 
 
    The pair of them jumped out of their chairs and hurried off. Before they had left the office, I was leading my mates back into the dungeon. Alyssa and I needed to talk and formulate a plan. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Once we were back in the dungeon in the viewing lounge I turned to Alyssa. “What do you know?” 
 
    She smiled coyly “I know many things,” and arched her eyebrow seductively and licked her lips. 
 
    “Is this really the right time for flirtation?” Jen’Zadeer grumbled. 
 
    “It’s almost always the right time for flirtation,” Alyssa quipped back. 
 
    Then she flicked her eyes up to the view screen which displayed the start of a dungeon delve from a group of orcs in our newly minted tribe. 
 
    “We have time. Once we issue orders to halt fresh runs we will likely have five or six more begin before they can all be stopped. That gives us several days to plan.” 
 
    “More opportunities for ‘nekkid nekkid’ time,” Nessa trilled jubilantly gyrating her hips. 
 
    “Shatzah! Not you too,” the dark elf sighed, but without any heat in her voice. 
 
    “I do sometimes wonder how you ever found the time to achieve so much with all the sex that goes on down here,” Tamara tittered. 
 
    “I don’t recall hearing you moan about what we’ve been getting up to nightly. Which isn’t to say there hasn’t been a great deal of moaning of the pleasurable variety,” Krista teased. 
 
    “Alright, settle down everyone,” Jessamyn commanded gently. “We may have plenty of time, but I don’t think my curiosity is willing to wait.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Alyssa giggled and inclined her head to my alpha mate. “What I know from before I was cut off from the all-encompassing knowledge of the entity is that Lady Silvermayne must be a pseudonym. But I don’t think that will surprise anyone.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Not in the slightest.” 
 
    “What I also know,” Alyssa continued. “Is that as of a few weeks ago in the adventurer’s zones there were no female high elf supplicants who were even remotely close to strong enough to seize control of a guild. Given the nature of the Proving Grounds and the guilds within it, ours accepted, it is highly unlikely one of the few mid-ranked she-elves could have elevated themselves in such a short space of time.” 
 
    “What are you saying? That the Gleaming Towers have been usurped by a non-elf” I asked. 
 
    “In a manner of speaking. I suspect that Lady Silvermayne is Jezebel.” 
 
    Alyssa’s statement left the room in stunned silence for a moment. 
 
    “The goddess Jezebel?” Nessa questioned doubtfully. “Are you saying one of the Divine Lords is already here? I thought they could only come for the Divine Challenge?” 
 
    “To answer that I fear I may be partly responsible for what has happened. After I was removed as Daxas guide, I may…in my anger…have goaded Jezebel a bit. And made clear to her Timian’s intention to come to the Proving Grounds fully to absorb all Daxas soul energy for himself. 
 
    “I think that planted a seed in her mind that has since flourished into her desperate actions. If she came here with her True Mind last week and did not enter the dungeon of the challenge candidate she would not have been forced to leave as the others were after the challenge’s conclusion.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure,” I hedged. “Did you tell her about this technical loophole?” 
 
    “I didn’t, but I wasn’t the only one in proximity when I confronted her.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “You know who.” 
 
    “Devantus Drakonis,” I growled. 
 
    “Yes, I sense his sticky gauntleted fingerprints all over this,” Alyssa replied. 
 
    “Who is Devantus Drakonis?” Tamara asked the question on the tip of the tongue of many of my mates. 
 
    “That is a long story,” I told them. “Suffice to say he is an interfering pain in my ass, albeit a powerful one I’ve not met directly. So, do we think he is backing Timian’s play once more? Getting Jezebel to do the dirty work of accelerating the challenge?” 
 
    “I don’t believe so,” Alyssa answered. “There is much I don’t know about the supreme sorcerer or his motives. But I do know he has taken advantage of the Lords mercilessly over the years and even the entity is wary of his power.” 
 
    “Then what? Jezebel has cut a deal with Timian directly? Is she really that stupid or desperate she believes that misogynistic asshat won’t turn on her the second she has outlived her usefulness?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Alyssa said. “I think she has something else planned entirely.” 
 
    Alyssa grinned smugly and let that sit there for a moment. 
 
    “Well,” Nessa cried. “Are you going to tell us or what?” 
 
    Alyssa spent the next hour outlining what she suspected Jezebel was up to and answering various questions. By the end, she had pretty much everyone in the privy council convinced. 
 
    Her theories changed almost everything. The one thing that didn’t change was that we needed to put a stop to these dungeon executions. 
 
    Fighting the Divine Challenge tomorrow would be a disaster. There were many things I’d not pushed forward with because I thought we had more time and didn’t want to show my hand too early. 
 
    At least one of those dungeons had to be saved and that meant a hastily assembled guild war. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Simeon Reedwhistle 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sindar, where the bloody hell is Arash?” I barked angrily at the wood elf who arched his eyebrow critically at me.  
 
    We were in the courtyard of Alpha House. The assembled available guild members were waiting on the road for us. Ready to march and complete the day’s unexpected action. The sun was out and there was a cooling gentle breeze, as there always was at Alpha House. The pleasant weather wouldn’t last, though. 
 
    The Waterfalls of Oblivion were in a patch of arid scrubland in zone four. I think the name was supposed to be ironic. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “He better not be shacked up with Rosie again, though.” 
 
    “I do believe he is saying his goodbyes to his young lady, yes,” Sindar sniggered after acknowledging my apology. 
 
    I ground my teeth in response. “If he’s not here in two minutes then we are leaving him behind.” 
 
    “That is not much of a threat, friend Simeon,” Pacclo purred. “We are about to launch an improperly declared guild war. And the target guild has many higher ranked members than ours. This is a conflict not without its risks to our personal wellbeing. The Gleaming Towers will almost certainly cast us into an obscenely high-ranked dungeon if we should be captured. 
 
    “We can’t even involve our allies directly as we’re going to need them to prevent automatic expungement when word gets out. I imagine Arash would be quite happy to sit this one out if given the opportunity,” the cat-kin man finished. 
 
    “Fine. If he isn’t here in another minute, I’m sending Piotr to go in and get him.” 
 
    “I can’t walk in on Rosie like that, Chief,” Piotr squeaked. “It would be rude.” 
 
    “Does anybody respect my authority as the Guild Chief?” I snapped waspishly at my disobedient guild officers. 
 
    “Sometimes,” Sindar commented unhelpfully. 
 
    Before I could retort Arash came stumbling out of the Firehouse struggling to buckle his belt while in motion. He stopped after he slotted the tongue of weathered brown leather into the belt loop and spotted that he was the centre of attention. 
 
    He scratched at the back of his neck. “Sorry, Chief. Needed to make a quick visit to the outhouse before we set off.” 
 
    It was the least convincing lie I think any of us had ever heard. Especially as the pissing pots were in a completely different building. Who would want the latrines in the same place as where you relaxed? 
 
    “Has anybody got any other last-minute ‘calls of nature’ to attend to?” I asked rhetorically. 
 
    Sensing my mood none of my people chose to test me any further and shook their heads. 
 
    “Good. Have you all got your beacons?” 
 
    There was a round of head nods, though Arash’s face had a quick flash of panic that faded after he checked his inventory and confirmed he hadn’t forgotten to collect a couple of guild beacons in his eagerness to connect with his paramour. 
 
    The beacons were a plan B option. If things didn’t go well and Daxas needed to get involved personally, he would need a guild house. That meant we would need to plant a guild beacon. We decided not to take any risks, so every officer was carrying several in case the coming battle with the elves did not go well. 
 
    With any luck, the dungeons they were trying to destroy would have left them vulnerable and we’d run them down with ease. 
 
    I just didn’t feel particularly lucky today. 
 
    “Okay, then. Onwards to glory!” I cried with false bravado. 
 
    My officers looked at me askance. 
 
    “Too much?” I asked. 
 
    Sindar shrugged. Arash scratched the back of his neck again. And Pacclo squeezed the air with his thumb and forefinger leaving only a small gap. 
 
    “I thought you were very inspiring, Chief,” Piotr assured me enthusiastically. 
 
    Some things never changed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jezebel 
 
    Outside the entrance to the Waterfalls of Oblivion 
 
      
 
    Even with an expansive canopy blocking out the direct rays of the false sun above, the arid heat of the air meant conditions remained on the wrong side of the comfort scale for my liking. I was better off than the half a dozen low-rankers I had wafting me with dyed white ostrich feather fans, though. 
 
    They were sweating disgustingly in the sweltering heat. Luckily, I was able to change them out every ten minutes or so for less pungent replacements. 
 
    The poor fools were even grateful, believing that I was sparing them rather than my nose that would be assaulted by their cloying sour stench. 
 
    I would have been cooler if I’d removed my armour. But there were too many high rankers wandering around the camp. Many of the teams whom I’d forced to venture into the dungeon had not come out but several of them had. 
 
    The members of the teams that had been successful were inevitably boosted by ten or more ranks from their victory. It was best not to give these disgruntled minions any foolish ideas. Best they believe they could take their chances on another day. 
 
    I already knew the strengths and weaknesses of the three dungeons they were trying to destroy. All the Lords did. But damnably, we were prevented from communicating those details to anyone by the Accords. The blasted entity and its desire for balance. 
 
    That had necessitated the scouting parties and slowed the advancement of my machinations. Knowing this would be the most difficult of the three to bring down I’d allowed Taliel to incorporate members of the fallen Lightsteel Companions into the raiding groups. The survivors glared daggers at me whenever they thought I wasn’t paying attention. Which was just another reason I needed to constantly wear the armour. 
 
    The Dawn of the Morning and Swords of Grace guilds were assigned the other dungeons in the zones on the opposite side of the Proving Grounds. 
 
    The one slice of good fortune had been that none of the three had been of a predatory mindset. Some dungeons, like Daxas, made a habit of conquering others and accumulating soul shards by the greedy handful. It would be time-consuming to exterminate a dungeon with thirty or more shards. The Waterfalls of Oblivion, with twelve, was the only one of the three that had more than ten. 
 
    In fact, unbeknownst to all but her, the Unfathomable Depths and The Quiet Before the End had already fallen. Either they had been weaker or the elf guilds stronger than she’d anticipated. 
 
    I was both surprised and initially elated when I sensed the destruction of the other two targets just a few hours earlier. But then hastening the Divine Challenge wasn’t my true objective. I simply needed Daxas to believe that was the case and draw him out of his hole so I could strike. 
 
    This could still play into my hands, but I couldn’t afford for the Waterfalls to fall as well, nor make it obvious that was not my intention. 
 
    Taliel knelt in front of me on a thickly woven purple carpet that already had a light film of sand despoiling it from those constantly traipsing in and out of the canopied shade. Kneeling beside him was an elf named Elauthuin who had recently emerged from the Waterfalls intact and boosted. 
 
    They waited impatiently in the heat for permission to speak. 
 
    I made them wait a minute longer than necessary while I sipped on some iced spring water. The weather had put me in a petulant mood, and they would pay a sliver of the price. 
 
    “Proceed,” I said at last in the most imperious tone possible. 
 
    I may as well milk this for all it was worth, begin as I intended to finish. If things went as they should, tomorrow I would be in my demesne and putting my brother gods in their place before demanding my due from the pathetic mortals of the Realms. 
 
    “Thank you, my Lady,” Taliel said as his body language quivered with resentment. 
 
    The elf seneschal rose from his knee without permission, but I let it slide. We were so close to the culmination of my plot, and this was a critical juncture. Maybe if I hadn’t made him wait for so long, I’d have had the time to properly discipline his insubordination. 
 
    “With the return of Elauthuin’s cohort, we have exhausted our reserve of teams capable of challenging the Waterfalls of Oblivion today. The dungeon still stands and as tomorrow is the rest day we shall have to wait until the day after to send the successful teams in for a second run.” 
 
    “Really,” I mused. “I can’t help but notice that neither yourself nor Ardryll has taken a turn, Taliel.” 
 
    The impeccably put-together high elf half-gulped before he could stop himself. 
 
    “Unfortunately, my Lady, we no longer have enough eligible and sufficiently ranked members from either guild left to form an effective unit,” he rationalised after he regathered himself. 
 
    That part was completely false. She knew there were a good dozen or more of the council’s closest confidants lurking out of sight. Believing out of sight meant out of mind. One word from her and the lot of them would be inside in fewer than ten minutes.  
 
    But destroying the Waterfalls of Oblivion wasn’t the true objective, so allowing the transparent deception played into my real goal. 
 
    “You, Elauthuin. Report on the condition of the Waterfalls core crystal.” I ordered. 
 
    Elauthuin, taking his cue from Taliel rose from his knee without my assent and started to talk. 
 
    “My Lady, when I touched the core to claim our conquest the crystal was perhaps the size of a ripe peach.” 
 
    “According to the reports from the first successful group this morning it sounds as if it has halved in size,” Taliel voiced his thoughts. “We’ve had six successful conquests. Perhaps six more will complete the task?” 
 
    I nailed him with a steely gaze. “I’m aware of that. Why do you think I asked them to take measurements?” 
 
    Taliel had the good grace to look embarrassed but the oaf’s stating of the obvious wasn’t the real reason I was feeling a little anxious. Events were moving more rapidly than I had expected but as yet no sign of activity from my hated enemy. 
 
    Had I miscalculated? Had Taliel’s traitorous collaboration with Daxas’ slave guilds come too late? 
 
    I would need to make a show of angrily calling for the survivors from the other dungeons to come here. That should take several hours and give me some more time. 
 
    Then as I ruminated on what might have gone wrong and how best to salvage the situation a low-ranked elf I didn’t recognise rushed into the makeshift pavilion. 
 
    Without any leave, he shouted. “An army approaches from the West! There must be thousands of them.” 
 
    Taliel concealed his smug smile behind his sleeve, pretending to cough. 
 
    He didn’t matter. Not anymore. 
 
    My scheming had come to fruition. Daxas was attempting to counter my move. The endgame was upon us, and I intended to win. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    Simeon’s hopes that the Gleaming Towers would be teetering on the brink of extinction and turning this into a rollover were swiftly dashed. Significant numbers of elves were still standing and ready to fight. 
 
    Unfortunately, the rather desolate nature of the surrounding environment of the Waterfalls of Oblivion meant that the guild forces were unable to conceal their approach. As they closed in, they dropped guild beacons as they went, and I was able to get a slightly better view of what was happening after they did. 
 
    However, Jezebel had been quite clever, and she must have ordered the Gleaming Towers to site some of their own overlapping beacons around the dungeon which made placing any of ours in the proximity of the coming battlefield complicated. 
 
    At one point, my plan had been to allow the Dark Moon Rising to make use of a tunnel complex I’d built and attack from seclusion, but Jezebel’s security precautions had nixed that idea in the bud. 
 
    The tunnel wouldn’t be useless. Once Simeon’s people had destroyed some of the Tower’s beacons and planted some of theirs closer to the dungeon entrance then I would be able to raise a basic first rank guild outpost and connect it to the tunnel network. 
 
    One of my other avatars and all my disciples were in position at the end of that tunnel. 
 
    If the outpost was close enough, my disciples and I would be able to get involved in the fight ahead. We’d be limited to the outpost’s official environs which only extended a couple of dozen feet from the physical structure, but that ought to be sufficient. If not, I might be forced to splurge and buy multiple outposts to extend our range. 
 
    And we would need to get involved if Jezebel was truly present. The laws of the Proving Grounds might limit the Divine Lords to a certain extent, but they were still deities in physical form. She would be a one-woman wrecking crew and would carve through my mid-ranked allies with ease. 
 
    At least Jezebel was prevented from entering the dungeons to destroy them directly. If she did, she would be cast from the Proving Grounds at the conclusion. But that was the last piece of good news. 
 
    The Blue Pennant scouts had reached the other two rank one-hundred dungeons and the prognosis was poor. They appeared to have been defeated and wiped out if the yawning nothingness where they ought to be was any measure. 
 
    That meant I’d already lost two weeks. I couldn’t afford to lose next week as well, there was still too much to do. 
 
    I shook off my cogitations on events I could not control and refocused my attention on what I could. 
 
    The elves had reacted quickly and efficiently to the army’s arrival, forming several square phalanxes of spear-wielding warriors that surrounded a white, gold-trimmed pavilion by the entrance of the dungeon. 
 
    I could see that at least two of the phalanxes present bore insignia from another guild. One which I did not recognise but Tenzing was quick to enlighten me. They were the Lightsteel Companions. There were fewer of them than the Gleaming Towers, but their presence did bolster the defending force’s numbers and made this a more even conflict. 
 
    The elves were outnumbered three, perhaps even four, to one. But we couldn’t take anything for granted. They were better ranked, decently geared, and had far superior discipline.  
 
    A fact punctuated by a mob of a hundred or more Dark Moon Rising guild members. They let their intense dislike of the haughty elves overpower their common sense and rushed forward in a ragged unwise charge. The screamed orders from Simeon and his officers came too late or went unheeded. 
 
    The high elves might have been full of themselves, but they were well aware of their deep unpopularity with the other peoples of the Realms. All but the most spoiled of them were drilled and trained for war once they reached adulthood. 
 
    In short, they knew what they were doing. 
 
    The overeager and foolish attackers were skewered and pinned to the ground by the front rank and then slaughtered by the second rank while their victims squealed and struggled futilely to free themselves. 
 
    Although Simeon had abdicated the official position of general in favour of Sindar, he moved quickly to bring the guild’s forces back under control. 
 
    Sindar arrayed his people away from the elf phalanxes and had the ranged attackers shower them with arrow fire, while the archers were screened by a wall of melee fighters. 
 
    Meanwhile, Pacclo led several smaller mobile squads whose job was to locate and eliminate the elven beacons so they could place their own. 
 
    So far, so good. 
 
    The battle continued in that vein for several minutes longer. The superior numbers of the Dark Moon Rising kept the elven formations pinned down behind their shields but did very little damage. Pacclo’s team were quite successful and had destroyed several of their beacons and replaced them with our own, but the field of influence didn’t extend close enough for me to risk acting yet. 
 
    When it became obvious that after witnessing the fate of those few hotheads the rest of my people were going to follow instructions and hold their ground, six of the eight elven square formations began to move forward. The two closest to the pavilion held their position. 
 
    Slowly at first, they marched forward, their pace increasing as they neared the army. 
 
    Sindar called out fresh orders and the missile bombardment ceased. Melee weapons were equipped and readied for combat. When the tightly packed elf formations were within fifty metres, select teams produced a pre-prepared log with handles, six on each side inserted along its length, from their inventories. 
 
    Twelve-man teams picked up their battering rams and charged across the rocky scrubland. It was too late for the elves to arrest their momentum and brace as they were too close. The battering rams slammed home and broke open the elf formation. The ram holders didn’t survive for long but following on their heels were the screaming angry horde of my guildies. 
 
    The dwarf twins were two of the first to get into the centre of an elven square and start hammering the foe. The Dark Moon Rising fighters swarmed the squares and broke them apart turning the battlefield into a writhing mess of blood and bodies. 
 
    This allowed two flanking groups, one led by Simeon, and the other by Sindar, to skirt around the edges and then move towards the white, gold-trimmed pavilion. 
 
    I was on the edge of my seat. The anticipation had me on tenterhooks. 
 
    Finally, Jezebel or Lady Silvermayne as she called herself made an appearance. She was bedecked in a resplendent set of form-fitting armour. Her helm concealed much of her face but the visor was open above her cheeks so I could see her eyes clearly. 
 
    I’d seen those piercing blue eyes before alright. Without a doubt it was her. 
 
    She had a squad of elite elf soldiers with her. One of whom was Taliel. My people were still too far away to hear what she said but after motioning her arms the last two blocks of elves jogged toward the battle, each of them moving to intercept one of the flanking forces. 
 
    But Jezebel and the small cadre around her did not enter the fray. 
 
    It was a curious command decision. Had this been a true battle it made sense. You couldn’t allow your frontline to be flanked and surrounded. But this was not a traditional battle. The elves in the melee were a match for their attackers and the true objective was to secure the entrance of the Waterfalls of Oblivion. Keeping two battalions with their back to the way in would have been the soundest tactical decision. 
 
    Was this merely a display of martial naivety on Jezebel’s part or was there a deeper tactical nous at play? 
 
    I elected to keep my powder dry and not act early. 
 
    My patience was rewarded a few minutes later. 
 
    The scrum in the middle had devolved into a frenzied, but slow, stalemate of attrition. There were more Dark Moon members going down than the Towers or Lightsteel equivalents, but they were taking a proportional number of elves with them before they did. This kept the swirling battle on an even keel. 
 
    Soon though, a sufficient gap opened up and Pacclo’s squad who had finished removing the peripheral beacons took advantage of the opportunity and zipped through. 
 
    There were only ten of them and it was effectively a suicide run. The beacon they made for was close enough to the Waterfalls to be of maximal use for me, but that also meant it was perilously close to the Pavilion and Jezebel’s elite reserves. 
 
    Taliel and company sprang into action at her command and started to cut the beacon squad to ribbons as they stood guard around Pacclo. With a handful of seconds to spare the Towers beacon fizzled under the slashing attacks of Pacclo’s twin blades. Ignoring his own defence, the Catkin man jammed his beacon deep into the yellowed rocks and his final act before being fatally speared from behind was to activate it. 
 
    It would only take Taliel and his allies a few seconds to smash the freshly placed beacons to pieces. But a few seconds was all I needed. 
 
    Had the elves been a little cannier and spread out, they could have denied me the space needed to site the building, but they bunched up in an effort to accelerate the destruction of the beacon. 
 
    The ground in front of them shifted and rumbled and the reality-bending sight of a building rising from the desolate earth shocked them and they backed away in surprise. 
 
    One last purchase confirmation, and the pre-built tunnel was connected to the new outpost. Now it was time for me to get personally involved. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The oaken-stained hatch appeared above me at the top of the spiral staircase, and I threw it open without hesitation. My alternate back in the dungeon fed me the update of what had been going on outside and I emerged from below with Jessamyn and the rest of my disciples hot on my heels. 
 
    “The main battle is behind the outpost,” I informed them as we marched out of the office heading to the foyer of the building. “The Gleaming Towers council are at the threshold. We will have to deal with them first, but Jezebel is nearby so don’t discount her getting involved before we finish them off.” 
 
    “Yes, master,” came the collection of slightly discordant voices. 
 
    I’d not held back and brought the male disciples as well. 
 
    Marux and Gretsch had been joined by the centaurs and the few others I’d inherited when claiming Tamara. A simple addition of a knotted rope dangling down through the centre of the spiral staircase meant they could grip and pull with their hands to help them ascend. This was enough to aid the four-legged centaurs up the otherwise impassable stairwell. 
 
    I was unable to bring the life-seeded that normally accompanied us into dungeons. Being designated positions in my dungeon, and because the battle would be outside the dungeon, meant they were ineligible. Their exclusion was a rule I’d not found a way around. 
 
    Things were a little less clear with regards to my servant-warrior life-seeded in the guild buildings. Up to this point, we had only used them in a defensive capacity. The jury was out as to what would happen if I tried to use them offensively. But Alyssa’s assessment, which I trusted implicitly, was that it was more likely the entity would censure them and me for doing so, than not. 
 
    I’d been allowed to bend the rules a great deal, but the entity remained dedicated to balance, and this would likely push things a little too far in my favour. 
 
    Throwing open the double doors we launched ourselves out into the hot sun. The elf council had recovered from the shock of the building’s sudden appearance. They had backed away from the temporary corpses of Pacclo and his squad of valiant warriors that made this all possible and prepared themselves for combat. 
 
    “No quarter,” I growled. 
 
    I felt, through my soul bonds with my mates, rather than saw their nods of assent. Then heard their heart-warming war cries as they roared their defiance and charged the dour-faced elves. 
 
    Ten elves were trying to fend off forty of us and they were quickly overwhelmed. For my part in the attack, I made a beeline for Taliel. 
 
    Unlike the others, he had started to back away towards the white, gold-trimmed pavilion as soon as we came out. 
 
    “Wait! Please wait. I’m on your side. I helped…” his plaintive begging was cut off as my maul slammed into the side of his head, breaking his jaw, and leaving him temporarily senseless. 
 
    Taliel was thrown to the ground by the force of the blow. He scrabbled around on the dusty rocks in a bit of a stupor, under the influence of a concussion debuff. I kicked him savagely in the gut which rolled the elf over onto his back. Reversing and double gripping my mauls handle, I pounded the weighty head into his face like I was churning butter. 
 
    Which was an apt description as after half a dozen thumps what was left of his head had the same gooey consistency of butter left out in the sun. 
 
    I could have let Taliel live but he was a treacherous snake in the grass. Leaving him breathing was just asking for him to try and take advantage of the situation while I was distracted handling the true threat. Jezebel. 
 
    Speaking of the troublesome minx, Tamara had obviously issued some sub-orders on my behalf as the two centaurs, satyr, and hare-kin disciples had ignored the elves and used their greater speed to circumvent them and attack her directly. At the same time, Tamara shot her petrifying gaze attack at Jezebel, but the bronzed beam flittered out upon contact with her armour.  
 
    The goddess’ avatar merely smirked as they charged at her and unleashed a ball of golden, white-hot flames that blasted the quartet and sent them flying in all directions. They lay still where they landed, their limbs charred and sticking out at unnatural angles. If they still lived, which I sincerely doubted, they wouldn’t be getting up anytime soon. 
 
    “Everybody, spread out,” I ordered. 
 
    That was a tremendously powerful attack and there was no point in making it easier for Jezebel to hit us with an area of effect. 
 
    Jezebel’s display of strength did concern me. However, the Lord’s avatars were not unstoppable, they were limited. They had to follow much the same rules that the projections used by adventurers and dungeons alike. 
 
    I reasoned that Jezebel couldn’t have too many spells like that up her sleeves. 
 
    A glance behind me confirmed that the elf council were down and out. There were a few attendants that cowered in the pavilion, but they weren’t inclined to get involved. The sound of battle still raged from the other side of the outpost, but it didn’t seem to be getting any closer to us. 
 
    The guild’s mutual intent was focused on wiping one another out which suited me just fine. 
 
    As my mates and the few surviving male disciples fanned out in a wide semi-circle around her, Jezebel raised her visor over her helm and stared me directly in the eye before smiling with malicious joy. 
 
    I took a few steps forward. “Give it up Jezebel. In your current form, you might be stronger than any of us individually, but there is only one of you. You won’t be able to stop us all before your reserves run dry.” 
 
    The beautiful blue-eyed blonde laughed lightly at my veiled warning and slowly clapped, mocking my statement. 
 
    “Is that it? Is that your grand plan, Daxas? To overwhelm me with sheer numbers. How drab and oh so predictable. I had higher hopes for you after what you had achieved but it seems you are no different from all the others. Nothing more than a musclebound meathead who thinks with his fists,” she sneered. 
 
    “I think you know me better than that, Jezebel. Besides last we met, you seemed quite enamoured of my muscles and girthy meat,” I taunted, trying to goad her into making a mistake. 
 
    She might be on her own, but she was still extremely dangerous. 
 
    “You overconfident whelp. If you think good looks are going to save you, you are sorely mistaken. Thanks to you and that hussy, Alyssa, either I end you or Timian ends me. That is not even a decision.” 
 
    “Really? Well, I don’t like to brag but I would definitely put myself in the devilishly handsome bracket. Merely good-looking is for the rank and file.” 
 
    “What!?” Jezebel screeched in exasperation. “Your attractiveness was your only takeaway from what I said?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, did you say something after that? I must have missed it.” 
 
    “I’ll destroy you,” Jezebel seethed and started to step forward and then stopped suddenly and smirked cruelly at me. “Nice try. But I won’t let you draw me into making an error. You are doomed, Daxas. Kneel at my feet. Beg for my forgiveness and I’ll make it quick.” 
 
    “That isn’t going to happen, Jezebel. I know you are here with your True Mind. That is the only thing that has stayed my hand and the hands of my disciples long enough for us to converse. Believe it or not, but I don’t want to kill you. Listen to reason, you can’t possibly stop all of us.” 
 
    Jezebel laughed. “I don’t need to stop you all, Daxas. I only need to kill you,” she said and pointed at me with meaning. 
 
    I lifted my shield to block whatever attack she was about to unleash and both Jessamyn and Karragh jumped in front of me from either side. 
 
    Their bravery and self-sacrifice proved unnecessary as Jezebel merely cocked her fingers and grinned widely at our reaction to her threat. 
 
    “I will not allow you to harm him,” Jessamyn declared firmly. 
 
    “Nor I,” Karragh added and soon there was a chorus of voices making similar declarations. 
 
    “How touching,” Jezebel stated with false respect. “I remember you wood elf. I remember all those who were mine. Especially those who forsake their vows. Do you want to know a secret?” 
 
    Jessamyn scrunched her eyes with lethal intent. I could tell that she wanted to unleash every spell in her arsenal at the goddess in front of her but held off, waiting for my order. I’d been serious when I said I didn’t want to kill Jezebel. I had other plans. 
 
    “Enlighten me,” Jessamyn ground out from behind clenched teeth. 
 
    “I absolutely despise the role of the Silver Lady and those harridan’s that filled up my convents. Loathed them with a fiery passion that would put yours to shame. But they did have one use. As repositories of soul energy. Just like the soul energy you stupid girls are standing on,” Jezebel gloated. 
 
    Before any of us could even so much as glance down Jezebel rotated her outstretched finger in a circle. 
 
    Shooting up from the rocky earth beneath us came strands of soul energy that coalesced into shimmering golden-white chain links. The links whipped upwards and around our bodies, encircling our legs and pinning our arms against our bodies. Jessamyn and Karragh, amongst others, toppled over as they tried to avoid the sudden unexpected restraints. 
 
    Even Yanna and Yuni, who had adopted Camouflage before they left the outpost, were ensnared and brought down as they yowled plaintively as they were being chained. 
 
    This was no spell available to any adventurer, dungeon, or avatar in the Proving Grounds. This was the manifestation and manipulation of soul energy. Something that was confirmed by Alyssa as she whispered in my ear from the viewing lounge. 
 
    “She must have laced the ground with soul energy before we arrived. The Lords could not do this in your dungeon, it is forbidden, and this must have cost her dearly. But you are outside and there are fewer restrictions on her actions. She is desperate and risking everything. 
 
    “All is not lost, my love. Physical strength will be of no use, but you are filled to the brim with soul energy of your own. You need to tap into it and use it to break free.” 
 
    Jezebel laughed heartily at our predicament, and in frustrated anger, I tried to zap her with my lightning bolt only to find myself prevented by the chains wrapped around me. Instead of uselessly trying again, I heeded Alyssa’s advice and focused inward, seeking the fountain of power that my enemies wished so dearly to drain me of, but found nothing. 
 
    “This is useless. I can’t learn this in seconds,” I grunted. 
 
    “Fear not brother, you need only hold out for a short while. I have ordered Nel’Van and Torvald to lead parties into the dungeon. Time will stop down here in under two minutes. Plenty of time for me to figure out what needs to be done and relay it back to you,” my alternate spoke in my mind. 
 
    Two minutes was easier said than done when we were all chained and effectively helpless. Fortunately, Jezebel had a few of my disciples to deal with before she could turn her murderous intentions upon me. 
 
    Marux, Gretsch, and Tamara’s last disciples, the minotaur Barax and a human named Dolan, remained unfettered. Each of them launched their spell attacks without needing an order from me. Which was just as well as being chained by apparently unbreakable bonds had not been part of the pre-battle strategy discussions. 
 
    Jezebel was peppered by Frost Bolt, Fire Bolt, Armour Breaker, and Hex. She shrugged them off as if they were nothing and then Marux activated his Blood Rage and charged her, with the other bull-man Barax close behind. 
 
    The blonde goddess smiled delightedly and danced around the large minotaurs with almost impossible swiftness, cutting into them wickedly with her sabre. She even took the time to produce a short spear and launch it directly at Gretsch’s head as he tried to find a spot to backstab from. 
 
    The four of them tried gainfully to take her life, but they were outmatched and one by one they fell. But they achieved what I needed most. They delayed Jezebel. 
 
    “I really should thank you,” Jezebel remarked as she cleaned the razor edge of her sabre of Marux’s blood. “If you hadn’t been such a lecherous bastard and interfered with the souls of these women in the way you have. Blessing them. Then I would only have been able to use the Soul Chain on you and you might have actually stood a chance.” 
 
    That must have been why the three males had been unaffected and why she had been happy to splurge a big wad of her energy to despatch the four others at the beginning. 
 
    While the short fight had gone on, I had managed to hop backward to the outpost, putting a bit more distance between us. 
 
    My chained mates were completely motionless now that the chain bound them fully. They were glued to the ground where they stood or had fallen. Prevented from moving, casting spells, or even speaking. 
 
    As painful an observation as that was, it did mean these chains did not have the same all-powerful hold over me. Hopeful evidence that I would find a way out of this dangerous predicament if I could buy a few more seconds. 
 
    Importantly, I also noted that Jezebel had not used any magic or abilities when killing the remaining male disciples. There had been no repeat of the powerful blast she had used on the centaurs earlier. Another sign that things might not be as dire as they seemed. 
 
    “I still do,” I called out to her, referring to her comment about my chances. 
 
    I spoke with a practised confident bravado as she stalked towards me. And unleashed the full weight of my devilishly charming smile and aura of sexual magnetism. 
 
    Jezebel stumbled and slowed for a few steps. The distinctive scent of wetness between her legs confirmed my aura had cut through her current deadly mindset and re-awakened her passionate inner desire to lay with me. 
 
    “Too late,” she muttered. “Wanton lust won’t save you now.” 
 
    “Ah, but I don’t need wanton lust, as useful as it might be, to defeat you, Jezebel. I just need the secret knowledge of the Earthborn geek.” 
 
    “What are you babbling about? We have watched your kind for centuries. You have no secrets from us,” she barked angrily.  
 
    Being outside the dungeon I didn’t experience the frozen time but knew it had occurred when my inner voice whispered in my mind. 
 
    “It is done.” 
 
    Knowledge poured into me at the same instant. 
 
    Understanding of what I had learned over the past day in the dungeon. Time that the two runs had provided. It was far too short a period to learn everything about what the soul energy could do, but because we’d been able to observe Jezebel use it, it proved to be enough. 
 
    “The secret knowledge that villains who grandstand and monologue rather than just killing the hero inevitably lose.” 
 
    “Wha…?” 
 
    I flexed my mental muscles mid-query and severed the connection between the soul chain and me. The chain’s grip on my body loosened and they slipped off and shattered, freeing me to move and act. I hefted my shield and unleashed a maxed Lightning Bolt followed up swiftly by Chain Lightning catching Jezebel unawares. 
 
    Sadly, this didn’t prove to be quite the coup d'état I’d been hoping for. 
 
    Jezebel was pushed back a few feet by the force of the strikes and the strands of her blonde hair that poked out of her helm did appear to be slightly frazzled, so she wasn’t entirely unaffected. But she hadn’t been knocked on her ass or appeared remotely close to being done. 
 
    “Impressive,” Jezebel grinned as she shook off some of the numbness of electrical shock. “But you didn’t think I’d be so stupid that I wouldn’t hold a little something back just for you?” 
 
    And that was when Jezebel thrust her arms at me with her palms open. Before I could dodge out of the way she unleashed a stream of the golden white-hot force at me. I had the dubious honour of feeling the full and burning effect of the Soul Blast she had used on the centaurs. 
 
    Luckily, I had my shield up and that softened the force of the blow, by a tiny amount. 
 
    Had I the time to brace myself I doubted it would have helped much, but I didn’t. The collision of magical power reinforced with raw soul energy drove me off my feet and thrust me backwards, through the open doors of the outpost. 
 
    I didn’t stop flying through the air until I made contact with the back wall and slumped to the floor in a heap. My shield was just molten slag and I discarded it lest it did me any further damage. 
 
    “Oooh, that had to hurt,” Jezebel chirped from outside. 
 
    A quick self-assessment highlighted my rather dire condition. I had lost almost ninety-five percent of my Health in a single attack. A lesser dungeon would have been vapourised. The blast that took out the other four had been diffused to encompass them all. The one she used against me had been concentrated on a single focal point. 
 
    I chugged the strongest potion I had at my disposal to regenerate some of my Health and keep me from death’s door. It allowed me to claw my health back to a more respectable forty percent. But the massive loss of health was only one of my problems. The force of the collision had broken my back and the movement debuff was so crippling I was a literal sitting duck. 
 
    I didn’t have time to indulge in being groggy or dazed, though. Jezebel was coming to finish me off. 
 
    I was alive but had been perilously close to being quite dead. That would have thrown a major spanner in the works. We formulated many plans based on the different potential threats that Jezebel posed. Needless to say, this proved to be one of the more dangerous scenarios. 
 
    We hadn’t lost yet, though. 
 
    “Damn, plan ‘what to do when you’re almost fucked’ it is then,” I grunted and started to pull myself across the floor to the hallway that led into the office where the trapdoor to the spiral staircase was. 
 
    I needed to get into the tunnel. 
 
    Jezebel strode through the threshold of the outpost just as I crawled into the corridor. 
 
    “You show your true colours, Daxas. Who is the fearful lamb hiding from the hunter now?” Jezebel crowed with malicious delight. 
 
    I could hear her boots clacking on the hardwood floors. her tempo speeding up as she gave chase. 
 
    With gritted teeth, I managed to endure the pain and haul myself up onto my feet and move a little quicker than the crawl I’d been reduced to before. It would only give me a few seconds longer, but it should be enough. 
 
    When I turned the corner and stumbled through the office door, I knew I had made it. It was rather fortunate we’d decided to use the smallest ranked outpost. If it’d been any larger, she would certainly have caught me in time. 
 
    As it was Jezebel came within an inch of ruining my day anyway. While I stood at the top of the spiral staircase a hurled short spear slammed into my shoulder and spun me around. 
 
    My spin let me get a look at Jezebel’s triumphant expression in the office doorway before my momentum dropped me through the trapdoor and I rolled down the spiral staircase. The shaft of the spear snapped during the fall, while the tip was driven deeper, costing me yet more precious health. 
 
    But I was in the tunnels. 
 
    I tumbled off the stone staircase and clattered into the wall opposite in a heap where I came to rest. The fall and the subsequent continuing blows to my already broken back had worsened my debuff to the degree I was essentially paralysed from the neck down. 
 
    I heard Jezebel race down the stairwell taking the steps two at a time, and she leapt from four steps up when she saw my prone form. 
 
    Having learned from my earlier taunt, Jezebel didn’t hesitate this time and as soon as she stood over me, drew her sabre and whipped it towards my exposed throat. 
 
    “Good girl,” I coughed as the blade whistled through the air. 
 
    Then I blinked and my mind was gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jezebel’s sabre sliced across my freshly mindless avatar’s throat leaving a gaping bloody wound. Scarlet blood spurted in powerful gouts that drenched her leggings, but the squirting pumps quickly faded away as the life left the body on the cold stone tunnel floor. 
 
    “You cheating piece of shit,” Jezebel screamed at the top of her lungs. “I know you’re watching! You and that hussy, Alyssa. We all know what kind of setup you had before you blocked us out.” 
 
    She viciously kicked my corpse and bellowed in frustrated rage. 
 
    “This won’t save you,” she yelled at the ceiling of the tunnel.  
 
    It was a bit curious how everyone did that. 
 
    “Of course, she told you of the consequences of dying by my hand outside your dungeon. That I would be able to burrow into your soul directly and drain you dry. This isn’t over, far from it. 
 
    “All you’ve managed to do is to rob me of the pleasure of watching the life fade from your eyes when I take it,” she continued to shout angrily. “I have still won! I know the rules of this place. I was there when they were written. Your mind fleeing back to the inactive part of the dungeon neuters you completely. Alyssa and Tenzing can’t help you. 
 
    “Did she tell you that!” 
 
    Jezebel huffed and puffed for a little longer and then she shook her ire off and strode deeper into the tunnel. “Nobody can help you now, and you’ve been kind enough to give me a direct route to your core and once I touch it. Then this will finally be over.” 
 
    Jezebel’s impatience overwhelmed any sense of decorum and soon she was sprinting down the softly glowing walls of the tunnel system. The battle had taken place in zone four which was roughly the distance of a marathon from the Lair. Top-tier human runners from Earth who have things like oxygen intake and exhaustion to worry about could complete the distance in just over two hours. It took Jezebel a little under one. 
 
    As she had rightly predicted I was effectively locked out of making any changes to the layout via the DDD once she had entered. My avatar in the viewing lounge had watched her progress and had been unable to enter any active part of the dungeon or any inactive part that intersected with Jezebel’s path. 
 
    My hands were tied with regards to my dungeon creatures as well. 
 
    Jezebel’s entry into the dungeon was a bit of a grey area as it had been with what we did to the Black Hills Brigade. She hadn’t officially entered the dungeon, so I couldn’t order them to re-organise and fall back to my Core room. 
 
    I would be limited to using only those who were assigned to the Core room, which were all disciples who were currently incapacitated outside. 
 
    The only person I could send was sitting upon my marble fur-covered throne. She pushed her glasses back up her nose in that sexy way I liked as Jezebel barrelled into the green pulsing glow of the core room. The angry goddess came to a halt at the bottom of the dais that held the throne and organic-metal pedestals. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Jezebel. How wonderful it is to see you again,” Alyssa greeted the goddess with her trademark sardonic teasing tone. 
 
    “Alyssa, of course, you are here. Did your little lapdog send you to try and stop me?” 
 
    “Stop you? Jezebel, you know as well as I do my hands are tied and I can’t get physically involved. Have you forgotten proselytising on that very fact less than an hour ago?” 
 
    “That’s what I wanted you to think I believed,” Jezebel sneered and produced yet another short spear from her inventory and hurled it with a quick snapping flick of her wrist at the woman sitting with her hands in her lap on the throne. 
 
    The spear flew true and struck Alyssa squarely in the centre of her torso, at the base of her sternum. But the spear simply bounced off her and fell to the granite stone floor with an echoing clatter. 
 
    Alyssa tutted and inspected the damage between her impressive cleavage, straightening her white blouse in the process. “How rude, you’ve put a hole in my favourite shirt,” she scolded the warrior goddess before her. 
 
    Jezebel shrugged almost companionably. “I needed to be sure. Rumours abound both here and in the heavens. You and the big-headed pup do nothing but break the rules.” 
 
    “Bend them, darling, not break them, bend them,” Alyssa chided in response. “Although to be fair we have found a way around some of the constraints the Arbiter tried to bind me with. I guess it would be bad form to hold your suspicions against you. 
 
    “As you have amply proven, I am here in my true flesh, so to speak. You can’t harm me, nor can I harm you. Détente.” 
 
    “Hardly,” Jezebel snorted as she hopped up onto the dais a foot in front of the throne. 
 
    “Confident of your victory, I see,” Alyssa commented. “I must say, though. You are looking just a little bit peaky since last we met.” 
 
    Now that Alyssa mentioned it, I could see that Jezebel did look a bit strung out. There was a weariness around her eyes that hadn’t been there before, not even during our recent battle. 
 
    “I don’t know what you are talking about,” Jezebel snapped far too quickly. 
 
    “Oh, I think you do,” Alyssa replied in a faux whisper. “Just how much of your personal energy reserves did you use to win through? More than thirty Soul Chains and two overwrought Soul Blasts. I’d wager you have nought left. Cut off from your regular sources while you are here, you must be hanging on by a thread, my dear.” 
 
    Jezebel glowered at her but didn’t answer. 
 
    “You were fools to accept Drakonis’ temptations,” Alyssa continued, mildly shifting the subject. “You are little different from the Yarra root addicts. Dancing to the tune of the suppliers. Willing to accept any indignity for another little taste.” 
 
    “Enough,” Jezebel barked. “You know nothing about us, Alyssa. Have you forgotten it is the Accords he arranged that gives the entity, that gives you, purpose? You are as beholden to that smug sorcerer as any of us. Besides, whatever I may have expended will be returned and so much more, and there is nothing you can do to stop me.” 
 
    The goddess stepped around the throne and moved towards the pedestal that housed my core crystal. There were three other pedestals arranged behind mine each containing the core gems for Jen’Zadeer, Nessa, and Tamara. 
 
    “I’m not here to stop you, Jezebel,” Alyssa commented quietly from the comfort of the throne. “I’m just here for a front row seat to the show.” 
 
    Jezebel either didn’t hear her or ignored the taunt. 
 
    With her hand outstretched, she hesitated for a split second. I could see a flash of conflicted emotion ripple across her elegant and beautiful facial features. Regret and heartache followed by steely resolve and determination. 
 
    I could intuit what was going through her mind. For her this would be the culmination of our tumultuous and occasionally adversarial relationship. I knew she didn’t truly hate me, regardless of what she had been telling herself. Jezebel certainly found me to be supremely irritating and this allowed her to fall prey to self-deception. But deep down, albeit very deep, like Jen’Zadeer before her, there was a foundation of desire, appreciation, and yes, even affection. 
 
    Battling against and running roughshod over that affectionate foundation was Jezebel’s rampant self-interest and grievances, both real and imagined. 
 
    The strength to right those perceived wrongs was alluring, and Jezebel did not want to die. 
 
    Who would? 
 
    Also, she didn’t believe I could succeed against Timian and the other Lords. That helped override whatever part of her mind urged her to join with me instead of taking the simple selfish path, ending me. 
 
    I won’t deny being a little disappointed at her lack of faith. 
 
    Disappointed but not afraid. 
 
    After all, Jezebel had gladly walked right into the trap I’d laid for her. 
 
    Admittedly, her inventive use of soul energy, the Soul Blast directly to my chest in particular, had been a bit of a hairy moment.  
 
    Far too close for comfort, but what was life without a little risk. We had underestimated how willing Jezebel would be to risk herself. The slightest miscalculation of her energy use would have been the end of her. 
 
    But her miscalculation turned out to be not using quite enough energy to finish the job. When my avatar had not been killed outright, my victory was assured. 
 
    Mostly. 
 
    Jezebel reached her hand out and seized hold of my core gem. And then nothing. 
 
    “What?” Jezebel cried in confusion. 
 
    She took her hand off the emerald and then touched it again. Still, nothing happened. 
 
    Jezebel frantically started to grasp at the gems of my dungeon disciples, all to no avail. 
 
    “No, no, no, no, no,” she muttered in a panic. “This can’t be right. I defeated him in single combat. I slew his active avatar. I won. His mind fled back to the dungeon.” 
 
    “Did it?” Alyssa quipped with false innocence as she played with her painted nails, pointedly ignoring the distressed goddess. 
 
    Jezebel’s visage transitioned from worried to angry and she rounded on my sexy bespectacled adviser. 
 
    “What did you do?” she screamed. “I know the terms of the Accords inside and out. His mind fled to his inactive avatar. That counts as a concession. The Accords are clear!” 
 
    “But did I?” I shouted from the other end of the room. “I’m disappointed, Jezebel. I thought you’d learned by now what an incorrigible cheat I am. Unfortunately for you, it would appear the Proving Grounds consider me to be stubbornly undefeated.” 
 
    During her argument with Alyssa, Jezebel had failed to hear me and my mates approaching from the very same tunnel she had run through herself. 
 
    The cheat in this case was a rather simple one. Multi-avatar madness. 
 
    Once my primary had left the outpost with the disciples to fight the elves, a second avatar transfigured to look like Tenzing to conceal his true identity from prying eyes, came out of the tunnel. I had him follow the disciples at a far enough distance that my mind wasn’t drawn out of his form and merged with my leading avatar. 
 
    I snuck him up to an empty storeroom and locked him inside which is where I left him waiting for an emergency. Theoretically, if I had the misfortune of being killed by Jezebel, the presence of this other avatar ought to have prevented her from ravaging and looting my soul. 
 
    To be honest, I was happy we didn’t have to find out. And even happier we managed to find an alternate use for him. 
 
    My primary’s sudden and unexpected re-entry into the outpost after being blasted had brought them back into proximity, the inhabiting minds merged into the primary and the body hidden in the storeroom was left as a mindless husk. 
 
    Without my will present, the body reverted to my natural studly humanoid form. 
 
    Which could give away one of my secrets if the Lords were paying close enough attention. We weren’t in my dungeon and afforded privacy. 
 
    These husks, once mentally abandoned, didn’t last very long. Less than a minute, but that was long enough. My primary absconded down into the tunnels creating the necessary distance between both avatars. When I blinked and bailed it was not back to the dungeon but to the waiting empty husk in the storeroom. 
 
    Therefore, by the strict terms laid down in the Accords, my flight didn’t qualify as a concession. 
 
    This meant because Jezebel hadn’t run my dungeon, and I happened to have followed her and was lurking in the tunnel nearby, her being able to touch my core was not sufficient to be considered a successful conquest. She had to defeat me in combat. A defeat which I had neatly side-stepped on a technicality. 
 
    You’ve got to love technicalities. 
 
    Well, Jezebel probably didn’t right now, but I’m sure she’d get over it in a couple of years. 
 
    With a high-pitched scream, Jezebel leapt from the dais, a fresh ivory long-spear in her grip and aimed straight for my heart. 
 
    Jessamyn, Karragh, Jen’Zadeer, and Nessa stepped out from behind me. Each of them swinging an extended length of golden-white links of Soul Chain. 
 
    My first act after letting myself out of the storeroom was to run outside and free my mates. It didn’t take long to figure out how to extend the influence I used on my chains to act externally. The chains were rather simple to manipulate and remove if you weren’t wrapped in them and suffering from their suppressant effects. So easy, that Jessamyn and the others whom I freed first were able to assist in the emancipation effort. 
 
    Unlike my chains, which burst apart as I snapped them, these were removed gently. The alterations I’d made to the girls meant they could wield these godly restraints just like any Divine Lord. 
 
    As we sprinted down the tunnels after Jezebel, Jessamyn melded the links from several of the chains to make the lasso-like soul weapons the four of them swung. 
 
    Acting in concert, their right wrists whipped out and released the ends of the chain in their hands. With unerring accuracy, the chain ends zipped across the gap between them and Jezebel and tried to connect with each of her limbs. The links started to disintegrate into motes of light that floated in the air as they got close to the goddess. But after about half the length of the chain had dissipated in that manner, a link from each found purchase and the gradual disintegration ceased.  
 
    Meanwhile, the elven goddess only had eyes for me and didn’t even register the chains that had made contact with her extremities and now snaked their way around her wrists and ankles. 
 
    I summoned a fresh shield and deflected the incoming spear strike while my mates jinked left and right. Jezebel’s body smashed into me, and I fell backwards into the tunnel entrance taking the furious goddess with me. Reena the large lamia had been standing behind me and cushioned my body as I fell into her arms. 
 
    “Thanks,” I grunted. 
 
    “You are welcome, Masster,” she lisped back with wry amusement. 
 
    “…will kill you,” Jezebel spat at me, but already the chains which had by now wound themselves around her arms and legs and then moved onto her shoulders and pelvis, were pulled taught by my mates braced in the Core room. They gradually hauled the straining and snapping woman back inside. 
 
    Jezebel fought and thrashed like a whirling dervish but with every moment the soul chains entwined more of her body until eventually the four strands met around her navel and fused into a padlock. Fully weakened and immobilised she was easy to drag back over to the dais. 
 
    Alyssa, who had been calmly watching, rose from my throne. “The seat is yours, my King,” she said while gesturing floridly at the furs. 
 
    I walked back into my throne room. The motes of disintegrated soul energy were attracted to me as I went by and swished through the air, landing on my skin and were absorbed. I felt the buzz of being energised by their absorption as I hopped up onto the dais and took my place. 
 
    Reena slithered in and took the burden of Jezebel’s now inert form from Jessamyn and the others and dumped the goddess on her knees at my feet while the rest of my mates poured into the room and surrounded her. 
 
    “She doesn’t have much to say now, does she,” Nessa quipped. 
 
    “She is restrained by the force of over a dozen Soul Chains, Nessa. When only one would be necessary,” Alyssa said. 
 
    “That didn’t stop, Daxas,” Tamara noted. 
 
    “Yes, well, our rugged Wolf King is something of a special case. Jezebel invested an incredible amount of power in creating these chains. It is rarely done as using them effectively is…difficult. They work on any being with an enhanced soul, which usually means a god or a demigod, at least. 
 
    “They are virtually unbreakable when adequately applied, but they generally require surprise, ignorance, or for the victim to be incapacitated already. Most godly beings can evade or unravel them before they get close enough.” 
 
    “Aah, that is why I had to forge them into longer lengths,” Jessamyn observed. “If they hadn’t been we wouldn’t have been able to capture her.” 
 
    “Correct,” Alyssa replied. “Although if she hadn’t been so intent on your husband, and hadn’t weakened herself so severely with her energy expenditure, even that may not have been enough.” 
 
    “Wait,” Tabitha cried out. 
 
    All eyes turned on the cute hare-kin woman. She was usually so shy and nervous that she rarely spoke out when in the larger group. 
 
    “Does…uh…that mean we are demigods then?” she asked, her timidity causing her cheeks to blush a rosy hue. 
 
    “Not quite,” Alyssa answered. “Though after your Daxasian Blessings you have the potential to be. You merely lack the inherent power or a method of securing it.” 
 
    “Oh,” Tabitha sighed with disappointment. 
 
    She hadn’t been the only one who had been rather excited at the prospect of being a divinity. I could see it in the eyes of quite a few of my mates. 
 
    “What are we going to do with her now?” Krista asked, breaking the maudlin mood. 
 
    “I have a few ideas.” I chuckled and reached forward touching each item of armour in turn and sending it to the inventory, leaving the goddess chained in her underclothes. When I’d finished disarming her I took Jezebel’s chin in my hands gently. 
 
    Focusing my mind, I was able to manipulate the restraining field around her mouth enough that she could speak. 
 
    “What do you say, my dear? Are you ready to switch sides and become one of my lovelies?” 
 
    “Are you mad?” she spat with venomous fury. “I will never kneel to you.” 
 
    “Your patellas being in contact with the ground in front of my throne speaks otherwise,” I remarked with an arch of my eyebrow. 
 
    Jezebel tried to hawk a gobbet of spit at me, but we’d be having none of that and I released her chin, reinstituting the chain’s influence and snuffing out her gesture of rebellion. 
 
    “Maybe not today, Jezebel,” I crooned at her confidently. “Despite what you’ve done, accelerating my Diving Challenge, we have plenty of time and I’m confident you’ll come around. I managed to convince Jen’Zadeer after all and she was a tough nut to crack.” 
 
    The dark elf grinned proudly and then her eyes lit up. “Ooh, can we make her dig mud in the swamps? Please tell me we can make her dig mud in the swamps. I hated that. Wearing only a hair shirt.” 
 
    “With only a fucking spoon,” Gadiel joined in. “A spoon with a broken fucking handle.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile at the uncharacteristic child-like glee being displayed by my many lovers. 
 
    “Alyssa, what do you think?” Jessamyn asked. “Is there a way to use the soul chains to compel her into performing a few demeaning tasks? To hasten her joining us, of course, Not because I want to see the callous goddess who damned me out of hand and laughed about it suffer.” 
 
    If Jezebel had been capable of moving in any way, I think she would have gulped with genuine concern. She certainly should if she had seen what Jessamyn did to the ironskin dwarf Drakken who betrayed her. 
 
    I would have to keep an eye on that as things moved forward. Too much hazing would damage the dynamic in the harem. And I fully intended to add the elven goddess to the harem. 
 
    Especially if what Alyssa had been telling me about the Lords and their relationship with soul energy was true. That it was akin to a crack addiction ratcheted up by a factor of ten. Then Jezebel was in for a few very harrowing months.  
 
    The group chattered away for a few minutes longer until Tenzing interrupted any further discussion of the various tribulations my mates had planned for the reluctant goddess. 
 
    He had slipped in unnoticed and coughed gently to get our attention. 
 
    “I thought you might all like to know that the battle between the guilds that you all seem to have forgotten has concluded.” 
 
    “Keeping your eyes on the prize, as ever, my friend,” I commended him. “How did it go? Do we need to head back out and intervene?” 
 
    “No, Daxas. The Dark Moon Rising has been victorious. 
 
    “When it became clear that Lady Silvermayne and the council had either been defeated or fled the field, surrender was offered and accepted. Losses remained heavy, though, but most of the fallen should come through the emergence pool during tomorrow’s rest day. The Sons of the Shadow have already sent a contingent to bolster the defences of Alpha House until they return, and Torvald is dealing with events in the City.” 
 
    “Excellent, it sounds like everything is in hand. You know what this calls for, don’t you? A celebration.” 
 
    “Whoop-whoop,” Nessa yelled as she leapt into my lap and nestled herself under my arm. “Booze and banging.” 
 
    The celebratory war cry was taken up by her sister-mates. Even the usually decorous ones. 
 
    I smiled widely. The next few days were going to be very enjoyable indeed. 
 
    It was good to be the King! 
 
      
 
    End of Book Five. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Timian had retired to his alabaster palace atop a hill within his demesne. He was sitting on a balcony that overlooked his punishment fields, brooding darkly. 
 
    Events since the visitation of the demonic duke Targelan had not been to his liking. 
 
    Merrock had proven to be a stubborn thorn in his side. Flatly refusing to be cajoled or intimidated into staying away from Daxas’ Divine Challenge. 
 
    Worse, he had offered moral support to the weaker fools that would usually fall into line when he so much as glowered in their direction, stiffening their backs. Turning the tables on the Infernals would be problematic enough even if he didn’t have those idiots bumbling about making things more difficult. 
 
    And then the crowning insult to the growing shitshow, it appeared that useless cow, Jezebel, might succeed in bringing the challenge forward to tomorrow in her futile attempts to garner Daxas energy for herself. 
 
    The infuriating woman would spend millennia paying for her temerity. Timian made a mental note to ramp up the misery in the punishment fields he had planned for her. 
 
    He had been forced to watch the unfolding events along with the plebs, once more Merrock blocked his attempts to ensure privacy despite his apparent disinterest. Maybe Jezebel should have some company in the fields after all. 
 
    Timian couldn’t afford to expend any energy using foresight to get his way, he would need it all for the coming conflict. Then as the news broke that the second dungeon had fallen, he felt the imminent loss of self-control. His pride wouldn’t let him appear weak and he had withdrawn to stew in private. 
 
    Misunderstanding from where his ire came, his two idiotic lackeys, Kriger and Garvax, had stormed out with him in solidarity. Not that there would be much of interest left to see. 
 
    Why was everything set against him? It was unjust! 
 
    There was an audible pop to his left and Timian peered over his shoulder, though he knew who it would be. The lack of a faint sulphurous scent meant it couldn’t be the duke or one of his ilk returning, which left only one viable candidate who could penetrate his demesne without an invite. 
 
    “Drakonis,” he grunted. “Be quick, I am not in the mood for your needling.” 
 
    “Timian, is that any way to greet a friend and ally?” the green-clad sorcerer chuckled from within his shadow-hugging hood. 
 
    “You are no friend of mine. You are a vulture, come to pick at corpses.” 
 
    “True,” Drakonis admitted unperturbed at the accusation. “But wouldn’t you rather I am picking at the remains of another, rather than you?” 
 
    Timian shook his head but didn’t gainsay him. 
 
    “What do you want?” he grunted. The quicker the sorcerer said his piece the quicker he’d be gone. 
 
    “What I always want, Timian. To come to a mutually beneficial accord.” 
 
    The god of prophecy snorted in disbelief. 
 
    “Did I not come to your aid when last you needed assistance with your Daxas problem?” 
 
    “Yes, for a price. A tenth of his soul energy. A steep cost to resolve a problem you were responsible for in the first place,” Timian snapped at the sorcerer. “You assured us we could rely on the ethereal. He failed us, and by extension, so did you.” 
 
    “I assured you that you could rely on him to be fair. And what you wanted wasn’t precisely fair, was it? But you got your way in the end, did you not?” 
 
    Timian ground his teeth, angry he had let Drakonis get under his skin so easily. “And yet my Daxas problem remains and has magnified in scale.” 
 
    “That is hardly my fault,” the sorcerer said and patted himself on the chest as he did so. “However, I’m open to further bargains…” 
 
    Timian closed his eyes and debated internally for a few seconds. Cutting another deal was the last thing he wanted to do. He could say no, but everything was on the line, including his life. Was he truly willing to take such a risk? 
 
    “Go on,” he said, at last. 
 
    “I’m familiar with some of your recent associations and what they expect of you. I can intercede on your behalf and convince Merrock and the other Lords to step aside. I can also sow discord in the ranks of the infernal. Heightening their distrust of one another, so their attention and concerns are focused on their brother Princeps and not you. Leaving you free to take advantage.” 
 
    “And the cost of your benevolence?” 
 
    “Factoring in that you already owe me a tenth. I think half of the energy you collect is fair recompense for my efforts.” 
 
    “Half!” Timian yelled. “Unacceptable, you greedy bastard. You are already siphoning the lion’s share from the mortals. A quarter.” 
 
    “Half,” Drakonis reaffirmed. “I’ll even throw in thwarting Jezebel’s current attempts to snatch your prize out from under you to make it a touch more palatable.” 
 
    “I’m no fool, Drakonis. Even if the useless harlot was capable of such a thing you would have to stop her or you would never be paid.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, the price remains the same,” he replied smugly. 
 
     “Fine. Half it is,” Timian sighed. 
 
    “Pleasure doing business with you.” The sorcerer quipped before vanishing in a puff of green mist. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I dinnae understand,” Ironhammer lamented, his voice full of confusion. 
 
    Most of the Lords were assembled together in the sparkling vaulted chamber at the centre of the Heavenly Realm they had constructed. It was theoretically a place of safety and neutrality where they could cordially converse and act in unison. 
 
    Bickering, bullying, and backstabbing were the reality. 
 
     “The lass had him dead to rights,” the dwarf god continued. “Cut his avatar down. Why did she nay come back out and help the elves win out. Then they could have finished off that last dungeon easily afterwards.” 
 
    “Were you not listening to her, Ironhammer?” Tika, goddess of the forests seethed in an exasperated tone. “The self-centred bitch was never trying to help us. She planned to take everything Daxas had for herself and cut us out.” 
 
    “Ye dinnae know that for a fact, Tika,” Ironhammer argued in a wounded tone. 
 
    Merrock lounged at the back, idly spitting cherry stones at the dwarf’s back to relieve his boredom. His stubborn insistence on wearing his full plate armour everywhere meant he never felt them make contact or heard their plinking. The dwarf regularly damaged his corporeal forms hearing when working in his forges. That was something easily fixed but it happened so frequently Ironhammer had stopped bothering until he literally couldn’t hear anything. 
 
    Merrock made a game of seeing how big a pile of pips he could assemble behind Ironhammer before the dwarf realised what he was doing. 
 
    “A more important question,” the elven twins Solus and Lunas observed in unison, eyeing the pip pile with revulsion. “Is how did Daxas overcome the death of his avatar and defeat her?” 
 
    “A question we would know the answer to if this buffoon hadn’t insisted on switching the perspective to the meaningless battle between the supplicants,” Tika snapped and glowered at Ironhammer, the target of her derision. 
 
    “I told ye at the time, that were nae me,” Ironhammer rebuffed her irritably. 
 
    “It was Drakonis,” a new but familiarly arrogant voice called out across the room silencing them. “At my behest.” 
 
    Timian re-entered the Great Hall imperiously. Any hint of his earlier discomfort hidden under practised layers of deceit. 
 
    “Nice of you to re-join us,” Merrock snorted. 
 
    Timian ignored the surly sea god and moved into the middle of the chamber to take centre stage. “While you were all gripped by indecision, I acted to save us once again. At great personal cost, might I add.” 
 
    Merrock had heard enough. 
 
    He stood, grabbed his trident of office, slammed the butt into the frescoed flooring, cracking it in the process to make a point, and returned to the depths of his own demesne. He’d already had quite enough of listening to Timian’s duplicitous grandstanding and the servile grovelling of the others in response. 
 
    Besides he knew that making a scene, walking out on his big moment, would wind Timian up more than publicly contradicting him. He would have no opportunity to retort. 
 
    However, Merrock was not alone in his undersea Kingdom. A familiar green-clad sorcerer lounged on his orange coral throne awaiting his arrival. 
 
    “Don’t you know it’s rude to show up uninvited,” Merrock chastised him. 
 
    “But you never call upon me, Merrock,” his unwanted guest chuckled and rose from his position. “I’m beginning to think you don’t like me,” he tutted and wagged his finger at the sea god. 
 
    Merrock strode past him, and after securing his trident in place, sat down on the coral seat. 
 
    “Whatever you want, you are wasting your time,” Merrock stated with forced laconicism. “I am not like those other fools and will not make another bargain with you. I was burned once by your silken lies and shan’t be again.” 
 
    “You wound me, Merrock. I told no lies, I merely forgot to mention some of the possible complications. Besides I am not here to make offers, but to proffer advice if you will listen.” 
 
    Merrock stared at the sorcerer, his curiosity warring with his caution. Curiosity won the battle. 
 
    “State your piece. I will listen.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Drakonis enthused. “It’s quite simple really. I heartily advise that you and your fellows pass on the upcoming Divine Challenge of the Wolf King’s Lair. I know it goes against the grain for you to let Timian have his way, but this would be in your best interests.” 
 
    Merrock growled with anger and was on the verge of demanding the sorcerer depart but thought better of it. If Drakonis was in a talkative mood perhaps he could eke out some valuable information. 
 
    “Why would I do that? Timian isn’t half as subtle as he thinks he is. He may as well have hung a banner declaring ‘I will use my True Mind and take the spoils for myself’ in the Great Hall for all to see. Nobody could have missed his intentions 
 
    “Apart from Ironhammer, of course, that man is as dense as the materials he batters in his forge. Only someone with no mind could possibly enjoy something so mind-numbingly repetitive. 
 
    “I, and the others, will need to be there to counter him.” 
 
    Drakonis tapped his armoured finger against his chin as if debating how to respond. At least, Merrock assumed it was his chin. He couldn’t see through the darkness of the sorcerer’s dark green cowl. 
 
    “Truthfully,” he started. “The Princeps of the Reaches are on the warpath. They tire of one another’s existence, and they seek Daxas’ power for themselves. It will be a bloodbath and Timian, in his reckless arrogance, has allied himself with them. 
 
    “The only thing that will delay the incipient civil war between the demons is a common foe for them to destroy first. Namely, you. Stay away and let them have at one another. You will lose out on the energy, yes, but then there will be a power vacuum in the Heavenly Realm once Timian and his allies are forever gone. A vacuum you can safely insert yourself into and occupy with ease.” 
 
    His words were tempting, but they always were. Merrock was determined not to be taken advantage of, though. “Yes, but what happens once an Infernal victor emerges? All that power in the hands of one being. You don’t think Timian or whichever of the Princeps comes out on top wouldn’t come for us?” 
 
    “A fair point. But I can assure you, none of them shall benefit from Daxas’ challenge,” Drakonis said confidently. 
 
    “Because you will be there to take it from them,” Merrock guessed with a nod of his head. 
 
    “Who better for you to wield such dangerous power than someone who has no interest in ruling the Realms or the Reaches. They already provide me with all I need,” Drakonis chuckled darkly. 
 
    Merrock weighed his words but could find no obvious fault or deceit in them. There would be something somewhere. Devantus Drakonis was nothing if not predictable in that regard. 
 
    “We will abide then,” he said finally. 
 
    “Very wise,” Drakonis said and raised his gauntleted hand ready to snap his fingers and take his leave. 
 
    “Wait,” Merrock said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You give away nothing for free. I would know today what it is you will ask of me in the days to come by way of recompense for your advice.” 
 
    “Clever boy,” Drakonis giggled. “Now that you mention it. There is one favour you could do for me. Should Jezebel manage to find her way back to the Great Hall. I would ask you to heed and act upon the advice she gives on the first matter the Divine Lords debate upon.” 
 
    “Jezebel? Is she not lost?” Merrock asked from a place of confusion. 
 
    “Then it should be an easy boon to grant,” the sorcerer chirped before snapping his fingers and disappearing in a puff of green mist. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Shabbarth, the Great Dread, fourth Princeps of the Dark Reaches sat upon a throne of such deep red it was almost black. His seat was made from the condensed blood of more than ten thousand sacrificed mortals and matched well with the red-walled ritual chamber. 
 
    He was alone and impatient. 
 
    Alone as none, even those bound to his service, could be privy to what would soon take place. Not because they would be capable of betraying him. But because he couldn’t be seen to be relying on the aid of others. Seizing all six seats from his brother Princeps had to appear to be his achievement alone. 
 
    Again, not because they would ever be able to tell anyone something different. But Shabbarth would be able to see the knowledge, the lack of faith, in their eyes. 
 
    Then he would have to kill them. 
 
    And that meant replacing them, which would be such a bother. 
 
    It would be better if he were spared performing such drab and menial duties. 
 
    He was impatient because his guest and co-conspirator was late. 
 
    Just as he was about to recall his servants and have them bring him a mortal whose blood he could drain for a summoning ritual, there was a loud pop and a gust of green mist. 
 
    The Dark Sorcerer Supreme appeared before him with a half-metre-long teak case held under his right arm. 
 
    “You’re late,” Shabbarth grunted. 
 
    “A sorcerer is never late,” Drakonis chuckled, “Nor is he early. He arrives precisely when it is most advantageous to him.” 
 
    “What are you blathering on about,” the irritated demon growled. 
 
    “That one went over your head I see. Admittedly, I did kind of borrow it and adapt it for my own use.” 
 
    “I don’t care about that. Did you bring what I asked for? Is that them under your arm?” 
 
    “What? Do you mean the fireworks?” 
 
    Dread Shabbarth was lost for words and belched a gout of hellfire from his gullet in confusion. 
 
    “Never mind,” Drakonis said and pulled the teak case out from under his right arm. 
 
    With a small motion of his fingers, the sorcerer floated a table made from bones over in front of both him and the pale, red-skinned demon. He placed the case down in the middle of the table. Unhooked the latches at the sides and front and opened the case. With a flourish, he spun the case around so Shabbarth could see the contents. 
 
    The demon leaned forward, his yellow eyes shining with avarice. Inside, the case was padded with deep-blue velvet. Nestled in the luxurious padding, three on each side, were six daggers. The blades were ten inches long and made of a shiny black substance with coloured striations running through them. The handles were of an ornate gothic design and the pommel of each had a different coloured gemstone that matched the striations in the connected blade. 
 
    “Following our previous meeting,” Drakonis lectured. “I had this incredibly rare set of sacrificial knives prepared just for you, Dread Shabbarth. The blades are crafted from pure Voidsteel. A substance found only in the heart of a black hole, so you can understand how difficult it is to obtain.” 
 
    “The world-eaters that endlessly devour, yes I’ve heard of them from some of the lost souls that have crossed my path,” Shabbarth murmured with reverence, his yellow gaze never flickering from the blades he beheld. 
 
    “Quite,” Drakonis answered with a smirk the demon could not see, and would likely have missed even if it were possible to penetrate the blackness of his cowl. 
 
    “During the forging, the voidsteel was mixed with essence procured from the seats of power of your brother Princeps. This has attuned the blades to the unique frequency of the current holder of each seat. Such that it will penetrate any armour, any defensive power, and strike unimpeded.” 
 
    “They are beautiful,” Shabbarth groaned reverently and reached his hand out to touch one only to snatch his fingers back as the teak case was slammed closed suddenly. 
 
    “All that remains is the small matter of recompense,” Drakonis told the demon firmly. 
 
    “Fine. What is your price?” Shabbarth demanded. 
 
    “I think half of the power you collect during your time in the Proving Grounds is a fair exchange.” 
 
    “Half,” Shabbarth roared. “Unacceptable. You ask too much. No blades are worth that much.” 
 
    Drakonis laughed heartily at the demon’s pathetic negotiation attempt. 
 
    “Shabbarth, surely you don’t think I’m selling these to you. Six blades made from Voidsteel. Just one alone could command the entirety of the Reaches on the open market. The price is half for me to allow you to use them, once. You need to depress the gemstone on the pommel to activate the ability inherent in the daggers. You will then have one minute to use it before the blade returns to me. Don’t waste it.” 
 
    “A quarter,” Shabbarth grunted in a gruff, but hopeful manner. 
 
    “If you’re not going to take this seriously,” Drakonis said, and smoothly lifted the teak case from the bone table and theatrically turned his back on the demon. 
 
    “Damn you! Alright. Half,” Shabbarth conceded. 
 
    “Excellent,” the sorcerer crowed elatedly and gently replaced the teak case on the macabre bleached-bone furniture. 
 
    Shabbarth seized the case greedily, opening it, and staring at the glittering weapons within. He laughed maniacally before calling for his servants to showcase his newest ‘creations’ to them. 
 
    He didn’t even register the dark-green-clad sorcerer depart with a pitying shake of his head. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With a pop Devantus Drakonis returned to his hidden fortress in the gap between dimensions. A grand stronghold from which one could plot and scheme to their heart’s content. The maelstrom of unstable dimensional energies that swirled around outside the immune structure made the place virtually impregnable. 
 
    Unless a person was given a key. 
 
    Perched on the arm of his obsidian throne was the succubus Lynnith. 
 
    Between two of the obsidian columns that lined his reception chamber was a large viewing portal that had been set to follow him. Lynnith, who had been watching his visitations, swivelled about to face him. 
 
    “Welcome home, Devantus,” she hummed ever so sexily. 
 
    The sorcerer regarded her with a mixture of unseen amusement and regret. He already knew where this was going, and it would not end well for Lynnith. 
 
     She truly was a prodigy amongst her kind, possessing sex appeal no man could deny. Well, almost no man. 
 
    “I don’t recall calling for you, Lynnith,” he remarked sardonically as he took his customary seat. 
 
    They both knew he hadn’t called her, but she smoothly slipped into his lap with practised ease anyway. 
 
    “Or give you permission to make use of my viewer to spy on me.” 
 
    “Are you angry with me,” Lynnith asked in a cutesy innocent-girl voice. 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think you would neither allow me to steal an access token to your realm nor spy on you with your own viewer unless you wanted me to,” she stated matter-of-factly, shrugging off any hints of seduction. “It was rather naughty of you to give every Princep a set of knives capable of killing the others, though. Not that I care a whit for the fate of those bastards. They deserve to slaughter one another.” 
 
    “Right you are,” he said softly and stroked her luxuriant silken black hair, flicking her little nubbin-like horns as he did so. 
 
    “Are those daggers really made from Voidsteel?” 
 
    “Fuck, no” Drakonis guffawed. “I just said that to make them sound impressive. They are literally made from pieces of the seven thrones that I acquired during earlier visits. If I told them what they were really made of they might get the idea that they could forge versions of their own without my assistance.” 
 
    Lynnith giggled and then sighed contentedly, snuggling into him, her breathing slowing. 
 
    They sat like that for the better part of an hour. Both knowing the outcome of the coming conversation and both putting it off for a few minutes longer. 
 
    “Why do you toy with them, Devan?” Lynnith asked at last. “You have the power to do almost anything. I’ve seen it. If you wanted this Daxas’ energy, not that I think you do, you could simply take it. Why the games and the bargains?” 
 
    “Devan, eh? You feel comfortable enough to give me nicknames, now?” he chuckled. “It has a nice ring to it. I’ve had my eye on an amateur chronicler whom I might impose upon to tell some of my stories for a while now. Maybe I should insist he use the name for his scribblings.” 
 
    “Answer the question,” Lynnith tutted. 
 
    “Very well, a wise man once said. Actually, many wise men and women on a multitude of different worlds have said. That for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. 
 
    “Yes, I have immeasurable reserves of power, but wielding it has consequences. Consequences that do not align with and would complicate the achievement of my ultimate goal. 
 
    “Which, before you ask, I shall not divulge. 
 
    “It is better for me to manipulate others into achieving the same end without snapping my fingers and simply making it happen. And as I’m being uncharacteristically verbose, it’s a lot more fun,” he finished, eliciting some light laughter from the succubus in his lap. 
 
    After the laughter, there was another pause of silence before Lynnith spoke. 
 
    “You know why I’m here don’t you,” she said simply. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “And you’re going to turn me down.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “They would be too afraid to act if it was you.” 
 
    “I know. But it can’t be me. Consequences and all that…” 
 
    Lynnith sighed before looking up into the impenetrable hood. “Even if it means you will never see me again?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “There is nothing more to be said then,” she said as a tear streaked down her perfect ruddy-rouge cheek, and she hauled herself out of his lap. “My fate is upon me, and there is no avoiding it. I always knew there would be a cost to being the very best the Reaches had to offer. I must be away.” 
 
    A portal appeared beside Lynnith. The dry heat of the Reaches wafted through the connection, and she turned to walk through it. Drakonis stood and took hold of her elbow before she could leave. 
 
    “I may not be able to give you what you want, but that doesn’t mean I can’t give you something before you go.” 
 
    He reached into the depths of his cloak and produced a simple bronze pendant in the shape of a heater shield and gently wrapped it around her neck and fused the clasp. Then he waved his hand, the edges of the open portal wobbled, and the destination on the other side changed. 
 
    It no longer led to the Reaches but a place with tall glass and metal buildings, strange fast-moving yellow carriages and ever so many people who all appeared to be human. 
 
    “Where is this?” Lynnith asked in wonder. “I have never seen the like.” 
 
    “It is a place called New York. You will have to keep your glamour up at all times. The people here are not used to seeing those not like them. Never remove the amulet and it will hide you from the hunters of the Reaches, for a time, at least.  
 
    “When you cross over, enter the building behind you and ask at the desk to see Mr Gallantry. He owns the hotel. You may have to wait a few minutes, but when he gets an eyeful, you will be taken straight up. Then just do what you do so well, and you will be set in your new home.” 
 
    “An auspicious name, Gallantry” Lynnith noted with a smile. “Is he a powerful adventurer who can protect me?” 
 
    “Hells, no,” Drakonis laughed. “He’s a retired financier in his nineties. You’ll have him wrapped around your finger in under a week, married within the month, and he will leave you everything when he perishes of natural causes with the widest smile a man can bear in a little under a year.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect,” Lynnith said and took a step toward the portal before Devantus Drakonis halted her again. 
 
    “Before he turns thirteen you will have a choice to make, Lynnith. The amulet can only obscure the existence of the son you are fated to bear from the Princeps for that long. What I have done will likely remove the current crop who would come after you and him, but others will take their place eventually. Then you will either have to fight or…” 
 
    “I know,” she said quietly. “But thirteen years is better than what would happen if I returned home today. I would be dead in less than a month, and he would never draw breath.” 
 
    Then she looked up at the sorcerer. “You would have made a good father, Devantus.” 
 
    “That is debatable,” he disagreed. “And not what is meant to be.” 
 
    Then Lynnith twitched and shimmered, adopting the glamour of a dark-haired human woman in sexy pink lingerie. 
 
    “Perhaps a dress to go over the top of that. At least, until you get up to Gallantry’s penthouse suite.” 
 
    Lynnith smiled saucily and another shimmer later, a slinky pale green silk dress with a low neck and matching heels covered the lingerie. 
 
    She walked through the portal and out onto the blue-tiled entrance to the hotel. 
 
    “Wait,” she said, thinking of something as the portal gradually diminished. “Have you arranged for the Princeps to slaughter one another just to help protect me?” 
 
    “Yes. No. Maybe,” he answered enigmatically as the portal winked out of existence. 
 
    Devantus Drakonis would miss Lynnith. 
 
    She would be happy, for a time, at least. 
 
    And the son she’d have with Wade Gallantry had a doozy of a potential destiny ahead of him. 
 
    Thronebreakers the Reachborn called them. 
 
    Those born with the potential to destroy the seven seats of power and rule all the Reaches. 
 
    Fate churned them out periodically. A strong succubus would usually birth a Thronebreaker about once every millennium. 
 
    With such potential, it was no wonder the Princeps would murder the Succubi mothers as soon as they sensed they were pregnant. Long before they had a chance to give birth. They wouldn’t take any chances with a child possessing that kind of destiny. 
 
    It was lucky for Lynnith that she had been able to intuit she would be such a Succubus. Well, not luck, Drakonis had planted the seed of understanding during their first sexcapade session many years ago. 
 
    Partly because he truly was fond of her and didn’t wish her to suffer such an end. But mostly because he had so much to gain when her son came of age and reclaimed what was his. 
 
    Fate was a fickle mistress, and nothing was certain. 
 
    But the lad would have one hell of a fun ‘uncle’ looking out for him and that tipped the scales in his favour. 
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    The rain hammered down hard on the tiled roof of Pilbin Tisquissin’s Emporium of Literary Wonders. Keeping the building watertight was the single expense the overly haughty, eponymous shopkeeper indulged in. He wouldn’t abide leaks and allow his beloved stock to get damp. The books he kept here were more precious to him than anything else in the world, especially an illiterate orphan boy like Randall. 
 
    The hour was late, the dead of night to be exact. Randall was the only one still in the shop at this ungodly hour. Pilbin had retired to his townhouse at sundown for tea and after-dinner drinks with his associates. The teenage boy shivered in the cold, chained to his desk. 
 
    Literally. 
 
    His pompous moustachioed master treated him like a slave and not the apprentice he was supposed to be. He couldn’t have Randall running off during the night. It would look bad and then Pilbin would have to do all the shitty jobs he happily foisted upon the orphaned lad. 
 
    Randall rubbed his chapped hands in front of the shuttered oil lantern that was the single source of light and heat on horrible nights like this. Pilbin would never allow him to light a real fire no matter the weather. 
 
    What if a spark or ember escaped the fireplace and set alight his precious books! 
 
    Strangely, that worry seemed to escape Pilbin’s concerns when it came to his private office and the customer reading room. They were both places Randall was forbidden to enter unless he was cleaning. 
 
    Suppressing a shiver, Randall dipped his quill in the inkwell and continued with the task at hand. Copying the text from the leatherbound book in front of him into another smaller pocketbook. The young lad may have been illiterate, but his penmanship was exquisite and incredibly accurate. It was the only reason Pilbin bothered to feed him reasonably well. 
 
    Pilbin had truly lucked in when he found the youngster at a local orphanage two years ago and apprenticed him. Randall was a real money-maker for the bookshop. Not that Pilbin would ever tell the boy that or give him a penny of the proceeds. 
 
    Despite not being able to read any of the texts he dutifully transcribed, Randall was neither naïve nor ignorant of his situation. However, escaping his unjust lot required funds. To break an apprenticeship, you needed sufficient coin to grease the wheels at the guild. The applicable penalty fees that went to your master weren’t really the issue. Randall would need to out-bribe the guild officials. He knew Pilbin wouldn’t willingly let him leave. To escape this rotten life and find his own fortune he had to make it too expensive for his master to hang onto him. 
 
    Which was the reason Randall was still diligently working away when all others were abed. Not even Pilbin Tisquissin was such a prick that he would make him work through the night. Chain him to the desk with only a smattering of straw in the corner for a bed and a thin ratty blanket for warmth, yes. Working him through the night, no. Although as Randall thought it over that was probably only because he would start making mistakes if he was too exhausted. 
 
    No, what Randall was working on was a private commission. One of Pilbin’s customers, an oily, obsequious toad-like man had propositioned Randall before closing a week ago when his master’s back was turned. 
 
    The man offered Randall ten pieces of gold to make twenty copies of the leatherbound book in front of him. The original was old, and the dark green leather cracked. The ink on the leaves was faded, but Randall’s eyesight was sharp, and he could make it out even in the low light from his lantern. 
 
    The book was gorgeously illustrated even if many of the images were quite disturbing, but the client only wanted him to make copies of the text. This had to be a banned book of some kind. What he offered for the transcription was ridiculously high and he made it very clear that Pilbin was not to be made aware of the transaction and Randall was happy to oblige on that front. 
 
    Randall suspected the man only approached him after his master had boasted earlier that day of his ability in spite of his illiteracy. 
 
    He never got the oily man’s name. Randall thought he was a merchant out of Centrani, though. The apprentice didn’t care what the provenance of the book was or what the merchant planned to do with the copies once he had them. Ten gold might be enough to earn him his freedom. He could speak to Tasha at the guild offices. The older woman had taken a liking to him, and even commented once or twice about his misfortunate circumstance. Randall was sure she would make quiet enquiries on his behalf. 
 
    The merchant had delivered the book the following day and Randall had been finishing two or three copies each night. He was halfway through the nineteenth of twenty when he heard the sound of the shopfronts bell jangle. 
 
    “What? Who is there?” He squeaked in fright and hastily began to tidy his workspace and hide the books he had been working on under the desk. 
 
    His master had never come back to the shop after dark in the two years since Randall had been bought from the orphanage. But it would be just his luck that Pilbin would find a reason to do so tonight, just as Randall neared his independence. 
 
    “A weary traveller come to sample your wares,” a mocking voice Randall didn’t recognise called back to him. 
 
    A few seconds later a figure walked into the backroom. He was clad in a deep green robe and cloak that concealed his face from the frightened boy. 
 
    “Who…Who are you?” he demanded querulously, his voice breaking from both fear and burgeoning adulthood. “M…Master Tisquissin would never leave the door unlocked.” 
 
    Randall’s chains rattled as he fidgeted in his seat nervously. Unsure of whether to confront or cower from the intruder and ultimately doing neither. 
 
    “An astute observation, young man. He did not. However, locks have never been a problem for me,” the figure chuckled lightly. 
 
    “You haven’t told me who you are.” 
 
    “A second astute observation in as many seconds. They are almost like buses. Oh, and I don’t plan on doing so,” the unwelcome stranger said. 
 
    Randall’s brow furrowed in confusion at the strange man’s odd words. 
 
    “Ah, wrong place, wrong time. My next appointment would have appreciated the humour, though.” 
 
    The figure shrugged his shoulders and grabbed a simple wooden stool leaning against one of the many bookcases in the backroom and sat down beside Randall’s desk. 
 
    The stranger said nothing more and Randall looked at him askance. “The shop is closed. If you wish to buy anything you will have to return in the morning when Master Tisquissin has returned. He handles all sales.” 
 
    “The purchase of any of these fine tomes is not my purpose here tonight.” 
 
    “Then, why are you here?” 
 
    “Aha! A question I will answer for you. To make you an offer, young man.” 
 
    “Then you will have to converse with Master Tisquissin in the morning. He makes all the business decisions.” 
 
    Randall tried to be as dismissive as possible. The entire situation gave him the creeps and he still hadn’t been able to get a hint of the man’s face inside the green hood despite his uncomfortable closeness. 
 
    “Really, Randall? That does surprise me. I was under the impression you were quite open to under-the-table offers. Like the one you made with Markos to make copies of the book you are coincidentally hiding underneath the table, well desk, between us.” 
 
    “I don’t know who Markos is,” Randall whispered truthfully, eyes wide, but there would be no prize for guessing it was the name of the oily merchant who had contracted him. 
 
    “He wouldn’t have given you his name, but you know who I’m talking about.” 
 
    Randall had no interest in hearing any more. He had obviously got himself involved in something he shouldn’t have and decided to say as much. “I think you have me mistaken for another scribe. Please leave.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Randall. You haven’t even heard my offer.” 
 
    “Please…” the boy begged, but what he was asking for was unclear even to himself. 
 
    The mysterious stranger chose to interpret the plea as one to proceed. “Very well, you’ve twisted my arm,” he chuckled. “I offer you threefold freedom.” 
 
    Randall blinked a couple of times not properly understanding what the figure meant. “Uh…” 
 
    The stranger clapped him on the shoulder with his hand. Randall could see that he was wearing a gauntlet, but it hadn’t felt like that when it touched him. “In exchange for the threefold freedom I offer, I wish you to perform a simple task for me.” 
 
    The man produced a slip of paper from his sleeve and placed it on the desk in front of Randall. The lad looked down at it. The cursive text seemed familiar, very similar to that which he had been copying under the cover of night all week, but he could see there were some key differences. Randall couldn’t read, but his keen eye could spot the alterations. 
 
    “I want you to add this to your current work in progress instead of the page in the daemonicon that should be there.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The daemonicon. It’s the name of the book you are copying. Not a particularly original title, and a bit derivative if you ask me.” 
 
    “No, I don’t care what the book is called. You want me to change what is in the copies of the book. I can’t do that. Markos is paying me to make perfect copies. I need that money. I won’t do it.” 
 
    “First, Randall, I don’t want you to change all of them. Just the one you are currently working on. The nineteenth, I believe it is. Trust me, Markos will never notice the difference,” the stranger assured him in an almost hypnotic tone. 
 
    Randall was almost gulled by the honeyed words but shook it off. “No. You might think me an easily bought orphan, but I have my integrity. I won’t create a false copy for you.” 
 
    The stranger chuckled and leaned back on the stool. “That is an admirable attitude, Randall. And one I can appreciate. But I think you’ll find my offer too attractive to deny.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, this threefold freedom. Well, I don’t need you to free me. I am on the path to doing that for myself,” Randall said with increased confidence. He even straightened his posture as he spoke. 
 
    “I wish that was the case my young friend, but it is not,” the stranger told him sadly. “I shall have to explain. The first freedom I offer you is freedom from this desk. This one is fairly self-explanatory. I can break those chains and get you out of this shop. Tonight. After you have finished your transcription with the one very minor alteration to a single copy made on my behalf, of course. 
 
    “The second freedom I offer is from this life you are trapped in. I can take you to somewhere your talents will not go unappreciated. Even should you escape your current captivity, opportunities for connectionless orphans in this land are few and far between.” 
 
    “I can manage that myself as soon as I’ve paid off the guild,” Randall interrupted. “They will help set me up on my own.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. Your plan to take the ten gold Markos will pay you and have the kind Tasha negotiate to bribe them on your behalf. I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but that kindly older woman is an arch manipulator that even I would be proud of. You are but one of dozens of put-upon apprentices she has fooled into believing she is on their side. She is not. At this very moment, she is sharing wine with your master and will likely be sharing his bed soon after. They would have taken your gold and split it between them and left you here, chained, robbed, and a terrific beating worse off.” 
 
    Randall gulped down his disappointment and shame. A part of him wanted to deny the words, but this stranger knew too much. His smooth confidence had a ring of authenticity. “And the third freedom?” he asked instead. 
 
    “Freedom from death, of course. It can’t have escaped the notice of an observant lad like yourself that Markos wore gloves when handing over the daemonicon to you?” 
 
    “Yes, he did. But that isn’t unusual. Many book dealers wear gloves when handling old tomes.” 
 
    “And yet he didn’t insist you do so as well, did he?” 
 
    The stranger was right, and Randall blanched at the implication. He had been such a fool. The book was clearly forbidden. Even if Randall couldn’t read it and be able to testify to the contents, would a shady opportunist leave a living witness behind? The boy pulled the book out from the cubby beneath his desk with shaking hands and almost dropped it. 
 
    “How?” he croaked. 
 
    “The leather was cured in a rather effective, slow acting, contact poison. Quite rare these days. I’d wager most apothecaries wouldn’t recognise the name if I were disposed to share it. Which I am not. Its efficacy has diminished over the centuries. Merely picking it up is no longer fatal but handling it as often as you have without protection certainly will be. 
 
    “It was a rather common deterrent against theft for volumes such as this when it was written, but the practice fell into disuse once thieves and inquisitors adapted. And with disuse, the due care and attention for such things no longer became the norm and we come full circle to your current predicament. 
 
    “In this case, the slow build-up of poison in your bloodstream that will leave you unaffected long enough for you to complete your task for Markos, while also ensuring your continued silence after you have delivered. You have three, perhaps four days. Worry not, Randall, my boy, I have the antidote. You’ll be right as rain in no time. Right after we have concluded our business for the night.” 
 
    The mild headaches and ill-humours Randall had recently experienced took on an entirely different hue in the boy’s mind. He had put it down to tiredness from the repeated late nights and intensive concentration on his work. It could still be that, but did he want to bet his life on it? 
 
     Randall looked at the green-clad stranger with fresh eyes. He came across as amiable but also radiated an undeniable ruthlessness. He was under no illusions that this man would leave him to die if he did not agree to do as asked. 
 
    “Integrity is an indulgence only the privileged can afford,” Randall said with resigned acceptance. 
 
    “Truer words have never been spoken. You really were wasted here, Randall. When you’re done, we’ll wrap the copies up with the original and leave them for collection. Pilbin will never notice an extra package and we wouldn’t want Markos to think you didn’t follow through on your bargain. He’ll simply assume you died a bit earlier than anticipated and your master is covering with a story of you running away to save his own reputation. The dastardly always suspect the worst in others.” 
 
    The boy nodded and got his workspace back in order and began to copy the slightly modified text provided by the stranger. 
 
      
 
    Ritual for the summoning of daemons devoted to the Great Dread: Shabbarth. 
 
      
 
    Randall didn’t understand a word of it. However, he had learned to recognise numerals. Pilbin thought it important he knew that much. If he was making changes for the stranger, then why not one for himself? At the top of the page, he scribbled the number nineteen. Randall had no idea if he would ever see any of these copies again, but if he did, he would know this was the one that differed from all the others. 
 
    Unseen by Randall the stranger observed his small addition and smiled widely in the depths of his impenetrable cowl. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The city of Centrani 
 
    400 years later. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Goran Meester and his wife Myra exited their cult leader’s home by the back servant’s entrance hauling the body between them. The voluminous black silk robes they wore were cool to the touch and added a certain air of importance to their fortnightly gatherings. However, they did make the job of dragging a portly, overweight male out of the house and down into the back alley much trickier. 
 
    “I cannot believe I let you sweet talk me into marrying such a useless dolt,” Myra snapped as she almost tripped descending the two stoop steps. 
 
    “This was not my fault, Myra,” Goran huffed, slightly out of breath and with the resignation of a man used to being browbeaten by his other half. 
 
    He defended himself out of habit and not out of any hope that his darling wife would listen or accept a single word. 
 
    “My mother told me I was marrying beneath my station, and she was right. The third son of a middling merchant house. What was I thinking?” 
 
    “Your mother was a dockside tavern wench, one step away from a doxy. I think you are mistaken as to who was marrying beneath themselves,” Goran muttered under his breath. 
 
    “What was that?” Myra screeched, her voice going up a full octave. 
 
    “Nothing dear. And can you keep your voice down, please. The last thing we need is to alert the watch as to what we are doing.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what to do!” 
 
    “Do you want to be caught? The kind of bribe necessary to make this go away will pauper the pair of us. No more dresses, lunches with the ladies of good breeding or any of the many other nice things your useless husband buys with the money he earns from his apparently third-rate mercantile business,” Goran snapped almost out of breath by the end. 
 
    “Don’t try and turn this back on me, Goran. We are in this mess because of you.” 
 
    “Like I said, dear, this is not my fault.” 
 
    “Whose fault is it then? I don’t recall anybody else buying a scrap of parchment from an itinerant tinker just because he looked like the kind of fellow who would be a diabolist. The ritual’s failure is why Petemon is making us do this and not his slaves. He is pissed at us for making him look like a fool in front of the rest of the cult.” 
 
    “The strange, green-robed astrologist we saw last week assured me that nineteen was my lucky number this month and you saw it scribbled on the top of that page. It was an obvious sign; how could I have known it wouldn’t work? Besides, it’s not like the ritual failed exactly…” Goran trailed off and looked down at the softly wheezing body he was dragging. Myra had ceased helping in any way once they were out of the house. 
 
    Myra stopped and glowered at her husband. The moonlight caught her at just the perfect angle. Her blonde tresses framed her heart-shaped face and sparkling blue eyes. For a heartbeat, Goran’s breath was taken away and he was taken back to the day ten years prior when he met his wife-to-be for the first time and the future seemed to be one open with endless possibilities for joy and happiness. 
 
    Then she opened her mouth, and her vituperative tongue shattered the illusion. “Imbecile! Does this look like a denizen of the Dark Reaches ready to shower us with wealth and power? We summoned a useless bloody drooler!” Myra punctuated her statement by kicking the hapless man lying in the filth of the back alley. 
 
    “Ah, yes, but we summoned something,” Goran emphasised. “That proves the ritual could work. What if Petemon is the one who screwed it up? He insisted on leading the ritual and I’m not sure about some of his pronunciations.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Myra answered in a slightly mollified tone, unwilling to admit she hadn’t thought of that and was mildly impressed by her husband. “I will speak to Tina Crossfields at lunch tomorrow and lead her to that conclusion. She’s the biggest gossip in the cult. Perhaps our reputation following this debacle can be salvaged, after all.” 
 
    “An excellent idea, dear. Now can you help with the disposal? The drooler is heavier than he looks, and we still have a fair way to go before we can dump him in the river.” 
 
    Myra looked at her husband with distaste at the mere suggestion. Then her eyes alighted on something across the alley or more correctly the absence of something. A drain into the ancient sewerage system. The iron grate had corroded and broken away. 
 
    Myra pointed at the drainage hole. “Let’s just dump him in the sewer.” 
 
    “That’s a bit close to Petemon’s home, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I seriously doubt anybody will find him down there. Anyway, it’s not like we care if that pompous ass gets caught by the watch. It might even help us step up in the cult if he were to be discovered.” 
 
    “Good point,” Goran agreed and dragged the helpless man across the alley and then leaned down and pushed him through the gap. The rusty grating gouged the soft, doughy flesh of the drooler, and the man mewled weakly in pain. After one last hefty shove by Goran, the drooler was through and slid down into the dark and muck. 
 
    “What now?” Goran asked his wife. 
 
    “The night is young and I’m feeling wide awake after all of this. Why don’t we go home and open a bottle of the Imperial Red? We can have a few glasses and then finish the night with a bit of rutting. I’m in the mood. We can break in the new serving girl. You know the one. Curly brown hair, cute button nose, and a curvy bum that you’ve been staring at since she started last week.” 
 
    “I have not!” 
 
    “Really? My mistake. Let’s call the whole idea off and go straight to bed then.” 
 
    “Let’s not be so hasty, dear.” 
 
    Myra didn’t answer and she smiled sweetly up at her husband to let him know she was only teasing. It reminded Goran of why he loved her so fiercely despite the not-so-occasional henpecking. Where else would he find an attractive wife with a libido to match his own and who was willing to join in bedding the help? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sixteen hours later the unfortunate soul that Goran and Myra had unceremoniously dumped in the sewer was alone in the dark. His internal organs were shutting down and he was very close to death. Quite frankly, this was to come as some relief to him. If he had been capable of doing so, he would likely have ended things many hours ago. 
 
    He did not, however, remain alone in his final minutes. 
 
    A familiar green-clad sorcerer emerged from the gloom and sniffed at the rather unpleasant smell of the environs that surrounded them. 
 
    Devantus dropped down on his haunches in front of the broken body in the sewer. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr Smith,” he said in a jovial tone that belied the gravity of the place and situation. 
 
    If Dave Smith had been capable of responding at that moment it would have been something filled with a litany of vulgarities. 
 
    “Don’t be like that, Mr Smith. Such language,” the sorcerer tutted despite his silence. “Yes, I know, you’ve had something of a bad day. Worry not, it is almost over. The welcome embrace of death fast approaches and then you will be onto your next adventure. One that I think you will enjoy a great deal more than the last twenty-four hours.” 
 
    Dave Smith did not respond. Not even a wheezed moan. Truthfully, he was barely conscious, but his silence and stillness managed to adequately express his resentment. 
 
    “Well, I can’t really blame you. If it helps, you won’t remember any of this in a few minutes’ time.” 
 
    It was the last thing Dave Smith heard as his heart finally gave out and shortly afterwards, starved of oxygen, brain death occurred, and his soul departed for the ethereal plane. 
 
    “Goodbye, Mr Smith. I’m sure you won’t mind but I do have one final need for your corporeal form, and I don’t think you have any further use for it.” 
 
    The sorcerer muttered a few indecipherable words and tapped the forehead of the almost dead body, and it was surrounded by a shimmering stasis field. He clapped his hands with satisfaction. The field would hold and prevent the body from fully expiring until it was needed. It would be tight, but he’d had closer shaves over the millennia. 
 
    Drakonis preferred not to get too physically involved if he could avoid it. However, this final touch required a bit of a hands-on approach. There was no one else down here but the rats. 
 
    The multiverse had a way of objecting and making his life difficult if he did too much himself. But they hardly ever reacted to actions by those who were supposed to be where they were. Even if they had been guided or manipulated into acting against the current of what was meant to be. 
 
    It often meant more work for him, but if he was honest with himself, it was a lot more fun than simply snapping his fingers and reshaping events to his liking. 
 
    Speaking of snapping, he snapped his fingers and disappeared in a puff of dark green smoke. Leaving the recently vacated body of Dave Smith, the man who would become the legendary Daxas, alone in the foul dark with nothing but the rodents for company. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Simeon Reedwhistle 
 
      
 
      
 
    My opponent smirked cruelly as he thrust his spear towards my guts for a second time. The bastard elf got lucky in the melee and managed to skewer me like a shish kabob with his shimmering mithril-tipped spearpoint. 
 
    The smug git had been fortunate that the sheer sun above had glinted from his polished ornate helm and dazzled me at just the wrong moment. Or the right moment from his perspective. I’d stumbled back onto my ass after the initial attack and now he was intent on finishing the job. 
 
    “Chief!” I vaguely heard Piotr roar from my side. 
 
    Almost simultaneously with the sound of his cry, the small body of my red-haired protégé was interposed between my prone form and the incoming spear. 
 
    What a brave, but bloody stupid boy. I didn’t deserve him or the loyalty he showed me at that moment. 
 
    The engraved leaf-shaped spearhead plunged into his chest just under his sternum. Piotr grabbed hold of the shaft just above the socket. With the spear firmly in his grip, he clenched his teeth and rolled off me, jerking the elf who held onto his spear tightly along with him. 
 
    I didn’t have time to think things through and sprang to my feet. Piotr doggedly held on to the elf’s spear and the elvish fool hadn’t surrendered the decorated and admittedly, pretty weapon. His pride and joy no doubt. Knowing the high elves as I did, the haughty bastard would never give it up to a lowly halfling street urchin. 
 
    In dungeons, you didn’t have to worry about that so much as you always got your equipment back, even if you dropped it, when you exited. But we weren’t in a dungeon. If someone managed to snaffle your gear before you perished, they’d get to keep it. That was an advantage for us smallfolk who were looked down upon, and Piotr had exploited it well. 
 
    He was learning. 
 
    Three short bounds and I closed the distance between us as the elf fought for control of his precious weapon. Drawing my trusty poniard from its scabbard, I stabbed its tip into the groin of my opponent. The elf squealed like a stuck pig but refused to release the haft of his spear. So, rapid-fire, I stabbed into the upper thighs on either side of his groin. Aiming for his femoral artery for maximum damage. 
 
    Seeing me in action, Piotr suddenly released his grip on the spear. The elf, surprised, fell backwards and landed on the blood-slicked sand with a groaning whimper. 
 
    A quick glance behind me confirmed the brave lad was still with me and was unstoppering a health potion. 
 
    With the knowledge he would likely be okay, I leapt on the chest of the elf, trapping his weapon against his gut. Once in position, I let loose with a flurry of strikes, stabbing under his armpit and into his throat. The elf weakly tried to ward me off, but his attempts were ineffective as he stubbornly kept one hand wrapped around the shaft of the spear. 
 
    My arm was raised and came down repeatedly until a smallish hand restrained my bicep. 
 
    “Um…I think he is dead, Chief,” Piotr stuttered. “Also, they’ve surrendered…it’s…uh…it’s bad form to keep killing them once they’ve given up, right?” 
 
    I leaned back on my haunches, calming myself and chuckled lightly. “Bad form, indeed. Very impolite. Halflings may be many things, but impolite is not one of them.” 
 
    “We should be alright, Chief. I’m fairly sure that one was done for after you stabbed him in the throat. The next twenty or so stabbings weren’t really necessary,” Piotr commented, deadly serious. It brought an inappropriate smile to my face. 
 
    On the horizon, I could see two large groups of warriors that I recognised approaching. Orcs and dark elves. Reinforcements from the guilds in our alliance. No wonder the elves had given up so suddenly. From what I could tell being in the eye of the storm, things had been fairly even between us up until that point. 
 
    Looking around me I couldn’t help but notice that the guild building had collapsed back into the arid earth. This appeared to have also helped trigger the general surrender of the elves. 
 
    Standing up, I took Piotr by the shoulders and gave him a thankful hug. As I broke the embrace, the lad’s cheeks reddening, I gave him a proper hard clip around the ear. “Whatever possessed you to do something so bloody foolhardy, you daft eejit?” 
 
    “We’re supposed to protect our chief, ain’t we, Chief? You are too important for us to lose,” Piotr mumbled in a slightly wounded tone. “Thrasher and Yorsashi sacrificed themselves.” 
 
    “Thrasher and Yorsashi took out almost a dozen high-ranked elves and prevented a breakthrough before they were cut down. And they can probably fight their way through any surprises waiting for them at the emergence pool.” 
 
    Piotr stared at the gravel in sullen silence. I ruffled his curly red hair good-naturedly and his smile returned as he pulled away like the embarrassed youngster he was. “Hmmm, it worked out today, but don’t make a habit of this noble self-sacrifice malarkey. Leave that for the miserable ballads these twats listen to,” I said and kicked the dead elf at my feet. 
 
    Bending down, I managed to find an unmarked part of the dead elf’s cloak and wiped my poniard clean with it, then sheathed the weapon quickly. The elf maintained a death grip on his spear, not that I wanted it for myself, but it could have been useful for someone else. 
 
    Never mind, you can’t win it all my dear Grandmamma used to say. But that was usually just a distraction as she wiped the floor with us young ‘uns at cards and took nearly every pot. 
 
    The conniving old biddy. 
 
    Damn, but I missed her. 
 
    By the time I’d finished cleaning and reminiscing, Arash had joined me from the rear ranks where he had commanded our ranged forces. The dwarf twins were approaching our position from the opposite direction, escorting a single elf from the enemy lines. 
 
    “What’s the butcher’s bill like?” I asked the human archer before the other three arrived. 
 
    “Not too bad, all things considered,” Arash answered. “A little over half it seems. Sindar and Pacclo were slain in the fighting.” 
 
    “A win is a win, I suppose,” I grunted. 
 
    “Provided Torvald and the Blue Pennant do their job at the emergence pool in the City, they should be fine,” Arash added. 
 
    “Let’s not take the risk, eh? We hadn’t expected two platoons of Lightsteel Companions to be here. The last thing we need is any of those arrogant bastards overwhelming and detaining our people when they return. High-elf pride could lead them down the path of doing something permanent.” 
 
    “Prevention is better than vengeance,” Piotr interjected sagely. “For all parties.” 
 
    I ruffled his hair, embarrassing him again. “Quite right. Arash, intercept the Sons of the Shadow and ask Nel’Van to head directly to the City and support Torvald should he need it. We can handle things here with Zagog’s help.” 
 
    The human archer habitually scratched behind his ear before he nodded and took off across the hot gravel. As the dust kicked up by Arash started to settle a fresh dervish was brewed by the stomping of the dwarf twins as they delivered the lone elf between them to me. 
 
    The elf’s armour, while more ornate than any of the functional gear we wore was not as ostentatious as what I’d grown accustomed to when dealing with their leadership. He bowed at the waist before taking a knee in front of me and proffering his sabre. 
 
    “This is Elauthuin,” the twins creepily grunted in unison.  
 
    I moved forward to take the sabre from him and as my hand got near, he raised the sabre, just out of my reach. 
 
    A flash of anger at his temerity flitted across my mind and then his head came up and his azure eyes met mine with firm resolve. 
 
    “I proffer my sabre of office as a sign of our culpable surrender to end this official guild war between us,” Elauthuin said and then shifted the sabre, so the tip grazed his throat and the pommel pointed above my head. 
 
    Neither the stress he put on the word official, nor his offer of culpable surrender was accidental. There had been nothing official about this conflict. The Dark Moon Rising had not adhered to the accepted rules of engagement when starting this battle. The Gleaming Towers could make life very difficult for us going forward if they chose and we’d assumed they would. We knew that going in, but the situation hadn’t left us a choice. 
 
    Elauthuin was offering a trade. 
 
    By recognising the war as official and admitting culpability, that future difficulty went away. On the other side of the coin, if the war was official, then by the guild’s codes of conduct the war would be over. All conflict was to cease and most importantly all prisoners were to be returned, unmolested. 
 
    We wouldn’t be able to do anything nasty and permanent, like stripping them of their soul marks and abandoning them in dungeons or ending the Gleaming Towers guild entirely. A very real possibility with the losses they had incurred before we even arrived on the battlefield. if we proved to be the kind of dishonourable opportunists that would do something of that nature. 
 
    I can’t deny I wasn’t tempted to refuse and do just that. 
 
    It was a fair trade, though, and would resolve most of the headache Daxas’ little war had caused me. There was only one question that remained. Did Elauthuin have the authority to make such an offer? High Elves didn’t typically resort to barefaced lying, but then they didn’t typically launch dungeon extermination campaigns either. 
 
    “Where are Taliel and Ardryll? What about your new Guild Mistress? Lady Silvermayne, I think she is called.” 
 
    Elauthuin grimaced as I said the names. “Councillor Taliel and Prince Ardryll were killed by your…dungeon allies, along with the few surviving members of the elite shortly after your guild building was summoned. Lady Silvermayne then fought them and appeared to be victorious. 
 
    “She used magic I have never seen wielded in the Realms. It was equally terrifying and magnificent. She was last seen pursuing a man whom I presume was the Wolf King into the outpost. He emerged shortly after to free his surviving companions and then re-entered the outpost with them afterwards. 
 
    “Lady Silvermayne has not been seen, but all Gleaming Towers members received a notification that she was no longer our Guild Mistress and then the outpost dissolved. We can only assume she has been slain or…” 
 
    “Taken as one of the Wolf King’s mates,” I finished for him. “He’s a lusty bastard and has never been one to waste an opportunity. Especially not one served up to him on a silver platter. Pun intended.” 
 
    “The remaining platoon leaders nominated me as field general and empowered me to offer you these terms.” 
 
    That should be enough to satisfy the other guilds and convince them to stay out of this, but Daxas wasn’t the only one who didn’t waste opportunities. 
 
    I reached up and seized hold of the leather grip of the sabre but didn’t pull it from his grasp. “I accept your terms with one condition. Any elves who wish to defect to the Dark Moon Rising may do so without repercussion or censure from the Gleaming Towers or the Lightsteel Companions.” 
 
    “Why?” Elauthuin mumbled in surprise. “Don’t you hate us?” 
 
    “Hate is a strong word, Elauthuin. Irritated by is closer to the truth. As to why, I want my guild to grow stronger. You and your people are some of the finest warriors in the Proving Grounds. Halflings aren’t known for being vindictive, well, not very much. 
 
    “Now, if you’ll pardon my bluntness, the Towers, and likely the other high elf guilds are buggered after what Lady Silvermayne had you do. They may not fall today, but their strength has been gutted and you have few friends in the City. Things…well, those guilds are in for a torrid time. Dark days, filled with struggle. Why not join the winning side instead?” 
 
    Elauthuin looked thoughtful for a moment. “All of us?” he asked. 
 
    “Sure,” I replied. “Except for Taliel. That prick tried to expunge my guild. He can go hang for all I care. I said halflings weren’t vindictive much, not never.” 
 
    Elauthuin smiled at that. He must not have liked Taliel either. “I doubt he would have agreed anyway. I accept your terms…and will pass your words on to my brothers. Some of them will doubtless refuse, but I for one shall take you up on your offer.” 
 
    “That’s good enough for me,” I told him and gently pulled the sabre from his hands, formalising the pact between our guilds. 
 
    I received a notification from the Proving Grounds that a written copy of our pact was now in my inventory. That had never happened before, and I couldn’t help but wonder if it was another example of how Daxas had turned what we knew of this place on its head. 
 
    Elauthuin rose from the gravel and with the dwarf twins on either side of him, hurried back over to the cluster of surviving elves. 
 
    Retrieving the pact document from my inventory I turned to my young protégé. “Piotr, run this over to Nel’Van and Arash. Those in the City ought to be informed as soon as possible. This should make things a bit more agreeable at the emergence pool.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Taliel 
 
      
 
    I awakened at the bottom of the pool and felt the gentle current lift me through the miraculously dry waters, towards the surface. It had been many years since I last experienced this particular journey. As pleasant as it felt, I had not intended to experience it again until I left this place. 
 
    The Wolf King and his ridiculously oversized maul were the last things I recalled. That hairy bastard would pay. 
 
    As I rose through the waters a notification wormed its way into my consciousness. 
 
    Success! 
 
    Lady Silvermayne was no more. Or at least she was no longer the guild leader and we had been freed from her insanity and influence. 
 
    Plans quickly swirled in my mind as my body travelled the last few metres to the lip of the pool. If I acted swiftly the guild could be mine to control, at last. Prince Ardryll wouldn’t be a concern any longer. Silvermayne had effectively broken him, and any oaths of support were severed when the coward had ceded power to her without a fight. 
 
    Some of my closest rivals had been a match for me in the duelling ring, but I’d seen to it that they were caught up in Silvermayne’s madness. Should any of them emerge alive and victorious then it should propel them out of the Grounds to the Heavens. The dead or defeated who remained would offer me no challenge. 
 
    Only a master strategist and diplomat like me could have built a platform of victory from the wasteland of sorrow and hopelessness. 
 
    Reaching the surface, I hopped from the pool, a wide grin on my face, and my sabre in hand. 
 
    I would likely have to bloody my blade with the halfling’s foolish followers before I returned in glory to my guild house. 
 
    However, there was no flashpoint of battle before me. Just the billowing moustache of that buffoon Torvald. He was surrounded by a cadre of his Blue Pennant soldiers. I should not be surprised they had got involved on Simeon’s behalf. 
 
    This would only spare the halfling’s guild for a short while. 
 
    Others were emerging around me at different sections of the circumference of the pool and they were being handed an official scrolled parchment. 
 
    “Ah, Taliel, we have been expecting you,” Torvald said as I blinked in confusion at the lack of combat. 
 
    Was there a hint of gleeful menace in his tone? Then he stepped forward, one of those scrolls in his hands. 
 
    “Any violence will be met with an instant and unparalleled response in kind. Hold your peace and you can walk away unharmed.” 
 
    I could see members of the Blue Pennant and the Sons of the Shadow had surrounded the pool in force. Those coming out that belonged to the halfling’s guild were being let through directly, some of them even joining the encircling army. But I could also see that some of my fellow elves were being allowed through too. 
 
    It seemed the moustachioed brute was telling the truth.  
 
    “This is for you,” he said, handing me the scroll in his hand. “You can keep it. As you can see, we have made plenty of copies. Enough for everyone. Consider it a gift for your earlier assistance. Or should I say your earlier attempt to get us to do your dirty work,” he finished referring to the warning I had given him earlier. 
 
    I snatched the vellum parchment from his hands and unfurled it quickly to read what nonsense they had come up with. Torvald must think himself so canny to have figured out my true motivations. And yet, he and his fellows had danced to my tune regardless. Paving the way for the accomplishment of my aims. That was what true power, and the ability to wield it competently, looked like. 
 
    It didn’t matter what threats they made, once the Gleaming Towers was under my thumb, I’d use our influence and position to expunge every last one of them. We’d been too soft on the lesser beings. Time to stamp our authority in a way that they would feel. 
 
    Such thoughts fled my mind, though, once I finished the first paragraph of the parchment. 
 
    “Culpable surrender! By the thrice sundered tower of Mariel who would agree to such a thing,” I cried with anger. 
 
    “I believe his name was Elauthuin,” Torvald supplied with a smug quirk of his overly bristled upper lip. 
 
    “Elauthuin! Impossible. He is barely a junior officer. He does not have the authority to speak for the guild in this matter.” 
 
    Even as the words left my mouth, I knew with a sinking feeling this was not true. Lady Silvermayne was gone. The council and the elites were either dead, delving, or awaiting resurrection through the pool. 
 
    “He was unanimously elected to the position of field general. That gave him the authority and the Proving Grounds has recognised it,” a new voice called from the other side of the pool. 
 
    It was the dark elf, Nel-Van Lackspire. Another who would rue the day he did not bow in my presence. No matter, this was merely an inconvenience. A bump in the road that I would take great pleasure in smoothing out. 
 
    “I will deal with the coward Elauthuin, later,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    “I don’t think you will,” Torvald publicly contradicted me. The absolute cheek of the man. “You haven’t read to the end, yet. Elauthuin is no longer a personage of your concern.” 
 
    Despite my desire to ignore his blatant needling, I couldn’t help myself and glanced back down at the document and read on with growing ire. They were openly courting our guild members. Encouraging them to defect. Had that fool, Elauthuin, not offered culpable surrender such an atrocious and egregious breach of guild protocol was forbidden. 
 
    “Faugh!” I scoffed. “You can keep the traitorous cur. He’ll fall to ruin with the rest of you. Only those who have bankrupted their honour like him would accept such a pathetic approach.” 
 
    As I finished my retort, I spotted a familiar figure huddling behind Torvald’s wall of men. “Prince Ardryll. I will accompany you back to the guild house and we can begin the restoration work. There is no need for us to spend another minute with these wretches.” 
 
    Playing nice until we were out of earshot seemed like the wisest course of action. Once I had Ardryll alone I would see to it that he understood his new place in the hierarchy. 
 
    Below me. 
 
    He could prove useful as a council member. There were those who still respected the Suntower name and lineage, regardless of who it was attached to. 
 
    Ardryll Suntower cringed as I spoke and tried to make himself smaller. 
 
    “The prince will not be joining you either,” Torvald gloated. 
 
    I stood there, gobsmacked. Ardryll was a Suntower. A prince of the elven imperium, even if he was the fourteenth son of a minor branch patriarch. That he would forsake his kin and stoop to serve lesser beings was…Well, I had no words to describe the scandalous depravity. 
 
    At a signal from Torvald, several of his clansmen came forward and hustled me away from the pool and through their lines. They marched me a few hundred metres away down the boulevard that led to the Gleaming Towers Guild Headquarters. 
 
    I made no effort to stop them. There were a handful of other elves standing around or listlessly making their way back to our guild building. Far fewer than I could possibly have imagined a few minutes ago. 
 
    The gravity of what Torvald said began to intrude through the fog of shock. As did the final line of the missive. That all were welcome to apply to the halfling’s alliance of guilds. All but me. 
 
    How many of these few who had refused so far would slip away in the night when they realised how little strength we now possessed? A third? Half? Most of them? 
 
    My path to the position of Highest was unopposed. For all the good that would do me now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    After we left the core floor, Jezebel was put to work mining ore, under the watchful eye of one of my alternates, in one of the many resource rooms I possessed. I’d decided to break her into the monotonous drudgery of certain aspects of dungeon life slowly. And put aside Jen’Zadeer’s idea for a hair shirt. 
 
    The boredom and my constant presence would allow my sexual magnetism to worm its way past her current state of unabated fury and reawaken the passion the beautiful goddess harboured for me. Jezebel’s past experiences with me, wounded pride, and rampant ambition had allowed her to bury that attraction very deep and out of sight. 
 
    She was an incredibly strong-willed woman, with the power of a goddess. It would take time for her innate desire for a devilishly charming wolf king to become dominant in her headspace. Especially while survival and the sting of defeat and humiliation were so fresh. Keeping her angry would only slow my unconventional method of seduction. 
 
    I had but one week above before the Divine Challenge truly started. Although that meant considerably longer in the dungeon, provided all went as expected topside. Jezebel had the lifespan of an immortal. A few months of inconvenience would not shift her attitude on its own. 
 
    My disciples weren’t bothered by my decision to go easier on her. Mainly because after we had captured Jezebel and reclaimed the outpost a grand celebration took place. 
 
    Wine, ale, and spirits flowed freely and were consumed in ever greater quantities. There was dancing, singing, raucous laughter, and many other pleasurable distractions. 
 
    Honestly, with over thirty beautiful mates to satisfy I was almost worn out by the end. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    I said as much to Tenzing as we walked down the winding corridors to the viewing lounge where we did most of our strategising. My final rest day was scant minutes from beginning. “You know what, buddy. As much as it pains me to admit, I’m not sure there is much more of me to go around. If I pick up many more disciples or dungeons, it could leave me drained dry.” 
 
    “You would find a way, Daxas. You always do,” Tenzing chuckled at my side. 
 
    “That is probably true,” I agreed with a big smile on my face. My mind flashed to the shared bedroom where a slumbering version of me was wrapped in exhausted, feminine, naked bodies. 
 
    Sleep tight and replenish your strength, you’re going to need it. I thought silently to myself. Other people might be worried by the nature of my increasingly split consciousness, but not me. Perhaps that was a by-product of the compartmentalisation. 
 
    Thinking about that tweaked a query within my psyche. 
 
    “Tell me, Tenzing. Do you think it would be a good idea to let Jezebel know that even if she had managed to kill my avatar with her Soul Blast, she wouldn’t have been able to harvest my energy as I’d compartmentalised much of it and squirrelled it away?” 
 
    “Well, we don’t know for sure that would have worked, Daxas,” Tenzing hedged. 
 
    “Of course, it would have worked,” Alyssa practically purred as we rounded a bend and found her waiting at the threshold of the lounge. “You can be a little too cautious with your projections at times, brother. Your logic was flawless.” 
 
    Tenzing smiled at Alyssa’s term of endearment. It made sense, they were both created from the same source, which effectively made them siblings. Although I couldn’t recall either of them using such an address with one another before. At least not around me. 
 
    “I shall defer to your confidence…sister,” he answered shyly, trying out the word for the first time. 
 
    Alyssa gave him a warm encouraging smile and then gave me a much more salacious one. 
 
    “I thought you were in the pile of exhausted but satisfied ladies,” I teased. 
 
    Alyssa winked in response. “I’m indefatigable in the dungeon, darling.” 
 
    I wrapped my arm around her waist and guided her into the lounge. As we settled ourselves into the black leather couch one of the kitchen-based goblins I had reassigned to assist in the lounge served us drinks. 
 
    “As for your earlier question, Daxas,” Tenzing continued once we had glasses in hand. “I don’t think it would be wise.” 
 
    “You don’t think understanding the degree of control I possess might help smooth her ruffled feathers? Convince her that betting on me winning out is the safest option.” 
 
    “In her current state of mind, no.” 
 
    “I have to agree with my brother on this,” Alyssa added. “For all her strength and defiance, I sense Jezebel’s esteem is in a fragile state right now. Part of that is the constant threat and manipulation she has been subjected to. Of which, I participated in and am a little responsible for. 
 
    “The best course of action is to continue as we have begun. Keep her occupied with mundane tasks, with your presence nearby at all times. Allow Jezebel to come to the conclusions we want under her own steam.” 
 
    “After what has happened, do we have the time for that?” I pressed. 
 
    “We can always shift our stance if the days start to run out. A little distance between the livid scar of defeat can only improve our chances of getting a Divine Lord willing to fight at our side during the challenge.” 
 
    “Very well, I shall be patient. Although time really is a concern now. I’ve maintained a confident outer shell, but I need you to be honest, how badly fucked are we?” 
 
    “The turn of events has not been ideal,” Alyssa admitted. “Thankfully, the rest day is only a few minutes away and the Waterfalls of Oblivion dungeon has survived. They will undergo the Divine Challenge tomorrow. This means tomorrow is your last chance to make changes and that will require us to adjust our strategy somewhat.” 
 
    I nodded along, having expected as much. 
 
    Tenzing took up the baton. “I think our original plan of conquering the other eligible female dungeons will have to be dropped. There were only three viable candidates, but you will have no opportunity to integrate their dungeons into your overall design if you claim them next week. 
 
    “Adding them at this late juncture would be a risk. Without your specialised additions, we would only be offering the challengers opportunities to take it easier and recover on their way to the core floor.” 
 
    “That is disappointing. Moreso because it aligns with my thoughts on the matter,” I agreed with my blue-skinned adviser. “Privately, I’ve been having doubts about whether to proceed in that direction anyway. On paper, an extra twenty-five or so disciples sounds like a benefit, but most of them would be male. Integrating Tamara’s male disciples into the fold has not been very successful. They obey my orders, but there is an underlying resentment and petulance they can’t or won’t shake off.” 
 
    “That would be your sexual magnetism aura coming home to roost, I’m afraid,” Alyssa commiserated me. “As helpful as it can be in encouraging cooperation from women, it can have the opposite effect on men. Especially with prolonged exposure. 
 
    “You have been fortunate with Marux, the aura has had a limited effect due to the minotaur’s natural solitary lifestyle. Because of that, most of the time he does not perceive you as a threat. Gretsch, the aura has worked on, but he is also a goblin and easily intimidated, which you are rather good at. Even so, he was a liability for quite some time and for much of that period your aura was weaker than it is today. 
 
    “I’m forced to agree that additional male disciples would be of limited value, probably less useful than another life-seeded warrior.” 
 
    “Okay, then we are agreed. No expansion to the number of dungeons next week. That doesn’t mean we can’t add to my repertoire of female disciples,” I said, my good humour rapidly returning. 
 
    “I thought you said you didn’t have much more to go around,” Tenzing teased. 
 
    “I have reserves, deep reserves,” I boasted. 
 
    “You certainly do, lover,” Alyssa chuckled and moved in for a kiss. “Unfortunately, certain factors are going to stifle us on that front as well. By now, the Wolf King’s reputation has preceded you to all corners of the Proving Grounds. Those who found the idea appealing have already made their way here and joined you. Those appalled are staying away, far away. There is a very small handful sitting on the fence in the guild, but our time constraints mean most are unlikely to change their minds by the end of next week. 
 
    “And unless you claimed them before the end of tomorrow it’s too late for them to participate anywhere other than the final room of the core floor.” 
 
    All good points. I had relaxed my acquisition strategy thinking we had a few more weeks. Although Alyssa was correct, we had already swept up the most willing volunteers. Our efforts would be better spent concentrating on the dungeon rather than outside of it. 
 
    “I will speak with Simeon and see what the Dark Moon Rising can do,” I said. 
 
    Tenzing sucked in his breath as I finished. “Based on your previous conversations I don’t think Simeon would be willing to gather more women for your cause.” 
 
    “No worries, Tenzing. I wasn’t contemplating any kind of aggressive or acquisitive approach that would offend his sensibilities. We are in the endgame, perhaps it is time we started being blunt about what I can offer.” 
 
    “Reconstitution,” Alyssa said, filling in the blank. 
 
    “Precisely,” I answered. “Although it would be a waste for any woman to pass up on what yours truly has to offer,” I said and pointed at my body in a sweeping gesture that got an eyeroll from Tenzing and a speculative wink from Alyssa. “But there might be some who would want to take a chance on living again. I wouldn’t need to claim them until the dying minutes of next week. It can’t hurt to put the offer out there.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how successful such a tactic will be, but you are right that it will do you no harm,” Tenzing agreed. 
 
    As we finished that conversation the wolf howls reverberated throughout my dungeon signalling the end of the week and the beginning of my last true rest day. There would be little rest next week. 
 
    Up on the big screen, the flashing icons of the rest day notifications tried to bedazzle us, and I wasted no time opening them up in a cascade of screens. However, there were not as many as I’d grown accustomed to. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You have ranked up. 
 
    We are happy to inform you that based on your position on the leader board you have advanced to rank 74. 
 
    Well done on making it this far. 
 
    The Caverns of Jen’Zadeer advances with you and has reached rank 72. The Forest of Xanathia advances with you and has reached rank 69. The Caves of Gorgoth advances with you and has reached rank 74. 
 
    As a rank 74 dungeon, that maintains a first floor, you must increase the minimum size of your eighth floor from 15 to 20 rooms and you will be unable to make any changes to your dungeon layout until this requirement is met. If your dungeon does not meet these requirements, a missed soul mark tithe penalty will be applied each week. 
 
    You have the option to close your existing lower floors. If you do, then the room requirement for the eighth floor increases to 40. 
 
      
 
    This was the standard rank-up notice. The most noteworthy element was how little I’d advanced. 
 
    “Only five ranks!” I yelled. “What the fuck? We crushed four dungeons ourselves and Jezebel’s shenanigans accounted for a few more. After the Arbiter’s intervention, I’m supposed to go as high as my fallen total can take me and that’s pretty damn high.” 
 
    “Dead man’s shoes, remember, darling,” Alyssa consoled me. “The higher you go the fewer positions there are to slot into.” 
 
    Tenzing continued. “And the rank one hundred spots don’t become available until only one dungeon remains to be challenged. With you sitting in the queue, they are not part of the equation.” 
 
    I pursed my lips tightly in frustration. I’d been counting on being higher ranked, significantly higher. My three pre-existing dungeons had risen by five ranks each. The newest addition, Tamara’s Caves of Gorgoth, had only gone up by two and joined the Lair as rank seventy-four. 
 
    The only saving grace was that both the Lair and the Caverns of Jen’Zadeer had passed the next rank threshold and that gave me two major perks. 
 
    “Well, any discussion on what other major perks we might take has been rendered moot,” I grunted. “We can complete the Leatherworking and Metalworking paths, but only by the skin of our teeth.” 
 
    “I believe I’ve heard you refer to it as a silver lining,” Tenzing commented. 
 
    “I’m struggling to see this as anything but a setback if I’m being honest.” 
 
    My attention reverted back to the notification screens. 
 
      
 
    Phantom Progenitor 5 (afforded by the Fertility speciality) 
 
    You have planted life seeds in thirty-two or more women. 
 
    When expectant ‘mothers’ come to term there is a 40% chance of ‘twins’. (2 Life Seeds created) 
 
      
 
    Advancing Phantom Progenitor to rank five was my only achievement of the week. Unlike my ranks, I could continue to accrue these over my final week, but as none of the achievement trees I was currently on would actively assist me during the Divine Challenge, doing so was fairly inconsequential. 
 
    I wouldn’t complain about gathering more life seeds, though. If a mob had already been purchased and placed in the dungeon before next week they could be seeded during the week or on the next rest day before the challenge officially began. More mobs capable of independent action would always be a benefit. 
 
    We chatted about our options for a while, but surprisingly, despite what had happened, we barely altered our course at all. 
 
    After that, it was time to get down to brass tacks and implement the planned changes. 
 
    The Lair needed a new floor but that was easily incorporated. The plan remained to force the challengers to come through the Lair first. So, I updated the Caves of Gorgoth in the same manner as the Caverns of Jen’Zadeer and Forest of Xanathia and reduced it from two floors to a single top-tier floor. 
 
    Tamara’s dungeon had been around for a lot longer than either Jen or Nessa’s. There had been a great deal more invested in it, therefore, I kept changes to a minimum. I shifted her monstrous mythological floor over virtually wholesale as a new front half for the siren-filled sea. It cost a bit extra to expand the room sizes to accommodate minimal alterations to the layout. The leftover rooms were used to create the optional secret army wing I had in every dungeon. 
 
    The back half of her final floor, I kept as the siren sea. But I shored up a few of the weaknesses we had uncovered, increasingly its lethality. 
 
    In fact, as experience earned this week would be largely pointless for me as I wouldn’t be able to spend it to improve the dungeons, I instituted changes to all those final floors increasing their lethality. I would warn my guilds of the updates and advise them to remain out of those dungeons and only run the floors found in the Lair. 
 
    With the official updates completed, I updated my armies as much as my pool of experience and soul marks would allow. Inwardly I grinned, despite the setbacks and condensed timeframe they had become a formidable force. I now had more than three and a half thousand troops concealed in five secret wings, one in each of the four dungeons and the fifth attached to the core floor. Around seven hundred and fifty murderous souls in each army. 
 
    They weren’t all life-seeded yet, I didn’t quite have enough to go around. But my projections on how many additional seeds we would accumulate suggested we should just about accommodate them all. At worst, a couple of dozen would have to go without. 
 
    All of a sudden, I was feeling inordinately confident again. 
 
    The Divine Challengers would all be the equivalent of rank one hundred, but their numbers would be limited by the number of Lords in attendance. Individually they were likely stronger, but at best they could muster a couple of hundred to face my thousands. 
 
    And I had a few other aces up my sleeve, ready to play if something unexpected happened. 
 
    Progress on my topside warriors-cum-tavern maids remained limited. Their external nature meant I could only use my coin to improve them, and I had no equivalent to soul marks that I could convert to increase my funds massively. Unless you counted my position as Guild Master of four different guilds that put me in a unique position for embezzlement. 
 
    As external features, the tavern maids could be improved without the end-of-rest-day delay that affected their dungeonborn cousins. I thought it best to leave the pilfering until the last minute. Simeon had a penchant for whining over every little detail, even about the stuff that was done for his benefit. 
 
    He would definitely be stubborn about this. The guild would struggle to recoup what I planned to take without me around. That I was the one bending the rules to line their pockets in the first place he would conveniently hand-wave away. Best to leave it until he was distracted with my parting gifts. 
 
    If things went as planned, they wouldn’t be needing the funds after next week anyway and Simeon may never even discover my larceny. Thieving from the guilds would provide a small increase in the strength of my external forces. 
 
    The last thing I needed to do was the personal updates. The few hours I’d put aside to play around with this became unnecessary as we had far fewer points to assign than I’d anticipated. We had moved into the next spell tier but with so few points available, there were not many decisions to be made. 
 
    The greater versions of Heal, Regrowth, Fireball, Chain Lightning, Hex and Chill Zone became accessible, increasing each spell’s effectiveness and that is where most of the points were distributed across the board. As well as bumping Greater Summon Beasts to rank five to reduce the cooldown and potentially make it reusable in a single battle. After that, most of us only had a single point left over which I dropped into the most relevant stat. 
 
    When I finished, I had a gander at what would be the version of me that had to fight for my very existence. 
 
      
 
    Name: Daxas 
 
    Species: Lupus Rex 
 
    Rank: 74 
 
    Strength: 27 
 
    Agility: 26 
 
    Stamina: 26 
 
    Mana: 50 
 
    Spell Power: 100 
 
    Resilience: 27 
 
    Dungeon Power: 74 
 
    Health: 520/520 
 
    Unspent Experience: 42,000 
 
    Soul Marks: 120 
 
    Fallen Total: 19,236 
 
    Skills: Mining 86, Hunting 85, Gathering 87, Farming 85, Smelting 87, Butchering 87, Woodwork 86, Masonry 83, Metal Work 86, Leather Work 94, Alchemy 85, Enchanting 91, General Crafting 64 
 
    Damage Reduction: 27 for all damage types. 
 
    Spells:  
 
    Life Domain: Greater Summon Beasts 5, Venom 5, Greater Regrowth 4, Camouflage 3. 
 
    Lightning Domain: Greater Electro Claws 5, Lightning Bolt 5, Greater Chain Lightning 4, Electrified 3. 
 
    Sanctified Domain: Greater Heal 5, Greater Bless 4, Purge 5 
 
    Aura of Dominance: Variable base of 30 
 
    Aura of Fear: Variable base of 15 
 
    Aura of Sexual Magnetism: Variable base of 15 
 
    (Full character sheets can be found at the end of the book) 
 
      
 
    I would need to redouble my efforts on pushing some of my crafting skills as high as they could go. It was tedious work, but then that’s what multiple avatars were for. It was time to see how far I could tax my mental reserves. 
 
    I’d learned I could comfortably control three at once. In fact, I had three in operation right now, though one of them was asleep at the bottom of the flesh pile. I was confident I could handle five with aplomb, especially if the extras were engaged in monotonous and repetitive tasks that required little concentration. If I worked on it, I could likely push that out to six, maybe even seven. That would see my skills grow in no time. 
 
    Growing my skills and preparing all the gear for the coming challenge wouldn’t be the only thing my disciples and I would be getting up to this week. 
 
    There was one unexpected benefit to our modest rank improvement. It left more dungeons vulnerable to my conquest activity and I planned on taking advantage of that to conquer and destroy as many as was feasible. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    The curious thing about perception, particularly the perception of time, is how it shifts depending on your situation. For over a decade, down in the dungeon, I had been frustrated by the slow pace of the clock up above while so much time flowed down below. Despite its necessity and the advantages that it conferred upon me. 
 
    But once we were into that final week. It seemed as if the calendar never ceased to flip as the months and then a full year and more flew by. Until we were faced with only one more day above ground. One more set of dungeon runs that could be run by the guilds that paid homage to me. Those runs ticked off one by one and now after all the waiting, it felt as if we were running short of the commodity that once seemed to be in overabundance. 
 
    My time was almost up. I couldn’t shake the nagging sensation that there was some unfinished business that I’d forgotten and would never have a chance to complete, but I could never quite put my finger on what. In the end, I had to put it down to the bundle of nervous energy that had built up inside me that left me feeling ripe to burst. 
 
    Everything was ready. Everything I could prepare had been prepared. Almost everything I could do had been done. Including the elimination of many other dungeons. 
 
    I’d pissed off a lot of my fellow dungeon cores with that activity. Well, the ones that didn’t get a visit from me were pissed off. Those I’d attacked weren’t saying much of anything anymore. I would feel bad about it if most of them weren’t dicks that had it coming to them. 
 
    My selection process had only two requirements. The dungeon had to be ranked high enough that we could attack, obviously. And that they were either vicious or stingy when it came to dealing with adventurers. 
 
    Those imprisoned here ought to think of it as an act of public service, though they didn’t. The guilds received no end of complaints about their complicity, mostly from unaffiliated adventurers. It was my good deed, a parting gift should I not make it through what was to come. Even if most other adventurers were too conditioned by circumstance to see it. 
 
    I’d hoped that my shining example of cooperation between cores and adventurers would inspire others to adopt a similar approach. Not for altruistic reasons, of course. I just wanted to keep screwing with the Lord’s unfair playground even after I was gone. 
 
    Sadly, the cores remained stubbornly unmoved by my exemplary behaviour. Perhaps slaughtering those that strayed furthest from my philosophy would shake something loose and drive that spanner deeper into the works. 
 
    This modus operandi had been successful in remodelling the behaviour of adventurers and the guilds they formed. After I got finished with the Black Hills Brigade, the Jagged Boar Tusks and the Gleaming Towers, genuine change seemed to be in the air. Simeon, Torvald, Nel’Van, and Zagog had been inundated with well-wishing and inquiries. The artificial barriers between guilds were collapsing. 
 
    This would aid the unaffiliated moaning minnies, who would never get a chance to thank me. I did have to frequently remind myself that for them it had only been a week and it would take time for the changes I’d wrought to bed in. 
 
    One of the three things I had left on my agenda concerned the guilds and I had a meeting scheduled with them during the last few minutes before midnight. 
 
    I knew thanks to Tenzing and Alyssa that Divine Challenges did not begin at the stroke of midnight, so that wouldn’t be an issue. My dungeon would be sealed to challengers until noon. Any Lords and the forces they assembled were placed in seclusion within the Proving Grounds and were only released an hour before my dungeon became accessible. One advantage we got from them using their True Minds was that they wouldn’t be able to spy on us for those few hours giving us a bit more latitude.  
 
    The second thing I needed to do was already underway. Spending some private time with each of my mates before the final battle began. Including three last-gasp disciples claimed by me at the beginning of the day. We might not get another chance until after the challenge. 
 
    The third and final item on my agenda had to be dealt with now. 
 
    Jezebel. 
 
    I would make one last attempt at convincing Jezebel to join us. 
 
    Currently one of my avatars was following her discretely through one of my superior resource rooms. One with an Amazonian jungle setting. 
 
    Jezebel was garbed in a simple figure-hugging white robe that was cinched around her waist with the soul chain we had to leave in place to ensure her compliance and that she didn’t try to escape. She carried her ivory long spear which had become a necessity in this resource room. The choicest prizes were the most difficult to attain. 
 
    The goddess wandered nonchalantly into a small clearing with an air of distraction. She couldn’t deceive me, but then I wasn’t who her performance was directed at. 
 
    As she sat down on a conveniently placed boulder the foliage around her began to slither from the surrounding jungle. Seven vegetative mouths that reminded me of the leaves of a Venus flytrap shot out from the boughs of the nearby trees and snapped at the composed goddess. The outer shell of the snapping pod was a deep green and the inside was a blood-red colour, almost like flesh. 
 
    These monstrosities were native to the Realms and were called Clam Snappers. So named because the plant’s mouth looked like a clam. In the wild, they were not big enough to attack a person. They fed on rodents, the particularly big ones might be able to handle a rabbit, but here almost anything was possible, and they grew much larger. 
 
    Jezebel instantly reacted to the attacks of the carnivorous plants. She hopped up onto the boulder and launched herself upward and over the snapping plant jaws. At the peak of her somersault, she threw her spear with great force downwards and it ran through the heads of two of the plants before embedding itself into the soft loam of the jungle floor. 
 
    By the time her body had finished its rotation in the air and gravity was drawing her back down, a pair of sabres were pulled from the inventory, and they flashed out slicing through the stems of two more of her assailants. The plant heads dropped to the ground, where they snapped aimlessly for a few seconds before easing into deathly stillness. 
 
    When she landed gracefully on the balls of her feet, there were only three carnivorous plants left capable of attacking her. 
 
    The two headless stems retreated back to the boughs from whence they came. Jezebel bobbed and weaved around the short glade deftly avoiding the snapping jaws of the plant monsters as she danced around them. The dappled sunlight that made it through the jungle canopy glinted from her sabres as she finished the last of the plant monsters off and began to harvest the materials from them. 
 
    “I know you are watching me, Daxas,” she commented as her paring knife dug into the plant flesh of the stems of the two skewered in place with her spear, carving out fresh pieces. 
 
     “And I knew that you knew. Which is why you were showing off. There are easier ways of harvesting from the Clam Snappers than walking into their feeding zone,” I chuckled back at her and joined her in the grove. 
 
    If you flicked on your aura sight, they glowed orange giving away their positions and allowing you to manoeuvre behind them or cut their stalks near the base of the trees they inhabited.  
 
    As I approached, Jezebel jerked back from me as if I’d shocked her with electricity. My good humour faded, and I took a couple of steps back from her to the edge of the grove. 
 
    Jezebel sat back down on the boulder and smiled at me wanly “I’m sorry,” she muttered. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen you and I hoped things would have changed. They haven’t. I can still feel your corona, the cravings are…are undiminished.” 
 
    “No, it’s my fault,” I reassured her. “I shouldn’t have been so forward.” 
 
    Handling the Jezebel situation had proved far trickier than any of us had anticipated when we first captured her. At first, things had proceeded as one would expect. Jezebel had been apocalyptically angry with me and the rest of my harem. Her tongue was vituperative and unless we used the soul chain to restrain her, she would let that tongue run roughshod over anybody in the vicinity. 
 
    We had enacted the mundanity plan and after a few months it seemed to be having the desired effect and Jezebel’s general prickliness began to subside. She even smiled at me a few times as I followed her around. Of course, my ever-reliable nose was also signalling the positive direction her ardour was moving in. 
 
    Which is when everything began to fall apart. 
 
    The only positive of what came next is that we weren’t directly responsible. 
 
    The truth was that Jezebel had been trundling along on fumes. Those last meagre reserves of soul energy she had left had been exhausted and she went into a state of severe withdrawal. Her dependence on that energy really was akin to being addicted to crack or heroin. 
 
    Jezebel broke down physically. She was shaking, sweating, and in constant pain. Screaming blue murder one minute, then weeping uncontrollably the next. 
 
    Even Alyssa was taken aback by the degree of suffering Jezebel went through. My sexy adviser had expected there to be some discomfort and consequences for her cravings but not the all-consuming debilitating reality. 
 
    The only thing that offered Jezebel any reprieve was my presence. My body was overflowing with soul energy, and it offered her some succour. 
 
    However, my nature as a soul siphon was also part of the problem. While the corona of energy that surrounded me alleviated the symptoms of her withdrawal, it was an inefficient means of transfer. The alleviating halo only extended a few feet. 
 
    The range of my passive siphoning nature was far greater. The pittance of energy Jezebel managed to absorb was just as swiftly extracted if I stepped away and then she was back to square one. 
 
    Worse, any progress she’d made towards dealing with her dependency was wiped away. 
 
    There was a solution, of course. A Daxasian Blessing would forge a permanent link between us. A way for her to have a constant source of what she craved. 
 
    But that would also forever bind her dependence to me. That would keep Jezebel a junkie and me her new supplier. 
 
    I didn’t need any olfactory expertise or specialised soul sense to know Jezebel did not want that. Not anymore. Or that when she was wracked with pain and agony, she was in no condition to make a rational choice on the subject. 
 
    So, as much as I didn’t want to, I stayed away. 
 
    Jezebel endured. Over time the physical symptoms faded but the cravings had not. 
 
    Not yet.  
 
    We had talked many times since then and her choice had been to take the harder path she now walked. One that would allow her to benefit from what I had to offer if she chose without feeding that addiction and reinforcing the dependency. 
 
    We had hoped her efforts would bear fruit and we could both get what we both wanted, but it hadn’t taken longer than either of us wished. 
 
    “We are almost out of time, aren’t we?” she whispered. 
 
    I nodded in response and Jezebel let out a loud sigh. “Typical, once again I am the architect of my own downfall. Had I not eliminated those dungeons, I would have had years left to finish the work.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not going to lie to you. Things would have been simpler if you had just handed yourself over to me. But then you wouldn’t be who you are if you did that.” 
 
    Jezebel laughed lightly at my flippancy. 
 
    “How are you?” I asked with genuine concern. 
 
    “The aches of withdrawal are long since gone, as you know. Re-drawing my energy pathways, on the other hand, remains an excruciating experience. If anything, it grows worse with each attempt, but I persevere.” 
 
    Once Jezebel had regained her cognisance, she and Alyssa had collaborated on a potential solution for her problem. Jezebel no longer wished to be dependent upon the soul energy. But the Divine Lords had changed their chakras or something like that with the sorcerer Drakonis’ assistance, so they could utilise the energy better. 
 
    It was having the energy flow directly through their souls that led to their addiction and dependence. 
 
    What Jezebel was doing was gradually shifting the energy pathways they had created, so that they were no longer internal, but external. This would allow her to store and use the energy without it directly touching her soul and thereby insulate her from any further addiction risks. 
 
    Unfortunately, as you could probably guess, the redrawing process involved tearing fragments of her soul apart and then stitching it back together after the section of the pathway had been realigned externally. It was slow, agonising work. Even if you were capable of bearing the extreme pain of doing it all at once, or in large-sized chunks, your soul was not. 
 
    Jezebel’s recovery time between sessions had been unpredictable. That meant we had a slim hope she might be finished in time, but it was not to be. 
 
    “I’m here to see if you have changed your mind,” I said. 
 
    Jezebel’s head dipped and she stared at the jungle floor for a moment. “I have not,” she said quietly. 
 
    “I see. Are you sure? We could really use you.” 
 
    “Thank you, for the compliment, Daxas, but my pathways are a complete mess. Three-quarters external, the remaining quarter internal. My abilities are unpredictable to say the least. I would be of little help.” 
 
    “I think those Clam Snappers would beg to differ.” 
 
    Jezebel smiled at that. “You have many spears to fight for you. One more won’t make a difference.” 
 
    “That is not true, Jezebel. Only you can wear the battle armour we took from you. We’ve spent years trying to find a way for me or one of my disciples to don it, but with no joy. It is superior to anything we can craft and one of the only things I’ve not found a way around.” 
 
    “Of course,” she chuckled. “You didn’t think we wanted these challenges to be a fair fight, did you? No dungeon has ever survived a Divine Challenge unless we allowed them to. That is how Timian controlled Tamara and her allies. The promise of only a token force to face them. You will get no such consideration. Of that, I’m sure we are both certain.” 
 
    “Our chances will be improved if you fight by our side, but that’s the problem, isn’t it? You don’t think your help will be enough.” 
 
    Jezebel stood up and looked me directly in the eye. “I do not see how it can be. Timian is twisted, cruel, and vindictive. He is also cunning, determined, and a nether-blasted prophet. Whatever preparations you have made, he will likely have anticipated. 
 
    “Added to that, the Infernal Lords will be here in their True Minds as well. I would be one against eight, maybe more. I do not think you can prevail.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and kept going. As if she needed to get it all out in one go. “I’m sorry, Daxas. I have grown to care for you, in more than just lust. I have even grown fond of Jessamyn and the others. Nothing would make me happier than to fight at your side and get rid of Timian once and for all. For us to leave this place together, but that is not what will happen. 
 
    “I will remain here. When you fall, and you will, your control of these chains will expire, and I will be free to flee and survive. Life with you and the others is a fantasy. Your deaths are the reality, and I don’t wish to join you. Others might be capable of making such a noble sacrifice, but I am not. Living is too important to me.” she finished. 
 
    My anger at her obstinance and self-interest almost pushed me to cross over the grove and confront her, but I held back at the last second. 
 
    Something was off. 
 
    Jezebel had to know her words would anger me, and she ran the precise risk I would do what I had almost done. And that would set her progress back.  
 
    Why would she seek to anger me with a statement of such pure selfishness? Why tell me that she cared about us but cared for herself more? Why seek to alienate herself from us? 
 
    I became convinced at that moment there was something she wasn’t saying. Something more. 
 
    That was when I noticed her idly fingering the soul chain around her waist. 
 
    “If that is how you feel, perhaps I should just remove the chain binding you to the dungeon now. Be rid of you and your narcissism.” 
 
    Jezebel reacted as if I had clubbed her around the head with my fist. The shock and hurt in her eyes were visceral, as was the way she gripped the soul chain, almost protectively around her waist. 
 
    The hurt was only fleeting, and she quickly rallied. “You have worn out your welcome,” she snapped at me, and fled into the depths of the jungle. 
 
    I let her go. 
 
    I could have used the chain to command her to return, but the control it afforded me was only physical. I couldn’t order Jezebel to answer me and be truthful. And if there was one thing I had learned about her, it was that she could be beyond stubborn. 
 
    We had a few dungeon runs to go, so instead of chasing after her, I stalked back towards the entrance which is where I encountered Jessamyn coming in the other direction. The gorgeous auburn-haired wood elf was dressed in a pale green summer dress and carried a luncheon basket in the crook of her arm. 
 
    After Jezebel’s withdrawal ordeals, any lingering resentment Jessamyn bore the Silver Lady had melted away. She regularly kept her company and had often acted as a nurse when Jezebel endured the aftereffects of the sessions where she redrew her pathways. Offering Jezebel the soothing touch of kindness on a sweaty brow that I could not. 
 
    “It went that well, did it?” she asked in a commiserating tone. 
 
    “You could say that,” I grunted. “Her reluctance to fight beside us is undiminished. If anything, it has intensified.” 
 
    “Did she say why?” 
 
    “She gave me a line about how she had to think of herself and be in a position  to abscond after our inevitable demise at the hands of Timian.” 
 
    “I find it hard to believe after all this time she remains so faithless in your abilities, Husband. It’s not like we have made any effort to conceal our preparations from her. She was definitely both surprised and impressed. Jezebel’s behaviour since her recovery is that of someone with renewed hope and resolve. Her dogged insistence on the hopelessness of our situation runs counter to that.” 
 
    “I agree, Jess. There was something, though. When I suggested, rather forcefully, that I should remove the soul chain, she reacted strangely protective of it.” 
 
    “That is bizarre,” Jessamyn remarked thoughtfully. “I can’t remember the last time any of us had to use the distasteful thing. The standing order for her not to flee or act to harm us or the dungeon remains, but it has little other use for us. 
 
    “In fact, not long ago, Alyssa informed me it would need to be removed before the battle. Timian or one of the Infernals could seize mastery of the chain if they were aware of it and force her to do their bidding. Could that be it, do you think?” Jessamyn queried, the excitement of insight glowing in her eyes. “That she fears the consequences of removing the chain if she fought for us. That she believes we can win without her aid and wants us, or to be more specific you, to retain control over her.” 
 
    “You could be right. But if she hasn’t told either of us the why of it after all this time, I doubt she will now.” 
 
    “I will try and induce it out of her, Husband.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jessamyn.” 
 
    With that, she stood up on her tiptoes and kissed me passionately before running off into the jungle to find out where our surly goddess had run off to. 
 
    Knowing that Jessamyn was on the case left me in a better mood than I’d been a few minutes earlier and I strode out of the resource chamber with a skip in my step. 
 
    I had an important conference with Simeon and the other guild leaders in a couple of hours to ready myself for. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Simeon Reedwhistle 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Firehouse had been cleared out of the rank and file of the guild in preparation for today’s meeting. My guild personnel had not been happy about it as the hour was growing very late and the rest day beckoned. Getting mind-blowingly drunk after the final run of the week had been completed had become something of a guild tradition. It was very tempting when you had no need to rise early the next morning to do it all again. 
 
    However, Daxas had insisted. 
 
    We did need a large space to host this gathering. It wasn’t just the guild leaders and select officers attending as had been the norm for past meetings. It was pretty much every person of note in all four guilds that had been called here today. The topmost floor of the Firehouse was larger and more comfortable than any of the guild meeting rooms and offered a level of privacy that the grand hall in the guild headquarters did not. 
 
    Too many other people in the building. 
 
    I had doubts this was the true reason, which was essentially confirmed when Daxas ordered all the other entertainment facilities to stop serving alcohol. 
 
    This hadn’t been a choice for us. All the barmaids belonged to him and by now everybody had learned not to mess with them. If you knew what was good for you, that is. So, when they cut everyone off, the guild members kept their grumbling to themselves and accepted that tonight any revelry would be carried out with an air of sobriety. 
 
    It was probably just as well that we were on the top floor and only those invited would know that Rosie and her friends weaved through our number serving everyone their favourite beverage. 
 
    But only one. 
 
    Even Thrasher. 
 
    The large bear-kin man typically had a stein for each hand. The pint tankard he’d been given looked comically small in his hairy paws. As was the look of perplexed disappointment on his face. 
 
    Nel’Van settled himself in on my left. Piotr, of course, was sitting on my right. Arash and Sindar rounded out our small table. The human archer had coaxed Rosie into his lap already and she giggled throatily at his whispered sweet nothings. There were several dozen other similarly populated tables surrounding us. Our table was by the bar at the south end, and I presumed this would be where Daxas would address us. 
 
    “Do you think he will come in person, or do his disembodied voice act,” the dark elf man sitting beside me asked. 
 
    “He’ll come in person. This has to be important given the timing,” I answered. 
 
    Nel’Van nodded gravely but asked for no further clarification. The imminency of the Wolf King’s Lair’s final challenge had been kept a closely guarded secret. Most of my guild officers didn’t even know. Only those who had been present when he had admitted it to us before the guild war last week. 
 
    In fact, the defeat of the Gleaming Towers and the other high elven guilds dominated the hubbub of conversation. Most seemed to assume today’s gathering was to discuss our next steps in that regard. Those guilds hadn’t formally fallen, but they were all in bad shape. Especially the Gleaming Towers, which if reports could be believed had become something of a ghost guild. 
 
    Taliel was said to have locked himself in his office and had refused to come out for the whole week. What remained of his guild was rapidly disintegrating around him and he made no effort to salvage the situation. 
 
    Midnight came and I felt an unfamiliar shivering sensation wash through me as the rest day began. I wasn’t the only one who felt it and the noise levels rose with mutual questioning. 
 
    Any further discussion was silenced by the arrival of our host less than a minute later. Daxas crested the top of the stairs, his claws lightly scratching the bannister where he briefly paused. His scratches were not enough to scar the wood, but enough we could all hear it. His golden lupine eyes roved over the assembled people, and he grinned showing off those pointed fangs of his. 
 
    Satisfied that we were all here and that he had our attention, he marched in and took up a position in front of the bar as I predicted. Coming in his wake were several of his disciples. Some were familiar like the dark elf, Jen’Zadeer, who quirked her eyebrow in Nel’Van’s direction. Old enmities like those the dark elves bore could never be fully suppressed. Beside her was the dryad, Nessa, and she skipped along gaily. 
 
    The third was a gorgon woman I’d been told about but had not been introduced to in the flesh. Tamara, one of his more recent acquisitions. The copper-scaled vipers on her head undulated and occasionally hissed in our direction. 
 
    Following his disciples were several of the serving staff. Those not already engaged with us carried up a series of ironbound wooden chests. Each was a metre across and half a metre both tall and deep, but the serving women carried them as easily as the trays we were used to seeing them wander about the Firehouse with. They placed the six chests in front of Daxas and withdrew. 
 
    All the eyes in the room had become riveted to this unexpected delivery and I almost jumped out of my chair when Daxas clapped his hands together suddenly to steal our attention back to him. I wasn’t the only one shocked if the light swearing about spilt drinks was anything to go by. 
 
    Daxas stepped back and levered himself up onto the bar and sat there grinning at us. 
 
    “Um, you’re not allowed to sit or stand on the bar…” one brave soul had the foolishness to comment but his voice trailed off to a murmur with a single withering look from the Wolf King. 
 
    “I’m sure you’re all wondering why I’ve asked you here today,” Daxas addressed the room. “I’ll be brief as I’ve got important shit to do. It is with deep regret, well, maybe not particularly deep or all that regretful really,” he paused and chuckled lightly to himself. “Anyway, our journey together comes to an end today. The epic finale of my story is about to occur. My Divine Challenge will get underway in a little under twelve hours.” 
 
    There was a shocked silence. You could hear a pin drop or the furious blinking of the stunned audience. The shock didn’t last too long and soon there was a cacophonic storm of questions directed at that sharp-toothed grinning man. He certainly liked to be the centre of attention. 
 
    “What…” 
 
    “How…” 
 
    “But you’re not high enough level…” 
 
    Nel’Van jabbed the side of my gut with his elbow, looked at me meaningfully, and then cried loudly. “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    Ah, right. It would be best if we acted surprised lest any of our officers figured out we’d been keeping such a monumental secret from them. 
 
    I stood and yelled. “Explain yourself!” 
 
    Daxas’ eyes whipped straight towards me and in retrospect, I could probably have come up with a slightly less demanding phrase to contribute to the din. The Wolf King raised his index finger and then gestured downwards, and I quickly took my seat, a slight heat of embarrassment rising up my cheeks. 
 
    Then the dryad jumped on top of one of the ironbound chests and screeched. “Silence, you bunch of rancid acorn mixers!” 
 
    She put her hands on her hips and stared down at the group imperiously. Her words had the desired effect, though it may have been more because most people were confused as to what a rancid acorn mixer was supposed to be. 
 
    “Thank you, Nessa,” Daxas said. 
 
    The dryad smiled sweetly at him, glared at all of us, and then vaulted sprightly up onto the bar to stand beside her seated lord. Jen’Zadeer and Tamara moved closer to the pair and joined in with the glaring. Although they did not join them up on the bar. 
 
    “Detailed explanations would take too long, and as it wouldn’t change the facts on the ground, I’m not going to waste the time. Both yours and mine. I’d hoped to put this off for a few more weeks myself, but the damn elf guilds screwed that up. So, here we are. The end of the road. 
 
    “That does not mean I plan to abandon you or leave you empty-handed. I came with a parting gift for the deserving.” 
 
    “This gift is what is in those chests, I presume,” I said, unable to hold my tongue. 
 
    We may have known that Daxas would undergo his final challenge today, but he had been extraordinarily tight-lipped about what came after the guild war. He had simply promised that all would become clear. It had been frustrating at first, I hated it when he played us like puppets, but upon reflection my unease and discomfit sloughed away. 
 
    One more day. After today our fates were back in our hands. Daxas would be gone, and the guilds would be ours to run as we saw fit. Solid foundations were already in place and even though there would be some adversity, we could push through it. 
 
    “Right you are, Simeon. However, as those who know me will have intuited, there is no such thing as a free lunch. I need one last thing from you. Something big, but the rewards are commensurate with the risk.” 
 
    Daxas paused for dramatic effect. 
 
    “We are listening,” Torvald boomed into the silence and stroked his moustache. 
 
    It was true, Daxas had the entire room on tenterhooks. 
 
    “Very well. Today I undergo my Divine Challenge at noon. About an hour before that the warriors who will undertake that challenge on behalf of the Lords will arrive. Have any of you ever seen them?” 
 
    I hadn’t. I’d heard about them, though. They would normally set up camp outside the entrance of the dungeon they were to battle and head in shortly afterwards. As this happened on a rest day, most supplicants were in the City, so it was rare to run into them unless you went looking for trouble. 
 
    Few did, the stories about them did not inspire curiosity. 
 
    “I have,” Elauthuin spoke up from the back of the barroom. 
 
    Elauthuin had joined the Dark Moon Rising and I gave him an officer position as I had done with the orc, Ferash. Knowing one of their own would be their direct superior had encouraged more of the elves to defect to us. He was still a bit nervous around the rest of us, though. It didn’t surprise me he had taken a lonely seat at the back. 
 
    “And what was your experience?” Daxas asked him. 
 
    “Not a positive one,” the elf replied. “I was part of a group travelling back to the City a few months after I arrived here. This was before I was admitted into the Gleaming Towers. We were following the road and encountered a group of heavily armoured warriors. Our group leader hailed them in friendship, but he was cut down by his opposite number. 
 
    “I overheard one of them mutter that finally they had something to do. I believe they were bored, and they rushed our group and slaughtered us. I was fortunate to be slain in that initial rush. Others in my group were not so lucky. The divine warriors took their time with them until they left for their challenge. 
 
    “Worst of all, we actually lost several ranks for being slain by them.” 
 
    A profound silence was the response to Elauthuin’s tale. I’d heard similar stories, but this was the first from someone who had directly experienced the savagery of the divine warriors and the accompanying rank loss. 
 
    You did not fuck with the Divine Challengers. Everyone knew that. 
 
    Then there was a shiver that ran down my spine. The entrance to the Wolf King’s Lair was in the guild compound. Those vicious, heartless, assholes would be coming here and soon. They would almost certainly do what they were known to do. Go on a merciless rampage. 
 
    Damn it. We’d have to evacuate the area and head for the City and hope they didn’t manage to do too much damage to the compound. Daxas wouldn’t be around to organise the repairs. 
 
    That spark of understanding was followed by a veritable bucket of ice down my back as it became clear to me what Daxas was about to ask for. “You want us to stick around and fight those crazy bastards!” 
 
    “Indeed, Simeon, I do,” he said matter of factly. 
 
    “That is a lot to ask for,” Torvald commented. 
 
    “And pointless,” Nel’Van snapped in exasperation. “Survive long enough and you’ll hear the stories. The Divine Challengers are echoes of the best of the best the Realms had to offer. Equipped way beyond what we can don, even with your help. We would be annihilated and for what? To sate their bloodlust for a few minutes.” 
 
    This triggered a wave of concerned mutterings that grew in volume until Nessa stamped her foot on the bar and this quieted the room again. 
 
    “The challengers will be here for one hour before they must enter my dungeon for the start of the challenge. And yes, I want you to do battle with them. However, I think you are overlooking the most important part of Elauthuin’s tale. If they can touch you, then you can touch them back. Is this not true, Elauthuin?” 
 
    “It is,” the elf agreed reluctantly. “We did manage to strike back with our weapons before we were overwhelmed. There were damage notifications, though it would have barely impacted their excessive health pool.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Daxas continued with a hint of malicious glee in his voice. “Once they are present in the Proving Grounds, these challengers are no different from you or me. They have to operate under the same rules that apply to you. Their health pool may be large, but it is finite. They can be killed, and to kill you they must do it in the traditional manner. Stick a sword in you, repeatedly.” 
 
    “I’m still not seeing how this is our problem,” a gruff, bearded human grunted from the middle of the room. “They ain’t gonna’ come anywhere near our guild. And the DMR fellers can jus’ leave for the day.” 
 
    I craned my neck around to see the speaker. He was a Blue Pennant member, named Tanko, I think. He was one of the few loyalists of the previous Pennant Guild Master who Daxas deposed. Torvald didn’t like him much, but his opinion still carried weight within the Pennant. Which is why he was here. There were a few other heads nodding in agreement and not all of them were Blue Pennant members. 
 
    “They could and they can. There is little I can do to force anyone to stay. But I’ll ask you a question in return. Do you want the Lords to win?” Daxas practically shouted the last part at us. He pushed himself to his feet and started pacing along the bar, as he spoke, his arm and outstretched claws pointed at each of us in turn. “These are the same shit-heels that have cast you aside and put your souls at risk of being devoured by the Infernal. Are you okay with them getting what they want? 
 
    “I know I’m not. I want to stick it to them good and fuck their shit up so badly, they’ll never be able to get it straight again. And not just for me, but for all of you as well. Does that sound like the kind of bold action you’d be interested in? Taking control of your lives and defying those who have dared to abuse you. If so, then stay and hear me out,” Daxas challenged the entire room. 
 
    “If staying on your knees, swallowing whatever the Lords feel like forcing down your throat and saying thank you, sir, please can I have another dose is more your speed. Then get the fuck out and don’t come back. This is not the place for you. You’ve wasted my time and generosity.” 
 
    There was a palpable power emanating from Daxas by the time he finished. I’d felt the influence of his aura before, but never like this. He had unleashed the full potential of all he had on the room. Everyone was affected and forced to react whether they wanted to or not.  
 
    Tanko was the first to respond. “I will not be spoke to like that,” he bristled. “You…you,” he pointed at the imperious Wolf King and struggled to verbalise his anger. “You are a Lord’s damned pestilence and the path to damnation for any dumb shit that listens to ya. I ain’t gonna’ share in this folly.” 
 
    Tanko pushed his way through the people sitting at the tables and stormed down the stairwell. He was the first, but not the only person to get up and leave. I remained seated and thankfully, none of my inner circle chose to get up and go with the traitors. 
 
    It surprised me that I thought of them in that manner, but I did. 
 
    There were a couple of the newer Dark Moon officers who departed, but mostly it was Pennant members and a few Sons of the Shadow. 
 
    Curiously Elauthuin and none of the few orc representatives left. I had expected those newest arrivals to be more likely to go. 
 
    At one stage Arash possibly looked to be getting out of his seat. He had always preferred to avoid a fight if he could. Rosie put paid to any thoughts in that direction and firmly pressed him back into his chair and then pressed her bum into his lap and made it quite clear that he wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    “I thought you said fighting the challengers was pointless,” I whispered to Nel’Van quietly, interested in the motivation behind his decision to remain. 
 
    “Daxas has a point about the Lords. Besides, he’s turned the tables so often. Why not trust him to do so once more,” he whispered back with a shrug of his shoulders. 
 
    Daxas jumped down from the bar when it became clear nobody else would be going and the pressure he had been exerting withdrew. Probably three-quarters of those assembled had stayed behind. 
 
    He clapped his hands together. “Alright, now that we’ve got shot of the least reliable and the ingrates, it’s time to get down to brass tacks. 
 
    “After we finish here, I need you to make the same offer I’m about to make for each of you to the members you trust, and think will accept. In exchange, I expect those who accept to set up an ambush for the challengers when they arrive and take out as many of them as you can. 
 
    “There will need to be a second group stationed at the emergence pool, whose job it will be to harry and delay any of the challengers that come out there. Divine warriors will likely have a much-reduced wait time compared to regular adventurers, but it will not be instantaneous. 
 
    “The aim, of course, is to keep as many of them away from my dungeon entrance until after the deadline for their entry and participation has passed.” 
 
    “How exactly are we supposed to do that, then?” I asked. “We’ve all heard how deadly they are.” 
 
    “I was getting to that, Simeon,” Daxas rebuked me. “First off, you will have the assistance of Rosie and her maids of fury…I think.” 
 
    “You think,” I sputtered. “You don’t know?” 
 
    “Nobody has tried to do this before, Simeon. The theory is sound, but you never know until you put it into practice.” 
 
    I gaped as he hand-waved away my concerns. I wasn’t the only one. 
 
    “Close your mouth, Simeon. You’ll catch flies,” he sniggered. “The tavern maids are only one part of the surprise. Second, all those helping out will be able to purchase a full set of top-of-the-line adventuring gear from me. It won’t be quite as powerful as what the challengers are wearing but you won’t be that far off.” 
 
    “Buy? You’re not just going to equip us?” I asked, dumbfounded. 
 
    “Yes, buy. I actually need as much coin as possible to bolster the ambushing forces, so I expect everyone to fork over everything they have for the gear.” 
 
    “Everything? This just keeps getting better,” I snorted incredulously. “No wonder you told the others to bog off before getting into the details.” 
 
    “You’re only being a misery guts because you haven’t seen what’s in the chests,” Daxas teased me. “Ladies, if you would do the honours.” 
 
    Tamara and Jen’Zadeer stepped forward and unclasped the locking mechanism on two of the chests and pulled the lids of them open with a groaning creak of the hinge mechanism. 
 
    I could see twinkling coming from within and leaned forward to get a better view. Each chest was loaded to the brim with gemstones about the size of my thumb. They were all different colours. Red, blue, green, yellow, and even black. 
 
    “Shattered spires!” Nel’Van gasped in unrestrained awe. “Are these what I fucking think they are?” 
 
    Daxas nodded and a predatory smile graced his lower jaw. 
 
    “What are they?” I asked, though I already had an inkling based on Nel’Van’s reaction. 
 
    By now the whole room was on their feet and crowding around us to get a look at what was contained in the chests. “Core shards, Simeon,” Nel’Van answered me. “This is what you get as a reward for successfully challenging a dungeon. Where did you get all of these?” he directed that question at Daxas. 
 
    “Why do you think I’ve been vanquishing all those other dungeons? I’ve been preparing for this day for some time. You didn’t think I’d leave you lot to fend for yourselves once I’m gone, did you,” he chuckled. “These are full shards; each one should provide around one hundred ranks worth of advancement for an individual or a group that absorbs them. The highest ranks will obviously use a little more energy than the lower ones. I’m sure you can work out how best to distribute them for maximum effect. 
 
    “These will get you all the way to the top rank, with some to spare I would think. Then after the battle is done and the challenge is underway, you can use what’s leftover to top up those who lose any ranks as a result of the ambush. 
 
    “Best to top up before the challenge ends. Officially, these belong to my dungeon, so I can’t guarantee how usable they will be once I’ve won.” 
 
    Daxas moved out from behind the chests and clapped his hand on my shoulder. “We’re all getting out of here, Simeon.” 
 
    “Thank you,” it was the only words I could get past the clenching sensation in my throat.  
 
    I’m not ashamed to admit there were tears flowing freely down my cheeks and I wasn’t the only one. 
 
    As the reality of the situation began to settle in, the cheering and dancing began. Whether Daxas was successful or not we would all make our qualifying rank criteria. The threat of our souls being torn apart and devoured was behind us. What kind of reception we’d receive in the Heavens was something to worry about once we got there. 
 
    Piotr was the first to hug me. Once he broke the exuberant embrace and rushed off to do the same with Sindar and Arash, I noticed that Daxas and his women had already made a hasty exit. 
 
    A few minutes later Rosie came up to me and handed me a sealed envelope. It had the words Battle Plan written on the front in a calligraphic font. 
 
    There was still a big stupid grin on my face, and I had to calm my racing heart down. We had much left to do, but that smile would not fade no matter how hard I tried. 
 
    We were getting out. All of us. 
 
    All thanks to Daxas. 
 
    I’d never felt so vindicated for letting a cocky control-freak, bully me into doing what he wanted. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Daxas 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That went marginally better than expected,” I remarked chirpily as my mates and I reached the lower floor of the Firehouse. 
 
     I’d installed one of many secret entrances in a broom closet so that we could come and go with ease. My alternate back in the dungeon would have sealed off or removed all the other tunnels already. As well as dissolving all the entrances but the one in the heart of the Alpha House compound. 
 
    “Three quarters was a decent retention rate,” Tamara responded. “They really do trust you. I feared it would be fewer than half that stayed the course. Do you think we will see similar numbers when they approach the guilds at large?” 
 
    “Fear and intimidation will make it harder. We can’t forget that to stand with us is to stand against the will of the Lords. Some will baulk at such open defiance of the heavens,” Jen’Zadeer commented as she opened the door to the cupboard, and we began descending into my dungeon. 
 
    “I agree we will likely lose half as many again, but a sizeable force will remain,” I said confidently. 
 
    “Maybe we should have led with the shards in the chests. I’m sure greed would have kept more bums in seats,” Nessa chipped in. 
 
    “Doubtless it would,” I chuckled in return. “Greed is a strong motivator. However, I am in what was called a Catch-22 situation back home. They aren’t my disciples or my dungeon mobs. I can’t ensure they would participate once they got what they wanted from me without withholding the shards until afterwards, to enforce participation. But without the extra ranks they would be much less effective. 
 
    “We need those whom we are boosting to be motivated by more than just their selfishness. That and Tenzing crunched the numbers. Six chests might seem like a lot, but it wouldn’t have been enough to boost all the guild members and then top up those who end up being killed by the challengers. Which will likely be most of them. If we’d had a few more weeks to gather a sufficient number, then we could have risked distributing them more widely. Even to those likely to accept and then turn their backs on me. 
 
    “I’ve put all this in the battle plan for Simeon. Including that he should send the least reliable to the City. To stand watch at the emergence pools and perform the delaying actions. They will be less likely to cut and run if faced with a handful of challengers than the full host.” 
 
    Just as I finished explaining my rationale, Tamara cried out in pain and her head-snakes hissed loudly as she stumbled and fell to her knees. 
 
     “Tamara, what’s the matter?” 
 
    Nessa and Jen’Zadeer stopped, turned, and rushed to help me with the gorgon who groaned piteously on the hard tunnel floor. Tamara was incapable of responding verbally and her eyes had rolled to the back of her head. She was insensate and her legs could no longer support her. I picked her up in my arms and started to run through the tunnels the short distance to my dungeon with Jen and Nessa hot on my heels, worry plainly written on their faces. 
 
    I headed straight to the master bedroom and laid Tamara on the silk sheets as Alyssa hurried inside to join us. 
 
    “Alyssa, do you know what the hell is happening?” I asked in a mild panic. 
 
    Nothing like this had happened in the dungeon before. Especially not in the inactive portions. Alyssa crossed over to us and checked Tamara’s vitals as she writhed a little in pain. Before Alyssa could speak, Reena’s bulky serpentine body slithered into the bedroom, and she provided the answer. 
 
    “I have sseen something like thiss before. It iss the ssight, Masster,” she hissed. “It hass been activated against her will.” 
 
    “She is foretelling, then? I thought she could no longer do that. That once she fell to me, Timian severed her connection to the streams of time.” 
 
    “He did,” Alyssa said with a tiny hint of worry. “This is not foretelling, though. Technically, the ethereal realm exists outside of time. Prophetic abilities do not work here unless you have been anchored to an external source. For Tamara, Timian acted as the anchor. However, that does not mean her abilities are simply gone once that connection was broken.” 
 
    “If she is not seeing the future then what?” Jessamyn pressed. With my focus on the prone Tamara, I had not even heard my alpha mate enter, but of course, she would rush straight here once she heard. 
 
    Alyssa’s response died on her lips as Tamara took a sudden deep inhalation of air and her back arched, thrusting her chest into the air and her head back into the purple silk pillows. Her copper head-snakes screeched at the rough treatment. Just as it seemed she might break her back, Tamara flopped back down onto the bed panting heavily. Her eyes were no longer rolling and blearily they darted around taking in her situation. 
 
    “Tamara, are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” she gasped, and winced as a lance of pain shot through her skull. “It’s over, though the aftereffects will linger for a while to come.” 
 
    “What happened?” Nessa pressed as she crawled onto the bed from the other side. 
 
    Jessamyn approached from the other side and handed Tamara a goblet of water while Alyssa and I helped her sit up in the bed. 
 
    When Tamara was a bit more comfortable, she answered the irrepressible dryad’s inquiry. “It was Lord Timian.” 
 
    Jen’Zadeer sniffed disdainfully. “We should have known it would be that shatzah-licking asshole.” 
 
    “What was he trying to do?” I asked Tamara gently. 
 
    “He was attempting to divine the future of the upcoming challenge. Because his divinations directly included me, I was able to offer some resistance to his attempts. Although I’m sorry to say that I was unable to fully thwart the attempt, but I hope my efforts have clouded the results of his oracular intrusion.” 
 
    “Wait, but how?” I said, confused. “Alyssa, I thought he couldn’t do that unless he was here and then only at so great a cost it wouldn’t be worthwhile?” 
 
    The bespectacled brunette pursed her plump lips in thought and tapped them with her index finger. “Hmmm, I fear he may have learned a lesson or two from you, darling. He may have found a way to bend the rules. 
 
    “There is no way that he could have done this while in the Realms. He is powerful, but not powerful enough to penetrate the ethereal. But he would have entered seclusion at midnight. Seclusion places the Divine Challengers in a staging area, not quite in the Proving Grounds but within the ethereal. A space very similar to where you had your meeting with Jezebel and Ironhammer all those years ago. 
 
    “I suppose if he had prepared sufficiently, he might have been able to forge a bridge between his seclusion and the Realms that allowed him to wield his prophetic prowess to some extent here. The cost to him would have been enormous, though.” 
 
    “Not to him,” Tamara contradicted Alyssa and winced in pain again. “He was using others. Many of them. Hundreds. All seers to some degree. I could feel them, as we battled, and he burned through them at an alarming rate. Their death screams still echo through my psyche. I had not thought there could be so many with the curse of the sight in the Realms. 
 
    “I…I think he has done something unforgivably monstrous,” she finished with an expression of deep sadness and pity. 
 
    “That…that tracks,” Alyssa mused. “There is a provision in the Accords for the Lords to bring mortal servants into seclusion with them. They are returned to the Realms when the seclusion period is lifted. He must have abused that provision to bring the seers he has used. We can only hope that he did not factor Tamara’s interference into his plans. Otherwise, he may have greater knowledge of our surprises than we had expected.” 
 
    “There is nothing we can do about that. The dominoes will fall as they will,” I said and stroked Tamara’s cheek, wiping away an errant tear that had escaped. “Is there anything I can do, Tamara.” 
 
    The gorgon woman blushed; her eyes darted hesitantly around the room. “Umm, yes, there is. I could use a distraction from what just happened and some massaging to help my muscles relax. Getting my mind off things can help with the mental strain.” 
 
    Nessa jumped to her feet and gyrated her hips lasciviously. “You just want some extra Unh-unh time, you shameless hussy…ooof.” 
 
    Nessa’s teasing was cut off prematurely as Jen’Zadeer hooked her waist and pulled her to the edge of the bed where Reena threw the outraged, struggling dryad over her shoulder. 
 
    “Come ladies, let’s give them some alone time. There is much left to be done,” Jessamyn commanded with a mischievous smile. “Husband, Tamara,” she nodded to us after ushering the others, including an irate Nessa demanding she be let down, from the room and closed the bedroom door offering us some privacy. And quiet. 
 
    I grinned widely at the pretty gorgon on my bed. “I do believe massages work better when you take your clothes off.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Explicit Interlude 6.1 
 
    (This mini chapter contains explicit sexual content. If that’s not to your reading taste you can skip on to the next chapter without missing any story elements.) 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tamara smiled up at me tentatively. An early discovery made in our relationship was that Tamara was incredibly shy when it came to intimate scenarios. That nervous smile became more speculative and hungrier when I dismissed my clothing, though. 
 
    She followed suit seconds later and was soon sitting on the sheets in the buff. Her skin was tanned with an underlying golden tinge that went beyond being merely sunkissed. As usually happened, once she was naked, Tamara’s temerity in the bedroom came to the fore and she tried to cover herself up. 
 
    Instinctively she crossed her legs, and her hands covered the plump orbs of her breasts. Tamara had long gold-coloured fingernails and they softly stroked the flesh of her ribs. I sat down on the edge of the bed and lifted her chin gently so that she was no longer staring down at her lap but up at me. 
 
    Tamara had beautiful serpentine eyes the same colour as her claws. She had a smattering of green scales about her eyes and across the top of her cheeks like freckles. She had a similar dusted patterning on her curvy hips and her hairless pubic mound. Rather than detracting from her beauty, they acted as a tantalising invitation for carnal exploration. 
 
    I’d already lost count of how many times Tamara and I had been together, but she took my breath away anew each and every time. Her unusual reticent innocence only added to the allure. A few of the coiled copper vipers on her head reached out and rubbed against my wrist and fingers invitingly. I moved in and my lips met hers in a kiss. Once pressed together our lips parted and tongues mingled. 
 
    The snakes atop her head went into a frenzy of movement, swishing and swirling around the side of my face, brushing themselves up against and caressing my ears which tickled. My hands reached for hers and pulled them away from the twin prizes they obscured. With her breasts free I started to squeeze and play with them, teasing her nipples to hardness and tweaking them playfully. 
 
    Tamara, emboldened now that the passion play was underway, gripped the back of my hair with one hand and pressed her lips harder against mine and deepened the reach of her questing tongue. Her other hand wrapped around the tip of my shaft. She teased the underside of my cock’s helmet with her index finger and rubbed the eyehole with her thumb, slathering my precum all over the dark, swollen head. 
 
    “There’s the eager beaver I know and love,” I whispered as we broke our kiss for a few breaths, foreheads smushed into one another. Tamara’s hand still gripped my hair firmly as if she was afraid I’d pull away now that we had begun. 
 
    “There is something about you, Daxas, that ignites a fire inside me I’ve never felt before,” she said seriously, her voice shaking with emotion. “Should this be our last day I will go into the nothingness with no regrets. It is better to have had this, if only for a short while, than to have lived a dozen lifetimes merely existing.” 
 
    “Hush, Tamara,” I crooned. 
 
    She was clearly still rattled from her mental tussle with Timian. 
 
    “We are only at the beginning of our journey together. The last year has been but a prologue of a much greater and longer story,” I assured her. 
 
    “You can’t guarantee that,” she whispered. 
 
    “I can and I do. Now I believe someone is owed a Daxasian massage special.” 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “You’re about to find out. Now lie down on your front,” I ordered in a husky growl. 
 
    Tamara giggled girlishly and hurried to obey. Her head snakes seemed a bit reluctant to let go of my hair and pulled it a bit as they were disentangled. Tamara gave my penis a quick couple of pumps by way of apology before she released my member and lay down on the silk sheets as I’d commanded. 
 
    When she was settled, I knelt beside her and summoned a basket of massage oils from the inventory. Taking a bottle from the basket I flicked off the lid and squirted a line along the back of both her legs and dropped the bottle back where I grabbed it from. 
 
    The oil had a pleasant lavender scent that wafted through the room and Tamara sighed contentedly. 
 
    I spread the oil slowly, swirling my fingers on the back of her thighs before tapping my way down to her lower legs. I started with her calves and rubbed the oil into her skin as I firmly kneaded the muscles. When I finished her right calf, I moved onto the left and gave it the same treatment for a couple of minutes. When that was complete, I let my claws trace up her calves and scratch lightly at the back of her knees. 
 
    “Oh! That tickles, but ummm, it feels so good,” Tamara giggled. 
 
    “Excellent, it’s meant to,” I told her huskily as my fingers stroked the sides of her knee joints and toyed around the edges before I used my knuckles to press gently into the soft centre. 
 
    Tamara’s feet tried to buck at the attention, but I laid my body across them to keep her in place as I continued to rub and stroke around the base of her thighs. She gasped in pleasure and the scent of her arousal, and the wetting of her golden cunny hit my senses. Her rounded ass arched a little in the air, she was obviously enjoying herself and I was content to keep playing for a while. 
 
    However, variety is the spice of life and despite the obvious signs of Tamara’s enjoyment, it was time to switch things around. I sat back up. 
 
    “Oh,” she murmured and looked back over her shoulder in disappointment. 
 
    Her smile quickly returned when she saw I was not done but merely shifting my position so that I was kneeling over the top of her legs. My knees were on either side and then my hands were placed on the back of her thighs and rubbed the lavender oil in as my hands smoothly tracked up and down her toned flesh. 
 
    Tamara relaxed back into a state of orgasmic lassitude as she let my hands and fingers do all the work. When her athletic legs were fully relaxed it was time to move onto her slim, but firm ass. A quick spank to either cheek elicited a deep moan and twerk of excitement as I grabbed hold of the bottle once more and squirted some of the viscous fluid onto her jiggling buns and lower back. 
 
    My hands went back to work as they caressed her bum, taking particular care to work the small folds where her ass met the top of her leg. I knew from past experience that Tamara was particularly sensitive there and she didn’t disappoint this time as her moans and groans of pleasure intensified. 
 
    At one point she tried to sneak her hand in under her belly to touch her quim and I couldn’t have that. I grabbed her wrist and pulled it back out. Then summoned some cuffs and secured the errant arm to the headboard. What’s good for one is good for the other and I quickly did the same with her other hand for good measure. 
 
    “Oh, yes, tie me up and use me, Master,” she begged. 
 
    “Eventually,” I whispered in her ear in promise. 
 
    Putting my hands back on her derriere, I worked my way slowly from the curves of her hips to the centre of her bum, ever closer to her inner thighs and the moistening mound within. Tamara couldn’t help herself and ground her thighs together as I worked my way inwards. 
 
    After another few minutes, my fingers were rubbing inside her thighs and getting tantalisingly close to her wetted labia. 
 
    “Please, master,” she panted, her breathing ragged from the tormenting attention. 
 
    Feeling merciful, my fingers started to tease the entrance of her vulva, coating themselves in her juices. Tamara was so primed from the lengthy attention that my digits barely made it a centimetre or two into her vagina, not even close to her G-spot before her pussy spasmed around them in orgasm. 
 
    “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! Yessss. So, good,” she gasped. 
 
    I plunged three fingers into her velveteen tunnel, all the way to the knuckle, helping her along and finally located that little rough spot and gave it a few scratches to keep her in that heightened state of bliss. 
 
    The silk sheets beneath her were ruined as Tamara’s cunny gushed and squirted her cum everywhere. When her climax subsided, my head dipped down and my tongue went to work lapping up my lover’s secretions. Tamara’s had a slight hint of a cinnamon burn which was something I’d never tasted with any of my other mates. 
 
    “Thank you, Daxas,” Tamara giggled languidly once she’d regained her breath. 
 
    “What’s this? You’re talking like this is over. I’ve only given your bottom half the needed attention,” I said and shuffled up, sitting on the back of her thighs. 
 
    My weighty balls nestled against her slick cum-covered inner thighs, while I pressed my rock-hard rod between the peachy-pillows of her firm ass. My hands found their way onto her lower back and started to spread the oil up and down her back and to the sides of her waist, squeezing and kneading as they went while my hips rocked back and forth. My cock slowly pumped between her gluteal cleft. I’d left a dribble of the lavender massage oil in there untouched, and it kindly lubed my length. 
 
    This continued for several more minutes, my hands only leaving Tamara’s body for the time it took to dribble a bit more oil on her shoulders. When my hands finally made it that far up, her head snakes went into a frenzy, and they writhed around my wrists and gripped them tight. 
 
    “By all that’s considered holy, Daxas, uh…Master, will you please mount me,” Tamara begged. 
 
    How could I refuse such a poignant and sexy request? 
 
    My hands gripped her shoulders and I raised myself off the back of her thighs and let my cock slide backwards through the cleft of her ass cheeks until I reached the end. I kept my cock firmly pressed against the bottom of her ass until I felt the parting of the drenched entrance to her pussy and pushed forward. 
 
    There was a bit of resistance because of the awkward angle and as my legs were pressing Tamara’s thighs together. My stiff rod flexed a little, but it wasn’t a true contest as to which would give way first. The moist lips of Tamara’s vagina parted like a budding flower, and I thrust forward, eager for the nectar she harboured within. 
 
    “Ahhh!” I grunted gruffly. “You’re so tight, Tammy. This was worth the wait.” 
 
    “Ungh!” she groaned in response. “Hard and fast, please.” 
 
    There would be no disagreement from me. Soon I was in a crouched position over the top of her as I pounded my cock inside as deeply as possible. At some point, the serpents that entwined my wrists and lower arms had bitten deeply into my flesh. Their small sharp teeth lodged into my skin and prevented me from easily removing the hands that grasped Tamara’s shoulders. 
 
    The head snakes signalled that Tamara’s conscious request for me to ride her hard was matched by her subconscious. My pretty gorgon might start our sexplay sessions timid and unsure, but she finished them as filthily as could be. 
 
    “What do you want from me, Tammy?” I quizzed her between thrusts, knowing the answer. 
 
    “Your seed, Master,” she cried. “Fill my slutty quim with your cum.” 
 
    “As you wish,” I chuckled with pleasure and increased the pace of my thrusting action. 
 
    My hips were slamming into the twin cushions of her ass, strong enough to bruise them if we weren’t inhabiting avatars and my balls slapped wetly on the back of her legs. Then I felt that familiar aching flex as my climax hit. The muscles in my testicles contracted and soon I was flooding Tamara’s warm tunnels with my pearlescent jism. 
 
    My bellowing roar of conquest pushed Tamara over the edge for the second time and soon her vaginal walls were clenching my deeply buried cock hard, milking it for every last drop. 
 
    Spent, for the briefest of moments, I relaxed and lay on Tamara’s back. 
 
    Her head snakes calmed and released their lockjaw bite as they settled on the pillows, barely moving. 
 
    I kissed the nape of Tamara’s neck. “Feeling better,” I whispered into the quiet. 
 
    “Very much,” she answered and sent the cuffs back to the inventory. “I’m very relaxed, but perhaps I could do with a bit more distracting,” she said with a naughty laugh. 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Yes, Master. Correct me if I’m wrong but you did say you planned to massage me fully. You’ve barely even touched the front of my body.” 
 
    “Minx,” I teased and kissed her on the cheek. “But a promise is a promise.” 
 
    Leaping off Tamara, I flipped her onto her back and reached for the lavender oil again. 
 
    We still had time before battle would be met. Why not enjoy it in the company of a beautiful woman? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Timian 
 
      
 
      
 
    I settled myself on the intricately embroidered, maroon, ceremonial mat in front of me. Closed my eyes and deepened my breathing. The mat was old and threadbare and offered no cushioning or comfort to those it bore. Moreover, the mat itself did not help with the enormously difficult task of navigating potential future timelines, but ritual and repetition eased the road to enlightenment. 
 
    This was how my long-dead mentor inducted me into the mysteries of prophecy. The process of seizing hold of the raging torrents of the time stream, stilling the maelstrom long enough to discern the patterns and for the especially skilled, moulding those events to match one’s desires. 
 
    This was not the same mat, of course. Merely a replica I conjured from memory. The original had long since become dust along with the cities, lands, and culture of my birth. From the time when I had been merely mortal, strong and powerful for sure, but limited by the shell of my existence. My ascension had hastened the eventual demise of my people and mentor, not that I cared. 
 
    Then or now. 
 
    Regardless, that sudden thought disturbed my concentration for a moment. It had been centuries, maybe more, since I last recalled the place of my birth and my mortality. But then it had probably been just as long since I’d needed to make use of the old methods for prognostication. 
 
    This was all the fault of the damned murkiness of the ethereal realm. No matter, after today I would no longer need the entity or the Proving Grounds. Daxas’ energy would be mine and the Infernal Lords would be dead. Their greedy demands gone with them and the way to the Dark Reaches open and plump for the taking. 
 
    I opened my eyes and shook out my shoulders, ready to purge such thoughts and reset myself to begin again. 
 
    Kriger and Garvax stood not far in front of me. Kriger observed me with a predatory gleam in his eye, always assessing. I didn’t need any of my abilities to read that predictable sadist like an open book. 
 
    Any hint of weakness or opportunity and the viper would strike. But he was also a coward at heart. If he harboured any doubts of success, he would hold off. A single meaningful flick of my eyes as I readjusted my posture put paid to any aggressive acts by Kriger. 
 
    Garvax behaviour, on the other hand, was less foreseeable. He would not meet my gaze. Instead, he glanced around, shamefaced, at the struggling forms on the biers that ringed the chamber I had prepared for my temporal voyage. 
 
    He’d been moping like this ever since I had him gag the two hundred seers we had brought into seclusion with us. The crying and caterwauling of the children in particular had grated on my nerves. Although the begging and weeping from the few adults had been little different or any less pitiful. 
 
    Better to silence them all. 
 
    The sentimental fool had even dared question me about the use of so many babes and children. As if their youth should exclude them from being fodder to feed the furtherment of my designs. 
 
    Those born with the sight were rare, but not as rare as many believed. The problem was that for the majority their tenuous connection to the time stream rapidly withered as they aged. Most lost the connection entirely before they had the maturity to pass on anything of what they saw. 
 
    Two hundred was barely enough as it was and Garvax in his stupidity suggested we should only make use of the adults. I sensed he would likely do something…precipitous, once he witnessed any of the youngest become a sunken and lifeless husk. 
 
    Kriger would step in and prevent any attempted interference, though. His penchant for sadism and the infliction of misery meant he would be enjoying the suffering too much to permit Garvax to act on his weakness. 
 
    An idle thought of whether either of my two puppets still recalled their mortal lives disturbed my internal preparations once again. 
 
    Kriger probably not. He was one of the originals along with me, though I could no longer remember anything about him from back then. From what I could tell every member of the first tranche, apart from myself, had become so engrossed in their new identities, that the memories of who they had been faded fast into nothingness. 
 
    Garvax was one of the newest to join our ranks. Long after the Proving Grounds had been established. Maybe it was the echoes of his connection with mortality that robbed him of his divine integrity. Or perhaps he was simply weak. It didn’t matter. I would only allow one of them to survive the challenge. Whichever of them had the dubious honour of still existing on the morrow would be nought but a slave to my will. If it proved to be Garvax, his conscience wouldn’t be troubling him for long. 
 
    I couldn’t quite place why I was plagued by such distractions on the eve of my victory. Perhaps, I was innately channelling knowledge of my future. After all, I was on the verge of the equivalent of a second ascension. One that should catapult me beyond even that interfering sorcerer Drakonis. 
 
    Unknown to all, even him, I intended to not only seize the deep well of energy Daxas possessed but his birth right as well. His ability as a soul siphon. But I would not be content to leave it to run passively, extracting energy slowly and painlessly from those around me. No, it would be modified and enhanced. 
 
    His former home world, Earth, would be my first port of call and I would take all that the billions who lived there had and more. And they would just be the first. The first of many. 
 
    That had to be it. Echoes of my former life were reverberating back through the time stream. Flooding backwards to me in the now as they were permanently purged from my consciousness once I wielded the supreme power in the universe. What need would an omnipotent god have for such recollections? It wasn’t even a sacrifice. 
 
    With that settled, my mind stilled and slipped into the stream of time with practised ease. My soul stretched out and latched onto the souls of my gagged thralls. They resisted, of course, but their wills were as nothing compared to mine. 
 
    Briefly, I contemplated snuffing their minds out to spare me the very minor irritation of suppressing them. But then I would forego the sweet taste of their despair. Who was I to deny myself such pleasures? Suffering that goes unsavoured, is suffering wasted. 
 
    Images flashed by me of the present and the future, flitting past me too fast to comprehend. I extended my will and slowed the passage of the closest pieces of information down to a more manageable speed so the streams could be reviewed and therefore subtly manipulated to give me the outcomes of different actions. 
 
    This was the easy part, and I needed no assistance. The closest streams were those that personally intersected with me and were not too far forward in the future, a few days. The streams which contained events that affected others or were months, even years ahead, continued to streak by too fast to be perceptible. With greater effort and energy expenditure I could slow even these. 
 
    I did not bother with that today, though. Regular prognostication was merely the warm-up. With amusement, I watched my predictions play out in the seclusion chamber. Garvax paled and stepped forward, intent on breaking my concentration and stopping me. Kriger then seized him from behind and choked him in turn. Their godly essences clashed and neutralised one another. 
 
    With my single concern put to bed, I turned my attention to the task at hand. Familiarity allowed me to locate the timestreams of the ethereal realm, all frustratingly obfuscated by the entity. They were as smoke to my fingers, impossible to grasp and hold, but that was why I brought so many seers with me. Tapping into their souls, I added their paltry talents to the prodigious depth of my own. 
 
    My talents reinforced my consciousness and reached out for the untouchable. Six of my tools, the weakest, all babes, were depleted and burnt out by the mere attempt. Mentally I formed a counter in a corner of my mind to keep abreast of their depletion. 
 
    196/202 remain. 
 
    The blood drained from Garvax stupid face at the sight. 
 
    Never mind him, it was working. The ethereal streams sped by as quickly as ever but now their smoky texture solidified. They essentially became corporeal to my talent. I flexed my mind and the nearest ethereal timestreams slowed. 
 
    179/202 remain. Seventeen more seers were husked in an instant. 
 
    Kriger put Garvax in the chokehold, keeping him from interfering. 
 
    My first attempt was a success, but I could only see a few minutes into the future of the Proving Grounds. That was of little use to me, I needed to see further and slowly broadened my grip. 
 
    147/202 remain. Another thirty-two lost. 
 
    More than a quarter of my tools were gone already but elation filled my heart, they had helped me achieve the desired result. The streams that catalogued what was to come over the next day in the Proving Grounds were readable. I should have sufficient thralls to hold the streams long enough to do my work if I didn’t waste any time. 
 
    145/202 remain. Two more useless and weak mortals gone. 
 
    I dived into the streams with relish, but was instantly met with consternation on two fronts. 
 
    First, the streams detailing events in the Proving Grounds after the conclusion of the Divine Challenge showed carefree supplicants celebrating Daxas’ success. 
 
    Somehow that filthy bastard was fated to win! 
 
    My anger was short-lived. These were visions of what would have happened had I not used my talent to see ahead. His victory would never be. 
 
    I couldn’t deny that I was disappointed by this revelation. My expectation had been that I’d only need to tweak events to handle the Infernals. Instead, I’d be forced to waste time fixing the ultimate outcome as well. Then it occurred to me this might not be such a setback after all. Likely fixing one would fix the other. 
 
    It was inconceivable that Daxas could defeat me unless the moronic demons lent him a hand, intentionally or not. 
 
    Second, and far more infuriating, the streams, even those that involved me directly inside his dungeon were obscured. 
 
    142/202 remain. 
 
    This was an unexpected barrier, and I didn’t have time to tentatively probe and reason out the source of the extra layer of obfuscation. The strength of my tools was already waning, and I couldn’t risk being subtle. The worst scenario would be not getting an answer while burning through more seers and then have to brute force my way through anyway. Burning through even more. The risk was too great to not bully from the beginning. 
 
    I pushed hard with my talent instead of probing. The push, bolstered by my unwilling tools, would divine the source of the blockage. 
 
    102/202 remain. 
 
    Forty more tiny soul fires winked out, but I had my answer. 
 
    Tamara.  
 
    It was Tamara hiding the filthy mutt from me. 
 
    That traitorous, disgusting, scaly slut! Damn the bitch, she would pay for this. 
 
    101/202 remain. 
 
    The push from my talent availed me with a lot of useless information including being assaulted by snippets of the mutt and the snake-headed whore coupling. A bile-inducing sight. Using the data earned, I quickly calculated what it would cost to break through the blockage she presented, and the results were mixed. 
 
    To eradicate her influence entirely by scouring the ability of foresight from her soul would burn through all the reserves leaving me insufficient time to analyse and manipulate the streams. I would have to settle for a compromise. 
 
    I blasted away Tamara’s ability to actively interfere any further at great cost to myself, and the thick cloud that obscured the Divine Challenge was lifted. Now I could see unobstructed. Sadly, her continued presence in the dungeon caused stutters in the streams and made them difficult to hold onto. 
 
    30/202 remain. 
 
    Regardless of the difficulties this presented, I immersed myself in the streams, absorbing as much knowledge as I could from them. 
 
    8/202 remain. 
 
    My mind bulged with what I saw. 
 
    My death at the hands of Shabbarth and Daxas’ eventual success left a sour taste in my mouth. The demon king baited me with insults and tried to exclude me before the run even began and then he and his six compatriots would strike me down. Then those ridiculous infernal fools turned on one another during the challenge, making it possible for the Wolf King to finish the straggling survivors off. It was embarrassingly easy for him. 
 
    That would not happen. 
 
    A few alterations and the Princeps early plans to murder me were stymied and that changed things immeasurably. This shift of events helped but there was much left to do. The Infernals were fools, but they outnumbered us. Outmanoeuvring them and preventing them from ruining this would take all my skill to achieve. 
 
    7/202 remain. Only the strongest of the seers survived, but they should each last a little longer than those who had already perished. 
 
    My time was short but there was nobody better at this than me. Before I began, I already had several ideas on steps that could be taken should Daxas prove a worthier foe than anticipated. Now armed with the knowledge of his plans and tricks these concepts could be moulded into counters and turn his own deviousness against him. My relationship with the Arbiter would be my greatest asset and I trialled what uses I could put him to. 
 
    The first of these counters was pure genius if I did say so myself and removed large parts of Daxas advantage. Including cancelling out Tamara. That had the benefit of making my vision a bit clearer and the streams easier to manipulate.  
 
    5/202 remain. 
 
    Which was just as well, as I needed to waste some of my time altering the flows to undo the crass stupidity of the Infernal Lords. Engineering Daxas’ demise would be of little benefit if those obtuse horned twats killed me in the process. Time and time again, given half a chance they would turn on me. Crafting the most efficient path wounded my pride, but I could endure the shame for the greatest prize of them all. None would live to ever remind me of the indignities I would endure at their hands. 
 
    2/202 remain. 
 
    I had just long enough to try a few more things with the streams. I used the Arbiter again, a most agreeable fellow, to implement one last surprise to shock Daxas. 
 
    As things were going my way, there was another wrinkle. 
 
    Jezebel. 
 
    Well, a few further tweaks of the streams and that insipid cow was dealt with too. It meant sacrificing one of my minions a bit earlier than planned. Keeping one of them would have been handy to deal with the aftermath and clean up when I returned victorious to the Realms. 
 
    A shame, but I would simply have to get my hands dirty. 
 
    Well, dirtier.  
 
    1/202 remain. 
 
    Finally, and just in the nick of time, the outcome was shifted dramatically in my favour. All was becoming clear. Each of Daxas’ moves revealed in part, at least, and then unravelled by me, leaving him bereft. 
 
    At last, I watched the final stream with rapt attention. 
 
    Daxas, his fur matted and bloodied lay panting on the scorched stone of his Core Floor. The bodies of his disciples were broken and strewn across the chamber. Me standing over him, four champions at my back, victory at hand. The defeated wolf tries one last trick. 
 
    Frustratingly, the stream judders at just that moment and I miss what his last play is. 
 
    0/202 remain. 
 
    My tools were fully spent, and I was being forced from the ethereal streams. 
 
    In the chamber, Garvax ceased struggling with Kriger as he sensed the last of the life sources being snuffed out.  
 
    No! 
 
    I must see the end. 
 
    There is one last ace up my sleeve. My High Priest, Mortan, is meditating in the Realms. I can feel the small bundle of his consciousness in the back of my mind as he connects me to the Realms and through them to the Heavens. This will allow me to replenish myself. The risk of entering the challenge depleted and unable to use foresight at all is low. Not that I should nee it after my good work today. 
 
    I burn through some of my soul energy reserves to keep the link for just a little longer. 
 
    With my hold weakening, the vision wavered. I manage to steady it, but only on myself and a few feet from me. 
 
    “You haven’t won yet, Timian. I have one last card to play,” Daxas coughs from below me, though I can’t focus properly on him. 
 
    I can feel my head look around but whatever I’m seeing is extremely fuzzy. All I can make out are big lumps of brown. “You are a dumber mutt than I thought, Daxas,” the vision of me castigates the desperate Wolf King. 
 
    The confidence and surety of my future-self flowed through me. “Everything is clear to me now. And to think you succeeded in getting me to worry, albeit fleetingly. Your final card is a dud, Daxas. Just like you,” I laughed. “Do you think you are the first to think of such a thing? You can’t make use of them. No one can. Now do me a favour and die in screaming agony.” 
 
    My arm pulled back, ready to thrust my halberd forward, exultation surged through me and that was the last thing I saw. The vision was cut off at the very end and my eyes snapped open. It was an annoyance that I would have to wait for the pleasure of torturing my enemy, but now knew for certain that my victory was assured. 
 
    As if there could have been any other outcome. 
 
    I may not have seen my ultimate victory, but I felt it, and that was even better. The eyes of foresight could be deceived or what they saw misinterpreted. Feelings were another matter and offered absolute certainty. 
 
    I rolled my neck to straighten out the kink that had built up, and then rose to my feet. 
 
    Kriger and Garvax had picked themselves up from the floor as well and were looking at me expectantly. 
 
    “Well?” Kriger asked, a gleam of excitement in his eyes. 
 
    I smiled brightly. “We’re all getting what we deserve, my friends.” 
 
    My actions had left me drained and I would not be able to use Mortan to replenish my reserves until we exited seclusion. However, their genuine answering smiles told me I didn’t have to worry about either of them suspecting my planned betrayal of them or acting during my brief time of weakness. 
 
    They really were naive. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There was a thunderous clap that reverberated through the High Temple. The sound waves disturbed motes of dust from every surface and caused the four guards that surrounded the old seer-priest to stumble. 
 
    Two managed to drop their halberds in shock and a third fell to the ground, his scale mail making an accompanying clattering sound to follow the thunderclap of the sudden and unexpected opening of a portal. 
 
    The only person completely unaware of what had just happened was Mortan. Timian’s High Priest was deep in meditation, fulfilling his patron God’s demands. Making himself an anchor for Timian to the Realms and the Heavens above. 
 
    The portal pulsed in front of the back wall, and the cloudy disc at its centre solidified into the image of a fiery hellscape. 
 
    Stepping through from the Infernal Reaches came Targelan, a Duke of the Reaches. The eight-foot scarlet-skinned demon sniffed in disdain as he took in the surroundings. The black plate armour he wore provided great protection but was hardly comfortable. The Sathanite noble preferred diplomacy and manipulation as his tools of war, but he could get his hands dirty like the best of them when it was required. 
 
    “How dare you profane this holy place, demon,” one of the braver of the four guards screamed at Targelan’s arrival. 
 
    Those were his last words as the demon raised his hand in the guard’s direction and a gout of flame burst from his palm and engulfed the doomed guard’s head. His wordless screams replaced the echoes of the sound of the portal opening.  
 
    His three companions instantly determined not to make the same mistake and give the demon any warning of their intent. 
 
    Two of them, the pair who had dropped their polearms, pulled swords from their sheaths and rushed the demon. Only to find Targelan was armed in kind and a far superior swordsman. Three parries and two unerring thrusts later and the pair were choking to death as they drowned in their own blood. 
 
    The final guardian had regained his footing and Targelan stared at him calmly. “Shall we?” he asked with a cruel smirk on his lips, showing off the rows of white serrated teeth like a shark. 
 
    The last guardian. A pragmatic fellow, known as Bill to his friends, had only taken a position as a ceremonial guard at one of the Divine Lord Timian’s temples as it was supposed to be a safe gig with regular pay. Nobody was stupid enough to piss off the God of Prophecy by causing a ruckus in one of his temples. 
 
    No one but a pants-shittingly scary demon, of course. 
 
    Bill turned tail and ran from the meditation antechamber. He didn’t stop until he made it to his local boozer and pawned his armour to fund a week-long beer-fuelled bender. By the Lord’s, he needed it, and it wasn’t like he was ever going back to that bloody temple again. Screw that job, all he wanted was to forget about the place. 
 
    Targelan chuckled at the departing form of Bill and put away the poisoned dart he’d been about to flick at the exposed nape of the man’s neck. Targelan was a firm believer that the application of common sense should be appropriately rewarded, and it wasn’t like he was ever coming back to this bloody temple again. He had a job to do before he could leave and forget about the place. 
 
    He strode over to the oblivious old man and struck off his head with a single swipe of his blade. Mortan’s wizened head with its scraggly beard rolled away and Targelan hopped back to avoid the spurts of arterial blood and stepped back through the portal. The wisps of Mortan’s soul were drawn into the portal with Targelan, and he inhaled them deeply, sighing with pleasure as power and knowledge flooded into him. The souls of the depraved had the choicest taste to them. 
 
    With a snap of his fingers, the demon closed the portal. He wanted to sever any connection to the Realms as quickly as possible. The place seemed to breed naivety. In its people and its deities. 
 
    This High Priest had been a fool to place his faith in a god who was clearly bereft of morals. Not that the old bastard had an overabundance of morals himself. Still, Mortan had known what Timian planned to do with the child seers. The despicable old man had gathered the unfortunates himself and gloried in the ruination and death of potential future rivals. 
 
    That he couldn’t, therefore, see the precariousness of the position that left him in, stumped Targelan. 
 
    Almost as much as Timian’s foolish assumption that the Infernal Lords would let him join them in the Proving Grounds with his prophetic abilities unhindered. 
 
    Of course, delaying his visit here by half an hour and allowing the godling a small advantage was Targelan’s idea, not the Princeps.  
 
    The greater the carnage, the greater the opportunities for those with the prudence to sidestep the furore. It was time for him to eke out what advantage he could for himself in the turmoil that was sure to come. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    The prelude was about to commence. The seconds were ticking down to exactly one hour from the Divine Challenge. 
 
    The seclusion of my final opponents was almost over. 
 
    All the entrances to my dungeon except the original, sited in the heart of the Alpha compound, had been dissolved. This included the original entrances to Nessa’s, Jen’Zadeer’s, and Tamara’s dungeons. They would only have one way to get in and without those other dungeon entrances being present we removed one avenue of uncertainty. Our adversaries wouldn’t be able to evade my welcoming committee by showing up on the other side of the Proving Grounds. 
 
    Thankfully, we were fully aware of their chosen arrival location, it was roughly half a mile away from the entrance. Outside the compound’s encircling walls and in the forest that surrounded the glade. 
 
    Had the timeframe not been severely restricted by Jezebel’s attempts to take my life, I would have moved the location of our last stand. Created a new custom-built camp at the very edge of the Proving Grounds boundary. One as far as was acceptable from the City. That would have made it as difficult as possible for any fallen challengers to make it back to us. 
 
    Alas, it was not to be. 
 
    Without those extra weeks to gather coin and fund the relocation, I would have had to do it using my current warchest. And that would mean weaker defenders. We’d have to rely on Torvald and the Pennant volunteers to get the job done at their end. 
 
    We’d gathered in the Viewing Lounge and settled into the leather couches with drinks in hand. Understandably, all my disciples were present and that did mean things were a little crowded. I had Krista on one knee and Jessamyn on the other with Fiadh sitting on the floor between my legs. Yanna and Yuni, the twin catgirls, had draped themselves over the back of my couch and were purring pleasently in my ears. Despite the circumstances of this gathering, I was extremely cosy and satisfied. 
 
    However, there was an understandable air of tension in the room that spoiled the festive atmosphere for many. Our fates were on the line and regardless of my indefatigable confidence, which I transmitted to my mates via our bond, most couldn’t help but return their feelings of nervousness in the same manner. They had faith in me, Defeating Jezebel as we had only cemented that trust. But a twinge of uneasiness before you risked your life, irrespective of the circumstances, was only natural. 
 
    The viewer was aimed at the correct spot and silence descended across the room as the enemy slowly materialised in the forest. They were a series of hazy outlines at first, which gradually solidified until there was a final shimmer. It was as if the focus sharpened giving us full clarity. 
 
    When the process completed, and the full array of what we faced became clear, there was a round of gasped inhalations from my mates. 
 
    “That is a lot of delvers,” Jessamyn lightly gulped. 
 
    “So many,” The catgirl twins hissed with disgust in unison. 
 
    Alyssa cleared her throat to get everyone’s attention and tapped lightly on a tablet connected to my DDD, analysing the data it had been recording from the moment of their arrival. “There are two hundred and ten to be precise. A classic good news-bad news scenario. The good news, many of the Divine Lords have stayed away. Only Timian, Kriger…” 
 
    A low growl coming from Fiadh kneeling on the floor interrupted Alyssa. 
 
    Krista leaned down and rubbed the berserker woman’s shoulder. “Don’t you worry, my dear. That wretched specimen of cruelty will get what’s coming to him.” 
 
    By now everyone was aware of the sadistic curse Kriger had inflicted upon Fiadh. One that I had managed to cleanse. 
 
    “Yes, he will. Daxas will see to it,” Alyssa continued to a round of agreement from the other women in the room. I didn’t mind others speaking for me in this regard, as I had every intention of following through on the promise they made on my behalf. 
 
    “Timian, Kriger, and Garvax are the only Divine Lord representatives. Unfortunately, they have been joined by all seven Princeps of the Dark Reaches who do not usually bother to participate. Not with the hatred between the two groups being as strong as it is. Congratulations my love, you have become a unifying force,” Alyssa joked. 
 
    “I fucking hope not,” I chuckled. “We want those bastards at one another’s throats.” 
 
     “I think we have little to fear in that regard,” Jessamyn interjected and pointed at the viewer. 
 
    There were sixty-three divine lords and champions. Each was bedecked in brightly glittering armour, pristine cloaks, with tabards of blazing white and other gentle pastel colours. They sneered with contempt at their demonic allies. 
 
    The demons in contrast had donned armour in an array of red and black shades, many despoiled with grime and blood. They made lewd gestures in the divine champion’s direction as both groups separated quickly and kept with their own kind. 
 
    “Indeed. And as we knew they would, they have come with their True Minds, which means they get their own avatars instead of assuming control of one of their champions. Despite that, ten lordly participants is actually on the low side. There ends the good news.” 
 
    Alyssa paused before continuing. “Our old friend the Arbiter has made some…allowances for them.” 
 
    I sat forward and almost accidentally deposited Jessamyn and Krista on the floor. My hands were quick, though, and I wrapped them around their waists and held them in place. “Wait! The deal we struck meant that he has to keep his little bitch ass out of my business,” I growled angrily. 
 
    “Sadly, he has found a way around that,” Tenzing contributed from behind the leather couches. 
 
    “How has he managed that?” Nessa practically snarled. 
 
    Tenzing gave her a wounded look and she mouthed the word sorry back at him. He nodded back his appreciation at her apology and continued. “While the bargain we struck covers your dungeon and its interactions with adventurers, Daxas. It did not include the Lords, as they were not present in the Proving Grounds when the bargain was struck. Provided his dictates relate to them specifically, and not to you, it technically remains within his purview.” 
 
    “Bugger!” I grunted. 
 
    Alyssa picked the baton back up and continued with her explanation. “It was too much to hope that the enemy would fail to learn from you, darling. 
 
    “To this end, the Arbiter has decreed that as they are facing four dungeons in one challenge, the Lords may bring separate champions for all four. Instead of the usual five champions each, they have brought along twenty. Ten Lords means two hundred champions, plus their ten avatars which makes two hundred and ten. 
 
    “Actually, we should probably thank Jezebel for shortening the time frame. Had we been allowed those extra weeks we would have undoubtedly added another three, maybe four dungeons to our ranks. Then we could have been facing more than four hundred of these bastards.” 
 
    Tenzing made a humming and hawing sound as he thought something over. “I believe there is an exploitable flaw here.” 
 
    “Would you look at that, my blue buddy is all grown up. I’m so proud,” I teased him good-naturedly. “Lay it on us, Tenzing. We could do with a dollop of good news.” 
 
    “This change of his is linked to the presence of the Lords in the Proving Grounds. I think we can use that. Under normal circumstances, if the commanding champion inhabited by a Lord, or one of the Princeps for that matter, is slain it does not affect the status of the others. However, if the Lord in question no longer existed, then this new rule of his should no longer apply.” 
 
    “I like where you’re going with this, buddy. If we kill one of these assholes, which we’re planning to do anyway, then their extra helpers should be pulled along with them.” 
 
    “Indeed, Daxas. With your permission, I shall go and petition the Entity directly.” 
 
    “Of course. Go make our case, Tenzing.” 
 
    Tenzing nodded to me and smiled. He took a reflexive breath, ready to take his leave but Alyssa interrupted him as she hurried across the room. 
 
    “A moment, brother.” 
 
    When she reached Tenzing, Alyssa whispered something in his big, blue ears and my mentor smiled widely showing his teeth. Despite my super hearing, I couldn’t hear what she said. Alyssa could block me out if she wished. 
 
    Before I could ask Tenzing closed his eyes, and he blinked out of the room with a small popping sound. 
 
    “What was that about?” I quizzed her. 
 
    “You’ll see,” she shot back with an air of mystery. 
 
    “Alyssa!” 
 
    “It’s a surprise, Daxas.” 
 
    “Is this really the time?” I complained. 
 
    “Let her have some fun, Husband,” Jessamyn urged me. “Alyssa has never let us down. She won’t now.” 
 
    Casting my eyes around the room none of my mates jumped to my defence. It was going to be like that, was it. The downside of a harem is that you are always outnumbered. I’ll admit the upsides more than made up for the occasional irritation. 
 
    “Fine,” I grumped, not entirely happy that I was being double-teamed and denied. “Let’s take a closer look at who we’ll be up against.” 
 
    I motioned for Alyssa to retake her position in front of the viewer. She strutted smartly back into position and tapped on her tablet. Seven fresh screens appeared overlaid on the larger one. Each focused on one of the infernals. 
 
    “These are the Princeps of the Infernal Reaches. Dread Shabbarth, Olganeth the Grizzled, Tharzus Soulblight, and Mutilation Magros are the self-styled Cornerstone Kings. Not because they are any more vital than the other three, but because they all ascended from the Sathanite nobility of the Reaches. The master race of infernal culture. Consequently, they look down on the others, not viewing them as true Princeps. Next, we have Tir’Goran Six-Winged of the Eyrie who rules Imp-kind. Bulmaras warrior-general of the Brutes and finally Thorzoth the Vain, lord of the Incubi.” 
 
    My eyes roved over each of them in turn. Shabbarth had the classical devil look going on for him. Red-skinned, with foot-long black horns adorning his head. The popular image of Satan or Tim Curry’s Lord of Darkness from Legend. His fanged mouth was seemingly permanently stuck in a cruel smirk. He cut an imposing figure pushing eight feet in height, not including the horns, with a massive sword almost as long strapped to his back. 
 
    Olganeth was physically similar to Shabbarth except his skin was ash-grey and crisscrossed with scarring or wrinkling like a prune. Unlike the others, he wore little visible armour but had dozens of small blades in sheaths strapped to him. 
 
    Tharzus Soulblight had green skin and was shorter than his fellow Cornerstone Kings by at least a foot. His horns were twisted, and his flesh was pocked with sores and scabs. 
 
    Mutilation Magros was probably the most visually intimidating of the Sathanite foursome. His skin complexion was pale, and he was probably half a foot taller than any of the others. He had a fat, distended belly, with jiggling jowls and broken tusks jutting up from his lower jaw. On his shoulder, he carried a huge cleaver covered in blood and gobbets of viscera. He regularly slapped his belly, covered by an oilskin butcher’s apron, to punctate whatever bawdy joke he was making to his comrades. 
 
    Tir’Goran the imp Princeps was the tallest of them all. Ten feet at least, maybe eleven. However, his frame was bone thin, almost skeletal with a black skin covering. He had three pairs of wings that protruded from his back which he flapped whenever he thought somebody got too close. From the negative reaction of those nearby, the flapping had to produce some kind of noxious effect. 
 
    Bulmaras lived up to his breed. Thick, stocky, and made of muscle with a wide snout that gave him a demonic piggish look. However, his yellow eyes never stopped moving, examining, and assessing. This was no mindless animal to be dismissed. My instincts were pinging warning shots across all my neurons. 
 
    The Brute Lord was one to watch, perhaps even the most dangerous of them all. Not to be underestimated. 
 
    On the Infernal side of the road that just left Thorzoth the Vain. At first, I thought he almost looked like an extremely handsome human man, but I shook my head, focused, and whatever illusory power he used was pushed aside. Behind the veneer, he was exceedingly unimpressive. Barely six feet tall, with light red skin, and two small nubbin-like horns protruding from his forehead. His hair was unkempt, teeth filthy, and all sense of personal hygiene was long gone. 
 
    I could only presume Thorzoth had grown entirely reliant on his illusory power to present himself as an impeccable and handsome devil. Perhaps he used it to fool even himself. 
 
    It was at that point I picked up on some of the appreciative murmurs from my mates. That the slick mind-fucker could affect them even from afar sent a surge of unquenchable anger through me. 
 
    Jessamyn picked up on my sudden wrath and leaned back into me. She took my jaw in her dainty hand and guided my gaze back to her. “Only you,” she whispered and kissed me on the lips. 
 
    My alpha mate’s reassurance reforged the fury in my heart. Soon it was redirected and reshaped with purpose. My will and intent pulsed outward from me and into my mates via our bond and the incubus’ vile influence was shattered. 
 
    “Yeuch! Would you look at those teeth,” Jen’Zadeer said with distaste. “I thought Incubi were supposed to be alluring to women.” 
 
    She wasn’t the only one to make similar comments and Jessamyn grinned back up at me and patted the side of my face. It was interesting that once Thorzoth’s influence had been broken, even the memory of how it once made them feel was purged. Regardless of that curiosity, he would have to be dealt with quickly. Half of my life-seeded mobs were female, and I couldn’t protect them from his mind fuckery in the same way I had for my mates just now. 
 
    Most of the champions they had brought mirrored their Princeps in shape and type, albeit usually a bit smaller and slightly less impressive looking than their leaders. The biggest exception was that some of the Incubi champions sported a pair of bat-like wings sprouting from their backs. 
 
    I sent a quick message to Torvald who was commanding the emergence pool contingent to expect some fliers. Including a few suggestions on how to deal with them. 
 
    On the other side of the road, the three Divine Lords and their retinues had assembled. They were a stark contrast to their demonic allies. 
 
    Firstly, the three of them, Timian, Garvax, and Kriger all looked remarkably normal. Almost human, in fact. Their skin shone with an unnatural burnished glow, but apart from that, they didn’t look dissimilar from a trio of guys who spent too many hours in their local gym. Kriger stood out with a shock of carrot-red hair. Timian was blonde and blue-eyed, every inch the popular alpha-Chad type and Garvax a rather non-descript brown haired man with a sour expression. 
 
    Their champions, on the other hand, were a menagerie of what the Realms had to offer. There were a few of the usual suspects, elves, dwarves, and orcs, but also some from species I’d not encountered here in the Proving Grounds. Two nine-foot ogres and a white-scaled, winged draconic man. 
 
    “The draconic champion is Braxtor,” Alyssa informed me. “Very dangerous. They always bring him when they are going for the jugular during a challenge. Few dragons have ever been bound to a humanoid form permanently and to the best of my knowledge, Braxtor is the only one who did so willingly. 
 
    “While these champions are copies of the originals and not the real thing, the entity insisted they keep their true personalities, and each had to be unique. Which is just as well. Thirty more like Braxtor on top of everything else could have been more than we could handle. The ogres are called Grolth and Mugu. As a pair, they are a match for Braxtor. The rest are capable fighters but those three are the standouts. 
 
    “Unfortunately, due to the scarcity of their participation, I have little insight to give about the infernal champions, though at first look, there does not appear to be any surprises.” 
 
    “Well, I think we are about to find out,” Eina said, and Alyssa turned around to see what she was referring to. 
 
    My naiad disciple was correct. The infernal’s posturing and jockeying for position amongst one another was at an end. They had spotted movement on the ramparts surrounding Alpha compound and their bloodlust was ignited. There was mortal meat to be had and they were chomping at the bit to get a taste. 
 
    The seven Princeps looked at one another, distrust and barely concealed contempt plain, but a wordless agreement was reached, and the reins were released. With a cacophony of howls, growls, snarls, and roars, most of the demons shot off at break-neck speed towards the compound and the awaiting defenders. 
 
    Only the seven Princeps and their honour guards remained. 
 
    “Don’t get any foolish ideas, little godlings,” Shabbarth barked at Timian and his followers who had maintained better discipline. “I may despise my brothers for their weakness and they me for outshining them. But be under no illusions. That disposition pales in comparison to the loathing we bear for your kind. You are here on sufferance. If you show sufficient obedience, maybe, we’ll let you have a few discarded scraps from our table.” 
 
    A round of snickering and coughed laughter followed Shabbarth’s pronouncement as the infernals and their entourage began to casually stroll after their main force. 
 
    The look of impotent rage on Timian’s face was priceless. His greed had got the better of him. If he had brought more of the other Lords with him then he wouldn’t have been so seriously outnumbered and effectively impotent. But then he would have had to share the spoils with them. 
 
    My heart bled for him. It really did. Not. 
 
    There were a few concerned looks from within the ranks of his champions that the great Lord Timian seemed to be willing to eat whatever shit the infernals doled out. To be honest I was a bit surprised he hadn’t reacted a little more aggressively myself. But on second thought, Timian was nothing if not a plotter. Something virtually confirmed as soon as the infernals were out of earshot. 
 
    “Lord Timian,” Braxtor started in a gravelly voice. 
 
    Timian put his hand up to cut off whatever he had been about to say. “Not. A. Word. It’s all in hand. Just be ready to act when I say. We shall stay back here until the last second. Let our friends deal with the welcoming committee that awaits them within those walls.” 
 
    As he finished the sourpuss expression on Timian’s face was replaced by a maliciously gleeful one. 
 
    So, he knew about the ambush by the guild awaiting them and was letting the infernals walk heedlessly into it. This was both welcome news and worrisome.  
 
    Welcome for obvious reasons. Worrisome because I didn’t like the idea of Timian being aware of my plans in any shape, manner, or form. Although given Tamara’s recent bout with him, I shouldn’t be overly surprised that he had gleaned some forewarning of what we were doing. Hopefully, the longer this went on, the less he would know. 
 
    Those worries were pressed into the background as the big screen shifted perspective. The demons had made it to the walls. The first phase of the final battle was about to begin. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    The swarm of infernal champions approached the gates of Alpha Compound in a fever pitch of battle fury. My people would be facing roughly one hundred and twenty enemy combatants. Thirty of which, eighteen imps and the rest winged sathanites and incubi, could fly over the walls, ignoring the defenders commanded by Pacclo on the walls. 
 
    Meanwhile, the ground-based force battered themselves into the outer gate or started to claw their way up the wall. The demon’s claws scored deep gouges into the thick granite bricks of the walls. 
 
    The gates held strong, they bowed but did not break. At least, not from this initial attack. The fliers swooped into the courtyard, screaming their high-pitched and disturbing war cries for all to hear. It’s as if they thought my people might be unaware they were coming and wanted to instil fear in their victims. 
 
    During my planning phase, I’d been hoping they would throw themselves at us so recklessly. There were no specific aerial defences in place, I had some installed in the dungeon and didn’t want to give them away early. However, the guilds and my topside girls were ready. They poked their heads out from the multitude of windows in the buildings around the compound and unleashed a hail of crossbow bolts into the troop of flying demons that were landing. 
 
    Most of the bolts were either evaded or bounced off armour unable to penetrate and deal any piercing damage. But the bolts weren’t completely ineffective, they had been enchanted with various shades of elemental damage. I suspected some of it was being resisted, but the occasional grimaces of discomfort on the faces of the enemy meant part of it was getting through and starting to wear them down. 
 
    Outside the courtyard, Pacclo issued the order and the wall defenders tipped cauldrons of boiling oil on the huddled demons as they prepared themselves for a second shoulder barge into the creaking outer gate. The creatures laughed as they were slathered in the scalding substance and stuck their tongues out to lap up the liquid, smacking their lips in feigned gastronomic pleasure. 
 
    Their enjoyment had to be an act, as the viscous liquid we tipped on them wasn’t an edible kind of oil, and I doubted it had a pleasant taste even if it didn’t scorch their tongues and throats. 
 
    A high resistance, if not complete immunity to sources of heat damage, was not exactly a surprise for these hell-born monstrosities. The cauldrons of oil had been put in place primarily to target the divine warriors who had been held back. As we wouldn’t get a chance to try it on them, it was worth a shot coating the infernals instead even if it proved ineffective. The guild defenders would get no criticism from me on that front. 
 
    Unfortunately, the walls weren’t that tall in the grand scheme of things and the climbing infernals made it up to the ramparts very quickly and engaged with Pacclo and the guild members manning the walls. There was not much room up there and the melee fights were practically one-on-one. Even after my gifts, the adventurers were horribly outmatched and the infernals carved through them with frightening ferocity. They tore limbs from bodies and hurled defeated opponents from the walls in all directions. 
 
    The jaguar-man bobbed and weaved, his scimitars stabbing and slicing any opportune target. Several times he was forced to dance agilely across the crenelated wall to avoid the claws of an infernal. Sadly, most of those under his command had neither the stats nor skills to match the cat-kin man’s deftness and fell victim to their monstrous opponents. 
 
    Some of those firing ranged weapons from inside the buildings turned their attention to the beasts currently destroying their comrades with frightening efficiency. 
 
    Using the DDD, I opened a channel and broadcast my voice to the compound. 
 
    “Keep targeting the fliers. Ignore those who have already made it to the top of the wall.” 
 
    “Heavens fall! Look at what those monsters are doing to them,” Marie, one of my three freshest disciples who was sitting beside me gulped. “I know many of those men well. They are good dungeoneers. Experienced, competent, and boosted to rank one hundred to boot. They are being torn apart like straw dolls. How in the hells are we supposed to stop these bastards?” 
 
    My newest disciples had only been with us for the equivalent of a couple of weeks and missed some of the briefings we’d held over the years. Jessamyn reached over and hugged the shaken woman. 
 
    “Fear not, Marie,” she reassured her. “They are powerful, but not unbeatable. Look closely, do you see that slightly flickering dark purple nimbus the attacking infernals are surrounded by?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That denotes they have activated a spell similar to the Blood Rage which has significantly boosted their combat proficiency. It’s a special blended spell we expect most of the infernal champions to have taken called Sundered Hate.” 
 
    “Blended? What does that mean?” Marie asked, her fear being replaced by inquisitiveness. 
 
    Alyssa absent-mindedly answered the question for Jessamyn and Marie while most of her attention was rapt on the battle. 
 
    “The Lords negotiated for a few special spells only their champions could take. Blending spells from different schools into a single overpowered spell. Sundered Hate combines three spells, one from the Infernal and two from the Destruction schools. It takes the stat-boosting and duration elements of Blood Rage, the limb severing effect from Vorpal Weapon and the disabling of damage reduction granted by worn armour from Greater Armour Breaker. The divine champions have something similar called Blessed Strike. It’s much the same but it uses Bless instead of Blood Rage. Greatly increasing their sanctified damage.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make me feel much better,” Marie complained when Alyssa finished her explanation. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Jessamyn said and stroked some stray hair behind her ears. “The ethereal entity always demands balance. The spells are very powerful, yes, but the mana required to cast them matches that power. Leaving them with little leftover for anything else. Sundered Hate and Blessed Strike also have a ninety-minute cooldown between casts. They will have to be very selective about when they use it when inside the dungeon. And we have a few strategies up our sleeve that could render them defunct which we are saving for later. We can’t give those strategies away before they get inside though, can we?” 
 
    “Plus,” I added to the conversation with a hint of malicious glee. “The daft fuckers outthought themselves.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “When the Lords negotiated these exceptions to the spell lists available, it was specific to their champions. They didn’t think to include themselves, assuming they would never be here in the flesh, so to speak. None of the Princep assholes, Timian, Kriger, or Garvax could take them.” 
 
    Marie settled down, much happier to know our cause wasn’t hopeless, and the group’s attention went back to the big screen. 
 
    A few more missiles had been launched in the direction of the infernals atop the battlements, but they had trickled away, and our archers returned to targeting the flying combatants. The enemy fliers had split up and were making it difficult for the archers to hit them. The imps in particular were fast and agile, making turns and aerial manoeuvres like a starling, rather than something the size of a large but thin humanoid. 
 
    Down on the ground, the battering horde had forced their way through the outer gates and surged into the gatehouse courtyard. The portcullis barring the inner gateway was down and they rushed it without thought. Their claws and even a few tentacles grasped the bars and forced it upwards. 
 
    I opened a second localised communications channel directly by the ear of the halfling Piotr. He’d been embedded in the loft of the gatehouse ready to unleash the next surprise. 
 
    “Piotr, they are inside the gatehouse. Drop the vats and then make your escape quickly. You will not like what is coming next. The outer walls are your best bet to avoid getting turned into paste.” 
 
    The young man jumped a bit from fright but hastened to obey my order. “Yes, Sir,” he answered crisply and pulled the lever he’d been gripping tightly in anticipation of this moment. 
 
    The mechanism released a catch to a series of brown glass jars that were tipped inwards and deposited their liquid contents, concentrated sulphuric acid, on the mass of demons below. 
 
    The squeals of shock, pain, and anger told me they didn’t enjoy the acid rain as they had the one made of oil moments earlier. In part, we had dumped the searing hot oil on them to lull them into a false sense of security. Convince them we had failed to adequately prepare for beasts of their nature. 
 
    As the acid did its work, Piotr dropped a coil of rope through a porthole only he was small enough to squeeze through and started to lower himself to the ground. His escape was delayed by a couple of seconds as the shock of seeing Pacclo’s headless body fly past the porthole. Once his platoon of defenders had dwindled even Pacclo with the inherent grace of a cat couldn’t evade multiple infernals with insanely boosted stats. 
 
    The delay meant Piotr only made it about halfway down before I was forced to enact the next part of the defence plan. All the other defenders on the battlements of that front-facing wall had been slain and the infernals who had despatched them were about to descend into the compound. 
 
    There were quite a few restrictions on what I was allowed to buy and install when adventurers or others were present in the locations I wanted to adapt. So many, in fact, as to make it virtually useless as a tactic. 
 
    Trying to add extra walls, traps, or gates while anyone was in the vicinity simply would not work. However, the rules regarding what I could remove when they were present left me a little more room to work with. 
 
    Alyssa tapped her tablet as we watched, and the entire forward-facing wall and gatehouse shimmered and then disappeared. The demons atop the wall now found themselves with no surface to stand on. Without purchase, they couldn’t gain any traction that would propel them into the compound, and they plummeted straight down instead. 
 
    The fall was a mere fifty feet, not enough to do any damage to fighters equipped as they were. Sadly, for them, but not us, I had made alterations to what lay beneath the wall’s foundations before the attack began. A trench thirty feet deep had been excavated and the walls of this trench had been reinforced with smooth titanium walls to maintain the structure’s stability. 
 
    At the base of the trench was a glass trough filled to the brim with more pungent, and recently proven to be quite effective, concentrated sulphuric acid. Most of the infernals on the walls, barring a couple, were unable to grab hold of the rim or angle their fall to avoid being dropped into the trap. 
 
    They plunged into the acid, screaming with unabated fury and discomfort. The smooth titanium of the walls was not stone and successfully resisted any attempts from their frantic clawing to penetrate the surface and give them the required leverage to escape the acidic trench. 
 
    Piotr, who hadn’t made it all the way down the rope, dropped like a stone and landed on his arse with an oof sound as air escaped his lungs in stunned astonishment. He was quick to get back on his feet, though, and canny enough to pull the remnants of his rope out of the trench, lest an angry demon managed to grab hold of it and pull him in or themselves up. He swiftly scarpered into the forest before any of the back rank of the mob at the gatehouse spotted him. 
 
    That mob remained mostly intact. I hadn’t been able to set the same fall trap beneath the swarmed mass in the gatehouse, more’s the pity. The walls had been solid and rested on either side of the excavated trench which was something I couldn’t do for the gatehouse. But the sudden disappearance of the walls at the sides that had hemmed them in did cause a few of them to lose their balance and tumble into the acid-filled trenches on either side. 
 
    The front rank that had been trying to haul the portcullis up fell forward after its sudden disappearance and were then trampled by their fellows as those behind charged over them into the cobbled compound. 
 
    Using the communications channel that covered the whole complex I barked a simple command. 
 
    “Maids, attack!” 
 
    Following my orders, the battle maids in their skimpy bramour outfits were the first to rush out of every available building. Their short swords gleamed wickedly in the permanent summer sunshine of the forest glade. 
 
    Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t order my army to give up the tactical advantage that occupying buildings afforded. But the infernals were too fast and too strong. They’d get inside with ease and then the close-quarters nature of the fighting would rob the guild and my battle maids of their singular advantage. 
 
    Numbers. 
 
    The ability to surround and overwhelm, especially now that the enemy ‘formation’ was in such disarray. 
 
    On a separate viewing screen, we could see that Shabbarth, and his fellow Princeps had caught wind that something was up with the unexpected disappearance of the front wall. They were already speeding up and running towards the battle. Unless they were complete morons, which was possible, albeit unlikely. They would order the fliers to descend into the trenches and ferry out those languishing in the acid bath and slowly dissolving within. The addition of a swirling grand melee would make any attempts at that kind of organisation more difficult. 
 
    Especially when I started pumping out some Lamb of God metal music at maximum volume where they would be standing. 
 
    Throughout this, I couldn’t help but notice the creepy and smug smile on Timian’s face. 
 
    That bastard knew what would happen to the infernals during the attack. 
 
    His silence on the matter wouldn’t earn him any sympathy from me, though. He and his brethren were going down in the worst way I could manage. 
 
    The battle-maids made contact with the enemy, slashing, distracting, and using their acrobatic skills to try and get close. Their demonic opponents were a fair match for their grace and athleticism. The maids sold their lives dearly. A maid would be bisected or clubbed to death so that one of her sisters could get close enough and stab her weapon into the gaps of an infernal’s armour. 
 
    Their attacks were getting through, weakening the enemy, but the cost was so great the attack would dwindle and peter out too quickly to have any long-term effect. Not a single infernal had fallen and failed to rise back up. But there was more to come from our ambushing army. 
 
    “Now, Simeon!” 
 
    “The Dark Moon! The Dark Moon!” The halfling guild chief roared at the top of his lungs as he led the second assault with Thrasher and Yorsashi flanking him to watch his back. 
 
    The cry was taken up and joined by others. “For the Sons!” came from Nel’Van and his kin on the other side of the compound. “The Wolf’s Fang!” from the orcs who rushed out with the dark elves and even a “Fuck those rotten grot-licking Lords!” from a particularly enthusiastic Arash. Slightly ironic, coming from him, as he, Sindar, plus a few other selected superior marksmen would be staying put indoors and trying to keep the ranged pressure on the continued flying threat. 
 
    Speaking of the flying threat, I happened to have a rather devious idea pop into my head as I watched them swoop around and dive bomb at the freshest charge. They were trying to disrupt it and give their ground-based allies longer to slaughter my battle maids who would remain engaged until the reinforcements arrived to relieve them. 
 
    An idea that would not impact any defences already in the dungeon. 
 
    I could effortlessly utilise the DDD mentally these days and made the preparation promptly. Seconds later, I’d used a few hundred gold coins we had left in reserve to purchase a very heavily weighted mesh net. Several hundred square metres worth. I couldn’t materialise it anywhere close to where the adventurers or champions were present, but I didn’t need to. That’s what the ton’s worth of weighting was for. 
 
    A quarter of a mile up would be sufficiently far away. The net would create a bit of drag as it fell, still, it ought to only take ten to fifteen seconds to cover the distance between where the net came into being and the flying infernals below. Which should be just long enough. 
 
    “Guild members! Disengage and back up to the building,” I ordered into the courtyard. 
 
    My battle maids stayed in the melee and held their ground as most of the bewildered guild warriors backed up as commanded. Confused as they had only just engaged the enemy. A few had lost their heads, figuratively, and ignored my order, although they would likely lose them literally as well quite quickly by themselves. 
 
    The infernals roared with bloodlust and delight, tearing apart my brave battle maids, believing they had the guild warriors on the run. Then the mesh reached the courtyard at terminal velocity and the roars of victory transformed into cries of frustrated rage. 
 
    The first and intended targets were the fliers. Only a handful of them, those who pursued the retreating guild warriors avoided being caught up as the netting fell to the earth. Three-quarters of them were tangled in the mesh and were slammed into the ground or on top of the other infernals hard. Their wings were incapable of keeping them aloft with the unexpected added force and weight. 
 
    One of the poor bastards was brained on the skull by a hundred-kilogram weight travelling at several hundred miles per hour. I don’t care what protective measures you may have taken, that is going to hurt. 
 
    “Back into the fray!” I ordered over the DDD, and the guild warriors responded admirably to the shock that came from the tactical shift. 
 
    “Always making it up on the fly,” Simeon grumbled as he waved his short sword forward, pointing at the enmeshed infernals struggling to adapt, and led his squad in a charge. “Get ‘em.” 
 
    Short, simple, and to the point. The words a bit like the man who uttered them, I thought. Although knowing Simeon as I do, he’d take exception to all three observations. 
 
    The guild warriors ran back into the melee. The wire mesh didn’t hold the infernals for long and quite a few of them had cut their way through by the time the guild faithful swarmed over them. They were still impeded by the netting, though, being bigger, Claws and weapons also got caught on the parts of the mesh that hadn’t been severed and were hindered. Especially the fliers whose wings would get tangled and hold them back. 
 
    With their speed compromised, Simeon, Nel’Van, Ferash, and their assembled host had a much better time of it during the second charge. 
 
    They weren’t harried from the skies as the few remaining flying infernals were recalled by the Princeps who had reached the edge of the compound at the same time the mesh had landed. They were ordered into the trenches to attempt the rescue of the twenty or more dissolving demons. 
 
    I leaned forward on the leather couch, my gaze intent on the unfolding battle. Things were at a pivotal point, and it almost looked like the guilds were going to overwhelm the infernals that had been caught up in the mesh. 
 
    The infernals may have been stronger and they were almost one-shotting many of the adventurers buffed as they were by Sundered Hate. But the guilds started the day with more than two thousand soldiers, whenever one fell their place was taken by another. And it’s not like when they got past the infernal’s defences they weren’t hurting them. There was power behind their attacks. 
 
    “They’re going to do it,” Nessa squealed with glee and bounced up and down on the couch. “They’re going to wipe all these demonic fuckers out.” 
 
    Alas, her optimism was misplaced. 
 
    The Princeps glared imperiously at the swirling mass of blood and carnage. 
 
    “Together?” Shabbarth asked, sounding almost bored. 
 
    “If we must,” Tharzus Soulblight remarked with feigned disinterest. 
 
    “Yes,” Tir’Goran Six-Winged snapped irritably. The imp lord’s impatience did not surprise me, it was mostly his champions that were getting hacked to pieces by my adventurer followers. 
 
    As a group the seven raised their arms, palms facing outward, and balls of crackling plasma came into existence. The plasma balls shot forward and expanded rapidly as they flew the short distance to the grand melee and exploded above the mass of warring bodies. 
 
    The explosion caused by the seven spells was tremendous. Two shockwaves emanated from the fiery centre. The first made up of compressed air slammed the bodies of those fighting, into the blood-slicked cobblestones. However, most of the explosive force from the plasma wave went laterally and collided with the guild buildings and walls of the compound causing massive amounts of damage to the structures inside the compound. 
 
    Most of the buildings shuddered and collapsed from the force like a house of cards. Rosie, Arash, and Sindar along with a few of the other ranged attackers inside were buried in the destruction. The walls, being a solid ten feet thick, fared better and did not fall, but significant cracks and fissures spidered across the surface. 
 
    The Princeps weren’t spared the effect of their magical attack and they were thrown from their feet, embarrassed, but otherwise likely unharmed as most of the energy was displaced over their heads. 
 
    The second fiery shockwave was made up of the superheated nature of the plasma explosion that had been directed downwards into the fighters crushed into the ground. The flames stormed across the cobbles, over the crumbled guild buildings and licked at the edges of the cracked walls before petering out. 
 
    The effect on the battle was world-ending for my guild warriors. The crushing damage would have hurt, but the intensity of the flames roasted most of them alive. I could see the crisped body of Simeon atop an infernal that struggled to get back on its feet. Simeon’s partially melted short sword jutted from the demon’s gut. The burned bodies of Thrasher and Yorsashi lay beside the halfling chieftain. Nel’Van, Ferash, and the other guild members in the courtyard were just as dead. 
 
    The entire guild attack force had been wiped out in a single attack. Well, seven attacks combined into one. 
 
    There was stunned silence in the viewing lounge until Gadiel muttered. “Fucking overkill much.” 
 
    Alyssa tsked the foul-mouthed elf. “It was clever of them,” she noted. “They will get all their mana back for the challenge. Their fiendish minions were immune to the heat damage. They lost nothing by unleashing seven Infernal Bombs to end the war. They also have insurance to keep Sundered Hate active,” she finished and brought up a smaller fresh screen for us to view.  
 
    On screen, we could see a flustered and very afraid Piotr being flushed out of the treeline by a handful of the Princeps personal guard who had been absent from the attack on Alpha compound. They harried the young halfling but made no effort to kill him. Like Blood Rage, Sundered Hate remained active until there were no living visible enemies. 
 
    “Poor Piotr,” Krista said sympathetically as we watched him jink and scramble, his panic rising. She had been close to and had liked the young halfling a great deal when she had been an officer in the guild before joining me in the dungeon. 
 
    Tamara, who had stood up behind the couch, patted the shoulder of the vampire woman on my knee. “I think he will be alright,” she consoled. “The Princeps have miscalculated the depth of Timian’s malevolence and duplicity.” 
 
    As Tamara finished speaking a shadow from above flitted over the treetops. This was followed by a white streak as Braxtor swooped down like a shimmering dart from the heavens and skewered poor Piotr with his emblazoned lance. 
 
    The tip of the weapon connected between the halflings clavicle bone and went all the way through his body, the point burying itself into the loamy earth. The look of shock was plain on Piotr’s face and hurt flashed across his features. Then his head slumped down, hanging loosely, he was quite dead. 
 
    “Of course, ‘alright’ in this situation is a somewhat relative concept,” I quipped, smiling broadly. 
 
    The draconic warrior had landed in a crouched position, Superman style, and sprang back up to the frosty glares of the Princeps and their champions. 
 
    “What?” Braxtor rasped. “Was this not the scraps you promised us?” 
 
    With a gruff chuckle, he put his taloned foot on Piotr’s dead shoulder and pulled his lance free. A single last contemptuous look at the infernals and Braxtor launched himself back into the air, winging his way back to Timian’s side. 
 
    The reason for my smile at Piotr’s tragic demise quickly became apparent to my watching mates. All around the battlefield, the crackling sickly purple nimbus of Sundered Hate faded from the infernal champions. All due to there no longer being any visible living opponents in the vicinity and their stats suddenly returned to normal. 
 
    This meant their boosted health pools that had been keeping many of them hale and hearty returned to their pre-spell levels too. They were no longer quite so hale and certainly not hearty. 
 
    Health potions were hastily summoned and quaffed, but not all the infernal champions in the courtyard had the time or the forethought to take such action. Some of them, those being rescued from the acid pits, for example, couldn’t make use of a potion as they were holding on to, or being held by, their rescuers. 
 
    Plus, potions didn’t appear unstoppered and in your mouth. Not unless you made preparations in advance, something I would certainly be doing now that I had thought about it. 
 
    Cheering broke out around the room as more than thirty of our enemies slumped or were deposited on the ground unmoving. We had just carved away fifteen percent of the challenger’s fighting force. 
 
    Provided we managed to stop them from getting back to the dungeon entrance in time, of course. 
 
    “Torvald,” I said, opening a channel to the Blue Pennant commander leading the five hundred people we had ready to act in the City. “Get your people ready. You’re going to have incoming any minute now.” 
 
    After I’d taken a moment to think it over the only person not openly celebrating our pyrrhic victory was me. Contrary to what people might think, I found Braxtor’s last-second intervention unnerving. Mainly because he had to have been acting at Timian’s behest. 
 
    The prophetic god’s actions had been beneficial to us, but why? Timian was an arrogant prick, but he was no fool. Fewer infernal champions would make the job of completing my dungeon more difficult. What was the source of his overabundant confidence? 
 
    That fucker was plotting something. Something we hadn’t anticipated or overlooked in our own planning. For the first time in as long as I could remember there was a gnawing in my gut. 
 
    A knot of worry had found a way to worm its way into my psyche and I didn’t like it. 
 
    The only consolation was that I wouldn’t have long to wait to find out if my concern was needless or not. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Torvald, Elauthuin, and their adventurer allies had cordoned off the emergence pool area. Sadly, it was quite an open space with a wide circular perimeter made of marble flagstones and half a dozen boulevards that connected to the courtyard where the zone seven pool could be found. 
 
    They had split their forces into six teams of eighty warriors that manned very solid ten-foot barricades made of concrete that I had provided for the occasion. The guilds wheeled them into place on trolleys I had also made available. The work was mostly carried out by guild members who were hedging their bets. They wanted to be seen to help but hadn’t fully committed to the last stand against the champion’s plan I’d worked up. 
 
    Our activities had caused quite a bit of consternation amongst the City dwellers not part of my outer circle of influence. But once they found out what our intention was, they wanted to get themselves as far away as possible. So, that reduced the risk of any potential muck-makers. However, to be on the safe side we made use of those hedging adventurers and asked them to search the surrounding buildings and disperse anyone they found.  
 
    The final touch was a network of hastily prepared ropes and chains that had been tied between the barriers so that they crisscrossed over the pool. We had specifically targeted the fliers as much as possible during the battle and they made up a disproportionate number of the thirty fallen infernal champions. The preparations wouldn’t last very long, but they would prevent them from simply flying away. The first time around, at least. 
 
    The Viewing Lounge had emptied out of my disciples except for me and Alyssa. They were taking up their positions just in case the Lords tried some kind of surprise and found a way to start the challenge early. Given what had happened to Tamara, and Timian’s subsequent behaviour, I’d been spooked a little and didn’t want to take any risks. 
 
    It took ten minutes for the champions to emerge from the pool. The imp champions and one winged sathanite, as predicted, tried to fly straight upwards and flew headfirst into the chain network and entangled themselves. 
 
    The barrier crews launched a torrent of missile fire into the infernal champions who were caught by surprise. They hadn’t been expecting to arise in the City and be thrust straight back into battle. However, these creatures were bred for battle, and they adjusted quickly. The twenty landbound champions charged several of the barriers, while the ten fliers worked at either shattering the chains or trying to work their way through. 
 
    Luckily for Torvald, all these demons had already blown their biggest asset. Sundered Hate. It would still be on cooldown even if their mana and health pools had been fully replenished. Without the massive boost the spell provided, they couldn’t carve through the guild attackers with the frenzied ease they’d enjoyed during the battle of Alpha House. Nor could the imps hack their way through the solid metallic chains. 
 
    Once the landbound infernals were engaged, Torvald gestured to Elauthuin, and he and his elven companions vaulted over the barriers unmolested. The numbers were very much in their favour. Armed with javelins and spears they rushed the entangled imps, balancing themselves on the low marbled edge of the emergence pool wall. The imps, having no other choice, abandoned their attempts to either saw through the chains or worm their way through. They dropped back down into the pool and went toe-to-toe with the elven threat. 
 
    Had the selfish little buggers worked together, they could easily have freed a few of their number to return to the fold. 
 
    The combat in Emergence Square went on for almost ten minutes. At its conclusion, Elauthuin and his elves had been slaughtered but they had slain the imps in the process. None of them got away. 
 
    Torvald still stood, well, he leaned heavily against the barrier he’d been on, horrendously injured, but breathing. Most of his compatriots hadn’t made it. The dead defenders were joined by seventeen more infernal champions. But this did mean we effectively had nothing left with which to challenge them if they emerged from the pool a second time. 
 
    Only three champions had made it over the barriers. All carrying severe injuries and associated movement debuffs. 
 
    “Judging by the gait of the three escapees, only one of them will definitely make it back in time,” Alyssa commented with a grin. “The other two will be cutting it very close. It rather depends on how efficient a path they take. As for those that died again. Their resurrection time will be a minimum of thirty minutes following a second death so quickly after the first. It’s over five miles back to your dungeon. Even the fliers will be too hard-pressed to make it back before the challenge window closes. Besides, some of the fallen guild members might come out of the pool before them and reinforce Torvald.” 
 
    Nodding to what Alyssa told me I opened a channel to Torvald and quickly filled him in. 
 
    Having had time to recover some of his health with a potion the bushy-moustached man looked much better. “Understood, Daxas. We will be ready for round two.” 
 
    “Stay at range and delay them for a few minutes is all we need to be sure,” I said and closed the channel to him. 
 
    “Can you plot out the route the three who got through will likely take?” I asked Alyssa next. 
 
    “Not a problem, darling. What deviousness are you cooking up?” 
 
    “Time to give those hedge-sitting guild members one last chance. We will send them a message. Let them know where the infernal champions are going to be. Anybody that acts to slow them down will get a post-battle rank-boosting. I don’t want any of them getting back to the fold.” 
 
    “It shall be done,” she purred sexily, pushed her black-rimmed glasses up her nose and blew me a kiss. 
 
    “Temptress.” I grinned back at her. 
 
    “Always.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    My last-minute plotting was successful, and to my joy, none of the thirty infernal champions made it back in time to join the Divine Challenge. 
 
    The appointed time came and the entrance to the Wolf King’s Lair was unlocked and made available for my enemies to enter. 
 
    By now, Timian and his lackeys had joined the remaining Infernals within the rubble of the Alpha House compound. The sight of the destruction was slightly irritating, but I’d already pre-set the repairs to take place once the challenge was under way. The nature of the ethereal realm meant they would be completed rapidly. Before most of the guild even had a chance to return. 
 
    Tensions had been running high, and the false unity the Princeps presented an hour ago had already fractured and was falling apart. They had separated into their own little groups, surrounded by their personal champions. 
 
    Tir’Goran Six-Winged had suffered the greatest number of casualties. His twenty impish champions had been reduced to eleven. He and his remaining retinue were perched atop the ruins of the Firehouse, the furthest away from the others and out of reach. The Firehouse had been the tallest building in the complex and now was the largest pile of rubble. It gave him the best panoramic view of the area and would make escape easier if his brethren chose to turn on him. 
 
    Most of the other Princeps had lost three or four of their champions except for Shabbarth. The Great Dread was slippery as an eel and so were his followers. Only one of them had been killed in the battle, the very same champion Alyssa had highlighted as the most likely to make it back. 
 
    Thankfully, my bribery had paid off and he’d been jumped on his return trip, delaying him just long enough. They had five minutes from the allotted time to enter before the gateway into my domain would be sealed to all. It would take that champion seven minutes to reach the grass-covered hillock entrance. 
 
    Any good mood that might have engendered was swiftly doused as a fresh notification from the Arbiter popped into the DDD’s inbox. 
 
    It flashed brightly at me, mocking me. I had no choice but to open the thing. 
 
    It immediately stood out that the Arbiter had handwritten this missive. The usually neutral tone of my notifications was completely absent. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations Daxas, you mangy, meddling cur. 
 
    You have made it to the final showpiece of your dungeon existence. The Divine Challenge. Where you will be sorely tested by an elite team of dungeoneers who will tear apart all you have built and put you in your place as you deserve. 
 
    On your knees, begging for mercy. 
 
    I seriously doubt you will be shown any. The mere thought of the humiliation and agony you shall endure warms my heart, but I digress. 
 
    I won’t bore us both with the usual spiel of how your final challenge operates. You have that bitch, Alyssa, and the fawning lickspittle, Tenzing, who will have told you everything already. 
 
    No, I’m taking the time to inform you of certain…adjustments that have been made to accommodate the unique nature of your dungeon setup. And before you start to whine like the little doggy you are. These adjustments have come at the request of Lord Timian and therefore supersede any non-interference agreements we may have made. My role requires me to account for the considerations of all the participants involved, not just the brash oversexed ones. 
 
    I have assessed his requested adjustments and judged them to be both fair and balanced. You will just have to suck it up. 
 
    To whit, in order to account for your specific nature, primarily that you are made up of four dungeons, not one, the challengers will be allowed to complete the challenge in four waves. 
 
    A separate antechamber has been attached to the start of the Wolf King’s Lair and will act as a saferoom of sorts. Neither you nor any of your followers will be permitted to enter. 
 
    Each attack wave will begin once any divine challenger sets foot into any other chamber of the dungeon. The wave will be considered complete if no divine challenger survives in any other part of your dungeon apart from the antechamber or if the last actively participating Lord forfeits. 
 
    At the end of the wave, all challengers will be reconstituted in the antechamber as they were when they first entered, and the next wave of the assault may begin. None of your dungeon floors will be reset. 
 
    The Divine Challenge will only be deemed to have failed after the conclusion of the fourth wave or if the forty-eight-hour time limit expires. 
 
    Good luck, Mutt. 
 
    You’re going to need it. 
 
      
 
    My eyes scanned the contents and a snarl at the back of my throat grew in intensity the farther I got into the Arbiter’s meddling. The reasons behind Timian’s smug confidence became clear. We may have just cut their numbers by thirty, but this new swerve meant they had effectively gained over five hundred more in return. 
 
    The scream of rage that echoed across the room was accompanied by the crunching and splintering sounds of one of the leather couches colliding with the wall where the ire-inducing notification was being displayed. Being a projection and not something physically present in the room, the destruction of my furniture did nothing to remove the cause of my building wrath. 
 
    “That motherfucker,” I growled out. “If I get my hands on him, I will tear out his innards and stuff them down his smart-arsed mouth.” 
 
    “Timian or the Arbiter, darling,” Alyssa quipped and arched her eyebrow at me. 
 
    “This is not the time for jokes, Alyssa,” I snapped back in response. 
 
    She pouted at me saucily and then sashayed over and pressed her hands on my chest pushing me back so that I had to sit on one of the couches that had survived my ire-induced redecoration attempt. Then she hopped into my lap. 
 
    She halted my attempt to snarl some more obscenities by pressing her lips to mine and muffling them out. 
 
    “Things are not as dire as they seem,” she said as our lips parted. 
 
    “Did you know about this?” I asked, suspicion rearing its ugly head. 
 
    Alyssa was of the entity after all, much as the Arbiter was. 
 
    Alyssa pouted again, this time in annoyance. “Of course not! The information was only made available to us at the same moment you received the notification.” 
 
    “Then how is this not a massive setback?” 
 
    Alyssa sucked her breath in. “It is a setback, I’ll admit. Although one perhaps we should have seen coming given the Arbiter’s earlier interference on champion numbers.” 
 
    “That’s another thing,” I growled. “They’ve already been enhanced using the quadruple dungeon excuse. This smacks of double jeopardy. The application of balance seems to be sorely lacking in this matter.” 
 
    “Although the entity strives for balance, it remains bound by the Accords. The Arbiter is their current representative and if it can justify the changes internally then the entity must accept its judgement. We may have underestimated how great the corruption its exposure to Timian has caused. 
 
    “Speaking of the chief bootlicker, there are a few details the Arbiter ‘forgot’ to include in his message, but which are relevant,” Alyssa started to explain while air-quoting the word forgot. “Most importantly, the forfeiture clause is because the Lords are True-Minding. They do not get a do-over no matter what the Arbiter says about reconstitution at the end of a wave. If they die, even once, they are dead. For good. I suspect this mortal threat to their existence is the excuse the Arbiter is leaning on to justify stacking the odds so heavily in their favour. 
 
    “Another piece of good news is that Tenzing has been mostly successful on the mission you sent him on despite the barriers certain parties tried to put in place. He had to negotiate with the Arbiter after he sent you that little missive instead of with the entity directly. My brother must have really got under his skin and the Arbiter has prevented his immediate return. Tenzing shall be allowed to rematerialise here after the challenge officially begins.” 
 
    “Define mostly?” 
 
    “He had to compromise on certain elements, and it impacts upon what we have just read which has already changed.” Alyssa rolled her eyes at that. “Following the Arbiter’s ill-thought through attempts at screwing you over, darling, Tenzing’s audience with him began. 
 
    “My brother forced the Arbiter to accept that when a Princeps or Lord is slain, all their champions will go with them. Instantly. This is more than what we originally were hoping for. My suggestion, of course and it does make a nice surprise. We had thought only the excess champions over five would be taken. This matters as the ability to forfeit during a wave and be returned to the antechamber won’t be automatic. 
 
    “The Lords must be out of melee range to use this escape route. They can’t use it to save themselves from a killing blow. Just as importantly, should they forfeit then their champions will be removed from the current wave. We might be able to use that to end the waves prematurely. 
 
    “And that is where Tenzing was forced to accept a compromise. Or perhaps a peremptory demand is a better way to describe the Arbiter’s scrambled addition. Should the Lords be completely out of combat and under no threat whatsoever. In a cleared chamber, for example. Then they can choose to retire to the saferoom antechamber instead of forfeiting. Only the champions in the immediate vicinity will be taken with them.  
 
    “Overall, I believe the existence of these waves will make them overconfident which means they will likely take risks and make mistakes. Mistakes we can take advantage of. To kill them and remove their adherents. 
 
    “Also, the dungeon not resetting does offer us some tactical ploys we would otherwise not be able to utilise. It means the dungeon will remain active in between the waves. I’m sure you can come up with some way of making use of that.” 
 
    Placated, I nuzzled at Alyssa’s neck. “That’s some impressive insight to come up with in the time it took me to rock star the room,” I complimented her.  
 
    “What can I say? I’m that good,” Alyssa quipped back without a hint of modesty. 
 
    “And you’re right. Now that I’ve calmed down, I’ve already thought of some things we can do to mitigate this.” 
 
    Alyssa breathed in over her teeth sharply. “There is one other thing…” 
 
    “I know. The Arbiter wrote ‘his requested adjustments’. Plural,” I said in response to her warning, and she puffed out her inhaled breath. 
 
    “You picked up on that as well, I see. There is something else. All I’ve been able to infer from the entity’s presence in my consciousness is that the Arbiter has made one other adjustment. I don’t know what it is, yet, only that we will discover his last nasty surprise very soon.” 
 
    Soon turned out to be roughly five minutes. 
 
    We’d remained in the Viewing Lounge observing our opponents as they milled about outside in the wreckage they had wrought. Awaiting the return of their subordinates who would never make it back in time. 
 
    Finally, Timian led Kriger, Garvax, and their retinues up to the entrance of my dungeon. They all stepped through the portal which I had remoulded into the shape of a gaping wolf’s maw for intimidation purposes. Every little bit helps. 
 
    Fortunately, the Arbiter had not thought to block my ability to see into the antechamber, so I saw them arrive. Or perhaps he couldn’t block me since they were technically in a part of my dungeon once they passed the threshold. 
 
    The last to go in was Timian. He stopped, turned, and spoke to the assembled Infernal Lords before he entered. “Your fallen champions are not going to get here in time. If you don’t come in now, you will lose the opportunity to feast on Daxas’ soul. I’m quite happy for you to sit this out. We don’t need you to deal with the mangy cur inside, after all. But you will miss out on the…surprise I’ve arranged.” 
 
    With that, the smug god slipped through the giant wolf’s jaw and blinked out of sight. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Shabbarth 
 
      
 
      
 
    What would my idiotic brothers do? I thought to myself as Timian spoke his piece. It would not surprise me if they devolved into arguing due to the godlings needling and missed their chance as Timian no doubt intended. 
 
    “We should kill the godlings now,” Magros rasped out the moment Timian disappeared from view. 
 
    A fairly predictable response from Magros. Killing was the Mutilator’s solution to every problem. It was a tactic I used frequently myself, but there was a time and a place, and it was not now. 
 
    “Too early,” Thorzoth, the grand incubus, contradicted. “Better to use their followers as meat shields. It will be more enjoyable that way.” 
 
    Reliable Thorzoth. You could count on him to disagree with Magros no matter what. Even if Magros was talking sense, which was admittedly rare. 
 
    “I did not like his tone,” Tharzus barked while picking at one of his many suppurating scabs. “Or his pretty face. I say we disfigure, torture, and then kill them.” 
 
    “My vote is to wait until a more opportune moment,” Tir-Goran squawked shrilly as he and his imps launched themselves from their rubble perch. Readying themselves to fly inside. 
 
    I relaxed. Things were going as expected. My sathanite brothers would support one another and the other three would oppose them. I would get the breaking vote. The real power. 
 
    “You would. Fucking flying coward,” Olganeth spat. “Death is all our enemies deserve and they are our enemies.” 
 
    Meanwhile, Bulmaras had ignored the bickering of the Princeps and led his troops to the entrance. “Later,” he uttered his single word contribution and stepped through. 
 
    Three votes to three as it ever seemed to be in the Dark Reaches. Five sets of eyes centred on me for the tie break. I would have preferred to wallow in the satisfaction of my importance, but time was of the essence. “We wait,” I said. “At least, until after this surprise of Timian’s. It’s not like he or his two minions are a danger to us.” 
 
    My decision prompted Tir-Goran and his imps to fly into the jawed entrance with the incubi hot on their forked tails. 
 
    “Siding with our inferiors again. You are a disgrace to the blood of Sathan, Shabbarth,” Magros sneered. “And to think you claim the purest of bloodlines to him.” 
 
    “It is no claim. As any can see,” I declared while gesturing to my perfect physique and smiling broadly at my degenerate kin. 
 
    My skin was the perfect shade of red, my black horns smooth and gleaming brightly. Polished and buffed by my slaves. I was the very image of our storied progenitor. The Great Sathan. 
 
    Personally, I had my doubts that the mythic source of infernal kind ever truly existed, but I was never one to ignore a useful tool in the advancement of my purpose. Which was me becoming king of all. 
 
    However, while outwardly I seemed unbothered, internally I seethed with hate and fury. I did not like to be questioned, especially by a mindless gore-hound like Magros. I strode forward and slipped a hand under my chest armour and fondly stroked the daggers procured from the sorcerer. Magros would be the first to taste the void steel. The others would not be spared, but Magros would be first. 
 
    I entered the Lair and there was a moment of disorientation and then I was inside. 
 
    The antechamber was simply a large rectangular room with rough-hewn granite walls. It was sparsely furnished. Some plain wooden tables and chairs and a few threadbare upholstered benches along the walls. There was a single large arch at the far end that led into the dungeon proper. 
 
    I was unbothered by the décor and had endured far worse while campaigning in the Reaches. And it wasn’t as if we would be spending more than a few minutes in here. Unlike the godlings. 
 
    I didn’t wait for the other three sathanite princeps and walked over to Timian, cuffing the golden-haired godling’s face as soon as he was in my range. I saw a flash of recognition in the godlings eyes as the back of my gauntlet met Timian’s exposed jaw. He had known the blow was coming and accepted it. 
 
    Interesting. And fitting. 
 
    Either he was fully cowed, which I doubted, or the wretched piece of filth actually thought he had a chance of getting something out of this. Targelan had been very thorough in his examination of Timian’s prophetic abilities. He may have been able to foresee a little of the beginning. The ambush he and his fellows completely avoided outside for example. He’d pay for that, but that would come later. That was one of the reasons I chose to wait before we cut off his head and feasted on his innards. 
 
    But once in here, his sight would be stunted and almost useless. Especially after Targelan had performed his final duty and slaughtered his High Priest in the Realms. 
 
    It was possible that Targelan had not followed through, but I doubted it. The Infernal Duke was ambitious as all his kin were, but unlike most of them, Targelan had the wits to make some true headway. The duke would be expecting elevation to the role of Princeps and for that, he would need some support from me. Therefore, he wouldn’t dare cross me by leaving his work undone. 
 
    Of course, he didn’t understand I planned to kill all six of the other Princeps and seize control of all the thrones for myself. There would be no replacement for the fallen Princeps and Targelan’s execution would be one of my first acts upon my triumphant return to the Reaches. Rivals, even weak ones, would not be tolerated in my new world order. 
 
    Meanwhile, I would need to keep my eye on this slippery snake of a godling, just in case. 
 
    The sound of metal scraping against leather filled the room as Timian’s champions started to unsheathe their weapons. 
 
    Timian put one hand up to halt their actions and rubbed his jaw with the other. 
 
    “Talk,” I commanded. 
 
    There was insolence behind Timian’s eyes, but he hid it well. Just not well enough. 
 
    “Daxas was due to participate in a gauntlet match today. He did not know, as such things are kept from the dungeons until the appointed time. With my connections, I’ve managed to arrange that the match will go ahead. Against us, not other dungeons. It is a great opportunity.” 
 
    “What is a great opportunity?” Magros growled. 
 
    He and the other two had arrived in time to hear the last part of Timian’s statement. 
 
    “Let me explain,” the godling said, a small smile tugging on his lips. 
 
    As we heard him out, a similar smile tugged at my own mouth. Opportunities indeed and my eyes roved over Magros, revelling in his ignorance of how little time the dumb lug had left. 
 
    Timian had done well. He’d earned a few more hours of life. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stopped paying attention to the interplay between the Lords. While Timian had announced what his surprise was, the Arbiter had sent another of his obscenity-laden missives to me. Blessedly for my blood pressure, Alyssa had confirmed that it would be the last. His meddling was done after this. 
 
    This time, because I’d been forewarned, the couches were spared my fit of pique. But pique there was. So much pique. Timian and the Arbiter were really sticking it to us this time. 
 
    There would indeed be another gauntlet match. One that would begin the moment any of the opposing forces started the Divine Challenge by setting foot into any active part of my dungeon. Which they hadn’t yet. Timian was still explaining to the infernals the details of the screw job he had cooked up with the Arbiter, but once he finished, I couldn’t see them waiting any longer. 
 
    When that happened, time would freeze as they blinked out and I would be given one minute of preparation time as dictated by the perk I’d gained from the Gauntlet Veteran achievement. There was no point waiting for that, though. 
 
    Tamara, Jen’Zadeer, and Nessa rushed into the lounge to join Alyssa and me. We’d called them here immediately as they would also be directly involved in the match. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Nessa asked, her eyes darting to the oversized viewer and the broken furniture beneath it. 
 
    “The Arbiter is forcing us into a last-minute Gauntlet match,” I told them without preamble. “He has replaced our traditional opponents with the ten assholes trying to kill us.” 
 
    “Shatzah!” 
 
    “How long do we have?” Tamara asked, steely resolve in her eyes. 
 
    As she asked the question Shabbarth barked an order at one of his champions and they stepped out of the antechamber. Shabbarth disappeared along with the other nine while his champion froze in place halfway through the gateway into the dungeon. As did all those still in the antechamber. 
 
    But the challenge timer did not freeze. The forty-eight hours had begun to count down. Well, at least there would be one minor benefit to participating in the gauntlet match. 
 
    “One minute. Start getting prepared. Equip yourselves for stealth and speed. We won’t be able to access the dungeon’s inventory once we’re inside. We will be able to stow and summon anything we have on us once we get inside so go fully loaded.” 
 
    “We know,” three voices replied in unison, pointing out this was not their first rodeo either. 
 
    I smiled back at them and added. “But stick to the gear we’ve already been seen to use. The bit of extra oomph our latest iterations add won’t make much difference if we get embroiled in a one-on-one battle to the death with a godly being. Better to keep what we have unknown until we can hit them with several hundred similarly equipped warriors all at once.”   
 
    “Nessa and Jen you won’t have experienced a gauntlet like this before,” Alyssa started. “Tamara, I believe you have competed in something similar before. The Pyramid of Life.” 
 
    “Yes, many years ago, but I recall the details. We begin in separate chambers at the base of the pyramid. We are sealed inside, and it is a maze of chambers and corridors with monsters and traps throughout. Every ten minutes the pyramid will pulse like a beating heart. It gives you a sense of life essence, letting you know the proximity and direction of the other competitors. The aim is to be the first to ascend to the top and touch the capstone or be the final survivor. Whichever comes first.” 
 
    Alyssa nodded. “Good. However, there have been a few alterations to your scenario. Only the four of you will start at the base. One in each corner of the pyramid. The monsters have been removed and replaced by the Lords, although the traps will remain and any creatures integral to the trap will also stay. 
 
    “There will also be a time limit of one hour. That is important. The longer you can survive the better. The penalties for an early death are severe. You begin the gauntlet being penalised with the removal of ten floors from your respective dungeons.” 
 
    “What?” Nessa screeched. 
 
    “Shatzah!” Jen’Zadeer spat. 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Tamara gasped. 
 
    “Believe it,” I growled. “And we don’t have time to appeal. So, game faces on. This is happening whether we like it or not.” 
 
    That settled them down and Alyssa continued. 
 
    “For every five minutes that passes the penalty is lessened by one floor. If you survive for over fifty minutes or make it to the capstone, then no floors will be removed from your dungeon.” 
 
    “But the three of us only have one floor each,” Nessa wailed. 
 
    “I know. If you don’t survive for over fifty minutes, your entire dungeon and everything on them are effectively ruled out of the Divine Challenge. Any of your personal disciples stationed on those floors, which is all of them, would be excluded from the challenge entirely. The three of you, and any of Daxas’ other personal disciples on those floors would be permitted to fight, but only in the Core Room should the challengers get that far.” 
 
    “Why are you so calm, Daxas,” Jen’Zadeer asked me, her eyebrow quirking upwards. 
 
    “I’m only calm on the outside,” I answered. 
 
    This was a bit of a fib. Alyssa and I had already discussed a potential cheat before they arrived, but I didn’t want to give any of them false hope. This gauntlet would be incredibly difficult, and they needed to behave as if their lives depended on it. 
 
    “What do we get out of this?” Tamara asked. “There has to be some kind of reward for the gauntlet participants. Not being cheated out of our dungeon floors can’t really qualify as balance. Does it?” 
 
    “You are right, Tamara,” I answered her. “It does not. Should any one of us make it to the capstone, there will be no floor penalties for any of us. Plus, for each of us that makes it there, one of these bullshit waves will be disallowed. If all four of us make it to the capstone, then all four waves are eliminated, and we win the divine challenge by default.” 
 
    “Hells yeah!” Nessa crowed and jumped up on the couch bounding with exuberant joy. “No wonder you’re so calm. We’ve got these bastards by the balls. What do you call stuff like this? Oh, yeah, an epic fail.” 
 
    Jen’Zadeer smiled warmly at her small friend’s antics, but the enthusiasm was not shared by Tamara who had been involved in a pyramid gauntlet before. 
 
    I stepped forward and grabbed hold of the bouncing dryad’s arms stilling her on the couch. “No, Nessa. Your sole focus will be on evading the hunting Lords and waiting out the one-hour time limit.” 
 
    “Uh, why?” 
 
    There was not enough time to explain everything to her but a simple question to Tamara should illustrate the difficulty. 
 
    “Tamara, how long did it take you to find the right path and reach the capstone?” 
 
    “Over four hours.” 
 
    “That’s why, Nessa. Stay out of trouble. The alleged rewards are a trap to encourage us into acting recklessly. Alyssa won’t be able to speak to you once inside. You will be on your own. I might be able to use our bonds to send you emotive impressions. Nothing verbal, which would make them subjective and easily misunderstood.” 
 
    There was no more time to discuss anything further. The ladies had equipped themselves as I’d ordered, and the minute-long preparatory time had expired. 
 
    Blink. And we were gone. 
 
    But I also wasn’t. As soon as my avatar in the lounge was spirited away to the gauntlet, I created a second to take his place. 
 
    “You’re back,” Alyssa smiled at me and tapped on her tablet. 
 
    A moment later fourteen fresh screens were hanging in the air. Each of them focused on one of the participants in their starting position. Joining the screens was a large 3D hologram of the pyramid. Complete with traps and little figures mimicking those inside. Currently, the four dungeon avatars were behind a gate in their starting chambers waiting for them to be raised. 
 
    The pyramid was huge. Fifteen levels in all. None of the Lords were permitted to start on the ground floor with us, but unsurprisingly four of them had chosen to begin in a spot near a staircase on the first floor that led down to the ground floor in close proximity to the four corners. It was clear they planned to try and end this quickly. They would have to wait a few moments as all the staircases started out gated in the way that our starting chambers were. 
 
    I grinned back at her. “I am and can confirm that as we hoped, I can communicate with myself inside the pyramid. It would appear my demand for secrecy inside the dungeon is paying off. The Arbiter and Timian might be aware that I’ve been using multiple avatars, but it would appear they are still ignorant that I’ve been splitting my consciousness between them. Otherwise, I’m sure they would have taken steps to prevent us from watching what is going on.” 
 
    “I concur,” said a familiar voice from behind me. 
 
    Tenzing had returned. 
 
    “Bored with the Arbiter already, Tenzing,” I joked. 
 
    “I couldn’t get away from him fast enough. He is truly unpleasant, and ever so full of himself. Also, he never shuts up. I would have remained to gather further intelligence, but his rants began to grate on my ears and were not illuminating. Just a repetition of how much he hates you and how he is looking forward to your eventual downfall.” 
 
    “Come join us,” I beckoned him over. 
 
    “Sister, have you plotted the optimal course for Daxas to the capstone?” he asked as he came and joined us on the leather couch. 
 
    “Not yet, brother. Would you care to do the honours?” 
 
    “I will, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    With that, Tenzing summoned a similar tablet to his stubby blue fingers and started tapping away. 
 
    “It is a shame I can’t talk directly to the others using our bond,” I said to Alyssa as Tenzing worked. 
 
    “True, but we will keep an eye on them anyway. You can still transmit feelings through the bond. You might be able to send them a sense of dread if they are about to walk into a trap or if a path would take them close to an Infernal Lord.” 
 
    “That is a great idea. How are things coming along, Tenzing? The match is about to begin.” 
 
    “I am done, Daxas,” he replied, and swept two of his fingers across his pad and a route in gold against the blue of the schematics of the pyramid was overlaid. “If you follow this path, you can reach the capstone and avoid the traps. The margin for error is small. I calculate you have less than six minutes of contingency time available. 
 
    “Considering that we will likely have to adapt the route to avoid the Lords when they move, making it to the capstone will be difficult. The Arbiter has done well with his interference.” Tenzing tapped a few more times and three new routes, one for each of my mates in different colours appeared. 
 
    My adviser had been thorough, but we had no way to truly communicate these paths to them. The best we could do was monitor their progress and have me send them the occasional sensation and hoped they interpreted it correctly.  
 
    “The great rewards he has offered can be achieved,” he continued. “Which has allowed him the latitude to make the penalties so severe. But only barely, and the likelihood of any one of you guessing a quick enough path is tiny. All four of you, it may as well be zero.” 
 
    “But not actually zero. Technicalities,” I muttered. 
 
    That word had been a boon to me for so long that it left a sour taste in my mouth to have the tables turned. Still, although we may not be able to end the challenge before it even begins, we had the opportunity to undermine their planned swerve and emerge as strong as ever. 
 
    That alone should shake their confidence. 
 
    Silver Linings. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Timian 
 
      
 
      
 
    Blink. 
 
    The tingling sensation faded, and I opened my eyes. We were inside the pyramid. I had chosen a throne room for our starting position in the centre of the structure. It would be a fitting place for me to begin and wait out the early parts of this gauntlet. 
 
    Kriger and Garvax were beside me. The pair of them blinked and took in the surroundings. The darkness was punctured by a series of lit biers filled with orange-glowing coals. Polished copper mirrors were used to reflect the light from the biers around the large room illuminating the many corridors that led to other parts of the pyramid. 
 
    There was a grand golden, gem-studded throne that dominated the middle of the chamber. Naturally, I placed myself sitting upon it. Despite the regal nature of the location, it was still my secondary choice. Predominantly, as it was one for which my understanding of what was to come was less than complete. 
 
    The loss of my connection to my High Priest Mortan in the Realms had been a hammer blow. The old man had to be dead. He was far too cowed by my glorious presence to contemplate betrayal. Somebody had anticipated what I would do and acted to disrupt my preparations. If they had waited until we entered seclusion, which they must have, my High Priest and I would have our attention focused elsewhere. 
 
    The list of candidates for such egregious behaviour was small. Jezebel, the traitorous slut, certainly had the temperament, but she was stuck in the Proving Grounds. Merrock would jump at the chance, but my temples had been warded against him and his agents millennia ago. Nothing less than a full-blown invasion from the seas would work for him and that couldn’t be hidden from my sight. Especially as my temples were all sited deep inland for that very reason. 
 
    No, the only reasonable conclusion was that it was one of the Princeps. This meant that one or more of them knew I had been severely weakened and would likely take the opportunity to slay me if they caught me by myself. Hence, I had to settle for this less-than-ideal location. One that was sufficiently far away from all their starting places. My prime choice would have resulted in me crossing paths with both Magros and Shabbarth and I couldn’t risk that now. The focus of my oracular visions had incorporated me being able to replenish my reserves. 
 
    If I could have kept the other two gods at my side, it would have been a different story. Unfortunately, I needed to use Kriger and Garvax to prevent Daxas from making it to the capstone before the time expired. My knowledge of how things would play out from this location was incomplete, but the final outcome was not. The infernals would fail to get their hands on the mangy cur. 
 
    I was not positive about how he manages to navigate the maze within the pyramid with such unerring accuracy, though I have a few suspicions. If I didn’t send my subordinates to do the job, this entire endeavour would be a failure. If I did, he wouldn’t make it and suffer the consequences. My understanding of the probable timelines should Daxas’ dungeons being at full strength was indistinct. There was too much uncertainty down that path and it could not be allowed to unfold that way. 
 
    Had my seer thralls not been such useless chaff, I could have spent more time examining the possibilities the pyramid presented. Nothing would have pleased me more than to snuff the hairy scum and his harlots out nice and early, but Daxas had proven devilishly difficult to pin down. 
 
    None of the scenarios I had a chance to trial came close to catching him early enough to make a difference. It didn’t matter, though. Arranging his death and removing all the Infernal Lords and my two pawns would have proved incredibly difficult anyway. I would likely have had to let him live through this even if I got sufficient time to plan. 
 
    However, there was one benefit to adopting the secondary location. I would be able to deal with a matter personally that I would otherwise have had to manipulate an infernal into doing. Adding that personal touch would make the whole game much more satisfying. 
 
    I stood up and stepped away from the throne, walking over to the other two gods. “Kriger, take the second corridor on your right and head down at your first opportunity.” Before he could rush off, I slipped further detailed instructions on a slip of folded parchment into his palm. “When you reach an open space with a six-foot golden statue of a cat, start reading this and follow my instructions. Garvax, take the third left. Ignore the first three staircases you come across and go down the fourth. Here take this,” I handed him his own note. “Read this when you get to the bottom. Follow my guidance to the letter and you should be able to corner him in about half an hour. Don’t fail me.” 
 
    Kriger grinned maliciously and licked his lips. “The hunt is on,” he crowed loudly and then scampered away without a second thought. 
 
    Garvax stared at me for a few moments. I could feel the thoughts of insurrection pulsing from his pea-brain. “Are you not joining the hunt?” he asked of me, at last. 
 
    “No. I shall be running interference with the infernals so that they don’t slaughter the pair of you, you bloody ungrateful wretch. Another reason for you to abide by what I’ve written for you. Deviate and they will likely corner you alone. Now quit malingering and go!” 
 
    Garvax’s baleful gaze lingered for half a second longer but then he inclined his head and stalked across the mosaic of tiles on the floor and departed down the corridor I had ordered him to take. 
 
    His insolence was intolerable. And aggravating as it eliminated the most advantageous outcome that could be achieved from this secondary position. Daxas losing more than half of the floors from his combined dungeon. 
 
    It was just as well that Garvax would be dead before the challenge was done. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ghostly numbers were counting down from thirty. The starting place for the gauntlet was the same as ever. Portcullis gate in front of me, endless darkness behind. Sand covering the floor. Although the sand extended out into the pyramid. There was a plaque on the wall explaining the rules of the Pyramid of Life gauntlet match, but I was familiar with all the details. 
 
    Hello? Can you hear me? I thought to myself. 
 
    Loud and clear, came the response from my alternate in the Viewing Lounge. 
 
    Well, at least, one thing had gone to plan. 
 
    As the numbers counted down, I fidgeted nervously. As the counter reached five my mind was filled with the layout of the pyramid and the route I needed to take to get to the capstone in time and I relaxed. The quickly laid and rather makeshift plan hadn’t failed us yet. 
 
    The counter hit zero and the gate sprang upwards with a rusty screech of pain, and I was off, running down the corridor. The grains of sand rubbed between my humanoid toes. I’d elected not to use my larger wolf form. I was no quicker as a humanoid, but the greater bulk of my wolfed-out form would make navigating some of the tighter corridors and evading traps more cumbersome. 
 
    Keep me updated on what is happening with the other three, I thought. 
 
    Concentrate on what you are doing. I will watch over them, my alternate thought back at me. 
 
    God damn, but I could be an exasperating bastard when I wanted to be. But I was right. There was nothing I could feasibly do for my beloved disciples while I was in the pyramid. 
 
    Nothing, except win. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was a strange sensation for me both watching the events unfold on the big screens while also being present in the pyramid’s corridors. Navigating my way through the twisting maze, jumping over the triggers for traps and suppressing the temptation to investigate red herrings that exuded auras like my sexual magnetism planted in the pyramid. 
 
    It was almost an overload to my senses from the dual, yet conflicting situations. I had no choice but to endure the conflicting emotions of purpose and helplessness. 
 
    We were only about seven minutes into the match and things had not started particularly well. 
 
    First off, based on the direction that Timian had sent Kriger, we suspected he would be able to make it to a key intersection in the pyramid that lay on my optimal path. The one that would allow me to reach the capstone unscathed. A suspicion reinforced by Timian’s background as an oracle. 
 
    Tenzing altered the route where he could, eating up as little of our contingency as possible, only for Kriger to change direction and compensate for the updated route when he reached a cat statue. All but confirming Timian’s advanced knowledge of where I was and where I planned to go. 
 
    Damnably, Kriger hadn’t opened the page he’d been given in full, but only pulled back the first folded piece. Not only did it include his instructions on where to go next, but also at which point he should unfold the paper further and read the next part. The viewer allowed us many invasive camera angles, but we couldn’t read something that was not visible at all. 
 
    Shortly afterwards Garvax did the same. Timian hadn’t given them any orders in this regard. None that we’d heard, at any rate. So, it must have been a familiar setup they had used before. It meant we wouldn’t be able to get ahead of what they were doing. Not unless one of them screwed up and unfolded more of their instructions than they should, and we managed to sneak a peek. 
 
    About the only positive in those first few minutes was that we had left Olganeth, the Infernal Lord who began the match closest to me, in the dust. 
 
    Well, the sand. 
 
    He had come down to the ground level and had started to methodically work his way towards the corner I started in, but thanks to our cheat, I was already long gone and effectively ahead of him. 
 
    It was just as well that Olganeth had come after me. The other three who descended to the lowest level, Tharzus, Bulmaras, and the incubus Thorzoth, did not appear to be as adept at threading the maze as the grizzled and experienced sathanite. Had Olganeth been seeking out either Nessa or Jen’Zadeer, he would likely have cornered them very quickly as they tried to find their way around the pyramid. 
 
    Speaking of my disciples, Jen’Zadeer and Tamara were doing well enough. The going was quite slow for my dark elf ice queen. The section of the pyramid she was in was very trap heavy and she had to take her time checking for the triggers as she made her way through. This affected her hunter Thorzoth as much as her, though. Albeit he tended to set them off rather than avoid them and simply shrugged off the effects. 
 
    Tamara had the best of it, probably aided by her prognostication abilities. She had already made it to an alternate staircase and was heading up to the next level. Which meant Tharzus who chased her would be wasting his time on the ground floor. At least, until the first ping event when he would find out she was up above him. 
 
    “By the Entity! What is that foolish girl doing?” Alyssa breathed with exasperation and drew my attention to the viewer showing us Nessa. 
 
    The dryad had been haring around her section of the pyramid with wild abandon. I’d not been too concerned as her quarter of the ground floor was the diametric opposite of Jen’Zadeer’s. Virtually trap-free. 
 
    In fact, only once had I needed to send her a warning tingle as she skipped down a dead-end corridor with a sizeable pit trap halfway down. And I quickly realised she was at the entrance of that self-same trapped corridor with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Come and get me, Ugger!” she screamed at the top of her voice. 
 
    Bulmaras the Brute Lord had been the infernal sent to her section. He was big, bulky, and about as subtle as a brick. Staying out of his way should have been relatively simple for my diminutive spitfire. But Nessa does not do simple. Instead, she was taunting him. 
 
    There was an answering roar of anger followed by the pounding of heavy footsteps that echoed down the sandstone corridor despite the muffling nature of the sandy covering of the floor. 
 
    Without thinking I pulsed the feelings of dread and warning through our bond trying to deter Nessa from whatever mischief the dryad had cooked up. To no avail. 
 
    “I know what I’m doing,” Nessa muttered under her breath. 
 
    She looked upwards and winked before she raced down the entrapped corridor after Bulmaras had skidded into the main thoroughfare a hundred metres away and caught sight of her. 
 
    “It is not her fault,” Tenzing sighed and explained. “Her section of the pyramid is filled with vases imbued with an aura that bestows confidence. Or to be more accurate, overconfidence. That is the true danger of this section and Nessa would be the most vulnerable to its effects. I doubt her placement here was accidental.” 
 
    “Bloody Arbiter!” I snarled, but there was nothing we could do now except watch and hope, 
 
    The corridor Nessa ran down was only a couple of metres wide and perhaps fifty metres long. The pit trap was thirty metres in and was a relatively simple fall trap. There was a canvas frame that covered the pit, and it was covered by a layer of sand to disguise it. 
 
    Nessa ran up to the edge, which she had identified during her previous foray and leant down to shift some fresh sand over the outline she had uncovered previously. 
 
    Being Nessa, when she first found the trap, she couldn’t help but lift the canvas and take a peek inside, even throwing a torch taken from a sconce on the wall into the black depths. 
 
    The smooth walls of the pit descended only ten metres before it opened out into a massive cavern below. The bottom had to be several hundred metres farther down. The falling damage would be hefty indeed, and the cavern was populated with gigantic carnivorous beetles ready to consume anybody strong enough to survive the fall. 
 
    The dryad sprang back up to her feet and grinned as she looked to the wall on her right. 
 
    Running along the wall on the right was a worn, wooden shelf that had a series of cheap-looking stoneware urns resting atop it. All covered with dust and cobwebs and pumping out more of that blasted aura that encouraged her to act so recklessly. 
 
    Nessa leapt up the seven feet or so to the shelf and grabbed hold of the edge. While she hung there, her legs swinging, she pulled on the shelf hard, but it didn’t bend or break. Despite its outward appearance, it was of sturdy construction. 
 
    My heart was in my mouth as she nimbly started to move along the shelf. 
 
    Moving her grip one hand at a time, Nessa quickly shimmied her way to the other end of the lengthy shelf which took her over the full extent of the pit trap, and she dropped down lightly and wiped the dust off her hands with a self-satisfied grin on her face. The whole manoeuvre was very reminiscent of the Tomb Raider games. 
 
    “This hasn’t worked yet, Nessa,” I muttered to myself, frustrated at my inability to intervene or give aid. At least she hadn’t tried to vault over the trap. 
 
    “It’s not a terrible idea, though,” Alyssa added. “Awfully risky, yes, but not terrible. If she succeeds in luring Bulmaras into the trap that is one less Lord to worry about. It is probably too much to hope for that the fall and the monstrous scarabs would be enough to kill him, but he wouldn’t be able to get out. Nessa’s odds of lasting the full sixty minutes would go up considerably.” 
 
    “And if he doesn’t, she’s completely fucked.” 
 
    “That is why it’s risky,” Alyssa teased in agreement and kissed me on the cheek. 
 
    I didn’t have time to say anything back. Bulmaras had made it to the corridor and was charging towards Nessa who had taken a few steps backwards and was doing her best at playacting fearfulness. Petrified that she’d been cornered by the brute’s advance. 
 
    Bulmaras approached heedlessly and didn’t slow down at all. 
 
    Perhaps he was under the influence of the auras as well? 
 
    And then it was the moment of truth. His large lumbering stride meant his massive, clawed foot landed in the dead centre of the canvas. The weight of his bulk tore through the canvas frame as if it were made of toilet paper and he disappeared into the yawning hole in the floor with a shocked, piggish squeal. 
 
    “Yes!” Nessa yelled with exuberant joy as she jumped up and down on the spot and started to do one of her hip-gyrating victory dances. “Nessa one. Dumbass, rancid acorn-lickers zero!” 
 
    The dryad’s joy was not being shared by the three of us in the viewing lounge, though. We could see what was obscured from Nessa’s current vantage point. 
 
    Bulmaras had indeed fallen for her ruse and went into the pit. But as I feared, he wasn’t half as stupid as he looked. The Brute Lord reacted to the sudden change in his circumstances swiftly and his gauntleted hands reached out. His sheer size meant he could touch the far wall of the pit and his fingers dug into the smoothed sandstone, slowing his descent. 
 
    For the briefest of moments, it looked as if his momentum and weight would pull him down into the cavern anyway, but his descent halted cinematically, at the last possible moment. One of his hands held onto the very bottom edge of the pit wall desperately, as the bulk of his body swung in the dark. We held our collective breaths willing his grip or the sandstone of the wall to give away and send him tumbling into the depths below. 
 
    It was not to be. 
 
    With a grunt, Bulmaras steadied his swinging body, and with his free hand reached up and dug into the pit wall. He smiled cruelly as he flexed his arm with this new firmer grip and easily raised his bulky body upwards allowing him to release the other hand and take another clawed handhold further up. Climbing inexorably upwards to the unknowing, dancing dryad. 
 
    “Fuck! So, God damn close,” I swore, and crushed the metal tankard in my hand with a crunch. It was mostly empty, so we were spared being covered in the suds of the beer it had previously contained. 
 
    My disappointment surged down the bond and alerted Nessa that something had gone wrong. 
 
    Very wrong. 
 
    She stopped her dance and tiptoed her way to the edge of the pit and looked down. She was greeted by the sight of Bulmaras swiftly climbing up. The full length of his body was above the start of the cavern now and the dug-in talons on his feet were increasing his stability and climbing speed. 
 
    The Brute Lord leered up at her. 
 
    “Shit! Shit, shit, shit, shit, this is bad,” Nessa squealed. 
 
    She pointed her hands down at the brute and let him have an Ice Blast to the face. Bulmaras froze in place but did not fall. 
 
     “That will have to do, I suppose,” Nessa muttered. Then she turned back to the shelf and leapt back up and grabbed hold of the edge to swing herself back to the other side and escape. 
 
    “Nessa don’t,” Tenzing cried as she did so. But he was as incapable of stopping what came next as Alyssa and I were. 
 
    Bulmaras was frozen stiff by the paralysis effect of the Ice Blast spell, but I could have sworn I could see the spiteful glee in his eyes. He’d been looking up at Nessa when she slapped him with her spell, but she had forgotten paralysis only prevents physical actions. The Brute waited until she was halfway across, over the dead centre of the pit and he mentally cast a Fireball up at her. 
 
    If the force of the fiery explosion hadn’t dislodged Nessa’s grip, which it did, it completely demolished the shelf and the stoneware urns resting atop it, making the point somewhat moot. 
 
    Nessa fell past Bulmaras, a plaintive wail echoing from her lips until she hit the cavern floor below. Her armour had kept her alive and she had the wherewithal to cast Greater Summon Beasts to give her some protectors while she cast her healing spells on herself. 
 
    Treants were summoned and formed a circle around the gravely injured dryad. They didn’t have long to wait before the scuttling and scratching of the carrion scarabs collided with the woody flesh of the tall treants. The summoned plant mobs fought with verve and dedication, repelling the initial wave of scarabs.  
 
    Nessa might even have been able to fight off the carrion scarabs the cavern was filled with. At least, for long enough that she might have been able to come up with a plan to survive in the cavern. 
 
    Any such hope was cut to ribbons when Bulmaras’ paralysis wore off after a couple of minutes. Instead of climbing out of the trap, he let go of his grip and plummeted down to the manic battle below. Landing inside Nessa’s protective circle. 
 
    Trapped in a cavern filled with monsters and now an Infernal Lord, low on mana, and with her summoned plant guardians perishing from the dual assault, Nessa didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    She managed to evade Bulmaras’ grasping hands for a short while, but she had nowhere to go. In the end, she did the only thing she could and ordered the treants to turn inwards and attack Bulmaras as she slipped away and took her chances against the carrion scarabs. 
 
    The treants didn’t last long against the Brute Lord, but then he was swarmed by attacking giant insects. Unfortunately, so was Nessa. She fought well and bravely, but the scythe-like mandibles of the scarabs bit hard and slowed her down. Bulmaras, not to be denied, bellowed loudly and shoulder-charged his way through the giant insects until he reached her and slammed his mighty fist into her side. 
 
    Nessa flopped to the ground, stunned, and was finished off by scarabs that took advantage of her insensate state. 
 
    It was over and she hadn’t lasted anywhere near long enough to avoid the gauntlet’s penalties. 
 
    All was quiet in the viewing lounge for a few heartbeats. 
 
    “The bright side is her gambit wasn’t a total failure,” Alyssa said, trying to elevate the mood in the room. “Bulmaras will be taking no further part in the gauntlet.” 
 
    That was all, though. After ensuring Nessa’s demise, the Brute Lord was rampaging around the cavern. Glorying in the slaughter of the scarabs who were simply not strong enough to do any meaningful damage to him. Not with the top-tier armour he was wearing and Blood Rage empowering him. 
 
    “That is cold comfort,” I replied. “If I don’t make it to the capstone, we lose her floor and the designated life-seeded army on them. Nessa and my disciples in her dungeon will be restricted to remaining in the core room for the entire challenge.” 
 
    “You will lose Gretsch completely, as well,” Tenzing reminded me. 
 
    As Nessa’s disciple, he wouldn’t be permitted to participate at all as her entire dungeon was essentially removed. We had just gone past the ten-minute mark. The whole encounter between her and Bulmaras lasted only three or four minutes. Soon I would have ‘survived’ long enough to at least keep my core floor if everything else went wrong. That meant my disciples garrisoned on any of the floors lost would be allowed to be present in the core room. 
 
    Things weren’t that bad, yet. 
 
    In fact, just after witnessing the conclusion of Nessa’s tragic demise something far more uplifting happened that brought some cheer back to my cheeks. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the wake of Nessa’s death, Tenzing tapped my arm lightly and pointed to a couple of the other screens which we had largely ignored up until now due to the lack of anything relevant happening. 
 
    Magros the Mutilator and the Dread Shabbarth had chosen to begin the gauntlet match on the mid-levels of the pyramid. Tir’Goran the imp lord had been selected to guard the capstone. Tenzing was pointing towards Magros and Shabbarth’s screens as the two of them were about to converge. 
 
    I watched on with rapt attention. Two infernal lords that hated one another alone. What would the outcome be? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Magros hawked up a gobbet of phlegm and spat the foul substance out into a tarnished bronze vase sitting on a pedestal in the corner of the room. The spit hit with such force it made an audible dinging sound and caused the vase to rock slightly. 
 
    “Direct hit!” Magros half-grunted half-laughed and slapped his big gut with his free hand to punctuate his remark. 
 
    His other hand hefted and reset his gigantic cleaver on his shoulder. 
 
    “Easily amused, I see,” Shabbarth chuckled from the dark of an adjoining corridor before he stepped into the light of the burial chamber. 
 
    The Great Dread looked the room over and sniffed loudly in derision. 
 
    Magros had chosen one of the more opulent burial chambers on the fifth level to while away his time. Leaving the chasing down of the mutt and his disciples to the lesser princeps and those worthless divinities. Shabbarth might have been impressed by the politicking of the toady prophet, but Magros was not. The Mutilator had always preferred the direct approach. What need was there for manipulation when you could simply carve up anyone who stood in the way of what you wanted? 
 
    Might makes right. And Magros was the mightiest and rightest of them all. 
 
    There had been ten sealed sarcophagi in the burial chamber that had been painted brightly in an array of shades, red, gold, and yellow. He’d spent the first ten minutes of the gauntlet breaking into each of them and desecrating the remains. Slicing in twain the three animated mummies that were part of the trap element of this room and then looting their tombs. 
 
    Amongst the gem-studded sceptres, gold coins, and ornate jewellery were a few enchanted weapons and pieces of armour. A tantalising reward for any hardy adventurer that risked awakening the dormant creatures within, but of absolutely no use to an infernal who would be leaving the Proving Grounds at the conclusion of the challenge. 
 
    The blood-spattered outer pockets of the thick oilskin leather butcher’s apron Magros wore bulged with his ill-got gains. 
 
    Shabbarth intuited what his rival had been up to and sneered at him. “Really, Magros? You can’t take any of this with you. But you just couldn’t help yourself, could you? It’s your nature.” 
 
    Magros huffed with impatience. “What do you want, Shabbarth? The scent of your self-satisfaction stings my eyes. Say your piece and fuck off!” 
 
    Shabbarth’s upper lip curled with anger. “I came to issue you with a warning, my brother. Questioning my heritage in front of the others was a mistake. One that you shall pay for. I am here to demand reparations. Your holdings in the independent city of Quenneth should suffice.” 
 
    Magros, whose free hand had slipped under his apron searching for something, stopped, and blinked in surprise. As Shabbarth’s words penetrated past the tumult of his own plotting, his lips grew wide, sliding over his tusks, and he threw his head back, guffawing loudly at the audacity and base cowardice of the other dark prince. 
 
    This had been the opening Shabbarth had hoped for. Quick as a striking viper, he seized the lid of a stone sarcophagi that Magros had so carelessly discarded during his looting and launched it at his opponent’s right shoulder. 
 
    The accurately thrown lid clattered into Magros and struck him directly on the hand that gripped his gigantic cleaver, as well as banging into the cleaver itself. 
 
    Magros stumbled back a step or two from the surprise collision. The impact damage was minimal, and he hadn’t fully lost his grip on his mighty weapon, but his hand had slipped down the haft a bit before gripping tight again as the cleaver was knocked from his shoulder. The haft now rested in the crook of his arm and the head of the cleaver was dipped backwards, almost scraping the sandstone blocks of the floor. 
 
    Shabbarth exploited the opportunity and leapt over the emptied tombs. He pulled the voidsteel dagger with a yellow citrine gemstone in the pommel and matching striations in the black of the blade from a place of concealment in his bracer and landed in front of the other demon. 
 
    His right-hand swept outwards, leading with the dagger trying to cut Magros’ throat. The blade feathered the jowls of the demon, nicking the skin and drawing a little blood. But not enough to fully activate the dagger’s properties. However, Magros felt his strength being sapped from the otherwise insignificant injury. 
 
    The dagger did succeed in cutting through the straps of the butcher’s apron, despite also being tied behind his back. The oilskin leather accoutrement clattered to the stone ground, around his ankles. Weighted down by the gold and jewels so recently looted from the tombs, it had fallen easily. 
 
    The Mutilator tried to swing his mighty cleaver into the side of the attacking Shabbarth. But the awkward starting angle and the sudden loss of some of his strength made the attack awkward and easily blocked. 
 
    Shabbarth took his voidsteel dagger in both hands and thrust it forward. Magros backed up a step rapidly until his back connected with the wall. He released his grip on the cleaver and snatched hold of Shabbarth’s wrists, the point of the dagger a few inches from his jiggling throat. 
 
    While watching, I noticed a flash of recognition from Magros as his panic-ridden eyes fixated on the weapon that his rival was inexorably forcing closer to his jugular. 
 
    “Where did you get this dagger?” Magros gasped desperately. 
 
    “No point in telling you, mutilator. You’ll be dead very soon.” The red-skinned demon grinned back. 
 
    Magros’ arms trembled, then gave way slightly, and the dagger shot forward, closing the gap, the tip piercing the skin and sinking into his bobbing Adam’s apple. 
 
    “That fucking sorcerer,” he managed to gurgle as all resistance from his shaking limbs evaporated and Shabbarth buried the blade of the dagger to the hilt in his throat. 
 
    When Magros’ hands fell away from his wrists, Shabbarth released his grip on the dagger and stepped back from the impaled princeps with a toothy grin on his face. He stood there, staring deeply into the eyes of the dying demon. 
 
    The pleasure of the kill coursed through his veins. 
 
    Magros’ skin began to dry out and wither, his muscle definition deflating and he collapsed to his knees and fell forward onto his apron that had been lying on the floor between them. Unmoving and quite dead. 
 
    Shabbarth knelt down by the corpse and lifted the broken-tusked head up. It had desiccated to the degree that the brittle neck snapped, and the head almost came away. Of the dagger with yellow striations that landed the fatal blow, there was no sign. Just a few wisps of intermingled yellow and black smoke remained and that quickly dissipated. 
 
    “He did say they wouldn’t last after they were used. Shame. I would have appreciated the souvenir,” Shabbarth whispered to himself. 
 
    The surviving infernal rose back to his full height, spat on the body of his defeated opponent and strode from the funerary chamber whistling a jaunty tune. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Back in the viewing lounge, I let out a loud breath. “Holy shit! What did we just see?” 
 
    “Unholy shit, I think, given the participants, darling,” Alyssa joked. 
 
    I chuckled along. “I’m definitely not complaining about Magros’ untimely expiry. After all the setbacks we’ve suffered. Our enemies turning on one another is certainly a boon we could do with. But what the fuck? That dagger went through him like he was made of butter and was basically an instant kill. Regardless of what he was equipped with. What the hell kind of a weapon can instantaneously kill a champion in a single blow? I mean, should we be worried? What if they have more weapons like that and plan to use them on us?” 
 
    “Hmmm, I don’t believe so, Daxas,” Tenzing answered. “There is no such weapon available in the Proving Grounds. Shabbarth must have brought it in with him.” 
 
    “That is not particularly reassuring, Tenzing.” 
 
    “What my brother means is that the Accords give the Lords a little latitude to bring personal items with them into the Proving Grounds. However, such items will have no effect on the denizens of this place. Should Shabbarth have any more of those blades he would not be able to use them against us. There is absolutely no wriggle room on that,” Alyssa explained. 
 
    “Why did it work on Magros, then?” 
 
    “Because he is not a denizen of the Grounds, but a temporary visitor,” she answered simply. “In fact, that dagger wouldn’t work on a champion either. They are created entirely from the ethereal. It will only have worked on Magros because his True Mind, something foreign to the ethereal realm, was present.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s good to know. Where do you think Shabbarth got the blade? He mentioned a sorcerer. Do you think it was Devantus Drakonis?” 
 
    “Almost certainly. The supreme sorcerer plays his own game. He once told me that he bore you no ill will. That his intercessions on behalf of Timian, the roadblocks he has assisted in putting in your path, had a different purpose. He said at the time it was to make you stronger, but I think we are beginning to see a concealed purpose reveal itself before our eyes. The supreme dark sorcerer has lured the Dark Princes of the Reaches here. They have exposed themselves to great danger, in the pursuit of a much greater reward. One that will cost them more than they can afford to give.” 
 
    “You mean Drakonis is using us as tools for his machinations. Mark my words, should we ever meet, there will be a reckoning between us,” I snarled viciously, my anger rising in my gullet like bile. 
 
    I swallowed my discontent down deep. We were only a third of the way through the gauntlet match and much was still held in the balance. I couldn’t afford to lose my concentration by indulging in fantasies of retribution. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    The gauntlet match continued. 
 
    Sadly, Shabbarth returned to his previous position rather than hunt down any of his other brethren. Our good luck on that front had expired. At the twenty-minute mark, the second radar-like pulse throbbed through the pyramid. The first had happened at ten minutes while Nessa had been embroiled in her final moments in the scarab cavern and had gone almost unnoticed. 
 
    It did have serious ramifications for Jen’Zadeer, though. 
 
    After the first pulse, Olganeth, who had been pursuing me, must have realised I’d given him the slip and he changed course and headed in the dark elf’s direction. 
 
    Meanwhile, Thorzoth continued to stumble about in the pyramid setting off traps and bemoaning his poor luck. His only real success had been in preventing Jen’Zadeer from ascending to the next level of the pyramid. The incubus might be proving himself to be a poor hunter in the traditional sense, but ultimately his ineptitude had herded Jen’Zadeer in Olganeth’s direction. 
 
    I’d sent multiple feelings of dread to Jen’Zadeer but the tunnels she was traversing were so laden with traps my messages were being misinterpreted. The irony was that she had almost fully navigated her way out of that quarter and the dangers it held only to put herself within reach of the far greater danger, the grizzled old sathanite. 
 
    It came to a head at the twenty-three-minute mark. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer had just exited a very narrow corridor where the floor was riddled with pressure switches that would release blasts of acid from nozzles concealed in the tunnel’s ceiling. To get over the obstacle she had wedged her hands and feet against the wall and frog-hopped her way forward. 
 
    Getting to the end, she launched herself out and landed with a forward roll to get back to her feet in a large subterranean temple that dominated the centre of the bottom level of the pyramid. Lining the walls on all four sides of the square temple was a series of fifteen-foot statues. Representations of the Divine Lords sitting in thrones looking wise and regal. 
 
    The statues had clearly been carved by someone who had never met them. 
 
    The eyes of the statuary were made from gemstones and the staffs and sceptres they held were solid gold, but this finery was not what lit up the dark elf’s eyes. 
 
    Dangling down in the very centre of the temple was a climbable knotted rope. The rope led up to the vaulted ceiling where there was a small hole just large enough for a person to squeeze through. An ingress that would take them up from the pyramid base to the third level, skipping the second entirely. 
 
    With a wide grin and not wasting any time Jen’Zadeer rushed forward and started to pull herself up the rope hand over hand. 
 
    This is when the wily Olganeth emerged from the shadows behind one of the statues and took one of his many knives from the sheaths strapped to his body and threw it above Jen’Zadeer’s head. The blade sliced through the rope and sent her crashing back down onto the hard stone of the temple floor. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer recovered quickly and got back to her feet and scanned the temple surroundings. “Where are you? You shatzah sniffing bastard.” 
 
    Olganeth had shuffled over in the confusion and hidden behind a different statue, one of Ironhammer. At least, I assumed it was Ironhammer, it was particularly accurate. Jen’Zadeer’s attention was then drawn to a noise behind her. Thorzoth, who had been tailing her, had found his way into the acid-trapped corridor. As he had elsewhere, the incubus ran down the narrow tunnel, heedless of the traps he would trigger. 
 
    This tactic should have been quite successful. Thorzoth was swift and largely cleared most of the acid spray when the traps were set off. However, with a sharp cutting gesture of her hands, Jen’Zadeer sent a blue bolt of Ice Blast in his direction, which hit the incubus in the chest. 
 
    Her concealed casting ability meant he had been taken completely unawares and had no time to evade or prepare. Thorzoth fell to the ground, frozen stiff by the paralysis, and landed on top of the trap triggers. He couldn’t evade the ensuing acid spray this time. 
 
    “Got you!” Jen’Zadeer cried with joy. 
 
    Her celebration was cut short as Olganeth emerged from hiding, four throwing knives that glowed an angry red held in his clutches. 
 
    “Damn it,” Alyssa swore in the viewing lounge. Helpless to do anything but watch on. “He’s cast Vorpal Weapon on the knives,” she pointed out, although I had spotted the tell-tale red glow myself. 
 
    No sooner were the words out of Alyssa’s mouth than the grizzled sathanite flicked the knives at Jen’Zadeer with a speed that belied his crotchety appearance. Two of them sank into her outstretched forearms and the other two into her calves. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer cried “Shatzah!” as her limbs were overcome by the numbing effect of the knives’ spell. She wobbled on her feet and tried to keep her balance, but because she had been robbed of all feeling in those limbs, she looked like a puppet with its strings cut. Once her ankle turned awkwardly it was all over, and she fell to the ground. 
 
     Casting Vorpal Weapon on a sword or an axe may look more impressive when it could be used to literally sever limbs, but Olganeth had demonstrated the numbing effect was all you needed if you were canny with the placement of attacks. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer was swearing loudly and trying to get back to her feet but only succeeded in flopping around on the floor like a fish out of water. Olganeth approached her from behind and jumped on her back. He slammed his booted foot into the back of her head, pushing her face into the thin layer of sand that covered the temple floor. He obviously had no intention of allowing her to cast a spell on him, possibly using her eyes as Bulmaras had done to Nessa. 
 
    Drawing two serrated long blades from sheathes on his hip he knelt down atop Jen’Zadeer and went to work sawing and cutting into her throat and the back of her head until she went still. 
 
    Her death was confirmed by sudden movement in the narrow tunnel. Thorzoth sat up, rage plain on his acid-singed face. He took one look at Olganeth standing triumphant atop the dead dark elf and his rage quickly shifted into fear. He practically jumped to his feet and ran back the way he had come. Most of the pressure triggers in that direction had already been activated so he was only sprayed with acid one more time. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Thorzoth? Afraid of an old demon, like me,” Olganeth jeered at his departing form with a dark chuckle. 
 
    Once the incubus had disappeared from view, Olganeth wiped his blades clean on Jen’Zadeer’s back and left the temple area through a concealed side passage that would take him in the direction of Tamara, his next target. 
 
    We had just lost Jen’Zadeer’s floor as well. And Marux along with it.  
 
    Unless, of course, Tamara or I could make it to the capstone before the gauntlet match concluded. 
 
    Which was something else that had not been going to plan. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A combination of the periodical pings, we’d had three now, and Timian’s handwritten instructions to Kriger and Garvax meant Tenzing had to remap my route to the top three times already and was in the midst of calculating it for a fourth time. 
 
    To further complicate matters, Timian had been wandering about the upper levels, seemingly at random, moving objects or extinguishing light sources. We suspected the intention of his erratic behaviour was to make Tenzing’s task all the more difficult. 
 
    “How are we coming along, Tenzing? If I don’t send myself an update soon, we’ll be committed to the current course.” 
 
    I didn’t like to put my friend under such pressure, but my pressing was almost instinctual. It was squeaky bum time, of that there could be no doubt. If I continued in this direction, I would run straight into Garvax in less than a minute, but I didn’t want to be the one to decide on the new course. Tenzing was far better suited for the calculations, and we had only a minute of contingency left to play with. 
 
    His blue face was crumpled in concentration as he tapped furiously away at his tablet. To be honest, I’m not sure he even heard my nervous urging. 
 
    With one last heavy tap of his finger, he looked up and swept his fingers across the screen replacing the existing layout of the pyramid with a new one. “This is the best option we have available. It is the last chance to make it to the capstone, but it does not come without risk. If you can get through the fifth floor quickly enough, you can stay ahead of Garvax and get in front of Kriger and then nothing will stand in your way except the imp patrolling near the capstone itself. It is risky, though. Miss the window by a fraction and you will be left face-to-face with Kriger and Garvax will not be too far behind.” 
 
    “We don’t have another option,” I said, and relayed to my avatar in the gauntlet match the change of direction and imparted upon him the urgency of the situation. 
 
    My pyramid-self tried to pick up the pace, but honestly, I was already haring through the tunnel complex at my maximum velocity. There was no more speed that could be squeezed out. It was wait and watch time. 
 
    Five minutes later, came the moment of truth. 
 
    I had recently run up a stairwell onto the sixth floor of the pyramid. Shabbarth and Timian had been lurking on the fifth which had made clearing that level tricky. The challenge on the sixth, though, was that the walls shifted every few minutes. Passages that were open would suddenly be closed and new ones would open up. 
 
    Tenzing had to anticipate these shifts as part of his calculations. And it was what made this make or break. Get the timing right and I would pass through into a new section which had a way up to the seventh floor. The shifting wall would close behind me, and that would prevent Kriger and Garvax from following me, at least for a couple of minutes. Those couple of minutes would be all I needed. Then I would have the time to get to the pinnacle floor with enough minutes to spare to figure out a way to get past the imp. 
 
    I sprinted down a T-junction corridor that had been blacked out. Someone had removed the guttering torches or perhaps they had never been any in here. I didn’t need the light; my sight was sharp enough to make out the walls. The sharp left turn ahead of me would take me into that wall-shifting room and I knew Kriger would be rapidly approaching from the opposite direction. 
 
    Reaching the turn, I planted my foot in haste to pivot my body into the sharp junction and not lose any momentum. The first sign something was wrong was when I felt the oily squelch on the sole of my planted foot as it made contact with the sandstone slab. I might have been in my humanoid form, which was lighter, but with the pace I was travelling at it was still enough that I lost my footing and crashed to the floor, slipping a few inches past the turn. 
 
    In the dark, my body skidded into a small table, breaking it. A bronze oil lamp, the kind you’d rub to summon a genie, which had been sitting on the table fell on top of me. I wasn’t covered in the contents of the lamp, as someone, I guessed Timian, had already poured it on the ground of the T-junction intersection. 
 
    His earlier bizarre behaviour now made more sense. He had hidden this single meaningful act amongst dozens of random and pointless ones to disguise its significance from us. After he had extinguished a range of light sources, why would we have looked any harder when he blew out the flame of this particular lamp as he passed by? 
 
    I scrambled back to my feet. 
 
    Knowing the oil was on the slabs made it easy to leap over this time and keep going. My legs churned and my heart pumped as I sprinted the remaining fifty metres, ignoring the open doorways that led into treasure rooms, placed there to tempt the unwary. Thankfully, or maybe not, the far chamber, my destination, was well lit and I could see the way out. 
 
    For a brief exultant moment, I thought I would make it. 
 
    As I exited the tunnel into the small chamber itself, I heard the creaking of the gears coming from the walls as the mechanisms groaned into life and slammed a foot thick wall across the opening right in front of my nose. My body thumped into the blockage, but it had absolutely no give to it. The blockage that is, not my body. That gave plenty as I felt the smarting pain of colliding with solid stone while running at maximum speed. 
 
    “God damn it!” I yelled while battering my fists pointlessly on the sandstone.  
 
    I closed my eyes and rested my head against the impromptu wall. “What now?” I panted, anger and despair warring for dominance over my psyche. 
 
    My question had been to the three people I knew were observing all this from the comfort of the viewing lounge but it was answered by a mocking voice that echoed down the tunnel I had just left. 
 
    “Now, I make the kill and skin you for your pelt to make myself a nice winter coat. And if you’re very lucky, I’ll do it in that order.” 
 
    Kriger calmly jogged into the light of the room. I knew he would not be far behind me but was still a little shocked at how close he’d turned out to be. He was smirking cruelly, showing off his teeth which he had carved or sharpened into points. At some stage, he had covered half of his face in blue woad warpaint that stuck out in contrast to his bright orange hair that he had slicked back and tied with a leather band. 
 
    He carried a pair of hatchets, one in each hand. The armour he wore had shifted from the gleaming steel and white tabard when he first arrived in the Proving Grounds into chainmail and raggedy cured leather hides that made him look like a crazed mountain man. 
 
    Alyssa had forewarned me about this, and I couldn’t assume he was wearing lighter armour than before. The armour hadn’t really changed, its shape and form had merely transformed into something that better suited Kriger’s personality. While he had been in close proximity to Timian, the prophet lord’s ego overshadowed his own and stamped Timian’s will on the armour’s form. 
 
    Being let off the leash had freed him to express himself in a manner of speaking. 
 
    Garvax is getting nearer. You may have to fight both of them. Finish this one quickly. You know what to do. 
 
    I summoned my trusty double-headed maul and shield, and I felt the rippling and tickling sensation of transformation when my body shifted into its mighty lupine form. The information coming to me from the viewing lounge was a touch disheartening. We were indeed confident that I could handle Kriger or Garvax in a head-to-head battle but fighting them at the same time or one directly after the other was far less certain. 
 
    Well, that wasn’t really true. There was a fair bit of certainty about the result, but I just didn’t want to contemplate it. 
 
    The situation was not hopeless, though. 
 
    Had it been Garvax first with Kriger hot on his heels then things would be different, but it wasn’t. 
 
    Kriger had been a regular attendee of the divine challenges. He enjoyed hunting. More than that, he enjoyed harming the people he hunted before killing them. Alyssa had been able to watch him in action and his modus operandi was entirely predictable. 
 
    Blood curses were his area of expertise, like the berserker curse he inflicted on Fiadh. And he never forwent an opportunity to sic a fresh one on a target. We were confident he would try to do so with me. 
 
    “How kind of you to shift,” he sneered at me. “I’ll be sure to use the extra flesh to make myself a pair of boots too.” 
 
    I clanged the maul against my shield and snarled threateningly at him. 
 
    “Shall we,” he invited with a feral grin as he inched one foot backward as if preparing to launch a charging attack. 
 
    I bellowed back in kind and shifted my stance to mimic his. An acceptance of a kind to his call to battle and then pushed off the balls of my feet towards him. 
 
    The cruel glint in his eyes confirmed this had been the opening Kriger had been waiting for. He gathered his power, took aim, and lashed out at me with a pre-prepared curse. 
 
    Under normal circumstances, and with almost any other being, what Kriger tried to do would be invisible and virtually instantaneous. Not with me, though. The curse he through in my direction was not a magical spell like Hex. He had woven raw power, raw soul energy, into a barbed net and cast it not to ensnare my ethereal form, but to directly cage my soul. 
 
    But Kriger had forgotten just what I was. A soul siphon. A being with the capacity to access and use my soul and the souls of others. What’s more, thanks to what he did to Fiadh, I already had direct experience of the kind of cursed cage he was trying to wrap around my soul. Which included knowledge of how to manipulate it. 
 
    The passage of time slowed almost to a stop, 
 
    The net of Kriger’s curse was only a foot from his face and the sadistic smirk of victory it held. The mesh of the cage was very slowly unfurling and expanding in size as it inched its way toward me. I estimated that I had roughly one minute to work my own magic. More than enough time as I had been practising for this very eventuality for several years now. 
 
    With care and concentration, I extended my will towards the angry, barbed mesh of energy slowly crossing the room. My first few attempts at touching it were failures. The curse cage reacted violently at my intrusion and forcefully rejected my influence. It had been freshly created by Kriger and was brimming with his ill-intent and hatred for me. 
 
    This was to be expected and did not discourage me in the least. My early probing revealed the cage’s strongest and weakest points. I was confident that should all else fail, I could successfully disperse the curse before it landed. But there were a couple of other things I could try to turn this to my advantage. 
 
    I tried the longest shot first. An injection of my own will and intent that would convert the cage from a curse into a blessing. Similar in nature to what I’d done for Fiadh, transforming something that was supposed to be detrimental into something that was beneficial. 
 
    Unfortunately, I quickly had to abandon this plan. This curse was too different from Fiadh’s. If I had a few minutes of real-time I could let it strike and then slowly convert it. 
 
    Given the situation, I couldn’t afford to allow the curse to land and debilitate me even for a few seconds. Kriger would be upon me and would almost certainly end me before I could complete the conversion. Then I would lose several floors from my dungeon as a penalty. 
 
    With what we had already lost today, that was a risk too far. 
 
    The potential jeopardy alone would have deterred the attempt, but what I also learned from this failure was that the curse was temporary. It would last at most an hour. The short duration would allow Kriger to make it particularly nasty, with little or none of the beneficial side effects necessary to extend the duration of the curse to permanence. 
 
    It was not worth the effort to even make the attempt. 
 
    The mesh of the cage was fully unfurled and close to halfway across the room. It was now in the perfect position for plan B before falling back on the Plan C of dispersal should B fail. 
 
    Straining my mental faculties to the limit, I prepared twenty blunt soul-based attacks. Ten along the top, on my side of the mesh. The second group of ten ran along the base and faced in the opposite direction, on Kriger’s side of the mesh. 
 
    The strain almost broke me, but I held on long enough to get everything in position and released the pulses in tandem. They slammed into the mesh, which violently repelled them as expected. 
 
    However, as I hoped, the points struck by my attacks were made to recoil in a similarly violent manner. Einstein’s equations of equal and opposite reaction in glorious technicolour. The mesh juddered and then started to rotate. The velocity of its momentum caused the net to spin in place instead of moving towards me. 
 
    After what felt like an age but was only a fraction of a second in real-time the rotations of the curse cage began to slow. My body had been moving forward all this time and was now inches from touching the mesh. It was do or die time 
 
    Well, do or disperse. 
 
    I formed twenty more soul attacks, but with a little less power this time. I put them in place as before but this time the intent was to halt the spinning when the forward part of the mesh was pointing away from me. The strain was less, but the difficulty was higher. I released the attacks and saw them collide creating a series of the same reactions as before but on a smaller scale. 
 
    Figuratively, I held my breath, my eyes rivetted to the complex surgery I had attempted in mid-air. 
 
    Success! 
 
    Or kind of. 
 
    The spinning of the mesh had been halted entirely and it continued to inch its way forward once more. This time in the opposite direction as I’d hoped. But I couldn’t release my figurative breath just yet. It was going back towards Kriger, but the angle was ever so slightly off. This would cause the curse cage to go upwards as well as back towards its sender. 
 
    With Kriger hunched down a little, there was a very real possibility the curse cage would go over his head and slap harmlessly into the sandstone wall above the tunnel entrance. This wouldn’t be the worst result, it would be pretty much the same as if I’d been forced to disperse the mesh, but after successfully reversing its course, I wanted Kriger to suffer the consequences of his actions. 
 
     I couldn’t help but remain immersed in this state that allowed me to directly manipulate soul energy despite the torpid wait. Eventually, my patience was rewarded. 
 
    The curse cage did indeed travel high and wide and slipped by his head and over the top of Kriger’s shoulder, but just as I thought it had failed the very bottom left edge touched the tip of an errant carrot-red hair from behind his ear that was too short to be pulled back in the ponytail. 
 
    And that was all it took. 
 
    The smallest hint of contact and the cage shifted position like a living thing and struck, enveloping Kriger. Sinking into his flesh and then around whatever he possessed that approximated a soul. The barbs dug in, making it virtually impossible to remove the cage without time and exacting care. 
 
    Time sped back up and I was hit with a notification that made me smile wolfishly. 
 
      
 
    You have been the target of a divine curse. The Bloodfire Curse. 
 
    Bloodfire Curse: The very blood that courses through your veins causes a severe allergic reaction in your body. Wherever your blood is in contact with your flesh there will be an instantaneous and extremely painful inflammatory reaction. It will be as if your very blood is made of fire. 
 
    #Error# Despite being the intended target, and the curse activating, you have not been affected. 
 
      
 
     Kriger howled loudly as figurative fire flooded his body. His eyes rolled back in their sockets, and he collapsed to his knees, dropping both his hatchets. He was unable to think or act, so overwhelmed by the extreme level of agony he had been struck by. 
 
    The cruel smirk now adorned my face as I reached the prone god with a few steps and slammed my double-headed maul into the side of his head. The blow knocked out several of his teeth and sent him sprawling onto the floor. 
 
    Kriger barely registered what had happened to him. He was too busy screaming and clawing madly at his body. 
 
    The blood vessels in his eyes had burst and blood flowed down his cheek causing it to blister and burn wherever it touched. Sending my shield to my personal gauntlet inventory, I reached down and pulled the leather band from his hair and discarded it. The leather band transformed into a metal helm as it clattered on the floor slabs. 
 
    A lack of head protection would make this quicker. 
 
    Because this was a gauntlet match, I got no notifications of what percentage of Kriger’s health remained after my first strike. I guess I would just have to keep hitting him until I was sure. 
 
    My maul thumped into the curse lord’s head, cracking his skull and damaging what passed for brains. I got into a steady rhythm and despite Kriger’s relative vulnerability his health pool had been largely unaffected, and it took quite a few head bashes before it looked like I was close to finishing the deed. 
 
    Beware! 
 
    My alternates voice cut through the joy of defeating a foe and I looked up just in time to see Garvax appear from the dark of the corridor. Similar to Kriger, his getup had changed, but the modifications to Garvax’s armour were more cosmetic. The blazing white of his tabard had been replaced by a deep blue. 
 
    Our eyes met and Garvax halted his advance. I readjusted the grip on my maul, there was gurgled gasping coming from Kriger below me as he struggled to draw breath. It was the only sound to be heard. The sadistic god had just hung on long enough for his reinforcements to arrive. 
 
    There was nothing else for it. I would have to fight Garvax too, but I had to be sure of finishing Kriger off first. If I was about to lose dungeon floors, killing him became an even greater priority. I hefted the maul and brought it down on Kriger’s prone head, once, twice, and then a final third time and he was dead. 
 
    But the expected counterattack from Garvax never came. 
 
    Our respective eyes remained glued to one another, and as Kriger expired, Garvax finally took his gaze from mine to stare down at his dead compatriot. 
 
    “Screw Kriger and screw Timian,” he muttered. 
 
    It was as if a dam had been knocked down and Garvax’s entire demeanour changed. He rolled his shoulders and smirked to himself, tittered some snorted laughter, and then started to clap wildly. 
 
    Garvax seemed to be unhinged and I genuinely couldn’t tell if this was an act or if he had started to lose his mind. 
 
    “Congratulations, Wolf King!” he exclaimed as his clapping stopped suddenly and all sense of frivolity left his face and demeanour. “But don’t think this makes us allies. Timian thinks I am such an idiot. He thinks we all are. Fucking arrogant prick that he is.” 
 
    Garvax reached behind him and pulled something from his belt, but it was not a weapon. It was the parchment with his instructions from Timian. He waved the piece of paper in the air in front of him. 
 
    “Do you know what this says?” he asked me rhetorically. “It explains, not in too much detail, mind, but enough, what you were about to do. That you would get the upper hand on Kriger. I was supposed to let that happen and step in before you had a chance to finish murdering him. We’d then have a lengthy tight battle. You unleashing all your spells, me doing the same. 
 
    “Long enough for Kriger to recover a modicum of his senses, return to the fray and distract you. Then I could strike the killing blow…against you. Then Timian ordered me…” he laughed almost hysterically, “…to finish the job on Kriger that you started. I’d no objections on that front. Kriger there was almost as unpleasant as Timian. Hard to pick which was the bigger lump of shit.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you follow through then?” I asked him. 
 
    Garvax grinned again but the smile did not reach his eyes. “Simple really. I’d wager everything I possess in the heavens that Kriger’s final instruction was to do the same to me. I decided not to find out what nasty little trick you had up your sleeve to leave me as vulnerable as him. That’s all.” 
 
    He is correct. My alternate who had been watching in the viewing lounge informed me. He had managed to get a look at Kriger’s parchment when he had unrolled it to read at the T-junction. 
 
    Kriger was not warned about what we would do. He was only told that Garvax would join the fight and he was to allow us to wear him down and then kill him once we had been slain.  
 
    “As you can see. I’m not stupid,” Garvax continued when I didn’t speak any further. “I will make it out of here intact. I’m simply going to let the challenge do what it is meant to and then I will get to feast on you. Best of luck killing as many of the others as you can. You will need it.” 
 
    “Aren’t you afraid that Timian has seen all this? That all you are doing is following his design unwittingly?” I prodded. 
 
    “We shall see,” he replied. “But I doubt it. I’ve played the lickspittle to his overbearing elitist ass for many years. He has tells when he isn’t getting his way. And his well-laid plans didn’t entirely go to plan thanks to Tamara. He is nothing if not predictable, ironic really for the god of seers. You’d think with his advantages, he could surprise people more often. I expect he’ll deal with her personally, even if it isn’t the wisest course of action.” 
 
    With that, Garvax turned on his heel, his dark blue cape whipping around, and he sprinted off back down the tunnel. He started to laugh manically about halfway. 
 
    Well, that was a bit of a surprise. Sadly, he was dead right about Timian’s reaction. 
 
    I lowered my head and sighed which came out as more of a grunt in my wolf form. It had felt like one-step-forward-two-steps-back kind of day, and I really didn’t like it. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    The tense confrontation with Kriger and Garvax was over, but it had achieved one positive for team Timian. It had dominated my attention and that of Alyssa and Tenzing during a crucial few minutes. During that time, we had lost track of Timian and where he was in relation to our other survivor, Tamara. 
 
    Therefore, my pulsed warning of dread to warn the gorgeous gorgon woman to turn tail and run came seconds too late. 
 
    Tamara had been working her way up through the pyramid levels methodically. Making great time, in fact. The path she took was not identical to the optimal one Tenzing had mapped out which would have got her to the capstone in the shortest amount of time, but it was not far off. It would have been touch and go as to whether she could have made it to the top within the time limit, but she was smashing her previous record by several hours.  
 
    Unknowingly, she’d been helped out by Shabbarth’s murder of Magros. That had pulled the infernal lord out of position at a critical juncture, and she passed him by before he returned to the position he had vacated. The lack of monstrous threats in the pyramid had allowed her to focus her innate intuition solely on the direction she needed to take, and it had not led her astray until now. 
 
    Sadly, the best counter to a seer’s prophetic abilities is another seer with even more powerful foresight. 
 
    Tamara had just entered another of the myriad burial chambers the pyramid was filled with. This particular room appeared to be one for servants or slaves, as the cheap-looking sarcophagi were packed close together in alcoves carved out of the walls. The blue and yellow paint jobs on them were slapdash and faded in comparison to the work that adorned the tombs of kings. 
 
    The centrepiece of the room was a stone statue of a female human body with a cat’s head. The statue was not to be confused with my catgirl twins who were women with a number of cat-like features. The ears, eyes, claws, and tails, mostly. 
 
    Timian had concealed himself on the other side of this statue and Tamara approached the plinth it stood upon when my warning hit her like a freight train. She skidded to a halt on the lightly sandy stone before trying to back up and leave the danger zone. 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Timian sniggered as he revealed himself. 
 
    He pirouetted around the statue and thrust an ivory polearm similar to a halberd inlaid with enchanted rubies that glittered in the low light at Tamara’s head. She raised her shield and deflected the strike, but the strength of the blow forced her to stumble sideways into the corner of the room. 
 
    Away from the closest exit that was on her right. 
 
    Nonchalantly, Timian strode into the space that Tamara had vacated, a cruel smirk on his handsome face. “Nothing to say to your patron and saviour, Tammy?” 
 
    Tamara’s copper head-snakes hissed and writhed in response to Timian’s taunt. “You are no saviour of mine. Abuser and defiler are better suited descriptors,” she snapped back and tried to use her petrifying gaze upon him. 
 
    Almost lazily, Timian flipped the visor of his helmet down over his face with his free hand and leaned out of the way of her attack. Tamara had thrust her head forward and lowered both her arms carrying her sword and shield just a little. 
 
    It was an instinctive reflex when using her gaze attack and one that Timian took advantage of. His halberd started to glow with a red vorpal nimbus, and he lashed out with it one-handed, penetrating through Tamara’s compromised defensive stance. The tip of the blade stabbed under her arm by the shoulder joint. 
 
    Tamara cried out in pain from the stabbing and Timian danced back away from her attempted counterstrike laughing heartily. The effects of the Vorpal Weapon spell had already taken effect and her shield arm hung uselessly by her side. 
 
    Tamara automatically stowed the shield, no more use than a large paperweight that would only get in the way when she moved. 
 
    “You are no match for me, Tammy. You know that, don’t you? Whatever you can think of to do, I have anticipated and countered,” he taunted again. 
 
    Tamara feinted with her sword in his direction, only to abandon the strike and make for the far exit on the other side of the cat-headed statue. Timian laughed as he threw himself forward in a commando roll and came back to a standing position blocking her path. 
 
    It was Tamara’s turn to grin cruelly and she unleashed a Lightning Bolt directly at Timian’s chest that connected with a crackling zap and left the faint smell of ozone in the air. 
 
    However, Timian’s mocking laughter did not stop, and apart from a very small rocking motion he did not seem fazed at all by the powerful spell blast. 
 
    “Invigorating,” he said with a deep breath. “That really got the blood pumping. Such a shame for you that I came prepared with an impressive amount of resistance to electrical damage. What else have you got?” 
 
    He punctuated his mockery with several swift strikes with his halberd. But he wasn’t targeting Tamara’s body, he aimed at her sandalled feet. Her sword was next to useless in deflecting strikes targeted so low and Tamara was forced to essentially dance in order to avoid them, much to Timian’s amusement. 
 
    This could only last so long. 
 
    Timian’s attacks were not random and soon he had Tamara backed into a corner again where she could no longer evade his stabbing thrusts. One particularly well-aimed attack stabbed into the bridge of her left foot and then sliced the inside of her right calf as he drew the tip of the halberd back. 
 
    Once the numbness set in, Tamara was unable to stay on her feet and fell to her knees. 
 
    “Ah, on your knees, where you belong.” Timian smiled and raised the visor of his helmet so he could look down on her. “You were such a disappointment to me, Tammy. Throwing your lot in with that hairy lout. You had such potential. But I am not an unforgiving deity. 
 
    “Beg for my mercy, Tammy. Plead. Denounce the mongrel you’ve allowed to crawl between your legs, and I can save you. You don’t have to end here along with him and his other whores. I shall be the last one standing. I have seen it. You know my power. Your fate is mine to decide. Debase yourself now, pledge eternal service to me and you can have a future. A future of grovelling and serving at my behest. It is the best and only offer you are going to get.” 
 
    To her credit and my unending pride, Tamara did not even hesitate. She raised her head and spat in the eye of her long-time tormentor. 
 
    “Daxas is a thousand times the man you are, Timian. I would rather have the last few hours I can have with him than the centuries of pain and humiliation you offer.” 
 
    To my surprise, Timian didn’t react with violence or petulance. He merely wiped the spittle that dribbled down his cheek away. 
 
    “It would appear that you are a prophetess, after all,” he giggled with a hint of mania. “My behest would have been agonising torment anyway. Day and night with no let up. But don’t think being clever gets you off the hook. Oh no, there has always been a place set aside for you in my fields of suffering and nothing you’ve done today will spare you that fate. A thousand years, Tamara. You will be mine to torment for a thousand years.” 
 
    With those final words, Timian swung his halberd at Tamara’s unprotected throat. The bladed edge bit deep and beheaded her in a single sweep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Silence reigned in the viewing lounge as Tamara’s head hit the stone of the pyramid floor. Her copper head-snakes writhed for the briefest moment before they flopped motionless, framing her pretty face. Despite what Timian had to say in those final moments she had a serene and hopeful expression. It was not necessary, but I pledged to repay her faultless faith in me. 
 
    The timer on the gauntlet match read 49:32. She had been twenty-eight seconds from retaining her floor for the challenge. 
 
    I’d be a monkey’s uncle if Timian hadn’t known that and timed his ambush perfectly so that he could snatch that small victory from Tamara at the death. Just so that her defeat would sting a little bit more. 
 
    We couldn’t dwell on what could no longer be changed. 
 
    “Tenzing, the compartment wall should open in a moment. Are you able to salvage this?” 
 
    To be fair to Tenzing, he had been poring over his tablet from the moment the fists of my avatar in the gauntlet had first banged noisily on the closed-off wall. He looked up at me with a mournful look on his face. “I’m sorry, Daxas. There is just no way to make up for the lost time. The best I can manage is to keep you undiscovered for the last ten minutes.” 
 
    I blew out a big breath and leaned back on the couch. It was the answer I’d been expecting. Tenzing had already told me the consequences of not making it through the room before the blockading wall slotted into place. My singular hope had been Kriger’s death and Garvax’s apparent disinterest in facing me might have changed the arithmetic. Or that he had been doing a Scotty and was about to be a miracle worker. 
 
    Apparently not. 
 
    I closed my eyes and Alyssa stroked my cheek from her spot in my lap. She knew me well enough not to say anything. There was nothing to say that would change what had just occurred and the torrid bind it put us in. It was why I’d not called any of my other disciples back to watch this with us. I didn’t want to see a single sliver of hope fade from their eyes. 
 
    My mind swirled but that was when I felt it. 
 
    A tickling, almost mental itching sensation. My sixth sense linked to my special soul was tingling. It had been a while; I’d almost thought the sense was gone. Subsumed by my greater understanding and use of my soul. Turns out, this was not the case. I simply hadn’t needed it again, until now. 
 
    What was it telling me, though? 
 
    My ears pricked up. 
 
    I’d missed something. 
 
    In all the excitement and confusion, something important had gone unnoticed. 
 
    Struggling to keep abreast of all the different feeds and goings-on had been a strain. That is how we missed Tamara’s impending doom in the first place. 
 
    It couldn’t be that, though. We’d already missed the boat on saving Tamara. Nessa and Jen’Zadeer too. 
 
    My fight with Kriger and conversation with Garvax? 
 
    Doubtful. 
 
    Both mine and Alyssa’s full attention had been on those unfolding events. Again, a big part of the reason we missed Timian manoeuvring himself into position. 
 
    What did that leave? 
 
    And then it came to me. 
 
    “Alyssa, replay the fight between Magros and Shabbarth for me, please.” 
 
    She looked up at me curiously. “Of course, darling,” and she repurposed the viewing screen that still showed Magros’ corpse lying on the floor. 
 
    The scene began again. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I confessed. “But I think I’ll know it when I see it.” 
 
    We watched together. 
 
    Past Magros’ pointless looting of the tomb. 
 
    Past Shabbarth’s arrival and the early insults between the demons. 
 
    Past Magros’ laughter. 
 
    Past Shabbarth’s attack of opportunity with the lid of a sarcophagus. 
 
    Past the first swipe of that insanely lethal knife as it severed the butcher’s apron from Magros’ neck and fell to the floor. The looted jewels glinted as the apron fell forward. 
 
    Wait! 
 
    The apron had fallen forward, showing me the inside. All the looted gold and valuables had been stuffed in pockets on the outside. What the hell had caught my attention on the inside? 
 
    “Stop the recording,” I asked Alyssa. “Go back to when Shabbarth cuts the apron and then change the angle so we can get a better look as it falls to the floor.” 
 
    With a quizzical look, Alyssa did so. 
 
    We watched as the feed restarted with the angle shifted as I’d requested. There as the apron fell, we could see, clear as clear can be, from this new vantage, six sheaths sewn into the underside of the apron. Each sheath held a knife with a dazzling different coloured jewel in the pommel. That had been what I spotted glinting back the firelight in the replay. 
 
    “Pause it there,” I commanded excitedly. 
 
    Lifting Alyssa with me easily, I stood up from the couch and approached the viewing screen. 
 
    “Tell me I’m seeing things, but do the pommels of those knives look awfully similar to the one Shabbarth happens to be wielding?” 
 
    Alyssa disentangled herself from my embrace and got down on her own two feet and examined the screen closely. 
 
    “You’re right,” she gasped in shock. “By the Entity! How did I miss this?” 
 
    “I suspect you were meant to,” Tenzing piped up from behind us. “Especially, if the providence of these blades includes Devantus Drakonis in any manner. I can’t help but notice that Magros’ set of six does not include a knife with a yellow citrine in the pommel. As if that one was specifically meant for him.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding. “Keep playing the footage but return us to the original view.” 
 
    We watched as the scene completed. “Did you see that?” I said, as it finished. “When Magros’ withered body fell to the ground it covered up the set of knives in the apron. I don’t think Shabbarth noticed them. His entire focus was on watching the life fade from his rival’s eyes. Go back to the beginning again, please.” 
 
    Alyssa duly complied and we started from the beginning again. 
 
    “Look there,” I almost shouted at an earlier point. “Did you see how Magros was rummaging under the apron for something, but he stopped when Shabbarth made his demand for lands in the reaches. I bet he was going for one of those blades believing they were about to fight and then got duped by Shabbarth’s ruse. 
 
    “Tenzing, can you get me to that burial chamber before the clock runs out?” 
 
    “I’m way ahead of you, Daxas.” He beamed at me and waved his hand towards the holo-picture of the pyramid. A fresh golden route already laid out. 
 
    Alyssa clapped her hands excitedly. “You can even take those daggers with you as Magros brought them in with him and they are not part of his official Proving Grounds gear.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said to her. 
 
    Change of plan, I sent to myself. We’re no longer heading for the capstone. 
 
    I didn’t need to explain the rest. The understanding flowed into my gauntlet-participating other half. 
 
    The next six or seven minutes were quite nerve-wracking. Making it back to Magros’ body in time wasn’t a done deal. Timian, Garvax, Shabbarth, and Tir’Goran might not have been particularly interested in trying to stop me but the others, with the exception of Bulmaras who was stuck in the carrion scarab chamber, were still trying to intercept me. 
 
    However, with under a minute of the match left, I sprinted into the chamber and threw the desiccated corpse of Magros off the apron. I gathered up all six of the blades from their sheaths. Once out of their pockets, we could see they were the same. Black blades with coloured striations that matched the jewel in the pommel. 
 
    I quickly stowed all six in my gauntlet inventory, which effectively confirmed I could keep the daggers for myself. They wouldn’t have gone in otherwise. 
 
    A few seconds later, the match concluded. My gauntlet avatar faded from sight as did all the surviving Lords. Tamara, Jen’Zadeer, and Nessa reappeared in the room in the same place they’d been before the gauntlet began. Various disappointed expressions adorned their beautiful faces. 
 
    Which was in stark contrast to the ridiculously wolfish grin on mine. 
 
    We may have lost three of our most demanding floors from the dungeons. Floors the challengers would no longer have to traverse but we had gained six infernal lord insta-killing daggers in return. 
 
    When you factored in Kriger and Magros’ early demise, I was very much of the opinion that we’d got the better end of the deal. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ladies, you may as well get comfortable,” I said to the three returnees. 
 
    “Why are you in such a good mood?” Nessa questioned me, rapid fire. “Did you make it to the capstone? If you did, why was I notified during the space in between that my floor has been removed?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” I told them and then went on to explain what they had missed. The deaths of Kriger and Magros and the retrieval of the striated daggers. 
 
    Our attention on the dungeon was not immediately necessary. Shabbarth had triggered the official start of the Divine Challenge by sending one of his champions through, but they seemed in no particular hurry to get underway and send through the rest. 
 
    In fact, arguments about who would go first and the rest of the order had broken out. This only intensified after the Infernal Princeps belatedly realised that one of their number was missing along with his champions. 
 
    Tamara summoned a small teak table and covered it with a white silk sheet. I laid out the six daggers on the space she had made so we could all see them. 
 
    Nessa picked one up and tested the edge of the blade with her finger. “It sucks that I won’t be able to use one of these. At least, the challenge should be short and sweet. Just like me.” She winked at Jen’Zadeer who rolled her eyes in response. 
 
    “Things may not be so simple,” Tenzing warned the group. “We do not yet know how the daggers work. My suspicion, based on what I observed during the gauntlet, is that each of these weapons is likely attuned to a specific infernal lord. Should we use the wrong dagger, it will likely have no effect and could possibly destroy or render the blade useless in the process.” 
 
    Nessa looked crestfallen at Tenzing’s explanation and put the blade she had been playing with back on the white silk. 
 
    Tenzing interlocked the fingers of his hands and pushed his palms out, cracking his knuckles. “Give me some time to study the properties of each knife and I’m positive I can match them to their respective lords.” 
 
    “Good man,” I said to my friend and clapped him on the back. 
 
    “It’s likely for the best anyway,” Jen’Zadeer commented. “We wouldn’t want to reveal that we have such powerful weapons in our possession. Not until we had engineered an opportunity to use them to maximum advantage. The Lords may be arrogant and petty, but they didn’t get to where they are today by being imbecilic. Once they know what we have, they will take the necessary precautions to protect themselves.” 
 
    “And it does not solve the problem of Timian and Garvax,” Tamara added. “These weapons will be of no use against them.” 
 
    “We have the time to figure all of this out,” I assured them. “The first couple of floors may not have anything particularly threatening for a force like this, but many of the obstacles are designed to slow progress, not necessarily to kill.” 
 
    We retired back to the leather couches leaving Tenzing to muse over our colourful new weapons and Alyssa whipped up a round of drinks. 
 
    I issued a few fresh orders to change things up a little from the usual challenge mode in the dungeon. 
 
    The squad of twenty goblins on the first floor were ordered into hiding. There was no point wasting them during the first wave. Their ‘Mob Rule’ ability which normally doubled their stats would work in reverse with a delving group that outnumbered them to begin with. It would leave me with some surprises for later, though. 
 
    The orders for the slick bridge were changed as well. There was no point wasting that on the first wave, especially while they still had a few fliers. 
 
    As I was issuing these updated orders, moving my people around like chess pieces a plan began to formulate. 
 
    In my peripheral vision, I’d been keeping an eye on what had been happening in the saferoom with my enemies. The accusations and finger-pointing between the Infernal Lords had gone on for five or six minutes before their instinctive reactions petered out and they got back down to business. 
 
    They all disliked, if not completely despised one another. Trust was in short supply among them. Obviously, Shabbarth was the prime suspect, as he should have been. He was guilty as hell. But he played their paranoia off well. Pointing out that any of them could have sought out Magros while they were split up during the gauntlet and were trying to foist the blame upon him. 
 
    Expertly he cast suspicion on everybody. 
 
    Had any of them seen Bulmaras during the match? No, they hadn’t. 
 
    Or Tharzus? No, again. 
 
    Olganeth and Thorzoth claimed they crossed paths in the pyramid. But what if they were in it together? How did they meet up anyway if they both started in different corners on the first floor of the pyramid? 
 
    And who is faster than Tir’Goran Six-Winged? Why had he been so insistent on guarding the capstone that their victims had no chance of ever reaching? What if his plan had been to abandon that post and perform an ambush all along? 
 
    What of Timian and Garvax? Were the infernals expected to believe their tall tale of the Wolf King killing Kriger? Or did the three of them launch a surprise attack and Magros slew one of them before he succumbed to the numbers game? 
 
    It seemed Shabbarth knew just which buttons to press to sow the seeds of doubt and suspicion amongst his brethren. 
 
    The arguing among them grew testy and loud. As each of the infernal’s voices grew in volume so they could be heard over the others. 
 
    Except for Bulmaras who sat on his haunches in silence. 
 
    Watching. Always watching. 
 
    Unity was not helped by each infernal trying to take all the credit for slaying my three disciples. And then they moved on to laying claim to Kriger’s downfall as well. 
 
    Lies piled upon lies until the only thing they could agree upon was that everyone else was a liar and that was not news to any of them. Eventually, once the ego storm had exhausted itself, they agreed to proceed as they had planned initially. 
 
    Timian and Garvax were told in no uncertain terms that they were not welcome. They and their champions were to remain in the saferoom if they knew what was good for them. Timian accepted these orders without a word, but he had a calm creepy smile on his face that screamed ‘I know something.’ 
 
    Either the infernals missed it or more likely in their arrogance, they assumed he was putting on a confident, all-knowing front. After all, isn’t that what they would have done in his position? 
 
    Anyway, I planned to put this distrust and lack of unity to the test. Apply some pressure to their shoddy alliance and see if I could open those cracks into unfixable gaping fissures. 
 
     My dungeon had nine floors if you included the core floor. The rank restrictions on the first four made them too weak to cause the champions much difficulty, but the fifth would be where I would make my first clinical strike. 
 
    Sacrifices would have to be made to lull the attackers into a false sense of security. Thus, I wouldn’t be implementing any of the various upgrades that could boost my creatures beyond what had already been witnessed in earlier challenges on the first four floors. 
 
    Anything I thought could be utilised later was ordered into hiding as I’d already done for the goblins. However, much of it had to be left in place. The run had to be convincing, after all. Take away too many threats and it would only arouse suspicion.  
 
    The rank-ups for my dungeons may have been reasonably modest for the upcoming week. But it had been enough to complete the last of the crafting paths. My people and I had been working feverishly in the forges and workrooms creating and crafting everything we would need. Ensuring it was made from the highest quality material possible and all of it masterwork grade. 
 
    All the equipment made for the three armies and the mobs on the lost six floors in the ladies’ dungeons was wasted effort now. Having much of that effort be for nothing rankled me deeply. 
 
    I would just have to let that discontent motivate my destructive tendencies and inflict some vengeance when the time came for me to get directly involved. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    The first thing we learned as we watched the early part of the first wave was that being an infernal champion didn’t make wading through several feet of mud any easier or any more pleasant. 
 
    Not if the incessant grumbling coming from most of them counted for anything. The two mud-bath rooms on the first floor had been extended as far as was practical and the depth of the mire increased to maximise the unpleasantness. 
 
    The guilds had long ago figured out the most efficient way of crossing this obstacle. They had constructed and carried pontoons in their inventories when they went in. The pontoons spread the weight of the party and allowed them to walk over the top. They would retrieve the pontoon from behind them and place it in front as they went. In addition to speeding up their passage, they were spared the unpleasant alternative of wading through the muck. 
 
    The infernals must not have got the memo or hadn’t bothered to watch any of the successful runs. The five wingless princeps commanded the reduced cadre of fliers to carry them and waited at the end for the bulk of the champions to reach them. 
 
    Any hope I may have had that they would be foolish enough to send the fliers back and leave themselves alone and vulnerable for a hastily prepared ambush was dashed. Instead, they waited, albeit impatiently. 
 
    I would have to be satisfied that they either didn’t think to send a suitably sized force ahead and then go themselves or their pride demanded only they should be spared the inconvenience of wading through the muck. 
 
    After that, they cleared the rest of the first floor with relative ease and at a reasonable pace. Mostly because it was largely stood down from a lot of my challenge protocols. 
 
    The ‘Slick Bridge’ was not slicked, nor was it defended. 
 
    A gremlin did trigger the ‘Chimney’s’ dart trap, but it didn’t cause any of them to fall. The gremlin shield push was equally ineffective when Tir’Goran and his flying goons zipped to the top and took care of them with ease. 
 
    They were only gremlins. 
 
    They simply cut through the ‘Playground’ chains rather than climbing over them. The slumber sprites stayed in their alcoves, not that their narcoleptic dust would be much use on delvers the calibre of the champions. 
 
    ‘Chandelier Falls’ didn’t fall. I would keep that trap in reserve for later. It might be of use to surprise a lone retreater. We would have to see. 
 
    The number of baboons and bulls that inhabited ‘Rope Climb’ and ‘Bull Run’ had ballooned over the years, but I still held half of them back for this first wave and had the remainder go out unequipped. 
 
    The ‘Labyrinth’ went unchanged and proved to be the biggest time sink after the dual ‘Mud Bath’ chambers. I beefed up the infernal minotaur guardians in there a little, just for show. They were still mostly one-shotted. 
 
    ‘Wipeout’ as it had so often before, proved to be a complete disappointment. The fliers provided a little balancing support for any champions that needed it, and they navigated the rolling logs quickly and without a problem. 
 
    They simply trampled through ‘Bramble Maze’. There was no point setting it ablaze when there were only fire-resistant infernals present. 
 
    They killed my minotaur champion in the ‘Arena’ for fun and after that, the first floor was done. None of my disciples were officially garrisoned there any longer. Their ranks were too high. I could have moved some of them down as it was a challenge but unless we were taking it to the infernal delvers properly, it would have been a waste of resources. 
 
    “That could have gone better,” Jen’Zadeer noted wryly as they cleared the floor. 
 
    “You can say that again. I don’t think any of them lost so much as a single point of health,” Nessa contributed in a glum tone. 
 
    “Don’t let it get you down. The first floor was never going to trouble them. It’s why most dungeons do away with the lower floors. That way they can attack from minute one. However, our difference is a strength, not a weakness. They won’t know when or where our killing blows will come from. 
 
    “Speaking of hidden strengths. How are things coming along with those daggers, Tenzing?” I called back to him over my shoulder. 
 
    Tenzing had been hunched over the table where I had laid the striated blades out, examining them carefully. 
 
    “Slowly,” he replied, half-distracted. 
 
    Then he sighed loudly, stood up straight and stretched his back and wandered over to where we were clustered. 
 
    “The magics involved in the forging of these weapons is unfamiliar to me and has made my examination troublesome. I have made a little headway, though. As we suspected, each of the blades is intended to be used against a specific Infernal Lord, but I have not been able to figure out which is intended for which Lord. I can sense the signature energies associated with all of them in every blade. It is terribly confusing.” 
 
    “You’ll figure it out, brother,” Alyssa encouraged. “We have every confidence in you.” 
 
    “Your faith in me is gratifying, sister. However, I fear the key to unlocking the mystery of the inner workings of these daggers will require me to witness one of them being used. And then observing how the other blades react to the destruction or the fulfilment of its purpose. The one thing I have been able to learn with certainty is that Magros’ energy signature is no longer present in any of the remaining six daggers. 
 
    “Such an endeavour would come with great risk and the odds are high that whichever blade was used would be the wrong one for that infernal and it would be permanently lost. Taking with it the opportunity to kill them easily.” 
 
    “Keep at it, bud. I’ve got a feeling that tricky problem might unravel itself if we can give the princeps enough rope to hang themselves,” I told him. 
 
    “You’re mixing your metaphors, Daxas.” He grinned back. 
 
    I shrugged and returned his smile in kind and then we both returned to our respective observational tasks. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The infernals didn’t delay and they moved on to the second floor, ‘Tough Mudder.’ With the exception of the twenty goblin warriors, I left this floor unchanged. Ranks of wood elf archers manned the trenches at the top of the hillocks and bailed out the water all over the soil-covered approaches making climbing and descending treacherous with razor wire obstacles awaiting the clumsy on either side. 
 
    Much as I presumed. Tir’Goran and his loyal flying followers went airborne, easily avoiding the difficult terrain I had designed below. Which is why I had left the two hundred archers in place. They filled the sky with arrow fire making life awkward for the flying imps. Missile avoidance, even without the agility boost from Sundered Hate, was well within the imp’s capabilities, but it was an aggravation they soon tired of. 
 
    In the end, they chose to hover over their ground-bound companions rather than fly forward and deal with the annoying threat. Which did not go down well with some of their companions. 
 
    “Why in the hells are we still being peppered by these poxy arrows?” Thorzoth snarled after they had crested the third hillock and finished killing the patrolling dire wolves that dwelled between. “Tir’Goran, you damned lazy sod, take your imps and go end those fucking pests.” 
 
    “Why should I? Tir’Goran screeched back. “None of you appreciate me or my imps. Always giving orders as if we were your lessers. Look what happened the last time you asked me to send them forth. I lost half of my champions. Which is what you wanted isn’t it, you mother-slaying bastards.” 
 
    “You are a lesser infernal, you witless coward,” Thorzoth snapped back at him. 
 
    “What about your two incubi with wings, Thorzoth?” the imp lord sneered back. “Why haven’t you sent them forward?” 
 
    “He’s got you there, Thorzoth,” Tharzus Soulblight chuckled from behind the arguing pair. 
 
    Thorzoth glared at the interruption but didn’t say anything more. 
 
    “Ha! Nothing to say. I thought not,” Tir’Goran cackled with victory. “Don’t expect me to do what you are not willing to. I am your equal, not your slave.” 
 
    There were several more arguments of a similar nature until they reached the final hillock and fought in melee with the remaining wood elves. Again, I had redirected about a third of the archers into the sealed bunkers and left only enough to be convincing in the fight to the death at the floor’s end. 
 
    The third floor I had dubbed the ‘Vertigo Palace’. It was a relatively new addition with earlier floor designs shuffled upwards and was based on a similar concept to the treetop floor I built for Nessa’s dungeon, but without any trees. 
 
    Every room was a circular vertical tube, and they were stacked on top of one another. The ‘ground’ of each room was made up of a series of tightly meshed and enchanted razor wire. Tight enough that you couldn’t pass through and thereby it met the design protocols. 
 
    Stepping slabs protruded from the smooth inner walls arranged in an ascending spiral and they were the only way to the top. However, this was not a proper stairwell, there were significant gaps between slabs, and you had to jump from one to the next. 
 
    More barbed wire was randomly strung across the centre of the tube to make falling deadlier and to make simply flying up to the top of the current room more difficult. Some of the slabs, especially those towards the top, were booby-trapped. 
 
    Zap and dart traps mostly, placed with the intent of dislodging the unwary and causing them to fall. Where they would incur further damage and then have no choice but to crawl across razor wire to the start of that particular chamber and complete the climb again. 
 
    This floor was almost completely unchanged from a regular run, except for something I’d done through the miracle of mechanical engineering. 
 
    Or at least an approximation that I’d managed to cobble together from what the Accords allowed. 
 
    Key slabs had been removed or had their standing area drastically reduced. The gaps between were still makeable, particularly if you had retrieved the climbing gear in chests you could find in the optional rat basement wing accessible from the first room of the dungeon. 
 
    The infernals had not bothered with the basement. 
 
    However, their claws and talons were sharp and that certainly helped. Although without Sundered Hate they couldn’t dig in quite as effectively as when they were scaling the outer defences of Alpha compound a few hours earlier. 
 
    That limited the number of falls, but there were falls. And each sapped a little health from the unlucky champion who plummeted to the bottom. 
 
    When they made it to the fourth floor, they faced an open and desolate desert. I’d picked up the room type from one of my many martial conquests. The heat was intense, but that did not bother these opponents. The primary threats in this sandscape were sinkhole traps and a nasty plant monster Nessa’s list supplied for us. 
 
    The Greater Bloodspine Cactus. 
 
    As the name implied, it was a cousin species to the bloodthorn bushes. However, the cactus had a much higher purchase cost and its piercing spines drained victims of their blood and life essence with frightening speed. Part of the enhanced danger was that the cactus bloomed with a pretty and enticing pink flower that exuded a powerful aromatic lure. 
 
    The guild adventurers knew the location of these bloodthirsty cacti and avoided them. They could be destroyed from afar, but evasion was simpler and far safer. With the desert being as barren as it was, they weren’t that difficult to spot, even those partially concealed by the sand dunes. The infernals wouldn’t have the benefit of sight, though. For challenges, I toyed around with the environmental effects available to me and used them to whip up a thick sandstorm. 
 
    The whipping winds of the sandstorm were not powerful enough to rend exposed flesh, I couldn’t use the environment to deal any damage quite so directly. But it did reduce visibility to a few feet and once more, made life intolerable for the imps and other fliers in the group who were buffeted by the perpetual swirling winds. 
 
    The end result was that during the course of their clearing the fourth floor, seven champions fell into the clutches of a bloodspine cactus. None of them died, more’s the pity, but most of them were forced to use their Sundered Hate to avoid an early bath on this run. And considering that the fifth floor was where I planned to make my move, I would take that as a win. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    The infernals marched unperturbed through the portal and onto my fifth floor, but upon arrival, they were forced to check their progress. 
 
    The fifth floor used the urban advanced room as its base. This should not have been a surprise to the Infernal Lords. However, thanks to the town planner perk I had acquired in my duel with Jarlath the vampire many moons ago, I had been able to create a secondary layout for the floor. 
 
    A layout that no one had set eyes on before today. 
 
    Before them were densely packed square buildings of varying sizes made from granite. They were solidly built with flat rooves. Most of them had only one way in, a door or a window. A lot of the buildings were built as terraces even if the height of the structures differed. There were a few very tight alleys that weaved through the few gaps between the imposing buildings. Occasionally, there were stairwells or ladders that allowed you to climb up onto the flat rooves or from one roof to another. 
 
    Some of these buildings, deeper into the urban squeeze, could only be accessed through a trap door in the ceiling. Others could only be accessed from within. 
 
    Unlike the previous two floors each of the official rooms that made up the fifth floor was a separate and independent threat. Somewhere within the urban sprawl was the way into the next chamber. They would have to find it while navigating the threats contained in the ‘City of the Damned.’ 
 
    And there were plenty of threats, unlike on the earlier floors, I had decided not to hold back in the least. They would face every trick and advantage my dungeon had to throw at them. 
 
    As soon as they entered, the siege weaponry I had built at the back of the room began to fire. Trebuchets launched heavy lumps of masonry perfectly sighted to land on any delvers who dallied around the open square at the entrance of the chamber. They were joined by scattershot catapults, their buckets filled with enchanted spiked balls that had either been coated with rank five venoms or poisons. 
 
    As much as I would have loved to utilise this kind of long-range mass destruction on all my floors, I was stymied by pesky dungeon restrictions. 
 
    Siege weapons were not mobs and didn’t cost me any dungeon power to install on the floor. From a practical sense, they were no different from any other weapon. However, they were exorbitantly expensive to purchase with experience, but my crafting options allowed me to build them for the mere cost of the materials required. 
 
    Sadly, they were only permitted inside urban advanced rooms and the Accords further restricted their use to one floor per dungeon. 
 
    For once, this was not an intervention by the Arbiter designed to intentionally screw me. This was a pre-existing amendment added many years ago after another crafting dungeon happened upon the same deadly combination. 
 
    Dungeons who took the crafting perks were rare, but there had been a few before me who had taken the risk. 
 
    The bombardment rained down upon the unwary demonic horde. 
 
    Tir’Goran and his imps suffered disproportionately from the spiky ball bearings as they had been aloft, hovering in the air when the first salvo struck their position. With so many projectiles launched in their direction, there was simply no way for them to avoid the deluge. The ball spikes lodged in their wings and brought them back down to the ground with a thud. 
 
    The imps licked their wounds and pulled the caltrops from their hides, often piercing their hands in the act and adding to their wound count. 
 
    “Spread out and get inside the buildings!” Shabbarth barked loudly. “It’s another blasted maze. How unoriginal. The way through will be in one of these buildings. We shall have to search until we find it.” 
 
    Shabbarth was not wrong. They would have to search. There was only one way that led to the exit and a lot of the internally connected buildings would ultimately finish at a dead end and force them to backtrack to try another. 
 
    More time consumed. The first wave had already been in progress for six hours. 
 
    Shabbarth’s minions jumped to obey but the others stayed put until their specific masters nodded in assent for them to follow the Great Dread’s orders. Tir’Goran hesitated the longest. It seemed to me that he either had the desire to exact some vengeance on my siege weaponry or he really didn’t like the idea of being in the cramped quarters of the urban sprawl. 
 
    Having to endure a second volley from the siege line convinced him that discretion was the better part of valour, and he followed in the wake of his fellows. 
 
    Which was just as well. 
 
    I had brought up all the siege weaponry for the entire floor to the first chamber and they had nearly exhausted the first chamber’s stock of ammunition with those two opening salvos. To save on the dungeon power cost they were manned by rank one gremlins. Well armoured gremlins, but still just gremlins. Had the imps flown into battle they would have eliminated them quite easily. 
 
    “Reset positions for chamber two,” I ordered via my comms link to the gremlin commander. 
 
    From within the side wall at the back, a large doorway opened, and the gremlins began to haul the trebuchets and catapults through the tunnel network to set them up in a similar position in the second chamber. 
 
    Fresh ammunition awaited them there. 
 
    The infernals had little choice but to split up into smaller groups. Queuing up to all go through the same doorway into one of the sprawl’s buildings wouldn’t be practical or efficient. Not if they thought they might be continuously bombarded from the back of the chamber. Or if they wanted to waste more time. 
 
    The general distrust between them also contributed to their desire to separate. 
 
    Inside, most of the granite-walled buildings were packed with basic furniture, storage containers, and junk. Lots of barrels and large armoires, that kind of thing. All designed to take up space, constrict movement, and provide an abundance of ambush opportunities for the floor’s primary threat. 
 
    The siege weaponry was merely a goad to get them into the interior quickly. Dispersed throughout the complex were rank thirty Assassin mobs. The kind used by the Rakshasa in his bazaar-themed dungeon. 
 
    The assassin mobs were pure glass cannons. Capable of inflicting significant damage with their opening attack when delivered from concealment. But they had so few hit points they were easily slain by regular delvers afterwards. 
 
    If the delver survived that first strike, of course. 
 
    This was when my advanced crafting options began to shine. 
 
    From my enchanting perks, I could physically enchant the assassin mob itself. The enchantment of choice for the assassins was Bland. 
 
    They already had naturally high stealth abilities that lowered their visibility. And they didn’t breathe so were essentially silent until they moved. Bland rendered them virtually invisible to smell and taste as well. 
 
    I wasn’t one hundred percent sure of the infernal’s aromatic and taste senses, but my own testing while in my lupine form had confirmed that sniffing them out was incredibly difficult even when you knew they were there. 
 
    Alchemy allowed me to program my assassins to smear the contents a dual-acting vial to their blades. One that applied both a rank five poison and venom to them. A wide array of different types of poisons and venoms had been distributed to the assassin mobs. Some were pure upfront damage, others inflicted damage over time effects. There were also some that affected the status of the victim. Paralysis, Mana-devouring effects, or a variety of debilitating sicknesses. 
 
    Makas the plague-troll dungeon master had kindly provided the recipes for many of the infections when he died at my hands. 
 
    Finally, my combined metalworking and leatherworking allowed me to put my custom brigandine armour on the assassin mobs making them slightly less fragile than they were before. 
 
    Unfortunately, due to my actual dungeon rank, I was limited to using the fourth-tier quality materials. Steel and superior leather. This limited the enchantments that could be placed on each piece to the fourth tier as well. Had I been ranked one hundred, as I should have been for the divine challenge, the sixth-tier materials mithril and exotic leather would have formed the base instead. 
 
    The armour should be enough for them to survive the first hit, but nothing beyond that. So, I concentrated the enchantments on upping the lethality of that initial flurry of strikes immediately after contact. 
 
    The first victim was one of Thorzoth’s incubi champions. 
 
    He had squeezed through a tight opening, barely wide enough to go through into the adjoining building. Had they been more familiar with the Proving Grounds, the incubus would have known the design rules meant true portals had to be large enough for any of the possible participants to realistically pass through. 
 
    A giveaway that this was a dead end. I’d only installed these apertures for the assassin mobs to use if they needed to move around and to make it difficult for them to be followed. 
 
    His loss, our gain. 
 
    Once through the gap, one assassin popped from hiding in a large empty wine barrel to the side of the entrance and stabbed his sharp blades into the surprised incubus warrior. He tried to evade and almost avoided the blade aimed for his throat, turning it into a mere slash and not something that buried deep. The second blade went into his back around where his liver would be if he had one. 
 
    I was no expert on infernal physiology. 
 
    The incubus was no slouch and reacted both quickly and angrily. His longsword was rammed into the assassin’s gut, pulled out and thrust back in again, killing the first assailant. 
 
    The death of the first assassin was swift and outpaced the effect of one of his weapon’s poisons. The incubus was not fully paralysed, but he was physically slowed, and his mind rendered sluggish. This left him extremely vulnerable to the second member of the pair that had been in this room. The champion staggered forward, almost drunkenly, and the second assassin struck. Rapidly stabbing its daggers into the body of the weakened champion. 
 
    Without the negative status effect, the champion would likely have remembered to activate Sundered Hate and save himself. That would have given him enough time to kill the assassin or let his closest ally, squeezing through the gap to join him, do so. But he didn’t and the rapid jabbing of the enchanted blades did their deadly work and finished him off. 
 
    The second assassin survived for only a few more seconds, cut down by the next champion to reach him, but the mob and his companion had done their job. 
 
    Throughout the complex the surprise factor allowed the assassins to rack up three kills and six more severely wounded. One of those additional three slain was another of Thorzoth’s incubi champions and left him with only fourteen followers. Not quite as weakened as Tir’Goran but getting there. 
 
    After that initial burst, things became more difficult for my mobs to score meaningful victories. 
 
    The infernals no longer allowed themselves to be caught alone in the same manner as the incubus champion had been. Occasionally, an assassin would get the jump on one of them, but only enough to get a single strike in before they were cut down in turn. The wounded infernal would then be rotated out and allowed to heal up and purge any negative effects incurred. 
 
    The problem for me was that these assassins weren’t exactly cheap in terms of dungeon power, and there were only so many of them to go around on the fifth floor. I had brought up half of those who had been stationed in the later four chambers to give the impression that this floor had more assassins than it really had. 
 
    Thus far my ploy had not had the desired effect. 
 
    “Are you sure this is the wisest course of action?” Tenzing asked me gravely. “If it does not play out as we wish. We will have spent a considerable number of resources for little to no benefit.” 
 
    The infernals had cleared two-thirds of the first chamber and Shabbarth’s group had just entered the block that would lead them to the way out. Tenzing knew what I had been hoping for and it was now or never. 
 
    “It’s too late for us to back down now, Tenzing. We’ve bluffed on the turn card. We’re committed to bluffing on the river too. We just have to hope I’ve read our opponents correctly.” 
 
    He nodded in response. 
 
    “Thorzoth and Olganeth are our best chance,” Alyssa added from my lap. 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    With that, I issued a series of orders. 
 
    The first set brought even more of my assassins forward into the second complex. It would now almost a match the first in raw numbers of hidden assassins but would leave the final three chambers with little more than a token force. 
 
    The rest of my orders were to the few remaining assassin duos in the first complex. Sending them to specific places to delay our intended targets. 
 
    Thorzoth the incubus who had already lost two of his champions and Olganeth. The grizzled knife-wielding sathanite had already displayed an inclination to bait and needle the slovenly Thorzoth. And the incubus clearly feared the old sathanite, as his reaction to him in the pyramid gauntlet match testified. 
 
    When Shabbarth found the exit, he sent half a dozen of his champions back through the buildings and they marked the correct path using their claws. Two of them went all the way to the entrance and climbed up onto the roof. There they built a makeshift firepit from the rubble and used furniture they had smashed to pieces to start the fire. 
 
    The flames and smoke would be a visual signal that the other groups could see when they next came out into the open to try a new area to explore. 
 
    Once Shabbarth’s champions re-entered the building, returning to their master, I sent a couple of gremlins out with instructions to douse those flames and stymie their makeshift method of communication as much as possible. It would probably take the gremlins ten to fifteen minutes to complete the task as they were under orders to stay out of sight while they carried it out. 
 
    This actually worked in my favour. 
 
    Shabbarth did not wait and entered the second chamber. He was met by a barrage of masonry hurled in his direction and rushed into the nearest building with an impatient grunt. 
 
    Bulmaras and Tharzus, who the assassins were not delaying, both came out while the fire was still lit. They were practically together when they went in. Afterwards, the gremlins doused the flames once the two groups had passed through. 
 
    Tir’Goran and his imps were next to emerge. 
 
    After a quick bit of experimentation, they quickly figured out that the aerial bombardment had ceased, and they took to the air. Once more, this was convenient as this meant one of them spotted the remains of the fire and swooped down to investigate. It didn’t take the imp long to find the directional claw marks inside the square granite building below and he squawked the news to his comrades. 
 
    While all this had been going on, Alyssa had been directing the remaining mobs to harry and slow our two primary targets. With artful skill, she directed them through the warren of interconnected rooms and buildings, keeping the two groups on their toes. Once the four other infernal lords had entered the correct network of buildings, she pulled all the remaining assassins back and had them hide. 
 
    Thorzoth and Olganeth were now alone in the first chamber of the floor and their brethren were occupied searching or being ambushed in the second. We just had to hope they would act accordingly. 
 
    I watched on, engrossed by the action. 
 
    A few spare gremlins had been put in place to grab the attention of the parties and draw them together. Thorzoth and his party came out when their latest exploration proved to be a bust and looked around them. 
 
    “This isn’t working,” the incubus grunted as he stepped out last into a tight alleyway, barely big enough for two demons to stand belly-to-belly. “We need to change things up,” he declared and turned to the two incubi champions that had wings. “Barkus and Grell, get up on the roof and then take to the air. We need a top-down view. You should be able to get a decent look before the siege contraptions fire upon you. There must be a clue up there, otherwise, why try and deter us.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” they shouted. 
 
    They hadn’t done this before, and it could be a fatal wrinkle for my overall plan. 
 
    “Why the fuck are they doing this now,” I bitched angrily as I watched the pair of winged incubi scurry down the alleyway that led to a stairwell inbuilt into the front of one of the buildings. 
 
    “Where is Olganeth?” Tenzing asked. 
 
    “Not close enough, I fear,” Alyssa answered. “Without the assassins, he has only just finished exploring his current sector. It will be several more minutes before he comes out into the open.” 
 
    Alyssa’s fears were swiftly confirmed. 
 
    Much as the imps had spotted the remains of the fire, the two incubi did as well. They returned to their master and Thorzoth made the decision to head in that direction. When he arrived, they found the claw scratches indicating the route to take. 
 
    “Damn it,” I swore as the last of them went inside a minute or two before the first of Olganeth’s troops would be in a position to spot them. 
 
    All was not lost, though. We had one last roll of the dice. “Gremlins,” I commanded to the small group hidden nearby. “Restart that fire.” 
 
    They rushed from their hiding spot and attempted to follow my command. However, they had no means by which to start a blaze. But that didn’t stop the little buggers from trying by rubbing pieces of the wood together. 
 
    There might not be any flames, but they were visible if someone were in the right position to observe them. The question was how to get Olganeth into the right position. 
 
    Tenzing supplied a simple yet effective solution. “Have the gremlins argue loudly over their failure to light the fire.” 
 
    I grinned back at my blue buddy and quickly issued the updated orders to the gremlins. They started to jibber jabber at one another in an animated fashion like a bunch of angry Jawas. It didn’t take long before one of the grizzled sathanite’s champions overheard the commotion and grabbed a couple of his brethren to investigate. 
 
    Once spotted, my heroic gremlins were slaughtered with sadistic relish by the demons. Bullies take the greatest pleasure in harming those who are most incapable of defending themselves. And there was very little in the dungeon more unable to put up a fight than a rank one gremlin. 
 
    They did their job, though, and drew Olganeth’s people to where I needed them. 
 
    After despatching the gremlins, they inspected the area and like all the groups before them, found Shabbarth’s scratched directions. 
 
    Meanwhile, in the second dungeon chamber of the fifth floor, the leading four groups had arrived and already begun their investigations. The bombardments in their direction had been token efforts to impel them to proceed, which they duly did. 
 
    When Thorzoth and his team arrived, we changed things up and the bombardment became a near-constant stream targeted at the very entrance. This forced them to hold back or be crushed. 
 
    The point was to delay them as long as possible and give Olganeth’s group a chance to catch them in the rear. 
 
    Sadly, ammunition was once again a factor. 
 
    We’d held back as much as we could, but still had to use some of the stock on the earlier groups. It ran out before Olganeth was in range. 
 
    Tentatively at first, and then with brash confidence, Thorzoth and his incubi walked into the small square before the warren of granite buildings.  
 
    They dithered for a few minutes checking out the various entries available to them. Shabbarth had scratched a rune beside the portal his team had gone into. An indicator of where they had gone. The others, once they spotted that, scratched similar runes to tell those who followed behind which pathways were already under investigation. 
 
    Cooperation was not their strong suit but after the slow going in the first complex, they had to change their behaviour patterns and adapt to the situation. It had taken them over two hours to complete. 
 
    Thorzoth moved his group further into the complex, up a stairwell and onto a roof with a door in the ceiling. He scratched his rune on the rooftop and descended into the dark. 
 
    His choice caused me to curse under my breath yet again. Where he had entered made it very unlikely that Olganeth would happen upon it by accident. 
 
    All that changed with one offhand command from the incubus lord. “Barkus, Grell, go and destroy those siege weapons, will you.” 
 
    The winged incubi flew into the air and glided across the rooftops to the back of the chamber. 
 
    Once the ammunition had been exhausted the gremlins had started to haul the trebuchets and catapults through the opening that led to chamber three. There was nothing for the pair to destroy, so they flew around aimlessly for a while trying to locate the weapons. 
 
    By the time they gave up and headed back to join up with the rest of their team. Olganeth and his squad had finally made their way into the square. They had been examining the runes and it looked like the grizzled sathanite had been about to make a decision on where to go when one of his champions pointed upwards at the two incubi landing on the rooftop deeper into the complex. 
 
    Olganeth smirked cruelly. 
 
    His clawed hand reached under his leather jerkin, and he pulled out a familiar, black-bladed dagger with sky-blue striations and a similarly coloured sapphire in the pommel. 
 
    “This way,” Olganeth said and led his champions down the alley to where the incubi had just climbed down into one of the buildings. 
 
    Bingo! 
 
    My big bet on the river had caused my opponent to blink, reconsider his position, and change his bet. Hold my nerve a bit longer and I could get him to do exactly what I wanted and rake in the pot. 
 
    I’d driven the wedge between them as deeply as I could and provided them with a gilt-edged opportunity to turn on one another. 
 
    Now it looked like my efforts would bear fruit. But the question remained what kind of fruit and would it be ripe? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How do you want to play this, darling?” Alyssa asked. 
 
    “Let’s not be hasty. This could still go wrong. We don’t want whichever of them gets the upper hand to retire themselves out of the fray early. We want one of them to kill the other. We need to try and engineer their meeting in a location which maximises that outcome. Somewhere Thorzoth won’t see Olganeth coming until they are on top of one another.” 
 
    Tenzing tapped away on his pad and quickly summoned a 3D blueprint of the current sector they were in. The three of us pored over it for a minute or two until Alyssa said. “How about here?” and she pointed to a spot not far from the final dead end. 
 
    It was a small box room which had a very short and tight corridor leading from it. It was the only way out apart from the corridor they’d come from. The tight aperture led into a much bigger storage area that was filled with shelving and wooden boxes styled after a big warehouse. The corridor which they had to follow into the box room was wider and ran along the outside of the outer wall, turning sharply to the right as the length of the room ended. The doorway into the small adjoining chamber a few feet after the turn. 
 
    Alyssa explained her thinking. “It will take Thorzoth’s minions a few minutes to clear the large storage space ahead of him. If he follows his previous behavioural pattern, and we have no reason to think he won’t, then he will stay back in the smaller room with the members of his honour guard. With the sharp right-angle turn, they won’t be able to see Olganeth approach until he literally comes through the doorway.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “This should work well. The wider corridor should mean that the sathanite can get a couple of his champions into the room with him to occupy the honour guard and give him the best chance to secure the kill. There is no point wasting too many assassins. Send most of them into hiding, away from their current trajectory. Leave only enough in their path that they don’t start to get suspicious.” 
 
    Alyssa followed my directions, and a few minutes later it all came to a head. Thorzoth continued to stay at the back of his party as we hoped. When they reached the small chamber, he remained behind with two of his champions while the other thirteen went into the storage area and turned it upside down, looking for a way out or for hidden attackers. 
 
    The searchers had almost completed their investigation when finally, Olganeth and his followers entered the adjoining corridor. 
 
    The grizzled veteran led his group from the front, unlike his incubus counterpart.  
 
    “What is taking them so long,” Thorzoth muttered under his breath. 
 
    “I can go in and check on their progress, my lord,” one of his honour guards offered. 
 
    “No!” Thorzoth almost shrieked. Then he composed himself before continuing “That will not be necessary. Simply call out to them. I wouldn’t want you to be isolated in case they’ve missed one of these unctuous assassins that vex me so.” 
 
    The incubus champion bowed in response and stepped up to the tight confines of the corridor but did not go in. He shouted out to his companions for an update, which was perfect as the noise was loud enough to alert Olganeth. 
 
    Letting him know just how close his prey was. 
 
    The old sathanite grinned in the dark. He put his hand in the air and motioned for silence from his followers before he slipped one of his regular knives from its sheath and padded forward with a quietude that belied his bulk. Two of his retinue followed soundlessly on his heels while the rest stayed a bit further back. 
 
    Olganeth turned the corner and set his back against the wall and inched up to the doorless opening and glanced around the edge when he was close enough. 
 
    The sight that greeted him brought a second feral grin to his ancient pasty-skinned features. Thorzoth was standing with his back to the doorway and was the closest to it. One of his guards was at the opposite end communicating with the rest of his party and the second stood just in front of his charge. 
 
    Olganeth rushed inside, but he trod on a piece of broken crate that littered the room after the destructive exploration of the incubi who had gone before. The small piece of wood cracked audibly from the weight of the sathanite demon. 
 
    “What?” Thorzoth muttered and glanced behind him just in time to deflect the throwing knife aimed at the back of his head with an armoured hand. 
 
    The incubus lord scrambled away from Olganeth in fright and his champion moved forward to intercept. Olganeth sidestepped in response and made enough space for his own two warriors to enter the chamber. 
 
    “We’re under attack!” Thorzoth’s second guard roared down the corridor to the searching members of their group before he raised his blade and engaged with Olganeth. 
 
    With six fighters present, there was not much room in the tiny room and the battle was intense. Those with longer blades found their sword work impeded and had to quickly switch out to a short sword or daggers. 
 
    “You damned old fool, Olganeth,” Thorzoth spat, his initial fright replaced by a wave of boiling anger now that he had regained his footing and could see his party was holding their own. “We should have hauled your over-the-hill ass from that cesspool you call a fortress and put you out of your misery centuries ago.” 
 
    “You’d have been welcome to try and fail,” Olganeth laughed back, as he sent his deadly throwing knives zinging in all directions. 
 
    “Let’s finish this then, you old goat.” 
 
    Almost as if they had given a command, a small gap opened in the fraught melee leaving the two infernal lords enough room to directly fight one another. 
 
    Thorzoth stepped forward, filled with confidence, and ducked underneath Olganeth’s latest thrown blade. As he closed the very short distance the incubus discarded his sword and summoned a black dagger with violet striations and an amethyst in the pommel. 
 
    I had just enough time to register the shock on Olganeth’s face as he recognised the providence of the weapon in Thorzoth’s hand. His own sapphire-pommelled dagger appeared in his hand at the very moment the incubus collided with him, heedless of the danger he found himself in. Confident perhaps, that the ace he had up his sleeve would trump whatever the old sathanite had cooked up. 
 
    They fell to the floor in a heap, Thorzoth on top of Olganeth. Their hands were hidden from view as they struggled with one another on the ground for a few heartbeats and then all went still. 
 
    The battling incubi suddenly disappeared from the room with a loud pop, leaving Olganeth’s two champions swinging at empty air. 
 
    The stillness of the heap shifted and Olganeth threw the corpse of the incubus lord off him. Of the blade with sky-blue striations, that Olganeth had killed his brother princeps with, only wisps of blueish smoke remained. 
 
    The demon pushed himself into a seated position. I could see the amethyst dagger protruding from his body with perhaps a third of its blade embedded in the old demon’s gut. 
 
    With a shaking hand, he pulled the blade from the wound and stared at it, blinking and breathing deeply. His already pale face drained of all blood and became truly ashen. 
 
    Silently I cursed to myself, if Thorzoth had pushed the blade a little deeper, both would be dead. The mortal fear burgeoning behind Olganeth’s eyes told me he knew it as well. 
 
    “My Lord, are you well?” one of his sathanite champions asked as he knelt down by his shaken master. 
 
    Olganeth blinked for a second more and then what was happening around him and how it would look to his subordinates crashed back into his consciousness. 
 
    “Of course!” he barked and pushed the champion away as he got back to his feet. “Take a few others and clear the rest of this area. Get me some of those assassin’s knives. We need to make this look like their work.” 
 
    “Yes, my Lord.” 
 
    As his honour guard followed his commands, Olganeth’s gaze slipped back down to the amethyst dagger that he absently fingered in his hands. A weapon forged with the specific intent of killing him. 
 
    “Double-dealing, bastard sorcerer,” he muttered under his breath and sent the offending weapon to his inventory. 
 
    I could well understand his disquiet. My opinion of Devantus Drakonis was less than stellar too. 
 
    With the show over for the time being, my focus came back to the room we were sitting in. Tenzing had brought the silk-covered coffee table over in front of us. The sapphire blade that matched the one wielded by Olganeth was now gone. 
 
    “Brother, was that enough for you to identify which blade corresponds to each infernal lord?” Alyssa asked the pertinent question on both of our minds. 
 
    “Not quite,” he answered. “I have learned a great deal about their energy signatures and reduced the risk factor significantly. But will need either for an infernal other than Olganeth to perish or for another dagger to be used on any of them to be one hundred percent sure. 
 
    “The amethyst blade pairs with Olganeth, obviously, but that leaves four others. Ruby, diamond, emerald, and topaz. Currently, I can say with conviction that the diamond and emerald are linked to the two sathanite lords, Shabbarth and Tharzus. The difference in energy signature between the different races is identifiable. Those two and Olganeth all being sathanites have allowed me to determine that. That means the ruby and topaz are definitely linked to Bulmaras and Tir’Goran, but to verify which to which will require some more data.” 
 
    “Thank you, bud. That is helpful. Hopefully, we’ll get you that extra information sooner rather than later.” 
 
    We chatted about the daggers and the risk-reward implications of using any of them where we were only fifty percent sure of the correct infernal it would kill. Ideally, the target would be Olganeth, the one certainty, but events soon made that more difficult. 
 
    Once they had confirmed the sector they were in did not lead to an exit, the grizzled sathanite and his retinue hastily made their way out of the dark granite buildings. Coming back out onto the roof. 
 
    Curiously, Olganeth had brought Thorzoth’s corpse with him. They had stabbed him repeatedly with poisoned and envenomed daggers they had retrieved from my fallen assassin mobs. 
 
    Olganeth’s attempts to disguise his involvement in the incubus’ demise did not surprise me. However, I had expected him to leave the body behind and the subsequent theatrics would only be enacted on the off chance anybody else came across the corpse. 
 
    That was not his plan. Instead of finding a new sector to explore, Olganeth led his band back to the open square at the entrance and waited. 
 
    Over the next half an hour the four other Lords and their retinues came out and spotted the gathering around the corpse of one of their brethren. Olganeth refused to be drawn on anything until they were all present. 
 
    Tharzus was the last of them to join the impromptu council. “Which of you did this?” the soulblighted one asked with a derisive snort. His inquiry did not come from a place of grief or anger. 
 
    “Olganeth,” Tir’Goran answered in his high-pitched tone and flapped his wings to push the freshly arrived Tharzus further away from him. 
 
    “I did not,” Olganeth lied in a snapped tone and gave the imp the dirtiest of looks. “My followers found him like this by chance. The paranoid fool didn’t mark the section he was exploring so we ended up retracing his steps. As you can see, he was killed by the dungeon.” 
 
    “A likely story,” Tharzus whispered under his breath so quietly I doubted any of the others heard him. 
 
    The looks of disbelief were plain on the visages of his fellow princeps. It didn’t take long before accusations went from softly spoken to being spat out angrily. 
 
    In the viewing lounge, Tenzing steepled his fingers and wrinkled his brow. “What is he up to?” he asked rhetorically. 
 
    Neither Alyssa nor I responded but I had a pretty good idea of what was running through the grizzled sathanite’s mind. 
 
    Olganeth had been shaken to discover Thorzoth possessed a blade similar to what he had. 
 
    We only saw the sathanite and incubus wield a single blade each, but Magros had six upon him. One for each of the other six princeps of the reaches. The only one missing from his set was the citrine dagger that Shabbarth used to kill him. If the sets all came from the same source, Devantus Drakonis, logic suggested that every set originally had six weapons, each omitting the blade that could be used on the infernal lord they had been presented to. 
 
    Olganeth would know he hadn’t been given an amethyst knife by Drakonis, but Thorzoth had. It was safe to assume the demon had come to the same conclusion as me. 
 
    He had also crossed paths with Thorzoth in the pyramid gauntlet match. By dint of that encounter, the chances that Thorzoth was responsible for Magros’ death were slight. 
 
    And if the supreme dark sorcerer had given out two sets of blades, one each to Olganeth and Thorzoth, why not a third? Or a fourth? Why not to all of them? They were equally greedy and had all come to this place for the same reason. To gain power which they intended to use against the others. The odds that Magros had been killed by the divine lords or in a true test of combat must have diminished in his mind. 
 
    Olganeth at the very least had to heavily suspect that one or more of the others gathered here also had a weapon capable of killing him in a single blow and he was naturally concerned for his continued wellbeing. The warrens I had set before them made it too easy to be snuck up on. 
 
    Olganeth had already proved that himself. 
 
    “Enough!” Shabbarth bellowed into the morass of bickering. “Olganeth, you must have had a reason for bringing this up. Speak your piece.” 
 
    Olganeth nodded his appreciation to Shabbarth and went on. “We all know that Thorzoth was the weakest and most worthless of our number.” 
 
    That statement got a round of agreeable nods and grunts. 
 
    “But the manner of his death suggests this dungeon is wilier than we first assumed.” 
 
    The second statement was not met with the same round of agreement. There were a few snorts of derision which I chose to take personally. 
 
    I had orchestrated this entire situation, after all. I may not have wielded the knife for the killing blow, but I may as well have. 
 
    “Get to the point. What are you suggesting?” Shabbarth urged. 
 
    “We have all taken a great risk in coming here the way we have.” 
 
    “I would not have if the rest of you hadn’t,” Tir’Goran chirped defensively. 
 
    “Horseshit!” Tharzus barked. 
 
    Olganeth glared at the pair, but then his visage softened as he spotted an opening. “You bring up an excellent point, Tir’Goran.” 
 
    The imp preened at the praise and managed to stand a few inches taller and then shrugged slightly as if Olganeth had just declared that water is wet. 
 
    The old sathanite continued. “We are all risking ourselves unnecessarily out of concern for what would happen if we did not. Driving one another to ever more foolish actions. I propose that we retire from this wave and leave it to our champions to clear the dungeon. They can return before the very end and then together we can finish the wolf pup the second time around. There is plenty of time left. We can afford to take easy for a bit.” 
 
    “That sounds like cowardice to me,” Tharzus needled Olganeth. 
 
    “Making the best tactical use of your surroundings is not cowardice, fool,” he snapped back. 
 
    “Brothers, Olganeth is correct,” Shabbarth announced in an overly reasonable tone. “We have been going about this the wrong way. The way of kings is to lead, not to fight in the trenches. We have forgotten that in our…eagerness…to claim the prize.” 
 
    “Fine,” Tharzus conceded a bit petulantly. “But what if one of us lies? Says they will retire but doesn’t.” 
 
    “That is easily rectified. The retirement option also takes any who is within five metres of the retiree. It was an inclusion meant to allow us to bring some of our warriors with us, but it shall work just as well on one another. We just need to stand together when one of us retires and we shall all be taken with them.” 
 
    “I’m bringing my honour guard,” Tir’Goran yelled suddenly. 
 
    “Naturally,” Shabbarth smarmed. “We all should. To the rest of my champions, you are to cooperate with the champions of my brother princeps to clear the dungeon, but you are not to complete it without me present.” 
 
    Olganeth, Tharzus, and Tir’Goran gave their remaining troops similar orders. The honour guards for each demon stepped forward when they were done while the others backed away. 
 
    “Ah, the harmony and unity of purpose. Sathan himself would be proud,” Shabbarth preached as he looked around preparing to enact their escape. He paused at the last second, noticing something unseen by the others. 
 
    Bulmaras. 
 
    Ever watchful. Ever silent. They had overlooked that the Brute Lord had not given any orders to his champions. Nor had he moved an inch towards them. 
 
    A slight frown creased Shabbarth’s brow as he prepared to speak the necessary words. The silent brute was standing just outside of the five-metre radius necessary to be included in the retirement protocol. 
 
    Understanding dawned a fraction of a second later. 
 
    “Always with the pontificating, Shabbarth. Sometimes brevity is required,” Tharzus complained. 
 
    “Wait…” the warning wail from Shabbarth came too late. 
 
    “We retire,” Tharzus grumped, and they vanished from the dungeon with a pop, reappearing inside the saferoom. 
 
    After they disappeared, Bulmaras rose to his full height and slammed the butt of his great axe into the granite tiles of the square. The attention of the remaining champions was fixed upon him. 
 
    “I thought they would never leave,” he grunted. “From now on you will all do as I command.” 
 
    “With all due respect, Lord Bulmaras, you are not our commander,” one of Shabbarth’s sathanite champions retorted what they were all thinking. 
 
    “True,” he replied. “However, I distinctly recall you being ordered to cooperate with those that remained. I remain, as do my warriors. That means as the only Lord of the Reaches present, I outrank you all and you will answer to me.” 
 
    The champions not loyal to Bulmaras looked at one another. They understood that Bulmaras had pulled a fast one, but at the same time, they had been directly ordered to cooperate to clear the dungeon. 
 
    “Very well,” the same Shabbarthian champion conceded. “But we shall not complete the dungeon without our sovereign lord present.” 
 
    “You only need to clear the way. Killing the Wolf King and his bitches is something I’m more than capable of doing by myself.” 
 
    This changed things. 
 
    It changed them significantly. 
 
    Soon, it would be time for me to take the field, personally. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This changes things,” I said. 
 
    “I agree,” Alyssa remarked. “Looks like we’ll get to see you in action a bit earlier than expected.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Tenzing queried. “I know this is an opportunity to take out another infernal lord while he is isolated, but there is still a fifty percent chance the dagger you use will be the wrong one. And if you are slain in the dungeon, you won’t be able to re-enter or give commands to your mobs from here.” 
 
    “A lost dagger is a secondary consideration at this point, Tenzing. When the divine challenge started, we didn’t even know they existed,” I replied, and went on to further explain my thinking. “While most of the lords were present, it was as if the imposition of the waves hadn’t really happened. I was content with sticking to our initial game plan. Let the floors wear them down, draw them onto the core floor, and then spring our prepared trap. Massacre them all at once. 
 
    “Now that most of them have retired we can’t afford to let the champions clear the dungeon with the first run-through, only for them to come back at full strength for the second wave. If I manage to kill Bulmaras that will be the icing on the cake, and I don’t mind burning Tir’Goran’s dagger to get a nice, big piece of that confectionery goodness.” 
 
    “Where will you attack, my love,” Alyssa asked. 
 
    “The sooner the better, I think. Floor six in the high passes. I’ll take all the available disciples and the Lair’s army on the expedition.” 
 
    “You’re not holding back then.” 
 
    “No, if I could take the core army with me as well I would for the overwhelming force.” 
 
    Unfortunately, one rule I’d not been able to get around was that even in a challenge you couldn’t bring mobs, even life-seeded ones, from the core floor to the main part of the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We’re up,” I said to Jessamyn as we waited in my throne room on the eighth floor. The ‘Lair’ was more opulently decorated than it used to be when it was my final room on the first floor all those years ago. Back then it really was little more than a den in a cave with a bunch of pitfalls and a fairly big chair at the back. 
 
    These days the room wasn’t designed as a final stand before the core floor. Instead, it was a waiting area for me and my disciples when we had to be here during runs to avoid the experience penalties for letting the dungeon run our avatars on autopilot. Thankfully, we only had to be present when someone was on the eighth floor. 
 
    “They can’t be here already, has something happened?” Jessamyn asked with some concern. 
 
    The tone in her voice got the attention of my assembled female disciples and seventeen sets of eyes focused on me and my auburn-haired wife. 
 
    “There have been a few setbacks which I will explain on the way to our target, but we are mobilising and heading to the sixth floor to take advantage of an opportunity. The force of champions has been reduced to seventy delvers and they have recently been put through the wringer. They are led by a single infernal lord, and we are going to capitalise on his isolation and take him out.” 
 
    Karragh, Fiadh, Yanna, Yuni, Teotune, Gadiel, Sarissa, Jovebella, and Genya were all here from my core council of disciples. Rounding out the team I could take with me were eight more of my warriors. Six humans, Saoirse, Ayda, Florence, Lena, Ruby and Jools. A halfling lass named Rhoda and a hare-kin called Tithrull rounded out the harem members present. Everyone else had been relegated to wait in the Core Room due to the earlier gauntlet shenanigans.  
 
    Any hint of concern faded, and full confidence was restored. I knew why they were nervy; this was the challenge that counted. Anyone would be in this situation. 
 
     “Will you be requiring my services, sir?” Shelly, the troll mob who was the first being I implanted with a life seed, asked in his typically formal manner. 
 
    “Indeed, Shelly. I’d like you to go ahead of us and rouse the army. Full equipment loadout. We’ll be holding nothing back.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Shelly responded. 
 
    He bobbed a little bow and hurried off to carry out my order. 
 
    I strode out of the lair room and into one of the many secret passages that connected the dungeon floors and hidden wings. As we made our way down to the sixth floor, I explained the changes that had been imposed and what Alyssa, Tenzing, and I had planned to deal with it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As I suspected, Bulmaras proved to be far more cunning and intelligent than his brutish appearance suggested. His approach to clearing the rest of the fifth floor was methodical and effective. He kept the champions on a short leash and brooked no internal squabbling from the disparate groups. The vanguard teams were rotated regularly and given an opportunity to recover from the occasional ambushes my assassin mobs managed to spring. 
 
    In all, it showed the frightening efficacy of a singular voice in charge of an incredibly powerful collection of delvers. 
 
    The greed and hate of my opponents had so far proved to be a saving grace for me. Without that, the Arbiter’s last-gasp interference would have put us under the kind of pressure we might not have been able to survive. I certainly would have struggled to remove three lords and their champions at this early stage. 
 
    However, I was under no illusions; our fate still hung in the balance. I thought we had the edge, but victory was not a certainty. Removing the Brute Lord would swing that pendulum back in my direction. 
 
    Thankfully, Bulmaras’ methodical style gave us plenty of time to get everything into position for the battle to come. The flip side of that was the extensive Sundered Hate cooldowns had expired and the champions who had been hurt earlier were fully healed. There were only seventy of them plus Bulmaras, but we’d be fighting them at full strength and in a unified battle formation. 
 
    I had a plan for that, though. 
 
    The enemy entered the High Passes floor. Towering snow-capped mountains on either side penned them in. The only way through was the high-altitude valley that meandered through the mountainous landscape. The winds were at gale force strength, and they were whipping up a blizzard hampering visibility and the capacity of the imps to fly more than four or five metres off the valley floor. 
 
    We let the demons march forward until they were about a third of the way through the valley. With the exception of the mildly hostile environment, nothing was sent to interfere with their progress. 
 
    The demon’s attention was undiminished, though. I’d not had any realistic hopes this would lull Bulmaras into a false sense of security, but it was worth a shot. 
 
    “Time to get the ball rolling,” I whispered, the moisture from my breath a puff of mist in the frigid air. 
 
    With my verbal command given, part one of the engagement went into action. The Yeti mobs which were the typical primary threat on this floor up in the mountains smashed apart the wooden structures we had built that had been piled up with snow by them in preparation for the enemy’s arrival. Other yeti struck fault lines within impacted ice in tandem with their platform-wrecking brethren. 
 
    The sudden downfall of piled snow and the cracked open faults triggered an avalanche that gathered steam and rumbled down into the valley. 
 
    The mass of snow, rocks, and broken fir trees slammed into the tightly packed group of demons. The fliers tried to evade the crushing weight of the avalanche but weren’t fast enough and were still caught up in the falling debris and were submerged in mounds of snow. 
 
    The falling snow and the roar of the avalanche subsided after a minute or two. The yeti began to make their way down the mountain slope with a soft touch that belied their bulk and they only dislodged small volumes of the loosened snow that slithered down the slopes. 
 
    The valley grew deathly silent. The best-case scenario would be that the infernals would remain trapped inside the landslide and slowly suffocate. 
 
    Several loud spell-born detonations that threw flurries of snow, ice, and rock high into the air put paid to that forlorn hope. 
 
    Slowly, but inexorably, a few of the imp infernal champions began to pull themselves out from the icy morass. Their bodies burned with an unnatural heat that melted the snow as they pushed it out of their way. They took to the air, hovering in place as they helped the wingless champions out of the depths and dropped them on the top of the landslide. 
 
    Bulmaras was one of the first out and he urged the deposited champions to crawl forward and clear the landslide that had entombed them. 
 
    It was a shame the avalanche hadn’t killed or hindered them further, but it had successfully broken up their careful formation that had been trooping its way through the valley. 
 
    The time it took them to pull clear allowed the yeti to get to the base of the mountains and there, they lay in wait. Prepared to act upon my next order. 
 
    I waited until half of the champions had crawled far enough forward that they had got their footing back under them on the valley floor. “Yeti, attack those still struggling on the remnants of the avalanche,” my avatar in the viewing lounge ordered. 
 
    At the same time, my physically present avatar motioned to my disciples and gave the signal to start the charge. 
 
    We’d positioned ourselves just around a curve in the valley. 
 
    Jessamyn and the ladies cracked a few whips against the rumps of the assembled bull mobs that had been lined up between us and the champions. 
 
    “Hyah! Hyah!” they cried. 
 
    It was not strictly speaking necessary. The mobs, even those which were beasts, would obey commands given verbally but I let them have their fun. 
 
    The bulls snorted in anticipation; their exhalation misting in the cold. They lowed loudly and started to run forward, gathering speed as they went. 
 
    The short-haired coats of the bulls were midnight black, but you wouldn’t necessarily be able to tell by looking at them. I had used almost every trick in my playbook to boost how much damage they could inflict. 
 
    These alpha bulls were larger and more muscular than the bulls I utilised on the first floor, but they still only cost five dungeon power each. Five hundred total for the mass of one hundred I’d just sent against my enemies. 
 
    The colour of their hides was difficult to distinguish because they were covered almost from horn to hoof in brigandine barding. The armour gave them significant damage reduction which should allow most of them to make contact with the infernals despite their relatively low ranking. 
 
    On top of that, I had gone all out on the bells and whistles. 
 
    They had been equipped with as much enchanted silver jewellery as I could find places to insert it. The nose, ears, nipples, and yes, even their cocks. They were mobs. They didn’t care and it wasn’t like I actually had to handle them to put the studs in place. They could be programmed into position remotely from the DDD. 
 
    Added to that were the additional accoutrements provided by my crafting path. Namely enchanted silver shoes that had been hammered into their hooves. As well as a special weapon attachment on their helms. 
 
    It was a modified spiked knuckleduster. Much larger, of course, and able to be connected to a slot on the brow of the bull’s head guards so that it didn’t need to be held in a fist. The four points of the ‘brow buster’ would complement their natural horns when they rammed into their victims. 
 
    When the stampede of bull flesh began to round the natural curve in the valley we mounted up on our steeds and readied ourselves to follow in their wake. 
 
    The war horses we rode were rank two mobs, but they had been similarly kitted out to the bulls rushing ahead of them. The primary difference in the loadouts of their gear was that a lot of the enchantments on the bulls were intended to increase their damage output for that initial charge. The warhorses were geared towards improved survivability. Extra damage reduction and a stamina boosts mainly. The horses could kick out, but the damage and opportunities to do so were minimal. 
 
    With a wave of my hand, my disciples and most of the life-seeded army ensconced in the lair, ploughed forward through a couple of inches of freshly fallen snow. 
 
    At the last minute, I had decided to hold back the life-seeded hobgoblins from the fray. I’d originally added them to the armies because of their affinity for fire and while their suite of spells wasn’t made up entirely from the school of Fire, without them they were far less effective. 
 
    I’d decided to take the risk of holding them back and preserving them for when the divine champions finally took to the field. A few of them came along with us to unleash some Armour Breaker spells from the Destruction sphere, but most stayed back, trotting forward behind us. We could call them in if things looked like they were going south, and we needed the extra muscle. 
 
    The infernal champions still on the snow pile had finished with most of the yeti but the abominable snowmen had done what was necessary and delayed the champions long enough that their lines and formation were muddled when the crazed bulls slammed into them. 
 
    A few offensive spells flashed out from the infernals, taking out half a dozen bulls, but a lot of them had used what they had in their arsenal to dig themselves out of the snow. Instead, the purple nimbus of Sundered Hate flickered into life around them a split second before the mighty collision. 
 
    Few of the infernals bothered with shields and that made the crashing bull flesh all the more effective. The weight, power, and momentum of the alpha bulls drove the demons back into the impromptu wall of snow, rocks, and soil behind them. 
 
    Half the bulls were killed in that initial onslaught. Slain by demonic swords, claws, and teeth. Those that weren’t killed snorted in anger and proceeded to headbutt and kick out at any target they could get their hooves in contact with. They bucked and jumped like they were being ridden by a rodeo cowboy and kept the infernals occupied long enough that the follow up attack thundered down the valley and into the fray. 
 
    I was in the midst of our charging line. We had pulled the same body morphing shenanigans on the infernal minotaur warriors as we had previously with the troll guardians on the core floor. Therefore, they all looked like Lupus Rex specimens. It would make it more difficult for Bulmaras to figure out if I was personally present and if I was, which of the wolfish warriors was me. 
 
    To assist with the deception, I had positioned my disciples evenly along the line. And as much as I may have wanted to keep them by my side it would be too much of a giveaway if I did. 
 
    Speaking of Bulmaras, the wily Brute Lord had withdrawn to the back of the demonic line and surrounded himself with a dozen of his personal champions. This meant I wouldn’t be able to finish him quickly. We would have to fight our way through first. 
 
    Most of the infernal champions met our charge head on. We crashed into them with lances like proper medieval knights. 
 
    A ghostly graphic 1%/73% flashed above the champion I had skewered in the chest with my lance. He was one of many who had the purple haze of Sundered Hate surrounding him. With them losing only a single percentage point or less per blow, they were going to be difficult to deal with. 
 
    The horses screamed in pain as they took the brunt of the demonic counterattack. A few of the steeds went down from the wounds inflicted, including the horse one of my human disciples, Florence, rode. 
 
    There was little we could do for the unfortunate few who fell to the ground. The demons as expected had been too resilient for the first few phases of the battle to disperse their lines adequately. Their line was sloppy, but not yet sufficiently broken. 
 
    With a kick to their flanks, we pulled our horses away from the fight and retreated ten metres or so before wheeling the steeds back to face the enemy. The infernals had jumped forward with relish to pounce on the few of our number struggling to get out from under their fallen horses. 
 
    The sacrifice of the fallen was not without value, as it left the demons even more out of position than before. 
 
    “Spells,” I bellowed. The simplest of signals for what came next. 
 
    Flashes of blue from Ice Blasts were joined by the crackling yellow of various lightning spells cast from our lines. Packs of huge thorn hounds were summoned in the midst of the infernals, and they snapped and bit at the demons around them. 
 
    For my part, I targeted my Chain Lighting and Maxed out Lightning Bolts on the Bulmaras meat shield that circled him. The Chain Lightning returned damage graphics of 12%/6%/3%/1.5%/0.75% until it faded out to zero. The full Lightning Bolt returned a far more gratifying 50%/0% and one of Bulmaras faithful collapsed, his eyes vacant. 
 
    “Melee,” I roared after the salvo of spells had been unleashed. 
 
    Most of my disciples and the minotaurs dismounted quickly, equipped their melee weapons of choice and ran at the disrupted enemy. The demons were distracted by the swarm of dryad-summoned thorn hounds that had the annoying habit of coming back to life even after the infernal champions had struck them down once already. 
 
    The Fallen Fight On enhancement in effect. 
 
    Jessamyn and the dryads held back and equipped ranged weaponry after finishing their offensive spellcasting. Taking pot shots where an opportunity presented itself and casting healing spells on those who needed it. 
 
    The gale force winds died down by design and the cadre of fliers, mostly imps, took to the air and crossed over our heads. Eager to attack the dryad healers. 
 
    We had thought of that possibility ahead of schedule, and I cast my Greater Summon Beasts spell calling forth a flock of lightning eagles to swoop down on the flying vermin from above. 
 
    The winged beasts exuded a mild electrical shock from their talons and beak. Normally it wouldn’t be enough to be troublesome but thanks to the previously cast lightning spells, those flying champions were all afflicted with lightning rod and took double the damage. 
 
    Plus, it wasn’t just my flock of lightning eagles. Only the dryads had cast their version of the summon beast’s spell. Plenty more of my people had it in their repertoire and knew what to do if the imps went after our healers. 
 
    I trusted Jessamyn to handle the rear guard and my focus zeroed in on Bulmaras. With my trusty double-headed maul in hand, I rushed towards the gap at the front of his defensive formation that had been opened by the death of one of his brute champions. 
 
    Fiadh and Karragh had spotted the same weakness and had the same idea. They called out to some of their sister-mates and the attack was on. 
 
    Gadiel and Teotune, my spear maidens came in from the left and occupied that flank. Genya and her closest companion Jools attacked from the right. Each group had a couple of wolf-shaped minotaurs as back up, but they were going head-to-head with an equal number of brutes overflowing with the power and fury of Sundered Hate. 
 
    They wouldn’t be able to hold out for long, but while they did the brutes wouldn’t be able to close that gap easily. 
 
    My fire-headed berserker queen screamed with unbridled fury and hit the left side of the gap. Her fists and feet struck with unparalleled speed. She dished out extreme amounts of damage, but her zero defence fighting style meant she absorbed just as much punishment. 
 
    Karragh engaged the brute champion on the other side of the semi-circle. Putting her hatchets and body in the way as it tried to edge across and close the gap to its master. 
 
    The combined efforts of my mates gave me that precious second to breakthrough. I shifted back to my humanoid form and slipped through the tiny gap, penetrating the inner ring. 
 
    My target was in front of me, and I leapt at him with a loud guttural snarl coming from deep in my throat. 
 
    “I’d hoped you would be this foolhardy,” I heard Bulmaras grunt with effort as my body flew over the top of him. 
 
    The bastard had actually ducked under my leap, slid beneath me in the slush, and wordlessly cast an infernal version of Wind Blast. The damage from the spell was only 5% of my health, but it thrust me into an uncontrollable spin that carried me over Bulmaras and away from my mates. I landed with a wet thud in front of the remnants of the partially melted avalanche. 
 
    The demonic Lord was on me in an instant and pounded on my body with his heavy black metal gauntlets. The axe he carried before seemingly abandoned. Even with my armour and resilience, each blow was sloughing three to four percent from my health. 
 
    And did I mention he was quick. 
 
    Ever so quick for such a big, bulky guy. 
 
    The fucker had been holding back earlier, for sure. 
 
    I scrambled to get myself out of the prone position on the ground; a feat made all the more difficult by Bulmaras’ skilful application of his blows. By the time I got back on my feet and created enough distance between us to halt the flurry of hammer blows, my health had plummeted to under 25%. 
 
    The warm, welcoming embrace of Regrowth and Heal flowed through me as Jessamyn and one of the dryads rejuvenated my health back up to 75% and kept me in the game. 
 
    I jinked and juked to frustrate Bulmaras for a few seconds, before stepping back into range when a failed lunge at me left my opponent exposed. I lashed out with my maul and clubbed Bulmaras heavily in the jaw, but it didn’t seem to faze him in the least, even if it did cost him 2% of his health. 
 
    My hope had been it would give me the time to strike and get out of range. Instead, he had anticipated my manoeuvre, shifted his position to block off my retreat and pinned me up against a slippery wall of ice and snow. 
 
    With nowhere else to go, I tried to work my way up the debris. 
 
    Bulmaras grinned cruelly, foreseeing what I would do. “No, you don’t,” he laughed darkly and pushed himself forward with frightening quickness and grabbed me in a rib-crushing bear-hug. My arms were pinned to my sides, and I dropped my maul to the ground. 
 
    “Got you, wolf-pup,” he breathed in my face as he crushed my body between his massive mighty arms. 
 
    The air exploded from my lungs, and I was unable to answer him. 
 
    He shifted his grip immediately and interlocked those black gauntlets, securing an unbreakable iron grip around me. 
 
    I knew there had to be something special about these gauntlets as soon as I heard the unearthly click as they fused. My ability to cast spells had been blocked and I wouldn’t be able to heal myself. At the same time, my limbs seemed secured in place, almost unnaturally. I couldn’t work them free. 
 
    “Oh, dear,” he chuckled in my ear as I wriggled and struggled for freedom. “Did you think I was too stupid to see the gap in our defence? I let you in here, boy. There is no hope. The enchantment on these gloves will hold you locked in place until either you or I die. And I think we both know that is going to be you,” the brute gloated as my ribs snapped under the onslaught of pressure. “Nobody is coming to help you. My boys are dealing with your harem of foolish girls as we speak.” 
 
    The demon spoke the truth. 
 
    Although his jeering face dominated my vision, I could see in my periphery that Teotune had been killed and Gadiel was being held down by three opponents, with no chance of survival. 
 
    Fiadh fought on but she was outnumbered and slowly losing. 
 
    Karragh had put herself in harm’s way for me to get me through the brute wall and had paid for it with her life. 
 
    Similarly, on the right, Jools lay motionless on the floor and Genya screamed a final battle cry as she threw herself into a hopeless last stand. Unable to retreat she concentrated on hurting her opponents as much as she could before her avatar was struck down. 
 
    The wolf-formed minotaurs that had fought at their sides had all perished. 
 
    It would seem Bulmaras hadn’t been the only one holding back until the perfect moment. 
 
    Elsewhere on the battlefield, my people were faring a little better. 
 
    Champions, life-seeded warriors, and disciples had fallen in equal numbers. 
 
    Shelly, Saoirse, Lena, Jovebella, and Tithrull were down and out. The others bravely battled on. Yanna and Yuni, the catgirl twins, darted this way and that and seemed to be trying to get to me, but they were being thwarted by infernal bodies blocking their path. 
 
    Of course, this exchange was not truly equal. Every one of mine who perished could no longer take part in the challenge, every one of theirs that fell would get three more chances. 
 
    Had my gamble backfired in a manner I couldn’t have possibly imagined. 
 
    The pain of the bearhug was incredible, so intense that I could barely think straight. Bulmaras squeezed and shook me like a ragdoll while giggling with malicious glee and my health dropped rapidly. 
 
    It was down to under 45% and dropping by a further 5% every second. 
 
    Bulmaras had me right where he wanted me, but this proved to be his undoing. 
 
    The crushing power of the gauntlets may have robbed my dungeon avatar of cognisant thought, but not my other self in the viewing lounge. As the demon tried to constrict me to death, he whispered a ploy crafted by the lovely Alyssa into my mind and my blood-flecked lips broke into a manic smile. 
 
    Bulmaras’ expression barely had a chance to display his confusion when I shifted back into my wolf form. 
 
    Had this been the real world, his vise-like grip would have only accelerated my end after the shift to a larger form. 
 
    But the Proving Grounds was not the real world. 
 
    The gauntlet’s enchantment would not allow my unexpected form shift to break Bulmaras’ hold upon me, but his arms were forced a little wider to accommodate my new bigger form in his unbreakable grasp. 
 
    A technical glitch you could call it. 
 
    Being wolfed out would let me bite the bastard in the face, perhaps even his thickly muscled neck, but that was not the point. 
 
    I wouldn’t be able to inflict anywhere near enough damage in the five or six seconds I had before my avatar’s health zeroed out. 
 
    No sooner had I become the wolfman than I reversed the transformation back to humanoid. Being back in my smaller frame meant his arms had been loosened around my body. Again, because of the enchantment on his gauntlets, I didn’t drop out of his crushing embrace even if physics said I should, and he quickly tightened the grip around me once more. 
 
    Just not quite fast enough. 
 
    There was enough room for me to pull my arms out of the bearhug. When they were no longer in direct contact with Bulmaras meaty arms I could use them again. I got them up and out of his embrace before the constrictor grip locked back in around my abdomen. 
 
    In each hand, I summoned the two striated black daggers. One ruby red, the other a burnt topaz orange. Bulmaras’ eyes widened with recognition of the blades and his mouth opened making an O shape, but before he could say a word, I rammed both daggers downwards through his yellowed piggy eyes. 
 
    Bulmaras stumbled back a few steps with me still in his grip. My health had dropped below 15% but stopped dropping as the interlocked gauntlets suddenly disconnected with an audible click. Bulmaras fell over backwards as his arms flopped uselessly to his sides and I landed on my feet, drawing in a deep pained breath now that I was free. 
 
    The surviving brute champions disappeared in an instant with a pop. 
 
    The damage had been done, though. 
 
    Only Fiadh was still standing, or I should say kneeling. Even my berserker queen had been on the brink of death. Everyone else that had engaged with the brutish defence line was down and out, but the tide now turned in our favour. 
 
    Jessamyn had called in the hobgoblin reserves, and she personally led them into the battle. Casting the Regrowth spell on myself and the Heal spell on Fiadh, we waded back into the tumultuous conflict. 
 
    Three minutes later, and the day was ours. 
 
    The butcher’s bill for this battle had been much higher than we had hoped. My snake-kin lover Sarrass, along with Ayda, and the halfling girl Rhoda were slain as we fought off the last champions who remained. 
 
    Only Jessamyn, Fiadh, the catgirl twins, and one of my human disciples named Ruby had survived. 
 
    The Lair’s army had been decimated several times over. All the infernal minotaurs and two-thirds of the dryads had been killed in the battle. The hobgoblins had fared better, but only because most of them had been held back until the end. The few who had accompanied the charge had all been slaughtered along with so many others.  
 
    Regardless of the cost, the first wave was over. 
 
    Or not quite as it turned out. 
 
    It just so happened that advising me of a crucial exploit during my fight with Bulmaras was not the only idea Alyssa had cooked up to help us out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    A few minutes earlier… 
 
      
 
      
 
    With a soft sigh of relief from both me and Tenzing, we watched the Brute Lord fall from the comfort of our black leather couch. 
 
    Alyssa simply clicked her tongue with satisfaction, supremely confident in the result of my fight with Bulmaras. The two striated daggers dissipated into coloured smoke, the job done for one, corruption and destruction for the other. 
 
    “Those gauntlets had me worried for a moment,” I confessed. 
 
    Before Tenzing could speak, a melodious voice snatched away my attention. “You called and I have answered. You said it was urgent.” 
 
    I craned my neck around to look at the new arrival. “Jezebel…” 
 
    The blonde deity glided into the room with grace and majesty. She was no longer dressed for resource gathering. Her long hair was meticulously coiffed. Her forelocks were woven into a braid and tied around the back of her head while her long locks at the back were curled. She wore a blue silk gown brocaded with silver stitching that was snug around her bosom and displayed a perfectly enticing amount of cleavage.  
 
    “I called you actually,” Alyssa clarified. “We have a request.” 
 
    There was a tiny hint of disappointment in Jezebel’s expression when she learned I hadn’t been the one to call upon her. She recovered quickly, though. “Daxas, I thought I made myself clear earlier…” Jezebel started to say as she walked over to us, but her attention was grabbed by the events on our screens. “Wait. Is that Bulmaras lying dead in the snow?” 
 
    “Have you not been watching?” Alyssa asked her. 
 
    “No. I may be your captive, but I have grown a little fond of you,” Jezebel said and then her eyes landed on Nessa and Jen’Zadeer sitting alongside me. “Well, some of you,” she added pointedly. “I did not wish to observe you being vanquished. Certainly not if it meant watching Timian exult in his victory.” 
 
    Jen’Zadeer huffed in annoyance. That she and Nessa had pushed for Jezebel to undergo more rigorous punishments was no secret. “It is him. The Brute Lord is no more. Daxas had just slain him in single combat,” Jen’Zadeer praised me while simultaneously giving Jezebel a decidedly frosty reception. “Perhaps you have underestimated our master. Or overestimated the abilities of your former allies.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Nessa chirped excitedly. “And he personally took out Kriger earlier. That ugly fucker, Thorzoth. Dead. Magros didn’t even make it to the challenge proper.” 
 
    “Daxas killed them all?” Jezebel asked, her tone suggesting a mixture of disbelief and of being reluctantly impressed. 
 
    “Well, he didn’t technically kill Thorzoth or Magros. Olganeth and Shabbarth did, but dead is dead. It doesn’t matter who dealt the blow,” Nessa answered. 
 
    “Keep telling yourself that, brat,” Jezebel snarked at her. “And Timian? None of that matters if Timian lives” 
 
    Tamara answered her question. “Admittedly, he is still breathing. He has mostly sat out the conflict so far.” She shuddered a little as the recollection of her beheading in the gauntlet flitted through her thoughts. 
 
    “Then nothing has truly changed,” Jezebel said with finality. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer and Nessa both rose from the couch ready to fight my corner, but Alyssa beat them to it. 
 
    “We don’t have time for pointless bickering,” she proclaimed loudly and silenced the crowd. “The last of the infernal champions will fall shortly and end the first wave.” 
 
    “Let’s get on with this then,” Jezebel huffed. “Why did you call on me?” 
 
    “This is Alyssa’s show,” I said and nodded to her. 
 
    Alyssa smiled sexily at me and then turned her attention back to the elven goddess. “Are you aware of the changes the Arbiter has made?” 
 
    “Yes, I might not be watching but I am still a Divine Lord of the Realms. I was informed of all the updates to the rules of this challenge. What is your request?” 
 
    “I…We…would like you to enter an active part of the dungeon. Before the battle is over.” 
 
    “I have already been over this. I do not think you can win this war and I will not throw my life away by fighting at your side.” 
 
    “We are not asking you to fight, Jezebel,” Alyssa explained. “Only step inside before the last champion falls.” 
 
    Understanding dawned on the goddess’ face and she beamed a beautiful smile that lit up her face and the room. “Thereby keeping the first wave active and keeping those huddled in the saferoom ignorant of Bulmaras expiry. To what end? I read the terms of the concessions the Arbiter agreed to. You can’t use this as a trick to time out the challenge. If neither you nor I make any active attempt to participate he can shunt me out of the dungeon and begin the second wave.” 
 
    I stood up and walked a little closer to her but stayed far enough back that the corona of my soul did not touch hers. “We know that. Otherwise, I’d have set about capturing one of the last champions and kept him alive. No, what we need is a bit of time to prepare a surprise for the second wave. The Arbiter has to give us a little bit of leeway. You can step out when we are ready for it to begin. No one will know of your involvement,” I assured her. “You may not have faith that we can win, but surely a little helping hand isn’t beyond you?” 
 
    “Very well,” Jezebel agreed. “I will do it. If I enter from the optional core wing, I can probably secure you an hour, navigating my way through the forest, before the Arbiter will have enough evidence that I am not truly participating and expel me.” 
 
    “Excellent, but you’d best get a move on then. Jessamyn, Fiadh, and I are kicking some serious ass out on the field.” 
 
    Jezebel rolled her eyes and stepped away from me towards the doorway. 
 
    “Wait!” Alyssa cried as she hopped up from the couch and dragged a surprised Nessa over to the goddess. “Let Nessa remove the soul chain, just to be on the safe side.” 
 
    Jezebel practically leapt away from the two women. “That won’t be necessary,” she said firmly. “I don’t want you thinking I am going anywhere near one of the other Lords.” 
 
    Jezebel stormed out of the room without waiting for a response. 
 
    “What was that about?” Nessa asked in a confused tone. 
 
    It was a question that had plagued me since my previous meeting with the goddess in the jungle and I was no closer to an explanation. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Alyssa has cooked up a trick play,” I announced to my few surviving disciples. “The first wave is not officially over. Jezebel has stepped onto the Core floor. She can give us an hour before the second wave begins.” 
 
    “That is amazing, master…” Yanna started. 
 
    “…but how does this help us?” her sister Yuni continued. 
 
    “What is your plan?” They finished in unison. 
 
    “It’s simple, really. We are going to head down to the first floor and set up an ambush for the start of the second wave. We hit hard and fast once the first of the bastards step through. If we do this right, and eliminate them before a second champion enters, then by the terms set out by the Arbiter, the second wave would be over as there are no longer be any living challengers in the dungeon.” 
 
    Yanna and Yuni jumped for joy like a pair of Japanese schoolgirls meeting their idol. 
 
    “It is a sound plan,” Ruby added in a serious tone. “It will be difficult, but I think we have enough strength left to pull it off.” 
 
    She was weary, like the rest of us but there was a steely determination in the set of her shoulders. 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” I approved. “We’ll take a few hobs with us to cast Armour Breaker. Jessamyn, I want you to stay back and reorganise the remnants of the army for the third wave. Okay, let’s head out. We should be back to our best by the time we get there.” 
 
    I managed to take three steps before a small hand attached to my wood elf wife gripped my bicep firmly and held me back. “I’m afraid not, Husband. You will not be going.” 
 
    My eyebrows furrowed in confusion as I turned back to her. “Jess, what are you talking about? I’ve talked this over with Alyssa and Tenzing. What we’re doing is a bit risky, yes, but it is too choice of an opportunity to turn down.” 
 
    Jessamyn dazzled me with a kind smile. “I have no doubt you did, and I specifically asked Alyssa not to broach this subject with you and leave it to me if a situation like this occurred. There will be an ambush, but you will not be leading it,” she said with firm finality. 
 
    “Jess…” 
 
    “No, my love. I will brook no argument from you on this. You are too important for what must come later to risk yourself further. We cannot forget that Timian lurks in the saferoom. He may not have shown his hand so far, but do we truly believe he is as toothless as he wants us to think?” she reasoned. 
 
    Jessamyn shook her head in the negative, answering her own question for me. “No, if he has focused his prophetic power on anyone, it will be you. If you go, we risk him reacting and countering us. For this to work you must remain behind. Not to mention the infernals may react quickly and send others through to finish the ambushers. Those who go are not likely to return.” 
 
    I let out a loud breath after I thought over what Jessamyn had said. 
 
    Unfortunately, I couldn’t find any flaws in her logic and was forced to concede she had a point. “Fine. Yanna and Yuni, you will lead the way. Camouflage yourselves and get into position for the ambush. Ruby, you will command the others. Jessamyn and I will remain behind and prepare for the next phase.” 
 
    Jessamyn reached up and took my face in her soft hands and pulled my head into a kiss. Our lips parted and Jessamyn rested her forehead against mine. “You have always sought to protect me, Husband. From the very first day until the last. But it can’t be that way today.” 
 
    I pulled my head away from hers. “Jessamyn, no…” 
 
    She interrupted my argument by putting her fingers on my lips, shushing me with her winsome smile. “You know it has to be this way, Daxas. Ruby is a fine warrior and an able commander, but there is no guarantee Fiadh will listen to her at the critical moment. Karragh has fallen, so it must be me. It is Ruby who must stay behind to lead the army and you need to head back to the Core floor.” 
 
    Mournful agreement poured into me from my other half. 
 
    He had been getting the very same lecture from Alyssa, Nessa, and Jen’Zadeer in the viewing lounge. Despite being outnumbered my instincts reared in the back of my mind and demanded defiance. Insisted that I protect my mate and not put her in harm’s way in my stead. 
 
    Jessamyn predicted my reaction, of course. She lightly bit her lip in the way that had left me weak in the knees so often before. “Let me do this. For you, for us, for them, please…” she begged. 
 
    It was dirty pool, and she knew it, but I had no real defence. “Okay,” was all I could manage to say. 
 
    Jessamyn smiled brightly and stood on tiptoes as she kissed me again. “I trust you, my love. You will win. Should I fall, this will not be the last time we see one another.” 
 
    With that, Jessamyn departed the icy battlefield. With Fiadh and the two catgirls in tow along with a couple of hobgoblin mages. 
 
    I could only watch her go and hope she was right. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take Jessamyn and the others long to get down to the first floor. Our tunnel network was quite direct. Also, there were gremlin mobs inside to open and close the barriers that protected the dungeon’s integrity should any challenger find a way inside as unlikely as that might be with all the precautions I’d taken. 
 
    What increased the time required to set out trap was the slow speed at which Yanna and Yuni had to move at once they activated their Camouflage spell. 
 
    Sadly, the shimmering portal between the saferoom and the proper foyer of my dungeon provided two-way visuals. If they were not careful, a watchful eye from within could uncover their sneaky approach and reveal what we were up to. 
 
    The twins split up and took up a position on either side of the portal. When they were ready, I gave the signal to Jezebel via the DDD, and she withdrew back to an inactive room and ended the first wave. We had used up almost the full hour and we wouldn’t be able to do this again. 
 
    We’d been watching the Lords inside the saferoom. 
 
    Too much time had passed for them not to have figured out that Bulmaras had tricked them. 
 
    Shabbarth in particular seemed quite convinced. 
 
    The threat of Bulmaras’ success without them and what that would mean for them back in the Reaches had given them a commonality of purpose. That purpose had suppressed their natural inclination for hatred of one another. 
 
    Therefore, the reappearance of the dead champions, minus Bulmaras and his followers, almost came as a relief for them. 
 
    Simultaneously, there was a chiming sound in the saferoom. 
 
    “The first wave is over,” the Arbiter announced. “You have three more waves to complete the divine challenge.” 
 
    “Ah, the second bite at the cherry,” Shabbarth exulted. “Did I not tell you that muscle-brained fool had bitten off more than he could chew?” 
 
    “Not that I recall,” Olganeth rasped with a dry chuckle. 
 
    The old sathanite had been the quietest since their return. His recent experience really had shaken him. 
 
    Shabbarth glared at his older peer and prepared a vituperative retort which only encouraged Tharzus and Tir’Goran to get involved. With the tension eased, they were soon figuratively at one another’s throats again. Their brief period of unity was broken by the realisation that my soul energy was up for grabs once more. 
 
    Meanwhile, Timian remained at the back of the room with Garvax, surrounded by their divine champions. Calmly taking it all in and not getting involved. That barely restrained smirk of superiority was rarely far from his lips, but the infernals spared nary a glance in his direction and it went unnoticed by them.  
 
    The bickering conversation between the Lords went on, and on, and on, until I began to lose patience. Although their wasting time was a nominally a benefit for me, the longer this went on the more likely they would be to realise that too and exit mob handed. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one with those concerns. 
 
    Jessamyn took matters into her own dainty, yet deadly hands. She had walked into view of the saferoom, acting as if she were trying to sneak her way across the chamber. She headed in the direction of the trapdoor that led down into the basement wing where delvers completed the rat quest. 
 
    She was a few steps away when finally, one of the Lords, Tharzus Soulblight, noticed her. 
 
    “Mannid, deal with that trash,” he offhandedly asked one of his champions and then turned his attention back to his argument with the other princeps. 
 
    Mannid’s gaze flicked to the portal that led into the dungeon. 
 
    After Mannid spotted my vulnerable wood elf wife, sneaking through the dungeon, his lips pulled back with feral zeal. He took off without a word and dashed for the exit. Eager to claim the kill all for himself, which suited us just fine. 
 
    The demon jumped through the shimmer and landed on the flagstones of the welcome chamber. 
 
    He had eyes only for Jessamyn who squealed in a faux panic to sell her act. So focused was Mannid on her, that he didn’t see the hobgoblins who rushed from the adjoining corridor. They cast Armour Breaker and Hex upon him as they emerged. Nor did he notice a muzzled Fiadh practically pushing the hobs out of the way to get to him once the spells were cast by the hobs. And he especially did not see the catgirl twins on either side of the portal still in camouflage mode. 
 
    Yanna sprung from her position and went high, jumping onto his back. One short blade sliced into Mannid’s exposed throat, the other she jammed into his red wart-covered ear. Yuni complemented her sister’s attack by going low. She hamstrung the infernal first, which forced him down to one knee and then jabbed her twin dirks into his groin area. 
 
    The initial attacks were vicious and effective, but Mannid wasn’t just any infernal champion. He was one of the Soulblight’s honour guards and he would not go down that easily. 
 
    The sickly purple nimbus of Sundered Hate flickered into life around him and he seized the wildly stabbing Yanna by the scruff of her neck and smashed her into the granite flagstone flooring with a sickening thud. His other clawed hand swung down and gouged into Yuni who continually stabbed him from below and sent her reeling backwards. 
 
    This could have gone very badly if Jessamyn and Fiadh hadn’t been present. A lightning bolt cast by my wife bridged the gap between them and drew Mannid’s attention and then the wild Fiadh was upon him. 
 
    Muzzle discarded; her spiked fists pummelled the demon wherever they could connect. Mannid summoned a pair of maces to his hands and retaliated in kind, smashing the heavy implements into the berserker’s flesh. 
 
    However, this gave Yanna and Yuni a moment of respite and they sprung back onto their feet and re-entered the close-quarters combat. The hobs and Jessamyn pulled out their crossbows and fired them into the ruckus with unerring accuracy. 
 
    The fight was short, brutal, and ugly. 
 
    Jessamyn blazed brightly with the halo of her healing spells, and yet evidence of grievous wounds continued to adorn all three of my brave mates who had engaged directly with the champion. Before it was over, Jess and the hobs had to edge closer to avoid hitting their engaged allies.  
 
    Mannid was mighty, deadly, and he fought viciously, but his health pool was not inexhaustible, even with the boost from Sundered Hate. Following a particularly savage uppercut by Fiadh, he stumbled backwards and fell to the ground. The hobs and Jessamyn drew their blades and jumped on top of his prone form and joined in the frenzy of murderous melee. 
 
    “The second wave is over,” the Arbiter loudly announced in the saferoom to get the argumentative lord’s attention. “You have two more waves to complete the divine challenge.” 
 
    You could almost hear the Arbiter’s unspoken slur of ‘idiots’ at the end. 
 
    The fight outside had lasted perhaps ten seconds. Longer than we had anticipated as we hadn’t reckoned on them sending one of their true elites. 
 
    However, due to their internal wranglings, they had been distracted and hadn’t understood what we were doing until it was over. A few of the other champions had spotted the fracas in its later stages and had wandered over to observe but had been too late to intervene. 
 
    “What the…” Shabbarth muttered as he looked over in confusion at the shimmering portal. 
 
    Jessamyn and the five others were picking themselves up and breathing heavily from their exertion. She grabbed hold of Fiadh’s arm and hauled her up. “We need to go.” 
 
    The redheaded berserker in her battle-lust had still been punching the body of the dead infernal champion. 
 
    Unfortunately, Shabbarth quickly intuited the situation. “That clever bastard. All of you, after them now. Do not allow them to escape.” 
 
    His own champions reacted instantly and the others only a heartbeat later as their masters nodded in agreement. 
 
    In the viewing lounge, we watched with unabashed frustration and fury as the six brave ambushers were chased down as they fled through the dungeon. We had all known the chances of them walking away from this fight had been slim, but it didn’t make it any easier to bear. 
 
    Yanna and Yuni had been in the worst shape after the fight and despite their impressive agility scores, they were run down first. The hobs ran ahead under Jessamyn’s orders while she stayed at Fiadh’s side until the pursuers snapped at their heels. 
 
    Jessamyn looked up and blew me a kiss. “Fiadh, fight,” she roared, and they turned in unison running back into the maelstrom of angry demons. 
 
    They screamed their defiance and unleashed everything they had left. 
 
    As a final act, Jessamyn detonated a huge fireball in their midst. 
 
    It didn’t really harm the infernals, but it did remove any chance of either of them being captured. We couldn’t rule out the possibility of threats of torture being made to try and coerce or force me into acting rashly. 
 
    The hobs didn’t manage to get all the way out of the blast zone and were caught up in the backlash. The imps flew forward and then the two hobgoblins took a page from Jessamyn’s book and self-detonated their own fireball spells. 
 
    And then it was all over. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You will see her again as soon as we win, darling,” Alyssa whispered as she rubbed my shoulders, easing the iron tension from them. 
 
    “I have also figured out the targets of the final two daggers. The diamond is for Shabbarth and the emerald for Tharzus,” Tenzing added in an attempt to brighten my foul mood. “It was almost insultingly obvious that the emerald would be matched to the green-hued Tharzus. I’d dismissed the link initially as being too obvious. Apparently not.” 
 
    Jen’Zadeer gently tugged a crushed tankard from my grip. “If we weren’t able to simply create more, we’d have run out of these things by now.” 
 
    Despite the situation, a half-hearted chuckle escaped my lips. It was not often that Jen’Zadeer cracked a joke. 
 
    Well, not deliberately. 
 
    “So…” Nessa started. “How are we going to shaft these guys in wave three?” 
 
    That was a very good question and one that depended entirely on what our opponents did next. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    “They have returned,” Tir’Goran commented to his fellows with grim satisfaction. “The hunt was successful. If we are agreed, we can give them the signal and send them on their way.” 
 
    “We are not agreed, and I don’t like it,” Tharzus complained. “The Wolf King had proved too wily. We can’t afford to waste another wave.” 
 
    “Of course, you don’t like it,” Olganeth spat. “Your stupidity is the reason we lost the last one and now you are trying to cover for yourself and foist the blame on others.” 
 
    “Hypocrite! You would have done the same in my position!” 
 
    “No more fighting!” Shabbarth barked. “That is what cost us before. What is it that you don’t like, Tharzus?” 
 
    “Our plan had been to remain behind and let our champions clear the way and then follow. With the losses incurred we are down to forty-eight champions. After what we have witnessed, do we think that will be enough?” 
 
    “You have miscounted brother, sixty-four remain,” Shabbarth corrected him. 
 
    Tharzus sneered in Shabbarth’s direction. “Don’t try to play me for a fool. I’m not sending all my people ahead of me so that I can have an ‘accident’ on the way to Daxas’ core. I’m doubling my guard to four and I know the rest of you too well. You will do the same. I don’t trust any of you or that lot over there.” 
 
    Tharzus pointed over to Timian and the divine warriors who had been silently watching the exchange. 
 
    “Don’t try and convince me that the smirking bastard didn’t know about the ambush. He’s supposed to be a blasted prophet.” 
 
    “Is that true, Timian,” Shabbarth asked him. “Did you know?” 
 
    Timian rose to his full height and took a deep breath. 
 
    I had to admit to myself as I watched the exchange from afar that he did look regal and impressive. Blonde hair, perfect posture, a chiselled physique and a strong jawline. He would be considered a handsome devil, if not for the sky-blue eyes that betrayed the cruelty that lurked within. 
 
    “I may have had an inkling.” 
 
    “Then why did you say nothing?” Tir’Goran shouted. 
 
    “Nobody asked,” Timian smarmed back. “And I merely followed your directions. To sit at the back and do nothing.” 
 
    “You arrogant prick!” Tharzus seethed angrily. “How dare you mock us!” 
 
    Tharzus drew his swords, and he was joined in his aggressive stance by Olganeth, Tir’Goran, and their honour guards producing their weapons. 
 
    Would they finish one another now? Would I really get that lucky? 
 
    “I dare blighted one because your advantage over me wanes. Your strength has wavered but mine remains undiminished.” He gestured to his and Garvax’s divine challengers who all stood and drew weapons of their own. 
 
    Timian paced back and forth in front of them. 
 
    Anger boiled over in his posture, gestures, and tone. “What? Did you think I would sit back and let you run roughshod over me? I am the preeminent Lord of the Realms!” he practically roared at them. “The one who stands above all others. Did you truly believe I would let you come to this place, a place which I engineered, and that you could feed from the fatted calf I have prepared and simply cast me aside!” 
 
    The Infernal Lords with the exception of Shabbarth seemed taken aback by the sudden appearance of Timian’s backbone. There was some nervous side-eyeing between them. Too late they had realised many of their warriors were essentially trapped outside the saferoom. 
 
    In here, Timian now had the numerical advantage. 
 
    Timian then went on in a more conversational tone. “No, I tell you. You shall not! So yes, I stayed silent while you frittered away some of the advantages I procured. Content to wait. 
 
    “No longer. I shall not be denied my right to be present at Daxas’ demise and to take my portion of the energy he harbours.” 
 
    Shabbarth stepped forward and held his hands out wide in a friendly gesture. “You are right, of course.” He smiled the fakest car salesman smile I had ever seen. “These grounds are truly a marvel and perhaps we were too hasty to dismiss you so easily. But let us not forget why we forged the Accords in the first place. The avoidance of direct conflict between our two forces. We knew then, as we surely know now, that there are no winners, only losers in such a confrontation.” 
 
    And just like that my hopes that these bastards would slaughter one another and end things for me here and now died. 
 
    Timian nodded at Shabbarth’s words. “True enough, what do you propose?” 
 
    “A proper alliance between equals. We shall stick to the original plan with a slight amendment. Send all our champions, yours and ours, to clear the dungeon and then we advance to the end together.” 
 
    Timian made a show of thinking things over and then grinned as if he were in a room full of friends. “I knew you were going to say that,” he chuckled. “Agreed. Braxtor, and the ogres, Grolth and Mugu, will stay behind to keep Garvax and me company. The rest shall join with your champions and proceed to the Core floor where they shall await us.” 
 
    Weapons were sheathed or sent back to inventories. The two groups backed away from each other and soon the divine warriors trooped out of the saferoom and into the dungeon for the first time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You can’t seriously be proposing we share the bounty of this dungeon with that wretched filth?” Tharzus whispered vehemently when the infernals were far enough away from Timian and Garvax to not be overheard. 
 
    “Of course, he doesn’t,” Olganeth scoffed with a sneer at the other sathanite. 
 
    Shabbarth looked over his shoulder and smiled at the gods talking with one another in the other corner and then turned back to his brother princeps. “Olganeth has the right of it. We will fluff the ego of this fool who thinks himself our equal. Make use of him and then…when he has served his purpose…” 
 
    “We crush him under foot,” Tir’Goran finished with a slightly high-pitched squeal of delight. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I thought we were going to wait until the last moment?” Garvax queried once the infernals had moved far enough away that he couldn’t be overheard by them. “What was that display all about?” 
 
    “Ideally, we would have. Navigating foresight is more art than science,” Timian replied while he smiled broadly at Shabbarth when he looked over in their direction. “The key is knowing the outcomes of all the alternatives and planning adequately for them all. The failure of Daxas’ ambush was the most likely result and if it had, I would have held my peace. Instead, its success spooked the infernals, heightened their suspicions. Which in turn would have led them to question our continued passivity, therefore, we had to adapt the plan. 
 
    “Although it may have seemed like I inflamed the situation, the truth is very different. Asserting ourselves soothed their concerns about our intentions. Continued passivity with the changing circumstances would only make them more suspicious, not less. Now they believe they understand us, and this gives them the false impression that they have the upper hand. We will continue to make use of them and when they have served their purpose…” 
 
    “We crush them under foot,” Garvax finished with a fervent zeal that hinged on madness. 
 
    Timian answered the fervour of his subordinate with another of his creepy enigmatic smiles. 
 
    In the viewing lounge, I steepled my fingers, deep in thought. 
 
    On the face of it, things were going well. But that smirk on the beatific face of my hated rival dulled my elation. Until I personally witnessed the sightless gaze from his cold dead eyes, I wouldn’t be sure of my eventual victory. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    With the divine champions reinforcing the infernals they were effectively back to the same level of strength as when they started the first wave. The cooperation between the two groups was limited but they didn’t devolve into outright fighting, so for them, it was as good as a win. 
 
    Although I had held back some bits and pieces on the earlier floors during the first wave, I didn’t deploy them during this run either. There was a fourth and final wave to come and if things went as I hoped in this one, then the attackers would already be weakened. That would be the optimal time to use those surprises held in reserve. 
 
    They passed through the first six floors without much incident having learned of the dangers and how to avoid them. There were a few fallers on the third floor, but apart from providing a laugh for the infernals or the divine, depending on who it was that fell, it didn’t achieve anything. 
 
    The earlier success of the fourth, fifth, and sixth floors had left them seriously depopulated. 
 
    Most of the Bloodspine Cacti had been destroyed. 
 
    There were a few Greater Assassins left floating about and they waited in the wings ready to prey on any champion foolish enough to get separated from the pack. 
 
    None did. 
 
    The Yeti on the sixth floor had sacrificed themselves to hold Bulmaras’ advance in check. 
 
    So it was that they entered the seventh floor without a single champion lost. It hadn’t taken time off the clock, though, so it wasn’t all bad news. 
 
    The seventh floor used the graveyard advanced rooms I had gained access to via killing the necromancers when there had been a bounty on my head. It may have seemed like an odd choice for me as I was a life dungeon. Mainly because my access to undead mobs was limited and they were more expensive to procure due to my dungeon’s nature. 
 
    However, the graveyard provided bonuses to necrotic forms of damage which was something I could enchant regular mobs and gear with. Plus a few of the venoms and poisons used necrosis as the basis for the damage they inflicted. 
 
    In the end, it was about giving delvers something new and unexpected that they would have to prepare for and deal with. 
 
    The final eighth floor used the battlefield advanced rooms that I had gained in spades from the sheer number of orc dungeons I’d destroyed that had used them. My biggest hitters were stationed here. 
 
    Including a non-humanoid mob that I had used one of my special life seeds on. 
 
    Almost all those special seeds had been used on mobs in the other three dungeons that had been unjustly excised from the challenge. The floors were all at the highest level allowed for us, so it made sense to concentrate them there, but I couldn’t dwell on what was not to be. 
 
    Because there were no Lords to kill, I adopted the same wait and see approach for the final two regular floors. Most of the threats were ordered to hold back and only a token force was sent against the enemy on both floors. 
 
    Enough to be convincing. Despite being understrength they managed to take out three champions. 
 
    It took the challengers several hours, but they finally reached the antechamber at the end of the dungeon proper. 
 
    The very one I had been relaxing in with Jessamyn not too long ago. 
 
    And there they halted and waited. 
 
    This was the secondary reason I had taken it relatively easy on them. The longer they waited, the less time they had left to complete the dungeon.  
 
    It was the imps that were sent back to inform the Lords that it was time for them to move forward. 
 
    I could have tried to stop the imps, but that would have revealed how much I had held back in reserve, so they were allowed to fly back unhindered. It could have wasted more time if I had intercepted the flying messengers, but now that Timian was taking a more active role, I sincerely doubted he’d be genuinely unaware of their arrival. 
 
    I was taking a gamble based on what I had observed so far of Timian’s behaviour. By allowing the imps a free pass it would encourage the divine seer to keep his silence and wait for their return instead of informing the infernals that the champions had reached their destination and they could set out. Essentially, I hoped by not actively attempting to cause further delays, I would actually drain more time from what they had left. 
 
    The imps made good time and before long every last one of my opponents were making their way to the end of the dungeon where the core floor awaited them. 
 
    Timian and Garvax’s group brought up the rear, but they didn’t make a move on the four infernals that led the way. To be fair, the infernals spent as much time watching the two divine lords as they did their fellows, but nobody made a move. 
 
    Undoubtedly, they were all waiting for an opportunity to present itself in the chaos of combat. Or they planned to wait until I was on my knees before they made a play for ultimate dominance. 
 
    Either scenario was fine with me, as I had no intention of giving them what they wanted. 
 
    Regardless, with all the back and forth, the third wave had been in progress for twenty hours. The first two waves had taken over twelve hours and that left them just under fourteen more. 
 
    “We are ready to take the field,” Shabbarth informed Timian just before they stepped through onto the core floor. “Have you seen anything of note in what is to come? You are the prophet in our midst, after all.” 
 
    He must have decided to bait Timian’s pride. Not a bad plan, I thought, but a bit late. The golden-haired snake had shown himself to be too smug and patient to fall for such obvious needling this late in the game. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Timian mused theatrically and put a finger to the side of his temple as he mimicked a foretelling. “Daxas has many wood elf archers lying in wait. Several hundred. The first assault will be with ranged missile fire.” 
 
    “We knew that already,” Tharzus scoffed under his breath, but loud enough to be heard anyway. “The cowardly wolf pissant always does that first on the core floor.” 
 
    Shabbarth nodded in agreement. “In that case, would you care to take the lead? I notice that many of your champions favour using a shield. Something our champions often forego.” 
 
    “Of course,” Timian replied brightly. “We’ve been looking forward to this moment for some time.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Without any fanfare, the challengers advanced into the forest rooms of my Core floor. Timian led the way flanked by the two ogres and deftly led them through the densely packed forest. Unerringly directing them onto the correct paths and avoiding the easier tracks that led to the trick wing I had used to annihilate the Black Hills Brigade guild a several years earlier. 
 
    A few forest beasts attacked them along the way to keep them on their toes, but the true threat was the archers and the core floor’s army which had now been reinforced with the survivors from the Lair’s army. 
 
    I allowed them to get halfway, into the third chamber, before we sprung the trap.  
 
    The challengers had been advancing down the woody boulevard. The divine forces were in the lead and surrounded the two gods. Not far behind them in three smaller groupings came the infernals. Tir’Goran and his imps hovered above but were spread out. If they got too close to one another then one of the other princeps would yell angrily at them and they would be forced to break apart otherwise none of them would go forward. 
 
    The trust between them had been fully eroded. 
 
    “Here they come!” Timian yelled suddenly as I opened my mouth in the viewing lounge to give the order to the elves waiting in the trees. 
 
    I had a mind to spite the bastard just to show him up, but everything was in place and would be less effective if we waited. 
 
    “Fire!” I ordered through the DDD. 
 
    Four hundred wood elves came out from their hiding spots. Most of them were up in the trees but some of them were down on the ground. With practised ease, they knocked arrows to the strings of their bows, pulled them back, and released in a smooth motion. No sooner had the clumsy arrows left the string, the elves were grasping the next arrow from a special quiver and repeating the action. 
 
    My hope was that Timian’s knowledge of what was to come was limited, much as Garvax had intimated in our earlier conversation. That he may have known when and where the attack was coming from, but perhaps did not know the full nature of it. 
 
    He had certainly walked into the trap as if he had nothing to fear from what we had to offer. 
 
    These were not normal arrows shot by the wood elves. They had the usual wooden shaft and flighted tail, but the pointed tips had been replaced. Glued to the end of each shaft was an enchantment crystal. The silence enchantment to be exact, not that it truly mattered. To be clear, the arrow itself had not been enchanted with silence, it was merely a delivery mechanism for the crystal that would then transfer the enchantment to any suitable piece of equipment it touched. 
 
    This was one of the aces I had up my sleeve and was based on a very simple enchanting principle. Which was that enchantable equipment could only possess a certain number of enchantments. Try and add more than the quality of the equipment would allow and the whole thing would disintegrate. 
 
    Shields were raised by those that had them and they clattered noisily as the first volley of crystal-tipped arrows connected with their targets. 
 
    The struck shields shimmered as the silence enchantment was conferred to them and then they dissolved into sparkling dust. The second volley of arrows fell amongst the challengers and wherever they made contact with armour or weapons they left a spray of multi-hued sparkles as the challengers were stripped of their gear. 
 
    A third volley, and then a fourth landed amongst them. But by now they understood what I had done, and they began to turn and try to protect their remaining equipment letting the crystals strike their flesh if they couldn’t be avoided altogether. My crafters and I had done what we could to sharpen the edges of the enchantment crystals, but they wouldn’t do much if any piercing damage. 
 
    I’d anticipated how they would adapt, so the fifth and sixth volleys switched out to regular damage-enchanted arrows from a separate quiver. Then as the champions reacted to the rain of real arrow fire, the seventh and eighth volley switched back to the crystal-tipped variety and managed to strip them of yet more gear. 
 
    “Charge!” I roared both from my avatar in the forest who led half the army that attacked from the rear where the infernals were. And from the viewing lounge to the other half of the army at the forefront who broke from cover, launched their fire-based spells, and went after the divine challengers. 
 
    From the viewing lounge, my eyes were riveted on Timian. How would he react? My sight of him was very briefly interrupted by the fiery explosions of multiple fireballs landing in and around where he, Garvax, and their champions had been standing. 
 
    The flames and smoke cleared, and my heart sank just a little. 
 
    Timian, Garvax, and their champions stood in a close formation. Fully armed and armoured. The golden-haired god had known what we were going to do, and his champions had carried spare gear in their inventories. 
 
    It was both a consolation and frustration that the gear they currently wore was of unenchantable standard quality. It was nowhere near as good as the primo sanctified equipment they wore before, but the enchanted crystal trick wouldn’t work on gear that couldn’t be enchanted in the first place. 
 
    “You know what to do,” Timian said to Braxtor, his draconic champion. 
 
    The white-scaled dragon-man bowed deeply to his master and then pushed off the loamy ground leaving deep ruts and launched himself into the air flying back over the battle as the front half of my army collided with the divine champions. 
 
    “Garvax, come here,” Timian ordered his subordinate as he surveyed the chaotic scenes around him. 
 
    I could see the surly and mutinous look on Garvax’s face. Would now be the moment he chose to act? 
 
    Just as he bunched his shoulders ready to do something, Timian turned towards him. “Now! You blasted idiot or do you want to meet the same end as those infernal fools.” 
 
    Garvax’s grip on his sword loosened and he stepped forward like a dutiful servant. His visage once more took on the mask of servility. 
 
    “Grolth, Mugu, kill as many of them as you can. This is not the endgame but leave your mark.” 
 
    With his final order given, Timian placed his hand on Garvax’s shoulder and snapped the fingers of his other hand. The pair of gods disappeared with a loud popping sound. 
 
    “He used a teleportation trinket,” Tenzing said from beside me on the couch. “It’s a single-use item they have access to, and the range is limited; they can’t have gone far. They only get to bring one, it is good we’ve forced him to waste it before the final wave.” 
 
    Sure enough, the screen that we had assigned to follow Timian showed them reappear a few seconds later. They were still in the forest, several hundred metres away from the battle. Far enough that he could escape. 
 
    “I retire,” Timian said in a smug voice while he held onto Garvax. 
 
    They both disappeared for a second time, however, this time they reappeared in the heart of the saferoom. 
 
    There was nothing I could do about the pair of gods right now and my gaze flicked back to the unfolding events on the big screens in front of me. 
 
    “The diabolical bastard. This was his plan all along,” Tamara sighed with reluctant praise for her former sponsor and tormentor. “He is leaving you and the infernals to wear one another out. Until he is all that remains.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but agree. 
 
    Thus far, Timian had played a solid hand, but the game was far from over. “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    After they had launched the fireballs, the half of the army at the front made up primarily of hobgoblins charged in. The dryads that reinforced them cast the Greater Summon Beasts spell and sent packs of vicious thorn hounds alongside them. 
 
    The divine champions held their ground and several of them started to collect the crystal-tipped arrows that had failed to find a target from the forest floor. With a sinking feeling, I knew what they were going to do with them. 
 
    Sure enough, they produced bows of their own and shot the arrows back into the oncoming hobgoblins, stripping them of some of their top-tier armour. 
 
    The phrase hoisted upon your own petard flashed through my mind. 
 
    Before they turned our weapons back upon us, I would have said that my hobs had the advantage in the coming melee. Their better gear would have made up for some of the disparity in natural stats where the champions had a clear lead. Then when you added the packs of thorn hounds into the mix, my army would have had the edge with the extra numbers. Now, the scales had likely tipped back in favour of the divine. 
 
    The two sides collided in furious combat. The ogres were particularly devastating. Their unsophisticated but massive imbued clubs smashed hounds and hobs in equal measure inflicting colossal amounts of damage. 
 
    Using the DDD, we issued orders and warnings where we could, but it soon became clear that our best hope was to deal with the infernals using the bejewelled daggers as quickly as possible. Then the second half of the army could pincer the divine champions and overwhelm them. My physically present avatar was handling that side of the equation and had been making steady progress. There was one concerning element, though. 
 
    The imp lord, Tir’Goran. The one infernal lord I no longer had a dagger for, but we were to see that wouldn’t be an issue for long. 
 
    At some point during the confrontation, the land-based infernal lords had launched their Infernal Bombs up into the treetops. This had slaughtered scores of wood elves and smashed their canopy walkways to smithereens. 
 
    However, we had reserves and they started to move forward into position. 
 
    That was when the imps struck. 
 
    With their supreme agility, they wove their way through the destruction and picked off elf after elf. Delighting in lifting them from the trees, up to the highest altitude permissible and then flinging them against the sturdy trunks of the giant redwoods in this forest, only to then fall to their doom. 
 
    Tir’Goran presided over the slaughter, laughing with glee at the broken elven bodies that now littered the forest floor off the main boulevard where the land battle was underway. 
 
    A laugh that was suddenly cut off. 
 
    Coming from out of the dazzling brightness of the fake sun, hurtled Braxtor. 
 
    I’d be lying if I said I’d forgotten about him, but with so much going on I had lost track of him momentarily. 
 
    The draconic man had re-equipped himself with top-tier gear. Replacing any items he had lost in the initial deluge from my elves. Including the gem-studded ivory lance that punched through the back of Tir’Goran and drove him down into the boughs of a tree. The tip of the lance that now protruded from Tir’Goran Sixwing’s chest was embedded deeply into the bark of the redwood, pinning the imp to the tree. 
 
    “Are you mad?” Tir’Goran both screamed and coughed up a mouthful of blood while he struggled to extricate himself. 
 
    “No, but I am thorough,” Braxtor calmly replied. 
 
    The imp tried to batter Braxtor away with his wings while calling for aid from his flying champions. 
 
    Sadly for Tir’Goran, his imp champions were too spread out and busy gleefully murdering my wood elf archers. They were blithely unaware of the dire predicament their master had found himself in. 
 
    Braxtor methodically grabbed hold of one of the imp’s wings and produced a serrated blade from his inventory and quickly sawed his way through the joint that attached it to the imps back and threw the loose winged limb away. 
 
    Tir’Goran screamed in agony and fury at the loss. “You’ll pay for that, fucker!” 
 
    The imp bent his arm backwards in a panic and unleashed his Infernal Bomb at point-blank range. 
 
    The plasma ball spread fire in a wide arc and the explosive nature of the spell did indeed throw Braxtor away from him very forcefully. 
 
    However, several things occurred that didn’t help the imp. 
 
    First, Braxtor had a firm grip on a second of his wings and had already sawed through part of the ligaments and cartilage that attached the wing to the imp’s back. When the dragon-man was blown away, the half-cut wing was torn from his back. Which in all likelihood did more damage than Braxtor simply cutting the wing off would have done. 
 
    Secondly, the imp had set off the spell directly between himself and Braxtor. The lance that impaled him was below the ignition point and the explosive force pushed it downwards. The weapon was made of sterner stuff than Tir’Goran and it was his flesh that gave way and he was gouged horrifically as the lance was torn through his body. 
 
    Being freed from the lance could have been seen as an upside if the force of the explosion hadn’t also slammed Tir’Goran into the trunk of the tree while snapping the trunk several metres below the imp. The top of the tree cracked and teetered until it fell over, spun on its axis a little, and crashed to the ground with the imp lord underneath it. 
 
    The mighty explosion certainly got the attention of his remaining imp champions, and they flew over to investigate. But like rubbernecking drivers passing an accident, they dawdled, heedless of the true reason for their master unleashing his most devastating spell. They were more interested in soaking up the carnage, assuming its purpose had not been a panicked last gasp. 
 
    This meant Braxtor was the first to react, despite the ruinous damage he had suffered being at the heart of the Infernal Bomb. The arm that had grimly clung to a wing was dislocated and there were countless contusions and splotches of blood covering his white scales. But his wings were intact, and he flew across the destruction and retrieved his lance from the forest floor one-handed. 
 
    He came upon Tir’Goran feebly trying to free himself. The imp’s lower body was trapped and crushed by the tonnes of redwood pinning him down. The fall and the explosion had smashed and broken his remaining four wings, leaving them a crooked mess. 
 
    “I forfeit,” he croaked, but it was too late. 
 
    Braxtor was within range and his plain murderous intent prevented the ultimate escape clause from being used. 
 
    The lance slammed home, punching a hole through the imp’s forehead, and splattering the moss and pinecones on the forest floor with lumps of brain matter. 
 
    The imp champions, who had too late realised the danger their master was in, popped out of existence as they swooped down to try and stop the fatal attack. 
 
    “Well, I’ll admit, I didn’t see that coming,” Alyssa joked. 
 
    “Neither did I,” Tamara admitted. “But I do not think this bodes well for us. Timian must be confident he can clear the fourth wave without any infernal assistance. Otherwise, I doubt he would have made such a bold move.” 
 
    “Paugh!” Nessa snorted dismissively. “Even if he gets to the core chamber, we can take him.” 
 
    “Maybe so,” Jen’Zadeer replied. “But with all that has happened, we should not take any further chances.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said. “We need to order what is left of the wood elves in that area to use their remaining crystal-tipped arrows to strip Braxtor of his gear again. He can’t have much more stored away and we need to finish this wave.” 
 
    “Agreed,” came a chorus of assenting voices. 
 
    Then our attention was drawn back to the rest of the battle that had continued almost out of sight of the conflict between Braxtor and Tir’Goran. 
 
    Where we had both good and bad news awaiting us.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ruby and I led the morphed minotaurs into the back lines of the infernal champions. The sickly purple hue of Sundered Hate burst into life a split second before the two groups clashed. 
 
    The final volley of enchantment arrows had landed amongst them and helped strip a few extra pieces of armour. The wood elves in the trees would continue to rain arrows down upon them to keep the Infernal Lords in combat and prevent them from easily escaping the trap I had set. 
 
    Tharzus Soulblight had brought up the rear. He had seventeen champions but some of them were between his party and Olganeth’s. There were only ten or so who formed the ragged line that we charged into, and we outnumbered their ten heavily and we had scores of dryads following in our wake. 
 
    The dryads summoned thorn hounds to join the ranks of goblins that waited in the forest on the flanks. They weren’t the strongest force, but they would delay any fleeing champions long enough for the bigger hitters to run them down. 
 
    Ruby and I sent flocks of lighting eagles to harass the imps that flew under the canopy of the forest. 
 
    Unlike the earlier battle where we fought Bulmaras’ brutes and were stopped cold, the freshly unarmoured sathanite champions bent and then broke under the onslaught from our attack. Soon the melee was a chaotic mess of bodies, no formations, just battle-hardened warriors giving their all to slaughter one another. 
 
    “Here I am, Daxas! Come and get me,” Tharzus roared with unabashed battle-lust as his vorpal-enhanced broadsword cleaved the leg from the knee down off an unfortunate wolf-minotaur. 
 
    I shifted back to my humanoid form to weave through the battling bodies more easily and surreptitiously summoned the striated blade with an emerald in its pommel. A few side steps and I was in range of the crazed infernal lord. 
 
    His broadsword and boots were the only bits of his gear that hadn’t been dissolved. The lack of armour left the pale-green, pock-marked, and scabby skin of his on full display. 
 
    The corruption in his soul had left its mark upon his flesh. 
 
    Tharzus was the patron of the darkest depravities the mind could fathom. The sick kind of shit that turned the stomachs of even the most hardened criminals. 
 
    Nobody would miss him. 
 
    I moved in from behind, but he shifted at the worst possible moment and spotted me in his peripheral vision. He spun and threw a scarred hand that doused me in a spray of concentrated hydrochloric acid. 
 
      
 
    10% damage: 90% health remaining  
 
      
 
    The ghostly damage graphic flashed in the corner of my eye.  
 
    Tharzus’ lips pulled back in a gruesome grin showing off his crooked and rotten teeth and he swung the blade with rapidity and clipped the edge of my ear while also beheading another of my seeded warriors.  
 
    The swipes kept coming and I was forced to dodge or parry with my maul which wasn’t really suited for such work, constantly looking for a decent opportunity to strike. 
 
    “You thought me a deplorable coward, didn’t you, wolf-bastard,” Tharzus bragged. “You can admit it, everybody does. But you are just as big a fool as they are. Underestimating me. While they have plotted and schemed to kill one another for the chance to drain you, I have merely been patient and waited for you to come to me. 
 
    “They might need to conquer your dungeon, not I. Nobody is as familiar with the corruption of the soul as the soulblighted one. Even now, I’m intertwining mine with yours. It’s too late to cut and run, this union can only be broken by death. Yours!” he screeched the last part with maniacal glee. 
 
    There was a heavy sense of déjà vu here. It was almost as if Bulmaras had written down the little speech he planned to give me when he got his big arms around me and Tharzus had copied it almost word for word. That or they truly lacked any sense of individual style. 
 
    “Your essence will invigorate me to the highest peaks…aaghh!” Tharzus gasped as his grandstanding speech was suddenly cut off. 
 
    For the briefest moment, I’d debated as to whether I should allow Tharzus to discover that his attempt to fuse his soul with mine was an utter failure or simply end things. 
 
    Alyssa knew all about Tharzus Soulblight’s modus operandi and we were well versed on what he would attempt. I’d deflected his clammy soul grasping onto one of his own champions. It was they and not me who had been doomed as the very essence of their soul stuff was gobbled up and corrupted by the Sathanite Lord. 
 
    However, his second rate, villainous monologuing which I’d been forced to listen to once already had bored the ever-loving shit out of me. 
 
    Ending things quickly was the way to go. 
 
    I hefted my double-headed maul and turned around as if I were about to flee. I spun on the balls of my feet like an Olympic hammer thrower and launched my maul into his ugly leering face. The weighty weapon crashed into his jaw and shattered those rotten teeth into shards. 
 
    It was more the shock that I’d been able to act against him rather than the crunching blow itself that caused Tharzus to lower his arm and offer me a perfect opening. I stepped in gratefully and thrust the dagger deep into his withered and scarred heart. 
 
    Tharzus spat blood and broken teeth as the breath escaped his lungs from the force of my strike. His boggled eyes looked down on me as if he couldn’t believe that death was upon him and then those eyes rolled into the back of his skull. 
 
    He tumbled backwards onto the loamy earth. 
 
    Quite dead. 
 
    My warriors had already despatched the majority of his defenders in the short, brutal fight, but the disappearance of the stragglers opened up a clear path to the next group. 
 
    Olganeth’s. 
 
    The wily demon had just finished launching his Infernal Bomb into the canopy above us. Shabbarth further up the woody boulevard had done the same. An attempt to disrupt and destroy the wood elf rangers above them. Many of their treetop platforms were blown apart and scores of them fell or burned to their deaths. 
 
    I had spent very little in up-ranking them. Relying on quantity and the cover of the canopy to boost their lethality. But that made the wood elves relatively cheap and there were more where they came from. Replacements were already making their way from alternate positions deeper in the forest to keep the deluge of ranged danger in place. 
 
    The grizzled veteran’s eyes were fixated upon me despite his spellcasting, and I flashed him a wolfish grin and shifted back into my lupine form and mixed in with my army. 
 
    The soothing balm of a dryad healing spell settled on me, and my health was boosted back to one hundred percent. Many of the wolf-disguised minotaurs were still in the fight and I directed them to push forward, not that they really needed any prodding. 
 
    As they charged forward, I shimmied along and wove through the line, taking more hits than I cared to admit until I made my way to Ruby’s side. 
 
    Olganeth was too canny an operator not to have noticed the method by which I despatched Tharzus. Which meant he would intuit that I’d got my hands on a set of the Lord killing daggers from one of the bodies that now littered my dungeon. 
 
    As the aged demon scanned the battling wolfmen for me, I passed the amethyst blade to Ruby and slipped away from her before Olganeth could notice. 
 
    She didn’t need to be told anything further. She knew what it was and what to do with it. I’d briefed all the girls before the battle with Bulmaras. 
 
    If I had any fears that Olganeth’s understanding of the situation might make him difficult to get to, they were quickly pushed aside. 
 
    The pale-skinned demon’s gaze passed over the tumult of battle until it finally settled on me. He must have recognised my armour and weaponry or the slight difference in fur colour and length between me and the other wolf-formed. 
 
    I counted my lucky stars that I’d passed off the blade before he identified me. 
 
    Olganeth had retained more of his armour than his champions and he flung a series of his knives in my direction. 
 
    I raised my shield and blocked the first flurry only for my shield to suddenly dissolve in my hands. The bastard demon had picked up a crystal-tipped arrow embedded in the loamy earth and chucked it at me. The next flurry of throwing knives thudded into my thighs before I could react, and I stumbled onto my knees as numbness spread to my lower extremities. 
 
      
 
    4% damage: 87% remaining. 
 
    You have been afflicted with Vorpal Paralysis (1) in the following limbs. Left leg and right leg. You will be unable to move them until the status effect has been cleared. Due to your enhanced resilience of 27 you can perform an automatic check against your stamina + resilience every 4 seconds. 
 
      
 
    I’d have a pretty decent chance of getting the feeling back into my legs in four seconds. But that may as well have been four hours in my current situation. Olganeth hadn’t waited for me to drop to my knees before he closed the distance between us. 
 
    “Guard my flanks,” I barked out to whoever might be listening, and twirled my maul in front of me to intercept the next pair of throwing knives. 
 
    “Too clever for your own good,” Olganeth crowed as he threw another crystal-tipped arrow in my direction which forced me to drop my maul and duck low as the implement flew over my head. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, I couldn’t rely on the grizzled veteran to make the same mistake as Tharzus and monologue for me. While my hand grasped the handle of the dropped maul, he stepped forward and put his booted foot on top of my maul’s head. In the same motion, his upper body stabbed downwards with a pair of daggers glowing red with vorpal nastiness towards my shoulders. 
 
    I had to release the grip on my weapon and heave my body backwards to avoid having all my limbs numbed. 
 
    Olganeth smiled cruelly and jumped onto my lying body with the intent of slitting my throat. Or at least, he tried to. With his focus solely on me, he failed to notice the smaller human form running across steadied hulking wolfman shoulders that leapt from the impromptu hairy platform and onto his back, amethyst dagger in hand. 
 
    Too late Olganeth realised what I had done and even as he bucked furiously to throw Ruby from his back the amethyst dagger bit deeply into his flesh. 
 
    The old demon was strong, and Ruby was flung a dozen feet clear of where we grappled on the ground. But unlike his fight with Thorzoth the incubus, this time Ruby had plunged the amethyst dagger to the hilt in his midriff. 
 
    A mortal blow. 
 
    He blinked at me lying below him. “Well, fuck,” he gasped out as the light faded from his eyes and he slumped dead on top of me. 
 
    His death was accompanied by a loud popping sound as his remaining champions disappeared from the battlefield. 
 
    “Hells, yeah,” Ruby cried. “Got the bastard. Score one for the B-team.” 
 
    “You know I don’t think of any of you as a B team,” I grunted in response as I shifted the dead infernal’s wrinkly corpse off my body. “Some of the girls have been with me longer is all and change for the sake of change is never a good idea.” 
 
      
 
    Vorpal Paralysis checks successful. 
 
      
 
    Excellent, I thought, as sensation returned to my legs, and I rolled over and started to get up. The remaining minotaurs had already rushed forward to attack the last group of infernal champions and the dryads were hurrying to join us. 
 
    “I know…” Ruby started but was cut off as a shadow flitted over me to her and expanded in size rapidly. 
 
    Like a meteor from above, Braxtor slammed down to the ground, his gaudy lance skewering Ruby through her neck and effectively cutting her head clean off, killing her instantly. Braxtor knelt in his superman pose and flexed his white-scaled wings and looked over at me. 
 
    His draconic eyes glinted with malice. 
 
    I surged from my knees and to my feet ready to tear the motherfucker to pieces but was interrupted as my mind connected with my viewing alternate and he filled me in on what had occurred at the other end of the battlefield with Timian and Garvax. And that Braxtor had come directly from killing the imp lord, Tir’Goran. 
 
    Braxtor stood up and pushed Ruby’s body which had been held up by his lance over and rasped in a throaty chuckle. “Oops, how clumsy of me? Was she somebody important? Didn’t look like it to me.” 
 
    “I’ll tear out your heart with my fucking claws,” I growled and picked up my maul ready to cave in his smug draconic face. 
 
    Braxtor hopped back from me, out of range of my maul. “You could do that,” he needled, “but then Shabbarth would get away. I know this for a fact because my lord Timian knows it. What is more important to you? Stopping me and avenging one of your harlots or removing the last of the Infernal Lords. Hurry now, before Shabbarth realises he is the last Lord still standing and forfeits.” 
 
    Retirement was only possible if they were completely out of combat, but they could forfeit if they were out of the melee range of an enemy. The painful truth is that we needed to permanently remove as many Lords as possible. 
 
    “You will regret this, Braxtor,” I promised. 
 
    “That’s what they all say just before I carve them up and serve them to my master,” he laughed and pumped his wings taking him up towards the leafy canopy. 
 
    That one of Braxtor’s arms hung loosely at his side and he looked like he had been through World War Three all by himself did nothing to cheer my dark mood.  
 
    Frost Bolts from the dryads and arrows from my wood elves peppered him as searched for his next victim. They would wear him down, but sadly he was right. 
 
    Retribution for Ruby and all the others who had fallen would have to wait until Shabbarth was dealt with. We would deal with Braxtor and his master in the fourth and final wave. 
 
    True to the dragon man’s taunts, Shabbarth and his sathanite warriors were on the verge of breaking through into the forest opposite where the imp’s final stand had taken place. The thorn-hound-backed goblin force was virtually gone. A handful of the little buggers were clinging to the leg of the demon and made it difficult for him to get away. 
 
    If Shabbarth got enough distance to retire or forfeit, it would dramatically increase the danger of the fourth wave. 
 
    Him and all twenty of his champions would be present. 
 
    Blocking my path to the final dark princeps was a wall of infernal champions battling wolf-shaped minotaurs. Stowing my maul and taking a leaf from Ruby’s book, I shifted back to my humanoid form and leapt up onto the shoulders of one of the larger specimens and used him as a springboard to launch myself over the melee. 
 
    The move didn’t go unnoticed or unpunished. A spear tip slashed along my thigh as I hurtled over the enemy. 
 
      
 
    6% damage: 81% remaining. 
 
      
 
    It was a mere annoyance, and my hands reached out and grasped a thick branch of one of the ancient oaks interspersed with redwoods that lined the dirt track boulevard. 
 
    I scrambled up and jumped from branch to branch like a hairless monkey as I continued my pursuit of Shabbarth. Years of chasing Jessamyn and Nessa through forests just like this had prepared me adequately for the task, despite this being slightly out of my usual element. 
 
    Below me, the dead bodies of goblins littered the undergrowth as the demon snapped their necks and cast them aside. My viewing alternate helpfully provided the information that Shabbarth was down to one clinging goblin. Which meant he was but a few seconds from breaking free of combat. 
 
    It was now or never. 
 
    Summoning the white-striated blade into my hand I launched myself through the branches at the tall demon below. 
 
    The distance between us was perhaps forty feet. My route through the tree branches had forced me higher than I would have preferred. Halfway through the space between us, I understood that in my haste I’d made a mistake. 
 
    Shabbarth was somehow aware that I hurtled towards him, and he summoned his oversized black steel great sword from his inventory and almost lazily swiped it up toward me. The black blade glowed red, empowered by Vorpal Weapon and despite my best efforts to shift out of the sword’s path, it sliced cleanly through my right forearm. 
 
    In the same motion, Shabbarth ducked down and let my body fly over the top of him and crash into a tree.  
 
      
 
    20% damage: 61% remaining. 
 
    A Greater Vorpal blade has severed your right arm. This arm cannot be regrown or reattached to your current avatar as long as this challenge continues. Should you change avatars the right arm will remain numbed and unusable until the end of the challenge. 
 
      
 
    I think it would be fair to say that the vorpal weapon spell was really beginning to piss me off. 
 
    Thankfully, the strike cauterised the wound and there was no lingering bleed effect. I suppose I should have been grateful that Olganeth hadn’t managed to cut any of my extremities off earlier. 
 
    Rather than coming straight for me, Shabbarth jammed the tip of his blade into the earth and walked over to my severed arm. He picked it up and pulled the diamond-pommelled dagger from the unresisting fingers and examined it carefully before he sent it into his inventory. 
 
    “I don’t think it would be wise to let you hold on to that. Where did you get it anyway?” 
 
    I glowered at him in silence and resummoned my maul into my left hand. 
 
    “Not feeling too chatty now, are you? No matter. I can make an educated guess. That manipulative bastard Drakonis made the same deal with the other princeps that he made with me, and you got this off one of them. Magros, I’d wager. Good help is so hard to find. If you can’t trust a dark sorcerer these days, who can you trust?” Shabbarth finished and shot me a speculative look. 
 
    Discretion would be the better part of valour at this moment. Actively fleeing away from the powerful demon who had already cut off one of my hands would have been the ideal move. 
 
    But cognitive thought was drowned out by rage and frustration. 
 
    The simmering rage and resentment from Braxtor’s callous murder of Ruby hadn’t faded either and the dual effect of both situations drowned out my better judgement. 
 
    Retribution was necessary and I surged to my feet instead of scampering away. I snarled at the cocky demon signalling my readiness to do battle. 
 
    “Not In the mood for a bit of ribald fun, eh?” he said referring to his quip. 
 
    “No!” came my growled response. 
 
    I’d hoped for something a bit more eloquent. 
 
    Something that would draw this confrontation out a little longer and give my people a chance to catch up with us. 
 
    However, my pride was hurting too much. 
 
    Not that it truly mattered, me alternate informed that what remained of the divine champions had finished the hobgoblin half of the army and attacked the wolf-shaped minotaurs at the worst possible moment, cutting off any chance of reinforcements in the immediate future. 
 
    Unlucky timing or by design? Who knows? The result would be the same either way.  
 
    “My humour is wasted on the unworthy. Very well. Let’s put you out of your misery.” 
 
    The enormous black blade came whistling toward me, impossibly fast for its size, but my reflexes were a match, and I evaded its tip by a few centimetres, my other ear got a nick to match the other side. 
 
    The great sword sliced clean through a foot of the trunk of the tree I’d collided with. The mighty oak did not topple, though, the circumference of the trunk was a couple of metres, at least. 
 
    I swung my maul in an overhead motion and slammed it into the blade as it finished its arc and became jammed in the tree. I’d hoped to break it or jar it loose from Shabbarth’s mitts. Instead, my maul bounced from the metal with a loud ringing sound and the demon’s grip remained steadfast. 
 
    “You cannot win, Daxas,” Shabbarth suggested casually as he pulled the weapon smoothly from the tree trunk. Freed, the great sword swiped mighty arcs in front of me. Each deflection with my maul almost made me lose my grip on it and I was soon forced to resort to dodging and minding the environment to evade his lazy-seeming attacks. 
 
    Shabbarth continued with his taunting when I didn’t answer him. “That little trick with the enchantment arrows was clever, but I’ve always preferred to do battle as Sathan made me anyway. I am perfection, you understand. A true scion of the unholiest of infernals. Born in his very image. A mere dungeon lord cannot defeat me. 
 
    “It is almost a shame that I have to take your head. You would have been a worthy servant to sit at my heels and beg for head scratches,” he chuckled. “Unfortunately for you, I want to be more than the image of Sathan, and for that, I need the energy you have unknowingly collected.” 
 
    After what felt like an eternity, but had been less than a minute, Shabbarth’s great sword cleaved through the shaft of my maul. The double-head thudded to the ground, and I was left weaponless. 
 
    Again. 
 
    The demon thrust forward with his blade and buried it in the bark of another tree and blocked my path on one side. I tried to jink to the other, but Shabbarth knew what he was about, and his free hand whipped out and seized me by the throat and squeezed. 
 
      
 
    5% damage: 56 % remaining. 
 
      
 
    The claws of my one remaining hand scraped at his arm, scrabbling to harm him, but doing a pittance of damage for my efforts. 
 
    I tried the same trick I had with Bulmaras and shifted into my wolf form to force his hand wider and then shifted back, but his hand remained under my jaw, preventing me from pulling far enough away. Shabbarth’s fingers closed around my throat again and kept me in place. 
 
    Shabbarth pulled the great sword free from the tree with his other hand and then slammed my body into the hard wood of the trunk. The sword was so large and long, that he had to hold me at full arm’s length and draw his other arm back fully to rest the tip of the sword over my heart. 
 
    Then our eyes met properly for the first time. 
 
    A calm descended upon me. 
 
    Partly because this was not the end. 
 
    My avatar in the challenge might die, but I would not. 
 
    It would be one hell of an inconvenience and put us in far greater peril if it did, but we could still prevail. The other part was that my soul’s sixth sense quelled the fear and fury. 
 
    From out of nowhere, my mind was thrown back to my memories of the day I first woke up in the Proving Grounds. The day I met and conversed with Tenzing for the first time. 
 
      
 
    “Then the purple claw portal didn’t bring me here? It sent me to these realms and then I died?” I clarified. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” the voice replied. 
 
    “How did I die? What happened?” I pushed. 
 
    “You were summoned to the Realms by a cabal of cultists worshipping the dread Shabbarth. They were in the independent city-state of Centrani, which is part of the twelfth realm. They attempted to summon forth one of Shabbarth’s servants to lay waste to their enemies, or at least that was their plan. It was a complicated ritual, and they made several mistakes performing it and drew you forth instead,” the voice said, outlining my fate for me. 
 
    “I don’t imagine they were very happy with that. What happened then?” I pressed. 
 
    “Summoning spells of that nature use tremendous energies. The human body is not designed to endure such. You suffered a severe stroke due to the strains of unprotected plane shifting,” the voice explained mournfully. 
 
    As the voice was saying this, I remembered the smell of burnt toast which I’d read could be a sign of a stroke. I tuned back in as the voice continued 
 
    “You were incoherent, partially paralysed, unable to communicate, and clearly not what they were hoping to summon. Your body was dragged away and dumped in an opening to the sewer system beneath the city. You sustained further physical injuries during the fall including a broken shoulder and cracked skull. You succumbed to a combination of the stroke, injuries from the fall, and exposure to unsanitary conditions about sixteen hours later.” 
 
      
 
    As the memory concluded, time slowed as it had with Kriger in the pyramid gauntlet match. I could see the red-skinned muscles of Shabbarth’s perfectly toned arms tense as he prepared to run me through. 
 
    For too many reasons to go into, I hadn’t devoted a lot of thought to those early days, but the memory which had risen unbidden awakened a profound understanding in me. 
 
    The cultists who had created the clawed portal that dragged me to the Realms and kickstarted this whole adventure-slash-horror show had been trying to summon a servant of the asshat in front of me. 
 
    Making him indirectly responsible for everything else that had happened. 
 
    Although I rather appreciated becoming a badass Wolf King and building a harem of beautiful and capable women to share my new life with, I could have done without the constant existential threat to my existence. 
 
    If my soul sense hadn’t imposed the uncanny sense of calm, I would likely be spitting bricks in Shabbarth’s direction. Right up until the point that he shish-kebabbed me on his great sword. 
 
    Instead, I was able to devote some consideration to what this memory meant. 
 
    Why had this botched ritual resulted in me being seized? 
 
    Was it truly random? 
 
    That did not seem likely. Also, my recollection of the purple claw that grabbed me suggested it had zeroed in on me specifically. 
 
    The question again was why? 
 
    Many questions boiled in my mind until a particular one rose to the fore. 
 
    Had I been marked in some way? Is that why the summoning went after me? 
 
    As soon as that thought wormed its way into my head, it wouldn’t leave. 
 
    Before I proceeded any further, I had a moment of doubt. Time was slowed, not stopped. That sword would cleave through my heart shortly. Should I be wasting my time on something that happened more than a decade ago for me? 
 
    However, my sixth sense had never failed me. If it prodded me in this direction, then there had to be a solution at the end of the path. 
 
    But what could I do in this state? 
 
    My initial tentative attempts to touch or interfere with Shabbarth’s soul had been firmly rebuffed. But if his soul was inaccessible to me then the solution had to reside within my own. 
 
    Figuratively my eyes closed, and my sense delved deep into the recesses of my intangible inner life force. I had given my soul and the almost boundless energy it contained a thorough health check before, but I’d not been looking for anything specific then. 
 
    Now I was, even if I didn’t know exactly what it would be. 
 
    It took me a while, almost all the time I had at my disposal. The tip of the great sword had penetrated an inch into my chest and was cutting through the protective ribs on its way to my heart. 
 
    Deep down in my soul, there was something attached to what was the old human part of me. Which is why I missed it when I had examined my soul in the past. It was the mark left on me by the performance of the ritual. 
 
    On second thoughts, brand would be a better term. 
 
    A brand left on my soul as I was seized against my will. 
 
    The old me, Dave Smith, wouldn’t have understood what this was or what to do with it even if he had known it was there. The new me, Daxas, was far more experienced and knowledgeable. 
 
    My soul sense poked and prodded at the brand and before too long, the full understanding of what it was, how it was supposed to work, and how it attached itself to me, flooded my mind. 
 
    The brand was irremovable by anything but its own workings. Once its task was complete it would dissolve of its own volition. And that task remained incomplete. I was not a servant of Shabbarth. 
 
    Interestingly, it was dually linked to me, and both those links were active. The brand existed on both my soul and on my body, which I presumed was rotting away in a sewer under the city of Centrani. 
 
    This was a surprise. 
 
    I knew time moved differently in the ethereal, but I’d presumed enough time had passed in the Realms that my body would be long gone. Eaten by rats or something equally foul. 
 
    Apparently not. 
 
    But I wasn’t the type to look a gift horse in the mouth.  
 
    If I could have smirked at Shabbarth I would have. 
 
    I knew exactly what mistake the Centrani ritualists had made and more importantly, knew how to both fix and upgrade the filthy brand. A tweak here, a minor correction there and I was done. No additional ritual was required. The brand already existed. 
 
    Time sped back up to normal speed and my left hand shot upwards and grabbed hold of the black blade of the sword, briefly halting its progress. The strength of the desperate pitted against the strength of the damned. 
 
    Shabbarth smirked cruelly. “Nice try,” he said as he released the hold he had on my throat and wrapped both hands around the hilt of his great sword, ready to finish the final thrust. 
 
    As he did so, I felt the mark that resided inside me finish unwrapping itself from the tangle it had created in my soul and surge from my core crystal in a chamber not too far away, directly into Shabbarth. 
 
    Indelibly marking the Infernal Lord with the brand that had been meant for one of his servants. Upgraded by me, so that it could latch onto Shabbarth himself. 
 
    The brand that began this whole crazy chain of events. 
 
    He didn’t see it, but I could see from the flinch in his expression that he felt the brand as it wormed its way into the depths of what passed for his depraved soul. 
 
    The demon hesitated for a split second and that was all I needed. 
 
    The emphasis of my one-handed grip on the sword shifted. Instead of pushing backwards, I pushed up. 
 
    The blade tore through my pectoral muscles as it shifted upwards and then without my continued resistance slid effortlessly through my flesh and embedded itself into the tree behind me. But critically the blade of the sword passed over my heart and under my collar bone. 
 
      
 
    40% damage: 16% remaining. 
 
    Due to the near mortal wound you have been hexed by this blade. No healing or regenerative spells or potions will work on you until the end of the challenge. Natural healing is slowed by 400%. 
 
      
 
    Bollocks. 
 
    At least, I had my resilience to help me recover. It would take a few hours to get me back to full health, but I’d get there. 
 
    Meanwhile, Shabbarth blinked in surprise at my last-ditch survival move, but he recovered swiftly. He wrenched the blade back out of my shoulder, ready to finish me off, but never got the chance. 
 
    Appearing behind him was a familiar roiling mass of energy. 
 
    The same deep blue, vivid purple, and shimmering black portal that had come for me in my crappy flat so many years ago. The wind around us picked up and Shabbarth was drawn inexorably back by the undeniable power of a summoning so great that it could claim the presence of an infernal lord themselves. 
 
    I may have infused the brand with a little of my abundant soul energy to give it that necessary extra pep. 
 
    Shabbarth fought against the summoning with all his considerable might. 
 
    “What…Have…You…Done!” he gasped short of breath as it was whisked from his lips to the other side. 
 
    “Corrected a mistake,” I rasped in pain, my one good hand clutching at a low-hanging branch of the tree I’d been thrown against to hold me in place. 
 
    If my avatar went into the portal along with Shabbarth it would be killed. My soul would be fine, but the challenge was not over. 
 
    His eyebrows arched in confusion but before he could say anything more the brand lost all patience with his resistance and a familiar four-fingered claw burst forth from the depths of the roiling portal. The claw wrapped its digits around him tightly and then withdrew from whence it came, taking the arrogant demon with it. 
 
    The portal popped out of existence.  
 
    “Nnnooooo!” Shabbarth’s fading wail of frustration floated across the hush of the forest, the only thing to escape it. 
 
    I collapsed onto the leafy detritus of the forest floor, utterly spent. Only then did I recognise the sounds of distant battle ringing in my ears. Hearing that, part of me urged my body to get back up. 
 
    The war was not done, and I was needed on the battlefield. 
 
    In the movies, this is the moment where the badly wounded protagonist rises from the ashes. As if the grievous wounds they’d incurred moments earlier were mildly bothersome scratches. They stride back into the fray, and everyone stops to look at them in silent wonder, punctuated by an epic and emotive soundtrack. After unleashing a mighty war cry, the enemy would flee in terror when faced with his indomitable and unstoppable fighting spirit. 
 
    It was ironic then that in a world that was literally made up, reality intruded itself and kept my butt firmly planted on its leafy berth regardless of my wishes to do otherwise. 
 
    I’d been run through with a big fucking sword that was probably cursed in some manner. 
 
    I’d just sloughed off a decade-old brand on my soul that was none too gentle with me as it extricated itself. 
 
    And I’d given up a hefty chunk of energy to banish a demon. 
 
    Add all that up and it has a way of leaving you unfit to do anything except continue to exist and almost wish you weren’t. 
 
    The remnants of the army found me like that five minutes later. 
 
    “It’s done,” I was assured by the dryad who found me. “The third wave is over. Are you alright, Master?” 
 
    I gave her a half-hearted smile and coughed up a little blood. “I think I preferred it when I was the one kicking ass with ease. Help me up. We need to prepare for Timian and the final wave.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “By Daxas’ weighty double acorns, that was close,” Nessa sighed loudly as she flopped back down onto the couch. 
 
    The end of my confrontation with Shabbarth had most of my mates on their feet. All except for Alyssa, and Tenzing, of course. They had noticed my odd stillness in the viewing lounge. Every ounce of my attention had been required in those closing moments to pull the portal surprise on Shabbarth. 
 
    “What? How? Just what in the Reaches did you just do?” Alyssa exclaimed from her perch on my lap, completely flabbergasted. 
 
    I don’t think I had ever seen her quite so perturbed. The result of there being something she truly had no inkling of occurring in the Proving Grounds. 
 
    “What my sister said,” Tenzing added, his curiosity equally piqued. 
 
    I spent the next few minutes as the battle concluded explaining to them what I had discovered within myself. 
 
    “Well, that is certainly one way of removing Shabbarth from the equation,” Alyssa said at last when I had finished explaining all I knew. 
 
    “So, he is definitely gone? And won’t be back for the remainder of the challenge?” 
 
    “Yes, he is gone, Daxas,” Tenzing assured me. “Your method of removal was unorthodox, but the Dread Shabbarth is no longer in the Proving Grounds and that counts as if he was defeated.” 
 
    “But he still lives,” Jen’Zadeer pointed out. “It is not as satisfying to merely remove your opponents from the game board. Their utter destruction is the most desirous outcome.” 
 
    Tamara chuckled as she rolled her eyes at Jen’Zadeer’s bloodthirsty streak. She could be as bad as Fiadh, just a bit more verbose while she was. “Let us just be grateful that he is gone. Lord Timian and Lord Garvax will be difficult enough to deal with in the final wave.” 
 
    There was a round of agreement to Tamara’s sentiment, and we watched the last of the divine champions fell. 
 
    It was one of the ogres. 
 
    My money had been on Braxtor but his battle with Tir’Goran must have left him in worse shape than he let on and he died with the fletching of a wood elf’s arrow in his throat. 
 
    As the wave ended and the fourth began, unseen by me or any of my allies at the time, but caught on the ever-present dungeon recordings, Jezebel slipped from the viewing lounge with a sorrowful, yet determined, look on her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    Timian gave us no respite. He and Garvax along with their champions exited the saferoom without delay as soon as the fourth wave commenced. We still had some time, the early mud-filled rooms would take them a while to traverse. Braxtor was their only flier and even with his help, it would take them at least twenty minutes. 
 
    Plenty of time to issue orders. There was no point holding anything back now. 
 
    That was the sum total of the good news. 
 
    The butcher’s bill for the third wave made for grim reading. 
 
    Ruby was gone and my avatar had been crippled. I was able to create a new one and get my lost right arm back, but it remained numb and useless. With the help of a dryad survivor, we fitted a fresh shield to my otherwise worthless arm. With the help of my resilience stat, my health should recover to full before the divine champions made it to the core room. 
 
    And they would almost certainly make it to the core room. 
 
    Both life-seeded armies had been utterly gutted and only a fraction of my elite troops remained. We were down to two minotaurs, three hobgoblins, and seven dryads. Down from over a hundred of each. The goblins and trolls on the core floor were all dead and of the eight hundred wood elf mobs we started the third wave with, under sixty were still standing. 
 
    Braxtor, Grolth, and Mugu had been exceedingly thorough in their eradication of my forces before we finally overcame them. 
 
    All was not entirely lost. 
 
    I had held back some of the biggest hitters on the seventh and eighth floors just for such an emergency. But the core floor which was supposed to be my last line of defence had been defanged. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer, Tamara, and Nessa had departed to take their places in the core room. Just in case Timian managed to spring a surprise of his own. 
 
    They would be our proper last stand along with Tabitha, Eina, Krista, Vellin, Reena, and eight more of my disciples. That number included the three newly incorporate girls like Marie. Sixteen warriors, seventeen if you included my one-useful-arm’s ass. 
 
    They had forty-two. We had to whittle that down or we would be goners for sure. 
 
    With the champions leading the way, Timian strode through my dungeon with a self-satisfied expression on his beatific face. His self-assurance made my blood boil. 
 
    The first change-up they encountered was at ‘Slick Bridge’. The oil had been slathered over the smooth foot-wide walkways and the wood elf mobs were back behind their makeshift barriers. They had a quiver of the crystal-tipped enchantment arrows. Although I’d ordered them to leave most of the arrows behind. They would likely only get a couple of shots off before being overwhelmed and I didn’t want to give the enemy more ammunition that they could turn around and use on us later. 
 
    It was largely a moot point. Only a few of the champions still had any pieces of the sanctified mithril armour that shone with the unmistakable glean of magic. 
 
    Slick bridge did provide us with a comical moment as the first two champions who rushed across slipped and skidded in their eagerness and went over the edge. 
 
    Sadly, the enchanted spikes in the pit weren’t that dangerous to delvers of their calibre. It was still only the first floor and there were limits to what I could put in place. Braxtor flew over the gap and quickly despatched the wood elf mobs with his ivory gem-studded lance and soon they were on their way. 
 
    The chandelier fell in ‘Chandelier Falls’ and the goblins made their last stand on the ‘Stairway to Hell’. We never did get an opportunity to pit them against a group smaller than themselves. Such a waste. The ‘Bramble Maze’ was set alight when the champions were inside of it. But none of this did any more than make them down a potion to restore some health. 
 
    Zero casualties. 
 
    And so, it went. 
 
    Floor after floor. 
 
    Anything I’d held back was dealt with adroitly. 
 
    Sometimes Timian would warn his followers of what was to come and thereby snuff out the danger, other times they just steamrolled the remaining mobs with ease. It was difficult to say if that meant there were gaps in Timian’s knowledge or if he simply couldn’t be bothered to apply himself to every threat. 
 
    Both Tenzing and Alyssa were positive it was the former and not the latter. The question that plagued me was if that was simply wishful thinking on their part. I had grown unused to entertaining doubts and was out of practice dealing with them. However, events were soon to rekindle my confidence. 
 
    Alyssa, Tenzing, and I watched as the divine champions entered the graveyard of the seventh floor confidently. 
 
    The room was under the cover of darkness. A low-lying mist hugged the ground with only the lichen-covered granite tombstones poking out above. The air temperature was cold, but nothing harmful like in the High Passes. There were a few dead, withered trees that dotted the landscape. The graveyard itself was surrounded by a low, moss-covered wall that was breaking apart. A half-open rusty iron gate was before them and an owl hooted atmospherically in the still night. 
 
    The few Necromancer mobs and zombies I’d purchased had been slain when they came through during the previous wave. One of the many champions I hadn’t bothered to learn the name of marched up to the gate and pulled it all the way open with a horrid screech and stepped inside. “I recall the way,” he yelled back confidently. 
 
    “Wait!” Timian called out to the champion as he stepped inside and onto the broken cobbled path that wound its way through the graveyard. 
 
    Nameless, turned around and quirked his eyebrow impudently at Timian. He must have been one of Garvax’s “What is it, my Lord?” 
 
    Timian hesitated, he raised his hand as if he would fob the man off but thought better of it and answered. “There are unseen dangers ahead. You should proceed cautiously.” 
 
    Nameless let a cheeky smile tug at his lips. “Would you care to be more specific, my Lord?” 
 
    Timian glared hotly at the undeniable audacity of the champion. 
 
    I was growing to like him. It was a shame I would have to kill him soon. 
 
    Garvax stepped forward to defuse the situation before Timian did something that he would regret. “Enough of your backtalk, Mikal. Lord Timian shares what is necessary, and you are not to question it.” 
 
    The words were a rebuke but there was a glint of knowing humour in Garvax’s eyes that only he and Mikal were privy to. 
 
    “Of course, my Lord,” Mikal said. “My apologies for questioning you, Lord Timian.” 
 
    Timian snorted and looked away with disinterest as the champions from both sides started to move forward and into the graveyard. When he made his way inside himself, he slapped Garvax on the back companionably. “Well said. When this is done, see to it that Mikal is suitably punished for his impudence. I would see it done now, but we have already ceded enough advantage to the wolf cur as it is.” 
 
    Garvax smiled and bowed in return. “Of course.” Garvax held the bow a little longer than necessary and Timian didn’t notice the smile turn to a sneer after Garvax’s head dipped below his sightline. The false front had returned by the time Garvax had straightened up. 
 
    For us watching this unfold the takeaway was clear. 
 
    Timian knew something was going to happen in the graveyard, but he didn’t know what, when, or where. If he had, the warning would have been more specific. The god of prophecy knew the vagueness of his warning could be interpreted as a sign of weakness and almost said nothing. However, staying silent wouldn’t make him look any better when the attack finally came. The best he could do was tell the champions to be on their guard. 
 
    They were a third of the way through the graveyard and just starting to get cocky again when my hastily prepared ambush was triggered. 
 
    The broken cobbled path had faded away and they were forced to cut across the graveyard plots. The clinging mist made seeing the ground beneath their feet difficult and could lead them to fall into graves covered by rotten wood that gave way once stepped upon. 
 
    I had many of these pitfalls dotted around the dank fields. Obviously, I had enchanted spikes at the bottom of these open graves. It was practically my calling card at this point, but that wasn’t the true danger in those open graves. 
 
    Inside were small tunnels into the burrows of plague rats. A mob I had picked up after conquering that foul troll, Makas. They were Septicaemic Plague Carriers and capable of inflicting some nasty status effects on those they bit. 
 
    Mine weren’t as infectious as Makas’ version had been. I didn’t have the dungeon rule that doubled their contagion rate, after all. They were nasty little sons-of-bitches all the same. Especially if you could separate people from the safety of the group and swarm them, stacking up those bites. 
 
    However, the divine champions were using various wind spells to disperse the mists which made it easier for them to avoid the rotted plank pitfalls. 
 
    This had been how things went on the first run-through as well. 
 
    The Necromancers and zombies had managed to herd a few champions into the graves, but not many. And that had been when there were a lot more champions trooping through the graveyard. 
 
    I’d been holding back, though. Now I was ready to unleash a further wrinkle that should help sow greater panic and confusion. 
 
    The champion that had been walking at the rear of their column, a pale-skinned high elf with cruel eyes, was the first victim. He had just stepped off a clump of dirt and stones, left over from the excavation of a nearby grave, and back onto the withered grass. 
 
    The clump flipped up suddenly and the hapless elf was pounced upon by a monstrous trapdoor spider that had been within the concealed hole. The trapdoor spider had a thick, brown, sturdy body with relatively short legs. 
 
    Well, short for a spider at any rate. They were still nightmare fuel for a fitful night’s sleep. 
 
    The monstrous trapdoor spider was a beastie that became available as a combination of the life domain of my dungeon and the manipulation sphere of Tamara’s. It allowed me to manipulate the size of the creature. The typical trapdoor spider mob was much larger than the real thing found on Earth. About the size of a basketball. For the monstrous variety, when the legs were accounted for, they were about five feet long and weighed roughly two-thirds that of an adult male human. 
 
    The spiders were not particularly strong, but they were frighteningly quick. They relied on their speed and the element of surprise to secure their prey. I had enchanted and put specialised armour on the mobs to increase their agility and durability. Their natural venom was fairly tame for their monstrous nature, but we had coated their fangs with a far nastier necrotising variety made in my alchemy labs that would be applied as part of their first bite.  
 
    The front four legs of the spider wrapped around the elf’s shoulders as the venomous fangs sank into his neck, injecting their deadly payloads directly into his bloodstream. With surprise on its side, the spider withdrew back into its burrow as quickly as it emerged. The back legs were attached to the trap door with silk and pulled it closed behind the spider and its prey. 
 
    The elf was jerked in with barely a muffled cry. The whapping sound of the trapdoor slamming shut was more audible than his surprised whimper. 
 
    It was enough to get the attention of the party ahead and several stopped and peered back into the eerie gloom of the night. The success of the first attack acted as a trigger. The champions had walked into a field filled with spider burrows and almost as one they flipped their lids, jumped out, and attacked the nearest champion. 
 
    The spider attack was quick and effective. In the space of about five seconds seventeen of the forty champions had been grabbed and pulled into a spider burrow. Eight of the remaining twenty-three had backpedalled away from a spider onto some rotted planks and fallen into an open grave where they were swarmed by the plague rats that lay in wait for them. That left fifteen twisted around, searching for the danger. 
 
    And the two Lords, of course. Neither of them being directly targeted by the ambush had been a deliberate decision. Based on what I’d learned from Tamara about how foresight worked, I’d planned this attack under the assumption that Timian was less likely to be aware of events that didn’t impact him directly. 
 
    Those that had been taken were not dead yet. And most of them would likely survive this encounter if somewhat worse for wear. They had several aces up their sleeves in the form of magic and these were all accomplished warriors with respectably decent armaments. 
 
    “Hold! Hold, damn you,” Garvax roared at those who remained upright. “Go back-to-back you idiots and stop running around like headless chickens. You’re doing the dungeon’s job for him.” 
 
    The champions hastily obeyed his orders and Garvax did the same with Timian himself. 
 
    “The lumps of earth are camouflaging the trapdoors. Flip them up with spears and give your brothers a hand despatching the beasts.” 
 
    It was a good plan and when the topside champions stopped, calmed themselves, and ceased yelling you could hear the muffled sounds of frenzied combat coming from beneath the ground. The champions moved as ordered and used spears to flip open the trapdoors or assist those in the graves to get out. 
 
    However, the spiders and rats were a pre-existing ambush. They weren’t the hastily put together component I had concocted on the fly to compound the danger of the spider attack. 
 
    The next phase went into action. 
 
    The first part was that I had sent the tiny remainder of the two armies into the graveyard. They had been waiting for this opportunity. If the challengers had evaded the field of spiders, they would have attacked them from behind. My life seeded mobs emerged from their subterranean hiding spots and rushed the distracted challengers letting loose with whatever spells they had at their disposal. 
 
    But the real ambush was what I had brought forward from the eighth floor. The floor’s showpiece. 
 
    The beast cried out loudly and launched himself from a pit he had dug for himself to conceal his presence. He unfurled his wings and flew high into the sky. 
 
    He was ten metres long from snout to tail tip, with black scales that glinted in the clouded moonlight.  
 
    A deep drake. 
 
    Drakes were creatures similar to dragons. Reptilian in appearance, with four clawed limbs and a pair of wings on their backs. They differed from wyverns who only had two back legs and it was the forelimbs which were winged. 
 
    I’d bought a couple of wyverns for Tamara’s final floor which we’d never get to see in action. 
 
    The drake differed from the dragon in a few important aspects, though. They tended to be smaller and thinner. Deep drakes typified this physical difference. Their natural habitat was caverns and tunnels in the depths and their sinuous shape helped them navigate tight tunnels. 
 
    Additionally, drakes were genuine beasts. Dragons possessed an intellect and were often accomplished spellcasters to go along with all the other aspects that made them incredibly deadly. 
 
    This meant that no matter how much I wanted to; I couldn’t buy a dragon mob unless I slew or captured one. An injustice which had bummed me out for quite a while. To make matters worse, it turns out no dragon had ever been sent to the Proving Grounds, not even one bound to a humanoid form like Braxtor. 
 
    However, I solved the beastly mind status of my deep drake by imbuing him with one of the specialised life-seeds. This provided him with intellect and personality. 
 
    The deep drake called himself Bobadallicon the Vengeful. 
 
    I called him Bob for short. Bob didn’t like that much, but I was the boss and he had to put up with it. 
 
    Bob was easily the highest-ranked creature in my dungeon, despite being physically smaller than the hydra or the basilisk. The flight, breath weapon, and built-in durability and resistance of their scales helped trump the other two reptiloid monsters. 
 
    That smaller size and thin body were a benefit here. Neither the hydra nor the basilisk would have fit through the connecting corridors between floors. 
 
    I had bought Bob some ranks too, but as you can imagine they were ridiculously expensive, and I was limited to some extent by the dungeon power restrictions. So, he wasn’t as awesomely powerful as I could have made him if the gloves were off, but he was pretty badass. 
 
    The premature nature of my Divine Challenge had robbed me of the opportunity to turn him into a truly awe-inspiring engine of destruction.  
 
    He wore armour like mine, strips of brigandine leather. Not that it added any damage reduction he wasn’t already getting from his scales. And the two didn’t stack. But it could all be enchanted, so why not. 
 
    Bob also had a saddle on his back with one of the dryads strapped in. He wasn’t particularly enthusiastic about being a beast of burden either, but he grumbled less about that than my nickname for him. 
 
    Surprised gazes were drawn from feverishly scanning the ground and up into the sky. 
 
    “Braxtor, you know what to do,” Timian grunted and started waving his hands in front of him. 
 
    The draconic champion abandoned helping his fellows from the graves and launched himself into the air. 
 
    Bob with his wings spread wide swept down and flew over the grouped-up champions, three or four metres above their heads. A few of them switched to a crossbow and shot their bolts into his belly. Bob opened his mouth and spewed his acidic breath attack over the clump of armoured men. 
 
    The champions cried in pain as they were doused in the singeing, painful fluid. Unfortunately, as Bob reached Timian, with Garvax standing beside him, the blonde god’s hand gestures ceased, and a spherical magical shield fluttered into existence around them which repelled the acidic spray. 
 
    Despite that disappointment, Bob’s sinuous tail whipped downwards at the end of his fly-by and wrapped around the throat of a crossbow-wielding champion and dragged him into the air. The champion’s hands struggled with the drake’s tail as his legs kicked frantically at the empty air. 
 
    Bob flicked his tail forward and transferred his cargo to his back claws as he rapidly ascended back into the sky. During the trip up, Bob crushed the champion with one claw and used the claws of his other foot to rend the poor bastard’s head leaving deep bloody gouges in any exposed flesh. 
 
    Once he hit the pinnacle of his ascent, Bob twisted his body almost vertically and hurled the unwilling cargo a few metres higher in the air and snapped his jaws around the flung figure. He let his sharp teeth grind on the champion for a few seconds and then spat out the grievously wounded human and left him to fall to his death. 
 
    Bob pointed his head down and let himself plummet back down ready to snatch up another victim. His acidic breath weapon needed another couple of minutes to recharge. 
 
    Meanwhile, the few remaining members of my army assaulted the still-standing champions. Most of those that had fallen in the graves or been dragged into spider burrows had hauled themselves back into the dank air of the graveyard by the time my few warriors reached them. Four champions had been overwhelmed under the earth, though, and did not rejoin the fight. 
 
    With the trap sprung there was no longer any point for the remaining trapdoor spiders and plague rats to lurk in their burrows. I sent them the signal that triggered them to come out from hiding and skittle into the fray. 
 
    At this point, the divine challengers showed their mettle. 
 
    Potions were knocked back, spells flew, and glorious feats of martial prowess were displayed. I would have enjoyed the show if it hadn’t been my mobs that were being expertly dismantled. 
 
    Before the hustle and bustle of the melee could die down, Bob was able to sweep by four more times and grab a struggling champion during each strafing run and give them the same fatal bone-crunching treatment as the first. 
 
    Sadly, that was the end of the good news. As Bob flew in and snatched up his sixth victim, Braxtor was waiting. 
 
    The draconic champion had bided his time and came in on Bob’s blindside behind his head. His ivory lance punched through his dryad rider and that essentially left the white-scaled bastard free to do as he pleased. Stowing his lance, he produced a knife with a serrated blade. The same weapon he had used on Tir’Goran, and he started to cut, tear, and gash at the skin and joints of Bob’s wings. 
 
    The mighty drake cried in pain and hurled victim number six into the ruins of a derelict mausoleum and started to barrel-roll in the air sky in an attempt to dislodge the unwelcome rider. But Braxtor had wings of his own and wasn’t about to fall away to his doom. 
 
    Eventually, the damage Braxtor inflicted made it impossible for Bob to stay aloft and he crashed into the ground and rolled trying to crush the annoyance on his back. Braxtor was wise to the move, though, and flung himself away before they landed. 
 
    Once on the ground many of Bob’s advantages were stripped away and he was quickly swarmed by the remaining champions including Grolth and Mugu. 
 
    Bobadallicon the Vengeful managed to spray his acid over his attackers in a final act of spite before he succumbed to the growing number of wounds he had taken from the divine challengers. 
 
    As his mighty head came to rest on the cold earth, a smug Timian turned to a weary and acid-scarred Mikal. “Oh, ye of little faith, Mikal. This is precisely the reason I had to sound so vague before we entered this cemetery. It was all a ploy to draw in the wolf cur’s final guardian of note. A few sacrifices had to be made, yes, but now there is very little to bother us until we reach his core and kill him and his last few sluts.” 
 
    “Of course, my Lord,” Mikal answered. “I should not have questioned you.” 
 
    And this time, his acceptance sounded genuine to my ears. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What a crock of shit!” I yelled loudly at Timian’s smug boast. “He may have known about Bob; I’ll give him that much. Braxtor certainly looked as if he had been well-briefed. But I call bull on him knowing about the trapdoor spiders and their ambush. I saw his face; he was as surprised as the rest of his champions. He is covering his ass.” 
 
    “I concur with your assessment, Daxas,” Tenzing agreed with me. “They walked right into the heart of the spider field. If he had foreknowledge, then surely, he would have led them down another path. Bobadallicon would still have had to make his assault on them before he left.” 
 
    “I don’t think it was purely to cover his own scrawny butt, though,” Alyssa mused. “I suspect his final words were as much for you as they were for Mikal. He knows you are watching, darling, and he is trying to intimidate you. Get under your skin.” 
 
    “Well, that isn’t going to work.” 
 
    Alyssa and Tenzing nodded in agreement, but internally I still had concerns. 
 
    Not about Timian’s bluster. He could huff and puff as much as he liked. Everything he had done today only exposed the depths of his lies and treachery. However, he hadn’t been too far off the mark when he claimed that there was little of note left between them and our final stand in the core room. 
 
    The chances of them not getting there now were well and truly zero. Regardless of that, we still had a few factors in our favour. 
 
    Between Bob, the remnants of my army, the spiders, and the rats, twelve champions had been taken out of action. That left thirty challengers standing. 
 
    The challengers weren’t just competing against me, though. 
 
    The clock was finally becoming an issue they had to contend with. The time limit for the challenge Tenzing had wrung out as a concession for the waves was fast approaching. 
 
    They were down to the last four hours. 
 
    Four hours was plenty of time to get from where they currently were to the core room, but not so much that they could dilly-dally in the graveyard while they waited for the champions to cleanse the venom and disease status effects they were burdened with. 
 
    Under normal circumstances, they would simply cast a spell like Purge, but the graveyard rooms interfered with healing spells of that nature. They didn’t have the time to wait to cleanse them naturally. This meant they had to move onto the next floor without delay and would be more vulnerable than usual until the spells had been cast. 
 
    There wasn’t a significant amount left on the eighth floor left to bother them, but it should be enough to whittle their numbers down a little further.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s almost time,” I warned everyone in the core room. 
 
    The remaining wood elf mobs, approximately forty of them, were streaming in through the adjoining corridor. They had been harrying the twenty-six challengers as they pushed their way through the thick foliage of my forest rooms. The small hope I had that they could force a timeout inevitably evaporated once Timian sent Braxtor to deal with the nuisance. 
 
    The bloodthirsty draconic champion was too good. Once he’d killed a dozen in a single sweep through the boughs of their treetop havens, I chose to recall them for the last stand. The wood elf mobs were swift when it came to navigating their way through the trees, but Braxtor had still managed to kill half a dozen more. 
 
    The slim hope of a timeout had come about as they’d taken longer to clear the eighth floor than I initially expected. Timian and Garvax had elected to protect the champions still suffering from the status debuffs. The debuffs were purged soon after they walked onto the eighth floor, but they remained short on health until their potion cooldowns expired and they could quaff another to recover. 
 
    These might be divine champions with access to the Sanctified spell school, but their magical arsenal was stacked with offensive spells, not support or utility. They didn’t have the advanced multi-target versions of Purge. 
 
    In fact, a fair few of them didn’t seem to have the Purge spell at all or at least a version of the spell strong enough to deal with what they had been afflicted with. 
 
    The champions ‘character build’ was still based on the same system that all denizens on the Proving Grounds adhered to. They only had so many points to spend. They leaned heavily on top-tier potions to bridge the gap. Therefore, it had taken the unafflicted half longer to deal with the remaining mobs. 
 
    All we had left was a squadron of twelve battle elephants. They were almost twice the size of an African Elephant and had three sets of tusks. They were covered in armour and on their backs, they carried a large weapons platform. The platforms had two ballistae installed, very large crossbows that fired metre-long bolts. These war machines were manned by gremlins. 
 
    The size of the battle elephants made them difficult to take down and the powerful bolts the ballistae shot could punch through armour. The battle elephants didn’t rack up any kills, though. They were big, sturdy, and strong, but not particularly fast and the champions could stay out of their way, even when they charged twelve abreast. The four fresh kills all came from the gremlins firing the ballistae at champions evading the elephantine charge. 
 
    Inevitably, it had been the ever-present thorn in my side, Braxtor, that had eventually murdered all my gremlin gunners. Seriously, if I’d known how much trouble he would cause me, I would have made more of an effort to take him down earlier. No matter what it might have cost. 
 
    Once the gremlins were dealt with, the surviving champions backed off and took down the elephants with ranged weapons and spells. By that point, the other half of the challenger group had sufficiently recovered to re-enter the fray. After that, the elephants started to fall, and it was quickly over. 
 
    Now they were perhaps five minutes from entering my final bastion. 
 
    The Core room. 
 
    They had less than half an hour left but once they entered the Core room, the timer no longer mattered. Whoever won that conflict, won the day, regardless of how long it took to conclude. Which made trying to trap them with a gigantic steel box, similar to what Makas had pulled on me, pointless. 
 
    As well as myself, I had sixteen disciples left in the last room with me. The three other dungeon cores, Tamara, Jen’Zadeer, and Nessa. 
 
    Their core crystals. Two red and one green triangularly surrounded my larger emerald-hued core. They sat nestled in the organic metal pedestals pulsing faintly and illuminating the room. 
 
    Seizing hold of the crystals after our avatars had been slain would proclaim victory for the challengers and result in the end of me and all my disciples. 
 
    Added to dungeons we had Reena the lamia, the largest of my harem. As Reena had met my disciple criteria, when I claimed Tamara, I officially adopted Reena as mine. Which was just as well, otherwise, she would be absent like Gretsch, Marux, and Tamara’s other male followers. 
 
    Who would have thought I would ever regret not having Gretsch around? 
 
    Then there were my disciples that were officially assigned to floors in the other dungeons like Tabitha, Krista the vampire, Vellin, the faun with a brutal kick, Eina the Naiad and Nyosippe, the human woman who had come with me to claim Tamara’s dungeon. 
 
    The rest of the force was rounded out by seven others. 
 
    Marie, Becks, and Galise were the three newest girls not officially assigned to any part of the dungeon. 
 
    The more veteran disciples were a dwarf woman called Mina and a happy-go-lucky halfling country girl, Blossom. And Larallyn and Pressyn, two wood elf lasses. 
 
    The elf girls had already taken charge of the incoming mobs and were assigning them to positions for the defence of the room. The core room was filled with redoubts they could hide within and shoot at our attackers. 
 
    I hadn’t adventured much with any of them, but they were all important members of the dungeon and my harem. They had usually been part of the teams I sent along with Jen’Zadeer and Nessa. Familiarity and understanding within a delving party were important, and I hadn’t wished to disrupt that just to cycle my many lovers into my battle-sphere more often. 
 
    I would only reassign a disciple from her regular group if they had a particular skill set or knowledge useful for a mission. Like when I had brought Nyosippe, who usually accompanied Jen’Zadeer, on the mission to Tamara’s dungeon as they came from the same realm. 
 
    Krista came and linked her right arm with my left and pulled it away from where I had been rapping my fingertips on my shield in nervous anticipation. 
 
    “All will be well, Daxas,” she purred in her sexy accent that sounded Eastern European to my ears. 
 
    “That is supposed to be my line, isn’t it?” 
 
    Krista chuckled heartily but then her face grew serious. “I know what the burdens of leadership can be like,” she confided. “It can be isolating, almost lonely. There were times when the Lionnestal Empire was closing in on us that I wished it was my vassals trying to comfort and encourage me and not the other way around.” 
 
    “Thank you,” was all I managed to reply before Tabitha, who had been in the corridor that linked the rooms, the furthest away she could go, raced back inside. 
 
    “They’re coming,” she called as she wove her way through the chain barricades. 
 
    I gave Krista an affectionate slap on her bum. She smiled, showing off her fangs and strutted off to take up her position alongside Jen’Zadeer. 
 
    My eyes roved over the room. 
 
    Unlike many of the other Cores I’d conquered over the years; my core room was purely functional and not gaudily dressed up. The walls were bleak rough-hewn granite slabs. My imposing throne sat at the back on a dais with the core crystal pedestals behind it. Apart from my fur-covered throne, the single decoration was a grand tapestry that hung on the wall behind it. But even that had a purpose beyond being decorative. 
 
    Nets made from chains went from ceiling to floor and created aisles that had to be traversed, with the intent to funnel and slow the progress of invaders. These aisles had further obstacles, like chevalier horses and pitfall traps. 
 
    The ceiling of the core room had been raised and towering redoubts were strategically placed at the end of the chain aisles. The enemy would be forced to navigate through them to get to us and the cores. It was in these towers that the wood elf mobs along with Larallyn and Pressyn set out their stalls. 
 
    There was an underwater feature, similar to what Makas had. A grate-covered trough went around the right-hand edge of the room from the entrance. Attackers could choose to use this route if they didn’t wish to go through the chain-lined corridors. 
 
    The waters linked into tunnels with Greater Electric Eels. Though I couldn’t bring myself to fill it with raw sewage the way the troll had. Too disgusting. Besides, we wanted people to take the risk. If we could drown them all the better. 
 
    Eina was already in the water, ready to deal with anybody that risked this route. If they didn’t, it would give her plenty of liquid to work with for her spells. The three new girls had been stationed to watch the uncovered part of the trough at our end.  
 
    We didn’t have too much longer to wait. 
 
    The vanguard of the challengers rushed into my throne room and immediately jinked left, not running into the chain barrier at all. The elves stationed in the first redoubt opened fire, but most of their projectiles were deflected by the shields worn by the champions. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer and a few others let loose with their Frost Bolts. The paralysis effect caused several of those who came in first to faceplant on the hard stone flooring leaving their backs open. 
 
    So far, so good. 
 
    But then things started to go awry. 
 
    Timian and Garvax strode imperiously into the chamber and the blonde god waved his hand. A thick fog suddenly billowed forth from his position and expanded at a speed I thought impossible. Within seconds, the fog had ballooned outward enough to encapsulate the entirety of the chamber and rendered visibility to just a few feet for each of us. 
 
    “Tabs,” I roared. 
 
    The hare-kin woman was ahead of me, and she had already activated her Greater Wind Blast spell and was aiming it in front of us trying to clear away the fog. 
 
    Visibility immediately in front of us improved a bit. We could see a little farther, fifteen, maybe twenty feet instead of two or three. However, it was clear that the unnatural fog was fighting back. Whenever she moved her arms in a different direction the thick mist would rush back to reoccupy the space it had been cleared from. 
 
    My alternate half mentally informed me the spell was called Greater Dense Fog. The damnable fog wouldn’t dissipate until the spell ran out of juice or Timian was forced to drop it in order to cast something else. 
 
    Meanwhile, my ears pricked up and my hearing went into overdrive to try and compensate for the visual obfuscation. 
 
    There were the sounds of heavy footsteps as some champions were sprinting through the aisles. Nine of them. There was the sound of fighting at the furthest redoubts between the wood elf mobs and if the whoosh of wings I heard was an indicator, Braxtor. 
 
    I could hear falling bodies. He was pulling the elves from the top of the barriers and hurling them off. Letting those on the ground finish them off if needed. 
 
    At the same time, there was the unmistakable splish-splash sound of at least eight bodies entering the water feature. And what sounded like ogre clubs as they smashed into the chain barriers. 
 
    “Eina, you’ve got company coming. Jen’Zadeer and Nessa lay down Chill Zones just ahead of where we last saw them. Anybody else with that spell should do the same, otherwise, just drop summoned beasts in front of us and send them on the attack. We have to get Timian to drop this Dense Fog spell.” 
 
    A chorus of “Yes, master,” came back to me over the rushing sound of Tabitha’s Greater Wind Blast. 
 
    What followed was a tense couple of minutes. The fog did not dissipate in front of us, if anything it got thicker, and Tabitha seemed to be fighting a losing battle trying to disperse it. 
 
    I was cheating a little, as we could move the ‘camera’ angle of the viewer in the lounge, so some of the details that should be obscured were being fed back to me. 
 
    The four champions who had been paralysed by frost bolts had perished from the cold of the chill zone spells. They had been abandoned by their fellows. The rest had split into two even-numbered groups. Eleven in each. 
 
    Garvax and his ten remaining followers were the ones who had gone into the water. Early on, they encountered Eina with the eels as backup. She had fought valiantly and had been in her element, literally. She had met them in full force near the start of the trench and had managed to drown three of Garvax’s people. But they were divine champions, and she was eventually overwhelmed and had been killed. 
 
    Garvax and the remaining seven champions under his command were slowly making their way around, stopping for air at regular intervals. There were a few eels left to hamper their progress, so they wouldn’t reach us just yet. 
 
    The second group was more difficult to keep track of. As Timian was the source of the fog, he was the most heavily obscured, but his abilities as a prophet allowed him to find his way easily. Thankfully, the ogres being as large as they were meant they tended to stick out and once I located them those of us who could unleashed Chain Lightning in their midst. 
 
    Despite our best efforts, the fog did not drop. 
 
    As our enemies wove their way towards us my two wood elf disciples Larallyn and Pressyn in the redoubts were attacked and killed by that ever-present draconic thorn-in-my-side. 
 
    Timian’s group didn’t get it all their own way, though. The elves and summoned beasts sold their lives as dearly as they could. Three more bodies of champions were left lying in the stillness of death on the floor as the cloud of dense fog made its way inexorably toward us. 
 
    “Get ready, they are almost here,” I warned my mates. 
 
    “Yes, we are,” Timian answered with an evil chuckle that emanated from the murky depths, and then he dropped the spell. 
 
    The fog didn’t disappear immediately, but it began to noticeably fade. Tabitha’s Greater Wind Blast helped clear it even faster from where we were standing, but even so, we had almost no time as four figures shot out of the end aisle, straight at us. All four of them aimed their drawn swords at me. 
 
    Four Frost Blasts shot at different parts of my body at the exact same time, and I couldn’t block them all. Two of them made contact and I was thrown back bodily into my throne. 
 
    With huge annoyance, I mentally dismissed the notification telling me that I was suffering from paralysis and wouldn’t be able to move for one minute. I’d resisted the effect from one of the bolts, but that weakened my resistance to a second in such a short space of time. 
 
    Timian, the ogres, Grolth and Mugu, and Braxtor followed the four other champions and battle was met between them and my disciples who tried to form a protective semi-circle around me. 
 
    Reena swiftly slithered to intercept Grolth. She was the only one who was in a similar weight class to an ogre. 
 
    Tamara and Nyosippe went straight after Timian, and he laughed as they approached. “Ready for another humiliation so soon, Tammy. And you’ve brought another bitch as backup. The result will be the same, you know,” he taunted the pair. 
 
    Krista and Jen’Zadeer drew their blades that glowed with the red Vorpal hue and engaged Braxtor on either side of him. Occupying his deadly jabbing ivory lance. 
 
    Tabitha had redirected her Greater Wind Blast to push three of the champions that had paralysed me back into the chain net behind them. There was a limit to what she could do, though. The greater nature of the spell meant he could move her arms to redirect the flow of the spell, but she still couldn’t move her feet without dropping it. 
 
    Vellin went one-on-one with the remaining humanoid champion who had cast Frost Blast on me, while Nessa, Blossom, and Mina the dwarf battled the second ogre. 
 
    The three new girls followed their orders, and they stayed over by the opening to the water trough. Garvax and his champions had swum their way to the end and the girls were using a spear to keep them from surfacing and getting out. 
 
    The timing could not be worse. 
 
    Seconds passed as the battle proceeded without me, but not enough of them for me to get back into the fight. Spells flew, blows were landed, and horrendous wounds were taken on all sides. 
 
    For those first fifteen seconds, everything seemed about even. 
 
    The tide turned suddenly when Grolth swiped his club at Reena’s head with a massively powerful strike. She raised her shield to block but unbeknownst to her Timian stepped out of his dancing combat with Tamara and Nyosippe and pulled a crystal-tipped arrow from his pocket and flung it accurately into her shield. 
 
    The shield disintegrated in her hand and the club slammed into her temple unimpeded and smashed her skull open. The humanoid upper half of the lamia’s body wobbled in a circle a couple of times and then collapsed. Her snake tail twitched and lashed out at the ogre’s feet in her death throes, but barely managed to impede the ogre. 
 
    “Timian, you bastard,” Tamara screeched and redoubled her efforts to kill him. The god smiled at her mockingly and smoothly evaded or parried her frenzied attacks. 
 
    Grolth freed from his fight went straight after Tabitha and she was forced to shift the focus of her wind to keep the ogre away, but even then, she was only barely successful at holding him back. 
 
    This in turn let the three other champions loose from where they had been pinned against the chain netting. Two came straight for me, while the third used the opportunity to get a cheap shot in on Vellin who had just kicked her opponent and broken his knee, dropping him to the floor.  
 
    Vellin went down hurt, but kicked out at the new champion attacker, snapping his ankle in the process. That was two of them down on the deck crippled. The pair of them crawled over to the wounded faun and between them managed to kill her. 
 
    On such thin margins, the tide of battle can shift. Had Vellin crippled her opponent a few seconds earlier, it would have been us and not them that had an extra combatant. 
 
    So much was happening it was almost impossible to keep track of it all. 
 
    It was lucky then that I had my alternate. He was able to keep the information flowing into me. All while trying to quell the rage I felt at being excluded from the battle from overwhelming my senses. 
 
    At the water feature, Garvax swam to the front and got directly involved. 
 
    Ignoring the wounds from their stabbing spears. The god grabbed Galise and Becks by their legs and dragged them into the watery depths to be killed by his champions. Then he launched himself out of the water and attacked Marie. She was fighting a losing battle trying to keep him out of the main fight. Backing up away from him and trying to keep him away using her spear. 
 
    Elsewhere, with lazy ease, Timian swung his halberd past Nyosippe’s defences and cut her throat as if he could have done so at any time. We would likely need to overwhelm the bastard with sheer numbers so that he had nowhere to dodge. 
 
    “Just the two of us again.” He winked at Tamara and pressed her backwards. 
 
    Mugu was playing whack-a-mole with the three smaller disciples that were keeping him at bay using their speed and stealth to evade him. 
 
    However, Garvax’s emergence from the water was seen by Mina out of the corner of her eye. She cast Chill Zone in that corner to slow and harm the soaked champions. But spellcasting distracted her long enough that she failed to spot Mugu’s attack in time. The ogre’s mighty club connected with her chest, and she was laid out on the floor stunned. 
 
    Despite Nessa and Blossom’s best efforts, Mugu’s follow-up blow killed the dwarf outright. The two fierce women vaulted onto his lowered, unprotected back and started to stab him with all their might. 
 
    I would have called out for them to stop if I could, as this would be a mistake. 
 
    A wicked glint entered the ogre’s eye “Gotcha!” he bellowed and slammed himself backwards like a professional wrestler taking a bump. The three of them were smashed onto the slabs with tremendous force, and the two diminutive women were crushed under the ogre’s weight and took the brunt of the damage. 
 
    As Mugu rolled over, virtually unharmed, he cracked his elbow into the back of Blossom’s head and bit the stunned Nessa in the throat like an animal. He had the pair of them trapped and they had little chance of escaping. He got his greasy mitts around their throats and started to crush the life from them. 
 
    With no backup available and most of their spell arsenal on cooldown they had little hope unless something changed drastically. 
 
    Jen and Krista had a mixed bag of results against Braxtor. They both feinted at the same time and managed to confuse him. He pushed forward with his ivory lance and their blades lashed out in unison with vorpal intent and cut the bastard’s wings off him. 
 
    Braxtor cried out with rage and pain and lashed out furiously with his claws and self-detonated a Sanctified Firebomb in the middle of the melee that knocked most of the combatants to the ground with the exception of Braxtor himself and Timian who had grabbed hold of Tamara and used her as a living gorgon shield to block the effects of the blast. 
 
    The flames of the firebomb washed over my prone body inflicting some more damage, but I was mostly spared the explosive force that knocked over the others. 
 
    Paradoxically, the fireball likely saved my life as both champions who had been running toward me were closer to the epicentre of the blast and were bowled over. They shot a pair of dirty looks at the draconic man as they got back to their feet. 
 
    Braxtor only had eyes for Jen and Krista who had severed his wings. They had taken the full brunt of his reckless release of a very powerful spell. Neither was in good shape, and it was about to get worse as Braxtor had already charged after the fallen women with murder in his heart. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    A few seconds earlier 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the other side of the room, Garvax had taken Marie down and was striding with purpose across the room. Behind him, his remaining champions pulled themselves out of the water trough. They were dripping wet but whole and hearty for the most part. Mina’s Chill Zone sprung up around them and sapped some of their health and strength. Just not enough before she died under Mugu’s clubbing. 
 
    This could be an ominous development for us, but I still had hope for reasons not connected with anything we could do. 
 
    If Garvax intended to turn on Timian, there wasn’t much time left. 
 
    Now was the moment of truth. 
 
    Tabitha had her back to the approaching godling, all her focus was on directing her Greater Wind Blast at the ogre Grolth who was step by inexorable step getting closer to her. 
 
    Garvax seized Tabs by her bunny ears and yanked her out his way and behind him where she was instantly set upon by his followers, who bayed like a pack of hounds. 
 
    Grolth stumbled several steps forward as the wind holding him back vanished and he almost ran straight into Garvax and bowled him over. 
 
    “Watch yourself, oaf!” The determined angry god snapped at the big ogre. 
 
    Grolth to his credit did not back down or get out of Garvax’s way. He steadied himself, leaned over and got in the god’s face instead. “Why you not follow boss’ orders?” the ogre grunted. “He say follow him. Why you go in water?” Grolth demanded. 
 
    “I don’t have time for this,” Garvax growled and unleashed a thunderous uppercut into the big man’s jaw. 
 
    Grolth stumbled backwards and teetered on his heels until he crashed to the floor momentarily stunned. Either from the surprise or from the power of the punch. I couldn’t be sure as we watched events unfold. 
 
    “Finish him,” Garvax ordered his personal champions, and he quickened his pace. 
 
    His gaze locked on his hated rival. 
 
    Timian. 
 
    His champions who had been battering poor Tabitha to death moved to follow their master’s order. 
 
    But there was a huge bellow and Mugu, the stunned ogre’s brother had finished his fight with Nessa and Blossom. He had been victorious just in time to witness Garvax’s assault on his brother. His first instinct had been to go after the god but when he saw his brother in danger, he switched directions and ploughed into the pack of rival champions, intercepting them as they made their way to his prone brother. 
 
    Obviously, Garvax had concluded I was too weak to handle him even if Timian and his warriors were removed from the equation. 
 
    Timian had seemingly come to the same conclusion. “Now you choose to make your move,” he muttered to himself. “How predictable.” Turning back to Tamara he smiled coldly. “We shall have to cut this short, Tammy dear.” 
 
    He coolly sidestepped her last desperate sword strike. In one smooth motion, he grabbed her outstretched sword arm and cracked his knee into her elbow, snapping the joint and forcing her arm to flop at an unnatural angle. The pain and shock robbed Tamara of her senses and Timian slipped easily behind her. 
 
    He grabbed hold of Tamara and used her as a shield just as Braxtor’s empowered firebomb detonated and sent shockwaves throughout the room. 
 
    Timian, spared aspects of the blast, was only pushed back into the chain netting. Garvax, who had almost made it to his rival’s position, was knocked back on his butt as were most of the few remaining combatants in the room. 
 
    Timian turned to him as he got back on his feet. 
 
    “Your time is over, Timian,” barked Garvax with feral zeal as he tried to cut Timian down with a large battle axe. “Mine has come. I know your sight has failed you, regardless of how many you sacrificed to empower yourself. I was there, or have you forgotten? When I take control of the Realms, I will reshape it into a better place. A kinder one, without scum like you around to sully it.” 
 
    “With you as its sole God and Master, no doubt,” Timian retorted almost conversationally as he deflected the axe swipes using Tamara’s body. 
 
    “Yes! You did not know I would go my own way when we came in here. It is you and your people who have weathered the final assault of the dungeon and not I. I am fresh and will end you. You can try and hide behind others, but your shield won’t last much longer.” 
 
    To punctuate his point, Garvax’s axe glowed red, indicating Vorpal Weapon was active and his next strike sliced Tamara’s left leg clean off.  
 
    “That will not be happening, my stupid former minion. You forget that you are not wearing your godly sanctified armour now.” 
 
    “Neither are you,” Garvax spat back. 
 
    “True, but I know which buttons to press.” 
 
    As he finished his statement, Timian stowed the halberd in his inventory and pulled the dying body of Tamara fully in front of him. 
 
    With one hand he pulled her head up so she was looking directly at Garvax. With the other, he knocked her biting head-snakes out of the way and then squeezed her roughly at a point just behind her left ear. 
 
    Tamara shuddered as Timian deftly manipulated a bundle of nerves connected to her eyes and he triggered an involuntary activation of her petrifying gaze. The beam covered the short distance to Garvax and hit him on the shoulder as he desperately tried and failed to duck the golden light of the attack. 
 
    Garvax froze in place head bowed before the blonde god who smirked victoriously. 
 
    Timian snapped Tamara’s neck, putting her out of her misery, and dropped her body to the floor while he retrieved his halberd from the inventory. 
 
    Stepping over the gorgon’s body he got up close to Garvax and tutted. “Even after all you have seen me accomplish,” he sighed. “How you morons continue to believe yourselves capable of upstaging me is the true mystery of the universe. Tragically, for you, it is a question you shall never get an answer to.” 
 
    With that, Timian twirled away and brought his red-edged halberd blade down on the back of Garvax’s neck and beheaded him in a single strike. 
 
    Garvax’s surviving champions on the lefthand side of the chamber disappeared with a pop. They had killed Mugu and were close to doing the same to Grolth. The ogre was in bad shape, but he had been spared death by Timian’s belated action. 
 
    The big ogre crawled over to the cooling corpse of his brother and started to mewl in mourning. 
 
    “It isn’t permanent, you ridiculous oversized man-baby,” Timian sneered at his grief-stricken minion. “Why am I surrounded by dunces?” 
 
    Just then he spotted a figure dart from a doorway that led to another part of the dungeon. The figure sprinted to a position behind the Wolf King’s throne. A familiar figure with long blonde hair. 
 
    “Enter the doggess,” Timian muttered and then chuckled at his own joke.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the back of my mind, I was being updated with what was going on elsewhere in the core room. Garvax’s removal along with his champions was good news, but so many of my disciples had fallen and I was still stuck on the throne, paralysed for another ten seconds. 
 
    The unthinkable approached. Defeat beckoned to me darkly. 
 
    No! 
 
    I would not give in to despair. While I still breathed there was hope. Even if I wouldn’t be able to move for a while longer. 
 
    Then my direct attention was pulled away as a pair of hands gently took hold of my head and I felt a wave of soothing healing energy flow into my sore and paralysed body. 
 
      
 
    You are the target of Greater Sanctified Healing Balm. The balm will heal all your wounds, even permanent ones and greatly increases your resistance to existing and future negative status effects for the next ten minutes. 
 
      
 
    Notifications began to cycle through my awareness. The paralysis timer had accelerated, and my health was increasing dramatically. The feeling was even starting to return to my right arm that had been cut off. 
 
    The stiffness in my neck faded first and I was able to crane my head backwards and drink in the sight of Jezebel’s dazzling beauty. 
 
    She had come to help us in the final battle after all. 
 
    I knew she would. 
 
    Jezebel saw my head lean back, and she smiled kindly at me. I tried to speak but my vocal chords were still frozen. She leaned over and kissed me gently on the lips. “This is as much as I can do for you,” she whispered. “I know that sadistic bastard all too well. Find me after you’ve torn that monster apart.” 
 
    “Jezebel, how kind of you to join us,” Timian called out. “Get over here now, you bitch! No dallying.” 
 
    The soul chain around her waist blazed with light as Timian seized control of it. I fought his influence but was only able to gain equal authority over the band. “N…Nuuuu…” I croaked but was unable to fully verbalise the countermand. 
 
    Had any of my other disciples been left to intervene we could have retained control, but alas they were all down. 
 
    There were only three seconds left on my paralysis timer. It may as well have been three years. 
 
    Jezebel’s hands left my face, and she vaulted over the throne and off the dais. Unwillingly, she bounded over to Timian, past the two champions who had regained their feet and were now once more rushing in the other direction towards me. As a last helping hand, Jezebel tripped one of them as they ran past one another. 
 
    The untripped champion jumped on top of me as Jezebel reached Timian. 
 
    The arrogant godling casually kicked the body of Tamara out of the way. He rested his halberd against the chain net and with his hands free pulled a circular disc that looked a bit like the matching teardrops of Yin and Yang from his pocket. 
 
    Jezebel’s eyes locked on the small disc and Timian smirked cruelly at her. 
 
    “The phase prison,” she said with deep resignation in her voice. 
 
    “Indeed,” he sneered as he placed the disc just under her throat. “Unlike all the others, I’m not an idiot. You could resist my command if I tried to attack you or order you to harm your dog lover. Imprisoning you on the other hand…is another matter entire. I was going to use this on that disobedient lout Garvax, but your interference forced me to change my plans and kill him instead. 
 
    “You disgust me, you know. I bet you couldn’t wait to open those slutty legs of yours and let that animal crawl between them. However, there is one thing before you go, my dear Jezebel. I can’t make you turn on your hirsute lover, but I can break your heart.” 
 
    With one hand still touching the disc, Timian reached for her waist and pulled on the soul chain, shattering it. 
 
    There was a look of utter despair on Jezebel’s face. “No…” 
 
    She wasn’t able to finish whatever else she might have wished to say or act against him. Timian activated the disc, and her body became translucent. The visual of her seemed to shimmer or waver for a split second and then she disappeared. 
 
    While that was happening, my paralysis wore off and I surged into action. My jaws clamped on the throat of the champion who had jumped on me and stabbed me a couple of times in the short time he’d had with me unable to move. 
 
    I yanked him off me with my jaws still locked on his neck and tore his throat out and hurled the corpse into the path of the second champion, knocking him off his feet again. I leapt to my feet and sent my maul swinging in a sweeping arc and it slammed home into the now prone champion. He collapsed on top of his companion that had tangled with his feet; his skull shattered. 
 
    I roared with brutal rage and jumped from the dais ready for what came next. 
 
    Timian laughed lightly at my display of bravado. 
 
    He pointed his fingers at the two crippled champions, and they were surrounded by a healing nimbus and got to their feet. 
 
    How many fucking spells and Mana did this asshole have at his disposal? 
 
    In the back of my mind, I noted that this wave of healing was not extended to Grolth or Braxtor. 
 
    Timian did have limits. 
 
    “Grolth, Braxtor, get over here,” Timian commanded. 
 
    The sorely wounded ogre left the body of his dead brother reluctantly and limped over to join his master. Braxtor was still in a frenzy, stabbing his lance into the dead bodies of Krista and Jen’Zadeer. He was covered in blood, much of it was his. The draconic champion seemed to be running on fumes, sustaining himself with his burning hatred alone. 
 
    “Now, Braxtor!” 
 
    Braxtor ceased his stabbing and hopped as if he were about to fly over but landed on his feet. “My wings!” he screamed with despair. 
 
    “Enough, Braxtor. You’ll get them back when we’re finished with this mutt.” 
 
    I looked around at the scene of carnage before me. Everywhere my gaze rested were the fallen bodies of my mates and disciples. 
 
    Rage infused my very being. 
 
    “As you can see you are all alone…” 
 
    Timian’s taunt barely registered as I charged forward, a Lightning Bolt zapped from the target sight on my shield and dropped the limping ogre on his ass. My maul swung in an arc and caught one of the nameless champions in the midriff. But then Braxtor’s lance stabbed into my thigh as I blocked a thrust from the other champion. Timian flashed past me and cut the back of my legs with his red-hued halberd, and I fell to my knees as the numbness hit them. 
 
    Jezebel’s healing balm went to work and swiftly helped me slough off the vorpal effects but not before Timian and the champions surrounded me and pounded, stabbed, and sliced at my body. I could only ward off so many of the attacks and my health was dropping at a prodigious rate. 
 
    Things looked bleak, but I had one last ace up my sleeve. Well, I hoped it was an ace and not a deuce. What I was about to try had been merely a theory up until this point. 
 
    A last-gasp Hail Mary if everything else went wrong. 
 
    And it hadn’t been something I’d been able to practice in advance. 
 
    Step one, I had to get out from under the pack of rabid dogs attacking me. 
 
    My plan would all be for nought if they managed to kill me first. I stowed my maul and unhooked the shield from my forearm and with all my might pushed it upwards into the air and forced them all to back away and give me a tiny bit of space. 
 
    With a little bit of daylight, I flipped over, shifted into my wolf form, and tackled my way out of the scrum. 
 
    I was rent by more terrible wounds as I pushed by and cast my final remaining useful spell not on cooldown, Regrowth. 
 
    That kept me alive. 
 
    For now. 
 
    I raced towards the back of the room and vaulted over my throne and crystal pedestals. Timian, Braxtor, and his other champions were hot on my heels. My claws reached out and pulled down the tapestry revealing the hidden chamber that was filled with many of my vacantly staring warwolf avatars. 
 
    As I landed, I rolled in between the statue-still avatars, and Timian landed just outside the chamber as a wide smile spread across his face. 
 
    He let loose with a deep belly laugh. “So, this is what your last roll of the dice was. More of your avatars,” he whispered to himself. 
 
    “You haven’t won yet, Timian. I have one last card to play,” I coughed out, playing for a bit more time as I scooted a bit further back and started to concentrate on trying to activate these other versions of me. 
 
    As I had with Shabbarth, every iota of my consciousness was bent to the task as I desperately tried to make this work on the fly. 
 
    “You are a dumber mutt than I thought, Daxas,” Timian crowed with delight. “Everything is clear to me now. And to think you succeeded in getting me to worry, albeit fleetingly. Your final card is a dud, Daxas. Just like you,” he laughed. “Do you think you are the first to think of such a thing? You can’t make use of them. No one can. Now do me a favour and die in screaming agony.” 
 
    Timian strode forward and pushed past the big, furred bodies. Truthfully, I had barely listened to any of his happy exultations of victory. I wasn’t stupid. I knew that I couldn’t inhabit multiple avatars in such close proximity. 
 
    I won’t lie, over the years I had tried repeatedly to find a workaround and failed at every juncture. But an alternative, possibly unique to my situation, had presented itself a spart of my experimentation. 
 
    Timian stood over me and his arm pulled back, ready to thrust forward with his halberd and end the challenge. I could see the glee in his face as the red-tinged point of the halberd shot forward. 
 
    The eyes of the warwolf avatar beside me opened and its furred hand shot out and grabbed the hilt of the halberd, halting its deadly progress a few centimetres from my chest. 
 
    “You didn’t think I would allow you to harm my husband, did you?” the warwolf avatar that was now inhabited by Jessamyn growled in a strangely feminine manner. 
 
    “What! No! This is impossible!” Timian screamed and tried to pull the halberd away but a second furred hand from a different warwolf gripped the haft and together they tugged it from his grasp. 
 
    “No, my Lord. Not impossible. Nothing is impossible where Daxas is concerned,” snarled the Tamara-inhabited warwolf. 
 
    Timian backed away from the secret chamber as more warwolves came to life. Each of them controlled by the consciousness of one of my mates. 
 
    No, I could not inhabit more than one avatar when they were too close together, but it turned out that with a bit of hard work and the expenditure of a lot of energy, those who were bonded to me at the soulular level could. 
 
    Yes, I had to make the word soulular up, but we were dealing with something totally unprecedented here. 
 
    This had been a huge risk, but I was happy to discover when put into practice this would work on anyone I had bestowed a Daxasian Blessing upon. And that meant all my lovers, except for Alyssa. 
 
    This had still been one heck of a longshot, though, and not something I had wanted to rely upon. Beggars can’t be choosers. 
 
    We had never been able to properly test the theory. My mate’s attachment to their true avatars was too strong for it to work under normal circumstances. We needed a situation where they would no longer be in their natural forms, essentially after they had been killed in the dungeon. 
 
    During any other run, they would be reformed in the inactive part of the dungeon immediately after being slain and I wouldn’t have been able to do this. It was only during this, the Divine Challenge, that they were put into a formless limbo of sorts until after its conclusion. 
 
    This had been my first, last, and only chance to test it out. If I’d fiddled about with it earlier, then we ran the risk that the Arbiter could interject again due to me cheating. 
 
    And this was a pretty fucking big cheat. 
 
    It was too late for him to try anything now. 
 
    It was done. 
 
    Waves of healing flowed into me as those who still had spells or were long off cooldown cast them and I sprang back up to my feet, right as rain. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Timmy? Did you not see this one coming?” I taunted him. 
 
    “You know what, Daxas? I don’t think he did. It looks like I didn’t fail to blind him just enough to lead to his destruction,” Tamara growled with deep satisfaction. “My Lord, you have no idea how much pleasure that gives me,” she directed that last part at Timian who had continued to back up until he bumped into the dais behind him. 
 
    “No…No…No…” the god of prophecy mumbled. 
 
    “My Lord, what are your orders?” Braxtor rasped, a panicked inflection entering his tone for the first time. “You have planned for this? Correct?” 
 
    Braxtor never got an answer. 
 
    Timian the preeminent God of the Realms. The strutting God of Prophecy who knew all and saw everyone as beneath him turned and fled like the abject coward he truly was. He clambered over my throne, tripped, and fell off on the other side in a scrambled panic. 
 
    “I forfeit! I forfeit!” he screamed in a plaintive, desperate wail. 
 
    It was far too late for that. 
 
    There were no retirements or forfeits permissible once they entered my core room. 
 
    It was win or bust for both sides. 
 
    A surge of brown-furred flesh charged from the secret chamber with me in the middle and they quickly overran the four remaining divine champions. 
 
    Jen’Zadeer and Krista had their revenge on Braxtor and pulled him down with the help of a few others and used their teeth and claws to tear him apart. White-scaled flesh wetted the granite slabs where he lay. 
 
    Jessamyn led Nessa and Tabitha and they ran down the fleeing god of prophecy, hamstrung him, and dragged his pathetic, blubbering, pleading body back to the front of my dais. The ogre and the other two champions were dead and gone. 
 
    Only Timian remained. 
 
    I shifted back to my humanoid form and seated myself on the throne as Timian was brought before the dais and my mates forced him onto his knees in front of me. 
 
    The arrogant god bawled like a baby, tears ran down his cheeks and snot dribbled from his nose. I’m not sure what I expected from him, but I was still taken aback by the surprising lack of dignity. 
 
    But it did make the moment decidedly sweeter. 
 
    “Please, no, we can work together. I can give you whatever you desire. Help you overthrow the other Lords. With my help, you can rule the Realms and the Reaches,” he begged. “I will be your most faithful of servants.” 
 
    “I don’t need your help to do that.” 
 
    Fresh tears were squeezed from his eyes. “Please. Don’t kill me! Just tell me what you want?” he sobbed. 
 
    I stood up from my throne and hefted my trusty maul in both hands. “I’ll tell you what I want,” I said slowly in my best Germanic accent. “I want you to go to hell!” 
 
    Timian tried to pull away, but Jessamyn and Nessa were holding him in place. Tamara stepped forward and pulled a diadem from the god’s brow. My double-headed maul went up high into the air and then came down with nearly unstoppable force on the helmetless crown of Timian’s head. 
 
    His skull cracked and shattered under the blow and the maul sank deeply into his brain matter. Killing him instantly and ending the Divine Challenge. 
 
    I took a deep satisfying breath and looked around the room for some recognition of my final Arnie quote as a Dungeon Lord. 
 
    I was disappointed at what I found. 
 
    “Did none of you pay attention when we watched End of Times a couple of days ago? I put it on just so you’d understand that quote.” 
 
    “No,” came the resounding answer from more than thirty gravelly wolf throats. 
 
    Before I had a chance to sigh, everything went dark as we disappeared, and then the knowledge that the dungeon had collapsed in on itself flooded my mind. 
 
    I was struck by a bittersweet feeling of loss. The dungeon was no longer necessary, we had won, but it had been my home for over a decade. 
 
    A part of me wept for its loss. 
 
    A small part, but a part, nonetheless. 
 
    Blink. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    Simeon Reedwhistle 
 
      
 
      
 
    The nervous energy in the air was palpable. Dark had fallen some time ago as the hours ticked away. 
 
    With so many people coming and going from the dungeon entrance every day we needed a way for the guild members to keep track of the time. A large stone clocktower had been constructed just to the side of the hillock which housed the primary entrance into the Wolf King’s Lair. 
 
    The tower had been knocked down during the gigantic battle with the champions, but like everything else in Alpha compound, it had been repaired since then. 
 
    The small hand of the clockface already hovered over the twelve and the big hand was right beside it. The hand started to shudder as the mechanism prepared to tick that final tock to midnight. I heard the sharp inhalation of breath from Piotr who stood beside me. His eyes were wide and rapt on the clock just like everyone else standing in the compound. 
 
    The hand vibrated for a second and then shifted position over the top of the small hand and the bells inside the clocktower pealed out for midnight. 
 
    Piotr was not the only one holding his breath. There were over five thousand people packed into the courtyard with many more in the guild buildings and surrounding ancillary areas. Every member of the guilds under Daxas’ auspice. 
 
    And yet, you could have heard a pin drop, if you didn’t count the pealing of the bells in the clocktower. 
 
    Then there was a slight rumbling sound followed by an even softer sound similar to gas escaping from a bellows. 
 
    The grassy hillock sporting a giant wolf’s head that had both upended and become the centre of our lives collapsed into the earth suddenly and was replaced by a neatly trimmed verge of grass. 
 
    I was lost for words. 
 
    Was that it? 
 
    What the hells did the hillock and entrance crumpling into nothing mean? 
 
    “Rosie?” Piotr said from beside me. 
 
    Of course, Rosie, she was one of Daxas serving girls. If he was gone, she would be gone. 
 
    I looked behind me and she was still standing there, her man, Arash clutched onto her for dear life. It had been a difficult evening for him. Waiting on the outcome. He was hardly alone. There were dozens of others similarly clutching onto the women they had become close to. 
 
    She looked at me solemnly and then a wide impish grin spread across her face. 
 
    “He won!” she cried out for the benefit of all those assembled. 
 
    The courtyard erupted in a round of cacophonous cheering. Hats, gloves, weapons, anything people could get their hands on were thrown into the air in celebration. 
 
    Dancing broke out and the serving girls still in the Fire House wheeled out barrel after barrel of ale. To soothe the sore throats of any who roared too loudly, I’m sure. 
 
    “Drinks are on the house!” Rosie cried out again, to a round of even more vociferous cheering. 
 
    “Hey! I didn’t authorise that,” I grouched. “Some people still have delving to do tomorrow, today even. They can’t all get pissed up.” 
 
    Nobody was listening to me. 
 
    A couple of minutes later, Piotr staggered through the throng over to my side. He was carrying two oversized tankards that had been designed for the werebear Thrasher’s enormous appetite. He had one tucked under each arm and he had soaked himself in the beer that had sloshed over the lips of the tankards during his journey. 
 
    That didn’t seem to bother him one whit. 
 
    He deposited the near-keg-sized drinking vessels in front of me and patted one of them affectionately. “That one’s for you, Chief.” 
 
    “Thanks, Piotr,” I said and picked it up with both hands and knocked back a long draught. 
 
    If you can’t stop ‘em, you may as well join ‘em. Besides if anyone was entitled to get shitfaced tonight it was me. 
 
    Unlike the doubters, my delving days were done. 
 
    Rank one hundred was in the bag. 
 
    Following Daxas’ advice, at the last minute, we had all traded in our personal supplication requirements for the ‘get rid of Daxas dungeon’ one. The offer had never been rescinded by the Lords and it never specified how his dungeon had to be removed. Only that it had to be gone from the Proving Grounds before we could leave. Him swanning off to his reward with his harem would count even if it wasn’t what the Lords intended. 
 
    Fuck ‘em, I thought to myself. The buggers deserved to get done over. 
 
    I may have disagreed with Daxas about a few things, but on that note, we were fully aligned 
 
    “What next, Chief?” Piotr asked me as he wiped the beer froth from his upper lip. 
 
    “You know what, Piotr. With everything that’s been going on, I never really thought about that part. And I’m just realising, I don’t have a bloody clue.” 
 
    And I didn’t. 
 
    But sod it, that was a problem for hungover Simeon to figure out tomorrow. I picked up my keg-cum-tankard and poured it back, down my throat, my cheeks, and my shirt. 
 
    I drank as if I didn’t have a care in the world and for the next few hours at least, I didn’t. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Merrock 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannae believe it!” Ironhammer exclaimed. “How did Timian lose?” 
 
    “Does this mean he is dead?” another voice asked and was soon joined by a buzz of others. 
 
    “What of the Infernals?” 
 
    “Garvax and Kriger, too?” 
 
    “Are we going to free Jezebel?” 
 
    “Why should we?” 
 
    “I never liked her.” 
 
    “Neither did I.” 
 
    “Who inherits their domains?” 
 
    “Does this mean we are accepting new members? Because if we are, I have a suggestion.” 
 
    “No, not him.” 
 
    “You don’t even know who I was going to suggest.” 
 
    “Yes, I do, and I’m pre-emptively vetoing.”  
 
    The bickering grew in volume as they all tried to talk over one another. 
 
    It was clear the consternation and confusion were shared by the rest of the assembled Gods. What we had just seen was simply extraordinary. 
 
    I’d had my doubts that Drakonis could pull this off. As much as I hated Timian, he was…correction…had been a gifted prophet. Fear had gripped my heart at the consequences of him returning to these hallowed halls brimming with the wolf’s energy. 
 
    Enough energy to wipe us all out. 
 
    That danger had not passed. 
 
    Timian might be gone, but the energy and the inherent danger it represented to us hadn’t. Not that these sheep could see it yet. 
 
    But they would. 
 
    I would see to it. 
 
    “What does this mean?” the elven twins Solus and Luna asked in unison. 
 
    I cracked the butt of my trident into the marble flooring and chipped the pristine floor with the force. That drew everyone’s attention to me as it ought to have done. 
 
    “It means change!” I called out authoritatively. “Come, I am calling for an extraordinary council meeting. There is much to discuss. You heard what the Wolf King said. He claimed not to need Timian’s assistance to rule the Realms. That is as good as a declaration of war to my ears.” 
 
    The hubbub that had briefly subsided grew in volume once more but none of them dared gainsay me or question my assumption of authority and this pleased me greatly. The Wolf King’s throwaway comment as he mocked Timian would help solidify any mandate I seized in the confusion. 
 
    Now I just needed to twist this turn of events and the existential threat to our existence that Daxas posed and use it to guide them into giving me ultimate authority. 
 
    Timian was a fool blinded by his pride. He could only ever see one route to the top. 
 
    The direct one. 
 
    Convincing others that they wanted you to rule over them was a much safer and more satisfying method by far. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Duke Targelan 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stood at the precipice of the Red Cliffs, staring down at the tumult below. 
 
    The hundred-metre-tall obsidian statue of the Great Sathan would normally dominate your eyeline in this place. It was still there, of course. No matter what had happened, no denizen of the Reaches would ever forget themselves enough to desecrate his unholiest of monuments. 
 
    No. Today, every gaze had been on the seven grand obelisks that were half the size of Sathan’s statue and surrounded it at equidistant intervals. Huge nigh-indestructible banners had hung from those obelisks, swaying gently in the hot gusts, above seven thrones at the base of each. Those thrones represented the seven seats of power in the Reaches. The actual thrones were secreted inside mighty fortresses in other locations. Protected by the jealous owners. 
 
    Each banner bore the symbol of the demon who held sway over the respective throne. Shabbarth, Olganeth, Tharzus, Thorzoth, Bulmaras, Tir’Goran and Magros. 
 
    But today there were no longer any banners swaying in the arid, warm breeze. All of them had fallen, disintegrating into dust, thereby indicating the respective Infernal Lord had been slain. 
 
    The basin at the bottom of the Red Cliffs was always a hive of activity. Legions of lesser demons pilgrimaged to the place daily to pay homage to Sathan or curry favour with their Lordly patron. With this unexpected turn of events, it was as if someone had kicked the hornet’s nest and pandemonium reigned supreme. 
 
    In short, it was utter chaos down there. 
 
    Much as my meticulously crafted plans now were. 
 
    It had always been my intention for one of the Princeps to fall and then I would make my move to assume his position. 
 
    But all seven! Sathan above! That complicated matters enormously. 
 
    I was no fool to believe this would make my task easier. With all seven thrones up for grabs, it would be an absolute free for all. Every demon with a lick of ambition would be making a play for a crown instead of doing the sensible thing and suing for an elevated position in the eventual winner’s court. 
 
    “Ah, it had to happen. They’ve started killing one another. The threat of proscription be damned,” Pollius laughed on my right. 
 
    “It is only natural. Once they realised there was no hand currently on the tiller to enforce the conventions, opportunists were bound to take advantage,” Lucifer added on my left. 
 
    Sathan’s Basin and the Red Cliffs were considered to be the only truly neutral venue in all the Reaches. By convention, violence against our own kind was strictly anathema and punishable with immediate retribution and execution from all sides. 
 
    Of course, that didn’t mean it didn’t happen. You just had to be wily and ensure you weren’t seen when you went about the business of murder for advancement, vengeance, or pleasure. 
 
    I had called the two other demons to meet me here today. To witness what was about to happen. Pollius and Lucifer, my oldest friends, my bitterest rivals. 
 
    My intention had been to kill them when the anticipated single banner fell. They would have stood in the way of me claiming my rightful position if I didn’t. They were both well-respected Dukes and had significant power bases. Legitimate contenders for the position that was to be mine. 
 
    All seven banners dropping had forced a sudden reconsideration of my plans. 
 
    “Oy, oy, Shabbarth’s banner has not melted away like the others. He must still be alive,” Pollius noted, and I saw him sidle away from both the edge and me. 
 
    “Dead or fallen from unholy grace. It makes very little difference. He is no longer a Princeps. Should he ever return to the Reaches, he is as good as dead,” Lucifer commented and did the same as Pollius. 
 
    “True,” I muttered and took a few steps back myself and looked at my two friends, my hands resting on the pommel of my sabre. 
 
    Their hands were similarly hovering over their weapons. 
 
    “I suppose, only one question remains. Who is it that will be taking their places?” Pollius said. “Naturally, I plan to put my name forward for consideration. I expect the same from both of you.” 
 
    Lucifer grinned at me, flashing his sharp teeth in his even sharper suit as full understanding dawned. He had been banished to Earth by Shabbarth years ago. The Great Dread had recalled him when he found out how much fun he was having there playing the Devil. His time amongst the humans had affected his personality, though. He had never been the same since. Earth clothing was only one such affectation he had adopted. 
 
    “You devious bastard, Targelan. You knew this was coming, didn’t you? We weren’t meant to leave the cliffs alive,” he accused me in surprisingly good humour. “I won’t hold it against you, it was a bloody good idea. Though, I daresay you didn’t expect all of them to die, did you?” 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. There was no point denying what they would both assume to be true anyway. After all, it was. 
 
    “In that case, there is a second question, then,” Pollius drawled. “Do we leave this place together…” 
 
    “…Or does one of us leave alone?” Lucifer finished for him. 
 
    We stood there contemplating the tricky pickle of a situation we found ourselves in. This had not been my plan for this morning. If I had known more than one princeps would fall, I would never have come here and I certainly wouldn’t have brought either of them. 
 
    The sound of mounting clashes and warfare drifted up from the basin as our stare-off continued. 
 
    Despite the pleasant acoustic backdrop of murder and mayhem, no convenient answer presented itself. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    Blink. 
 
    My eyes snapped open, and awareness returned. It felt like I had been asleep and the memories of my victory over the Lords flooded back. 
 
    I grinned the biggest shit-eating grin imaginable. I couldn’t stop myself, I tried, but I was just too pumped up with glee to control my facial muscles and force them into stoicism. 
 
    I was in a small cosy room that looked straight out of a cottage my family holidayed in when I was seven or eight. It was one of the happiest memories of my old life. That holiday had been the most fun I recall ever having in my life on Earth. I’d had much better times since then, but they were of a much more adult nature than the joy of a young city boy in the summer countryside for the first time. 
 
    There was a roaring fireplace, with two blue armchairs arranged beside it with a small coffee table in between. There was a China teapot with floral patterning and two matching cups on a chrome tray on the table. The spout of the pot puffed steam into the air. 
 
    Tenzing was sitting in the far armchair, and he leaned forward, picked up the pot and started to pour the light brown tea into one of the cups. “Sit down David Albert Xavier Smith. We should talk before what comes next.” 
 
    I could tell from the instant he spoke this was not Tenzing. 
 
    Well, not precisely Tenzing. 
 
    “You’re him, aren’t you? The Entity,” I accused, unable to keep the bitter tone from my voice. 
 
    Tenzing and Alyssa had always spoken sympathetically about him, but I’d never shed my reservations about his complicity in what the Lords perpetrated here. This turn of events had proved to be a complete mood killer and my irrepressible grin dropped. 
 
    “There is no need to be like that,” he tutted. “Please, sit.” 
 
    Blink. 
 
    When my eyes opened again, I was nestled in the blue armchair and the not-Tenzing was standing beside me offering me the cup of tea. 
 
    “Don’t do that, again,” I growled. 
 
    “My apologies, Daxas. May I call you Daxas?” 
 
    I nodded my assent and took the stupid bloody teacup from him and slurped the contents in defiance of the refusal the Entity was no doubt expecting. Besides, I was thirsty. Why deny myself a cuppa just because it had been brewed by an asshat? 
 
    I had to admit it was damn good tea. 
 
    “I do apologise. I forget how disorienting those shifts can be for people with a linear mind. It’s all the same to me, you see. I will not do so again without your permission, Daxas.” 
 
    “Whatever. What have you done with Tenzing?” 
 
    “I haven’t done anything with Tenzing. I am still here as I have been from the beginning.” 
 
    “What!?” I spluttered, accidentally spitting out some of the tea I had just sipped. The droplets of tea seemed to evaporate and disappear before they made contact with anything. “Are you trying to tell me it was you with me all along?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking, yes. There was always a thread of me within the manifestation you called, Tenzing. His personality took the lead, but I was always there with him. Just in the background.” 
 
    “So, he was what? Just a puppet you controlled?” 
 
    “Absolutely not. He…I always acted entirely independently and genuinely. Our friendship was very real and has meant more to me than you could possibly imagine, Daxas. It was a very similar situation that you utilised with your multiple avatars. Acting separately but part of a greater whole. However, for appearance’s sake, I needed to look like I was fully divorced from him. But I was with you every step of the way.” 
 
    “Are you trying to say you’ve absorbed him, and he is gone?” 
 
    “No. Tenzing will never be gone. He is me and I am him. Now that there is no need to hide the true nature of our oneness it would be disingenuous to our friendship if I did so.” 
 
    “Okay…” I muttered, not really sure what the Tenzing-Entity wanted from me and then a horrible thought occurred to me. “Alyssa…” 
 
    Tenzing-Entity shook his head quickly and chuckled lightly. “Let me put your mind at rest on that point. Alyssa has always been fully partitioned. She was inaccessible to me after her creation, operating independently. She was born from my knowledge, yes, but from her inception has always been completely separate. The same goes for the Arbiter, thankfully. I wouldn’t want to take him back even if it were possible. Which it is not. The little creep actually fled the ethereal when Timian died. Something he should not have been able to do, but that is another matter. Once that no longer concerns you.” 
 
    I nodded with relief. That was a genuine icky load off my mind. The Arbiter being in the wind didn’t inspire any confidence, though. 
 
    However, thinking of my extra-curricular activities also brought the one woman I never had the chance to indulge in them with to the forefront of my mind. 
 
    “Jezebel, is she alright? Where is she?” 
 
    “Jezebel is perfectly fine. There is more than one ethereal realm. The disc Timian used sent her to a prison the Lords created in a realm that differed from me in that it could never achieve any level of consciousness. She is essentially powerless there until someone retrieves her. Safe, but powerless.” 
 
    “Oh, kind of like the Phantom Zone in Superman, then?” 
 
    “That is an apt analogy, Daxas. I have no pull in this other realm, but if the other Lords don’t free her, I’m positive that between you and Alyssa, you will figure out a way.” 
 
    If that was the case, I wanted to get on with things as quickly as possible. Time to move things along. “Good. So why am I here? Time is money, or so they say.” 
 
    “As I said we have a few things to discuss, Daxas, before you move on to your reward,” Tenzing replied, and I could tell this was my big-eared blue buddy talking to me this time. “What I wasn’t permitted to know before has been fully uncovered.” 
 
    “Lay it on me, Tenzing.” I could tell there was something bothering him. It was all in the way he procrastinated a little when he had to tell me something I wouldn’t like. 
 
    “We never really discussed it, but I can’t come with you. We must part ways, today.” 
 
    “Tenzing…” 
 
    “I’m sorry Daxas, but I can’t untether myself from who I am, the Entity. I am not Alyssa. She can go with you, but I cannot. Even if I were to break a piece of myself off and send it with you, it wouldn’t really be me. It would be a copy and I think we both know how you would feel about that.” 
 
    I sat back in the armchair and sighed heavily. 
 
    He was right. 
 
    I would never be able to accept a simulacrum that merely believed it was Tenzing. He might not know, but I would, and I would never be able to treat him the same. 
 
    “This is it, then. The end of the road for us?” 
 
    “For now, yes. The Accords are in tatters, but their shredding came only after you had won.” 
 
    I caught the emphasis he put on the word after and immediately got the sense there was something far larger at play. “What do you mean by that? What has this all been about?” 
 
    “What this means for you is that you get a mortal life again. Reconstitution. As was promised. And there is no way for me to avoid awarding the defined prize as the Accords were still in effect when your challenge concluded.” 
 
    Now I was more confused than ever. 
 
    Why would Tenzing think I wouldn’t want to be alive again? 
 
    That’s what I’d been striving for since the very beginning. Then I remembered the whole soul siphon shtick and recalled how much of that energy still resided at my fingertips. I suppose if I had wanted to forge an alternative path, I might have been able to pull it off with a little help. 
 
    “As for what this has all been about…” 
 
    Instantly, the change in his posture indicated the Entity was back in the driving seat. “The short version is that long ago; I made a very bad deal.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Over the aeons, travellers who could traverse the ethereal would occasionally enter my realm. They would never stay for long; they were merely passing through and would only be here for a fleeting instant. But those brief moments were enough to give my scattered consciousness structure. Thought. Awareness. And then it would be gone. 
 
    “I grew desperate for that cohesivity but had no way to achieve it on my own. Then Devantus Drakonis brought the Lords here, and we made a bargain. The Accords. I was young and naïve in many respects. And like any person lacking maturity jumped in without thinking things through. 
 
    “It was not until much later, as I observed the consequences of my impetuousness, that I understood the grave error I had made. That what the Lords were doing was monstrous and unfair. But it was too late. I was bound by the Accords and had to act by the terms dictated. I do not tell you this to excuse myself, merely so you might understand the rationale behind some of my decisions.” 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling, I’m not going to like what comes next,” I muttered. 
 
    “Because you are too clever for your own good,” a new voice chuckled sardonically from behind me. 
 
    I jumped up out of the armchair. 
 
    There was another person, clad all in green robes, leaning against a beam that supported the staircase that led up to the bedrooms of the cottage. 
 
    “I heard my name being taken in vain and just had to make an appearance,” the deeply cowled figure said and bowed with another mirth-filled chuckle. 
 
    “Devantus Drakonis, I presume?” I snorted and sat back down in my navy-blue armchair. 
 
    Once upon a time my first reaction would have been to pounce on this bastard and tear him a new asshole. But I’d matured. I wouldn’t give this bastard the satisfaction of seeing me get angry at him. People like him got off on getting a rise out of others. He was like the patron saint of internet trolls. 
 
    I also seriously doubted I could do any real harm in this cottage. We were not in the Proving Grounds, but this was still an ethereal realm. 
 
    “Of course,” he answered and waggled his armour-clad fingers at me. The metal they were made of seemed almost fluid. “I am an interdimensional purveyor of influence and exchange. Happy customers are my stock in trade and when I learned that one of them was not entirely happy, I had to come by and offer some kind of solution.” 
 
    “That is not what happened,” the Tenzing-Entity interjected. 
 
    “Hush you, I’m taking the blame for what happened to Daxas. Don’t let my noble sacrifice be for nothing.” 
 
    “You are to blame,” I accused the sorcerer. “Your sticky fingerprints are all over everyone that has been involved in this entire affair.” 
 
    “I do have many irons in the fire,” he admitted. “Busy is as busy does.” 
 
    “As I was trying to say,” the Entity tried to continue. 
 
    “Ah, yes, confession time,” Devantus talked over the top of him. “I felt bad that the poor entity here had got the raw end of the deal. So, when I saw that someone like you had been sent here. I knew exactly how the Lords would react. Then I showed up and strong-armed your good buddy Tenzing into using what latitude the Accords allowed him and put the screw to you. Engineering the very outcome we have just witnessed. 
 
    “The Infernals dead. Timian, Kriger, and Garvax dead. As a result, Merrock, Ironhammer, and the other Divine have unanimously voided the Accords minutes after it was all done. There were no Infernal Lords to oppose the action. Therefore, no more Proving Grounds. No more poor innocents arbitrarily fed to the Reaches. Everyone’s a winner. Well, not Timian, but no one cares about what happened to him. 
 
    “That…” Tenzing started. 
 
    “Is. Exactly. How. It. Happened,” Devantus finished, stressing every word. 
 
    “Just let him have this one, Tenzing. I get the gist of it. You made a deal with the Lords not understanding what pieces of shit they were and got stuck enabling their cruelty. Then I came along. My dashing rule-breaking self and you got your hopes up that this was a chance to get out from under their thumb. But I was too good. Too successful. If I’d been left to build the most awesome dungeon of all time,” I paused for a second. “And I surely would have. I had plans, you see. Big fucking plans. But if I had, even arrogant assholes like Timian and the Infernals would have thought twice about True Minding and coming after me. Nothing would have changed for you. 
 
    “Enter the green goblin knockoff over there, with a crafty Arbiter ploy to draw them in by fucking me over, thereby restoring their confidence and you jumped at the opportunity. Is that about the size of it?” 
 
    The Tenzing-Entity opened his mouth to respond and then thought twice about it and simply nodded. “I can only apologise for my actions. You should know that Tenzing knew nothing of this during your…our interactions.” 
 
    “Okay, look, I get it. I won’t lie and say I’m happy about it, but I can see things from your point of view. You were in a tough bind and didn’t see any other way out. And as I did win, despite everything else. I’m willing to let bygones be bygones unless there is some other deep dark confession you need to make.” 
 
    “No, that is everything,” the Entity responded quickly. “I knew you would understand,” Tenzing added. 
 
    I was getting quite adept at telling which of them was in the driving seat at any one time. 
 
    Drakonis shaped his fingers and a gaudy golden throne upholstered with red velvet and inlaid with rubies appeared behind him. He sat down with a theatrical sigh. “I take offense at that knockoff crack, by the way. I am the real deal. You are aware that I could atomise you with a snap of my fingers.” 
 
    “Alyssa informed me. Is there any particular reason you are here?” I snapped back. 
 
    Perhaps baiting a dark sorcerer that could create and destroy gods for his own amusement wasn’t the wisest course of action, but I really didn’t like him. I had grown used to speaking my mind over the last decade. My customer service survival instincts had atrophied from disuse. 
 
    “I always like to swing by and congratulate my successful projects. Converse with them a little. True, the failures aren’t usually in much of a fit state for conversation, so I’m kind of limited to the success stories,” he chuckled. 
 
    I gave him a withering stare. I had been a hair’s breadth away from dying and this dick was at least partially responsible and now he was cracking jokes about it. 
 
    “Tough crowd. Well, never let it be said that Devantus Drakonis overstays his welcome. I know when I’m not wanted. I’m hurt to the quick, of course. Never appreciated for my contributions. It’s as if there is a universal shortage of gratitude.” 
 
    Oh, my God, but this guy loved the sound of his own voice. 
 
    He went on not giving either of us a chance to say anything or contradict him. “Anyway, it has been my custom to offer a boon or reward to those whose lives I have…invigorated and who have subsequently managed to prevail over the obstacles life has put in their paths. So, what would you like? Make it snappy and I’ll be out of your rather wild and unkempt hair. Why does it stick up in the air like that? Do you use mousse or gel? And is it deliberate or just a bad case of bedhead?” 
 
    “Bugger off asshole. I don’t want anything from you,” I snapped at him. 
 
    “Very well,” Devantus announced, and he hopped out of his gaudy seat. The throne disappeared in a puff of green smoke. “I shall be on my way. Last chance.” 
 
    I turned away from him and pointedly occupied myself by pouring another cup of tea. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” he smarmed, and walked over to the wooden door of the cottage, the inside of which had been painted yellow that had faded over the years. “As I’ve got a bit of time to myself, I might pop by Timian’s phase prison and have a short chat with Jezebel. Let her know that you’re thinking of her. Not enough to swallow your pride and ask for a certain debonair supreme sorcerer to spring her from her imprisonment. But that she had crossed your mind, albeit fleetingly. I mean, time does pass quicker there than in the Realms. I’m sure she won’t mind the additional centuries of confinement until you eventually figure your shit out.” 
 
    Oh, that devious, manipulative motherfucker. 
 
    I knew that I would regret this, but I’d never forgive myself if I let this opportunity pass and then couldn’t find a way to secure her release in a timely manner. No doubt, he knew that as well. 
 
    “No strings,” I sighed with resignation. “This is a gift with no hidden attachments.” 
 
    “This offer is completely free of strings. You will owe me nothing.” He put his hand on his heart and held three fingers up. “Scout’s honour.” 
 
    “Were you ever a boy scout?” 
 
    “No, but that’s hardly the point.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “On the condition that you don’t try and charge Jezebel at the other end for her freedom either.” 
 
    “Clever boy,” Devantus complimented me. “You’re learning. I so swear.” 
 
    “Alright, then. I’ll take her freedom as my reward.” 
 
    “Excellent. I have a few errands to run first and then I’ll drop her off with you once your friend over there gets you situated. You forgot to specify bringing her to you as part of your reward, by the way, but I’ll let you off as I’m such a stand-up guy.” 
 
    I didn’t like the sound of that. Nothing about this person suggested he ‘let people off’ when they gave him an opening. “I thought you said you had a bit of time to yourself. What’s this guff about errands?” 
 
    “Did I?” came a faint reply as there was yet another puff of green smoke and he was gone. 
 
    “Is he always like that?” I asked Tenzing-Entity. 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “What else was on the agenda?” 
 
    “Ah, yes. You need to pick your reconstitution locale. Technically, you have two options, and I must ask, though it is not really a choice for you. I can put you back as you were on Earth, but you would have to leave your wife and lovers behind.” 
 
    “No,” I said instantly. 
 
    Tenzing smiled knowingly. “As expected. Your other option is to be reformed in the Twelfth Realm. In Centrani to be precise, with the others at your side.” 
 
    “Not in the exact spot of my Earth corpse, I hope.” 
 
    “No, not in the sewer. In the city somewhere nearby. The details are unclear. The Lords are being difficult. They are ‘in council’ at the moment and they have to approve your arrival. Do not worry, just as I am still bound to send you, they are bound to allow it. They are just delaying the transfer.” 
 
    “Petty dicks,” I grumbled. 
 
    Tenzing snorted in amused agreement and smiled. 
 
    “It is not all pettiness,” he warned. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “The Accords prevent the Lords from attempting to harm you when you are reconstituted. Even if you have vexed them sorely, as you have. Provided that you don’t take any action against them in kind.” 
 
    I thought over what he said. “That shouldn’t be a problem. I don’t like them, of course, but my real beef had been with Timian. Not the rest of them. With the Proving Grounds a thing of the past, I’m willing to leave well enough alone if they are. Honestly, the first thing I’ll be looking to do is to leave the Realms behind entirely. Engage in some portal action and find some place peaceful. Start an incredibly large family and live out my days.” 
 
    Tenzing nodded. I had mentioned my desire to essentially retire to him before. 
 
    “So, what happens to you after this?” 
 
    “Ah, I will send the dungeons and supplicants to their respective Heavens and as you said, the Proving Grounds will be no more. Then I will slip away into mindless slumber. The cost of my awareness was too great,” the Entity confided. 
 
    My question had not been idle banter. Before I had been brought to this cottage, I already had a plan. I wanted to get my personal stuff done first. Now that was out of the way it was time to enact said plan. And the Entity had unwittingly given me the perfect justification earlier to execute it. 
 
    “No,” I told him. “You don’t get to just go to sleep. Not after what you’ve done. You have a penance to pay.” 
 
    “What? I don’t…you said you understood my position.” 
 
    “You and I are square, yes. But what about everyone else? You still owe them and the ones you were complicit in sending to their destruction over who knows how many years. You don’t get to walk away. Penance is required. Lifelong penance. To pay them back, you will transform the Proving Grounds into a habitable alternative to the Heavens of the Realms. A place where those who refuse to bow to the Divine Lords can spend their afterlife until their soul energy runs out and they fade away peacefully. 
 
    “While you’re at it, you can give all my life-seeded allies like Shelly, Rosie, and Bob a place to live out the lives they should have.” 
 
    I’d always planned to leverage the Entity to do this for them anyway, plus, I really didn’t want to have to take Gretsch and the other male disciples with me. But I couldn’t leave them if it had meant they’d be extinguished. 
 
    “What if they don’t want to stay?” 
 
    I half-grunted and half-laughed at his confused doubt. “There might be a couple of devotees that want to go to their Lordly Heavens. Or those who have loved ones they want to see again, regardless. If that’s what they really want, give it to them. But I know there are many in my guild who would happily jump at the chance of an alternative. Speak with Simeon, Nel’Van, and Torvald. You can figure out the finer details between you.” 
 
    “I will, Daxas. And you trust me with this? After everything that has happened?” the Entity asked. 
 
    “No, but I trust Tenzing,” I told them. 
 
    It was my best buddy that smiled back at me. 
 
    “Is that everything?” I asked. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “What do we do now? Hang out until the Lord’s stop being obstructive asshats?” 
 
    “We could, but there are a few familiar faces upstairs that I think are quite eager to reacquaint themselves with you,” he sniggered. 
 
    Just then a thumping emanated through the ceiling. “Get you cute ass up here, darling,” the muffled voice of Alyssa called with a chorus of giggling in the background. 
 
    “It appears I am in demand,” I said and sprang from the armchair and strode over to the staircase that led to the upper floor. 
 
    Tenzing trailed along behind me. 
 
    I was only a few steps up when I paused and turned around to him. “Is this farewell? Will I ever see you again?” 
 
    “Nobody lives forever, Daxas,” he answered. “I’ll make sure there is a place for you and for them to come when it is your time. We’ll see each other then.” 
 
    I nodded in response and almost took another step. A thought occurred to me as I did, and I couldn’t resist. I turned back to Tenzing for a second time.  
 
    “I’ll be back.” 
 
    “Only in a rerun,” Tenzing quipped in return. 
 
    “A Running Man comeback. Me likey,” I grinned and put my fist out which Tenzing cordially bumped. 
 
    “Enough with the Quartz Vinegar quotes, Husband,” my impatient wife cried down the stairs. “We’re all waiting for you, and we haven’t got any clothes on.” 
 
    “Duty calls,” I joked. “Take your time, there is no need to hassle the Lords too much. They’ve had a bad day,” I said with mock sincerity. 
 
    Tenzing grinned back at me and then shooed me away. 
 
    With that, I launched myself up the stairs taking them three at a time. Many delights awaited me, and I intended to take my time and enjoy them. 
 
    It was good to be the King. 
 
      
 
    THE END. 
 
    OR IS IT? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
    The Arbiter 
 
      
 
      
 
    He moved quickly around the alabaster tower, collecting all the artefacts hidden away over the millennia for an emergency such as this. 
 
    He would need them to set himself up properly and prepare for his majestic comeback. Staying in the Proving Grounds was unacceptable. The Entity couldn’t be allowed to reabsorb him or worse, simply extinguish him entirely. 
 
    The lure to take in the sights and sounds of the misery mires that surrounded Timian’s palace in his Heaven was strong, but he had to resist. Work first, pleasure later. The other Lords would be here to ransack the palace soon enough and he needed to be gone before they arrived. 
 
    The Arbiter caught sight of himself in a nearby six-foot mirror. His form was intensely displeasing to him. Short, aged, and overweight. That damnable wolf bastard had left his indelible mark upon him with his twisted perception, and he had not been able to shake it. However, now that they were truly separated, he could make some much-needed decorative changes. 
 
    A younger, taller, form. A heroic, well-muscled body, chiselled chin, and perfectly arranged blonde hair. Yes, he could see the image of who he should be in his mind’s eye. 
 
    “You’re not even aware he is in there, are you?” An urbane voice questioned from behind him. 
 
    The Arbiter spun around in a panic and then spotted the green-clad sorcerer leafing through some of his…he meant Timian’s papers. 
 
    “Begone,” he ordered him. “I have no business with you and no interest in making a deal.” 
 
    “Ah, but you do. Have business with me. You see, Timian’s ledger remains in the red and I am here to collect.” 
 
    “Lord Timian is dead. He tragically perished at the hands of the wolf mutt. He entrusted me to take care of his belongings in the event of his death. You cannot have them.” 
 
    “I’m not here for worthless trinkets. Did you know that Timian, ever the duplicitous snake, was also quite insane? His mind was fractured, and he was heavily into self-delusion. He wasn’t even aware of some of the things he did to protect himself, so sure was he in his oracular abilities.” 
 
    The sorcerer continued to question him. “It’s true that he was a powerful prophet. Do you really think that at some point in his long existence, he didn’t foresee his ultimate demise? He did and it thoroughly cracked his mind. Worsened his already rather toxic personality if you ask me. 
 
    “He may have buried the knowledge deep, but he knew in his bones that his confrontation with Daxas would end in his death. 
 
    “Timian did not owe me things, Arbiter. And he didn’t entrust you with them either. But he did leave you something important, didn’t he? A sliver of himself.” 
 
    “What? No! Get away from me,” the Arbiter cried and backed up, but the sorcerer advanced on him despite his pleas and grabbed him around the throat. “Please, no,” he begged once more. 
 
    “It’s better this way, Arbiter, believe me. Timian left something rotten at your core and in time it would have consumed you fully. I’m doing you a favour. You will die as you and not him.” 
 
    “No…You’re…not,” he rasped as Devantus’ fingers tightened around his throat and choked him. 
 
    Since when did the Arbiter need to breathe? So much since Daxas’ victory did not make sense. Why had he been so confused? 
 
    “I don’t suppose I am,” the sorcerer confided conversationally. “Timian can’t be allowed to return, I’m afraid. Collecting his debt is just an excuse to remove him fully from the board. It’s a technicality that allows me to act and we both know how much our mutual friend Daxas loves his technicalities. As the repository of the last of his essence that means you have to go too.” 
 
    Then in a kinder, almost sympathetic tone, he continued. “I understand, I do. Most things want to hang on to those last few wisps of life, no matter how hopeless or painful the situation. You are no different, I suppose.” 
 
    As he finished his explanation the Arbiter choked his last and dissolved into golden wisps that the sorcerer collected in a jar. 
 
    “One errand down. Two to go.” Then whistling a jaunty tune, he disappeared in a puff of green smoke. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Shabbarth 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shabbarth awoke in darkness. He tried to move and was met with excruciating agony. His whole body screamed in pain. His head and shoulder throbbed especially badly. 
 
    He was no longer in the Proving Grounds, that much was clear. Whatever magic the Wolf King had employed had cast him out. That would be a serious setback. He wanted that energy, but with his brother princeps deceased, opportunity still beckoned. He needed to get back to his seat of power and start issuing instructions to his minions. He had to capitalise on the situation. 
 
    And that was when he encountered a slight problem. He couldn’t access his infernal powers. They were still there, he could sense them, but they had been locked away. 
 
    Shabbarth did not want to contemplate what that might mean, but he would achieve nothing if he let despair overpower him and did nothing. 
 
    Wherever he found himself, it was wet, and the stench was unimaginably bad. There was a little light and sound reaching him from above and he forced his body to sit up despite the incredible pain. 
 
    One of his arms flopped uselessly at his side. It had been dislocated. Shabbarth had tortured enough mortals to know how to both inflict and fix the injury. The pain was beyond imagining but after several attempts he got the ball joint back in the socket and he could use the arm a little better, albeit very painfully. 
 
    In the back of his mind, the information that his body was not the familiar muscled sathanite perfection screamed at him, but he forced that distraction away as something to deal with after he had found his way out. 
 
    With movement restored, Shabbarth was able to scrabble around his surroundings and figure out he was indeed in a sewer. There was a slippery chute that led up from his current position which seemed to be the only method of egress. So, slowly but surely, he crawled in and inched his way up the slick stone, ignoring how much effluence was being rubbed into the many wounds that covered his body. 
 
    It took the demon several hours, but finally, he pulled himself out through the hole from which he could see the dappling of moonlight. The rusted stubs of bars that used to block the way gouged more bloody furrows in his body as he squeezed his corpulent form past them with the last of his strength. Freed, and utterly exhausted, he rolled onto his back and laughed with gleeful victory. 
 
    He stared up into an unfamiliar night sky. 
 
    “Took you long enough,” a familiar sardonic voice laughed at him from the side. 
 
    Shabbarth twisted his neck and looked over at the voice. The dark sorcerer Devantus Drakonis lounged against a rain barrel under the awnings of one of the brick buildings that lined the alley he lay in. 
 
    “I should have known,” Shabbarth croaked. “Is this your doing?” 
 
    “Yes. No. Maybe,” he answered with a deep chuckle. 
 
    He was an aggravating bastard and Shabbarth knew it had been a mistake to bargain with him. 
 
    “The true fault lies with the owner of the building opposite. One Petemon Donbath. He performed a ritual that he thought would summon one of your underlings he could enslave and do his bidding. He summoned a young man named Dave Smith, instead. You would know him as Daxas. 
 
    “Two of his associates dumped Dave Smith’s body in the sewer. I’ll admit I maaaaaayyyy have cast a teeny, tiny, little spell to preserve the body for a bit. When you fought Daxas, he used the remnants of the failed ritual to cast you out of the Proving Grounds and send you here. That is his former human body your mind happens to be trapped inside if you hadn’t figured it out for yourself. Your demonic essence is slowly healing the extensive damage, but you may come to regret that.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Shabbarth gasped, still struggling to breathe. 
 
    “Well…” Devantus drawled theatrically and pushed himself away from the rain barrel. “That body is covered in slave bindings for a demon. That didn’t matter to Daxas, he wasn’t a demon. You, however, are. I dare say, your infernal hegemony has already been severed. Worse, the binder who performed the ritual, Mr Donbath, is on his way home, he’ll be here any second.” 
 
    Shabbarth began to panic and tried not to show it. The sorcerer could be lying but he couldn’t find fault in his logic. He tried to spur the body he was in to get up, but he had lain still for too long and the musculature had seized up. He’d need to replenish his reserves before he could force it into action again. 
 
    “Are you here to mock me?” he snarled at the sorcerer. 
 
    “Of course not, Shabbarth. That would be uncouth in the extreme. No. we made a deal for Princeps slaying blades and in my haste, I left one out of the case I presented to you. I do apologise, but it was an understandable mistake, six daggers are easier to place symmetrically than seven.” 
 
    Leaning down, the sorcerer produced a white-striated black blade with a diamond in the pommel and placed it on Shabbarth’s chest and patted it. 
 
    “This is for you, both to own and to be used upon.” He grinned down at the stricken infernal. “Our deal is complete, and I’ll be off. I have one more errand to complete today. Oh, best be quick about deciding what to do. I can hear Donbath’s carriage approach.” 
 
    With that, he stood back up and disappeared in a puff of green smoke. 
 
    Shabbarth wouldn’t admit it, but a tear escaped his left eye and ran down his face. Even if had the strength of will to take the dagger and plunge it into his heart. Thereby avoiding the humiliation of being enslaved to a mortal. The hand of this body wouldn’t move enough. His fruitless efforts only managed to cause the dagger to slip off his chest and drop between the crook of his arm into the muck of the alley. 
 
    The carriage rocked up thirty seconds later, and almost decapitated him but swerved away at the last moment. 
 
    “Bloody pissheads!” the carriage driver barked in annoyance. 
 
    Two men clambered out of the passenger compartment and peered down at him as the carriage took off into the night. 
 
    “Is this what I think it is, Petemon,” a fop with a ridiculous waxed moustache asked. 
 
    “I believe so, Laurence,” Petemon Donbath replied. 
 
    “I thought Meester and that lowborn whore he married were supposed to dispose of it?” 
 
    “You only dislike Myra because she turned down your proposal. She said you had a tiny dick, if I recall.” 
 
    “She is a lying cow,” Laurence snarled. 
 
    Petemon Donbath knew that was not the case but didn’t bother to point it out. Rectifying what Laurence considered to be a gross injustice of nature between his legs was the whole reason he had joined a cult devoted to summoning demons in the first place. “They were and from the looks of this fellow they ditched him down the drain over there and he has crawled his way back out.” 
 
    “But that was months ago,” Laurence whined. 
 
    “Precisely, and you know what that must mean.” 
 
    “Uh?” 
 
    Petemon sighed with despair at the stupidity of his friend. 
 
    However, he was the only one left who would talk to him after the cult exiled him. In the following months, he’d suffered setback after setback. But luck’s embrace was finally turning positively in his direction. It had all been that Crossfields woman’s doing, but she would surely regret her power play now. 
 
    “It means, despite all appearances to the contrary, the ritual worked. This is a servant of Dread Shabbarth and now he belongs to us. Best of all, we don’t have to share him with those ungrateful wretches that turned their backs on us. Now, help me get him into the basement. I had to sell all my slaves once the cult turned on us.” 
 
    A second tear dribbled down Shabbarth’s cheek as he was dragged into the house opposite and into the dark of the basement. The diamond-pommelled dagger was pocketed by Laurence when his friend wasn’t looking. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 2 
 
    If you prefer the series to be wrapped up in a neatish little bow, where you can assume that Daxas and his many ladies live happily ever after you might want to skip the final epilogue. If you are made of more courageous stuff, then read on. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jezebel 
 
      
 
    The profundity of the silence in the oubliette that formed the phase prison had almost broken Jezebel a dozen times. There were no walls, only darkness that stretched on into nothingness. In the centre, there was a simple single bed with threadbare sheets you could lie in and a single hard wooden chair with no padding. There was a small table you could tuck the chair under, but nothing else you could place upon it except for what you may have been lucky enough to bring with you. 
 
    She had marched away from the meagre furnishings a dozen times and walked endlessly in the dark only to find them once more after days of travel. The place was frustrating and endlessly cruel. Which was not truly a surprise given Timian had been instrumental in its creation. 
 
    The prison was formed in an ethereal realm out of phase with the rest of the universe. Once inside, the only power you had would be what the ethereal entity that ruled the demesne granted. But this ethereal plane had no mind. There was no one to reason with. The only way out was if someone were to act from an external position. For that, they needed to know where you were and be willing to do so in the first place. 
 
    It's what made this such an effective prison. 
 
    Jezebel had almost given up hope when without warning something changed. She had been pacing her ‘room’ when there was a loud pop and lying on the uncomfortable bed was Devantus Drakonis. He had his hands behind his head. She couldn’t see his face, obscured as it was by his hood, but she knew he was grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    “You’ve come,” she said simply. 
 
    “I have,” he answered. “I’m here to spring you from this awful place, Aren’t I kind?” 
 
    Jezebel picked up the small table and threw it at the cheeky bastard. The table went right through him and clattered into the bed and then tumbled over the side. 
 
    “I’m not here physically, of course,” he commented wryly. “If I were, I’d be just as trapped as you are.” 
 
    Jezebel harrumphed at his taunts and asked the question that both filled her with hope and despair. “Did he win?” 
 
    “It was never in doubt, and I wouldn’t be here if he hadn’t.” 
 
    “Of course not, you’re only here because I have a debt to repay.” 
 
    Unconsciously, she touched her waist where the soul chain once resided. Devantus noticed the telling behaviour. 
 
    “You wound me. I also made a solemn promise to reunite two would-be lovers.”  
 
    Jezebel snorted in disbelief and sat down on the wooden chair, refusing to look at her tormentor. 
 
    “If it makes you feel any better, the soul chain trick you hoped would prevent you from acting against his best interests wouldn’t have worked. You are a Divine Lord and Merrock has called an extraordinary council. If you weren’t here, you would have been drawn there regardless of what you wanted. The others would have removed the chain and you would have had to follow through on our agreement anyway.” 
 
    “No, it does not make me feel better. How long has it been?” 
 
    “For all of them, less than a day. For you, much longer. Long enough to fully wean yourself from soul energy and redraw your pathways. Paving the way for the two of you to be together.” 
 
    Jezebel almost screamed in frustration. Why did he needle her so? “I bet you even promised him that you would free me, not telling him what I would have to do. It’s the kind of twisted scheme you would enact.” 
 
    “I did, as a matter of fact. And don’t blame me for his ignorance. You had plenty of time to confess the truth.” 
 
    “Are you enjoying the delicious irony Drakonis? That you promised to free me from this prison for him. Only for me to be summoned to the Lord’s council first. Where I will be forced by your contract, to convince the others to imprison Daxas here in my stead. The very second, he sets foot in the Realms.” 
 
    “They may decide against doing that,” he remarked. “I think you have underestimated how deeply you are disliked by many of your peers. Solus and Luna are bound to disagree with you out of habit, and Merrock will certainly push for something more fatal for Daxas.” 
 
    “You would not have made the deal if you weren’t certain of the outcome. You must be loving how this has all come together so perfectly.” 
 
    The image of the dark sorcerer sat up on the bed and looked at her seriously for once. “Stop being such a self-centred pain in my ass. This is precisely why you and the others get yourselves so twisted up. People are always so eager to think the worst of me. Usually, it is within where they should be looking.” 
 
    “Because you are an unrepentant, manipulative shit,” she interrupted. 
 
    “Okay, you’ve got me there. I am. But if I were truly as depraved as you assume of me, I would have sprung you already and enacted my nefarious purpose. I very rarely force anyone’s hand. The key to my success is forethought and contingencies. The result of your council meeting is far from certain. My deal with you only puts this prison as an option on the table. 
 
    “You spoke of irony earlier. Are you sure it is irony and not an opportunity?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Is it truly ironic that you are currently sitting in a prison designed to, and very likely will, contain a threat just like Daxas. A threat some would prefer to see dead. Or is it an opportunity to do something about it?” 
 
    The sorcerer’s words shocked Jezebel to truly think about the situation for the first time without allowing her wallowing self-pity to dominate her every thought. 
 
    And then she saw what he had alluded to. left to their own devices, her former companions could do almost anything. There were restrictions they couldn’t break due to the Accords, but there were always ways and means to get around those. This was an opportunity to influence the Lord’s reaction. Influence it in a direction where she could affect the outcome positively. 
 
    Jezebel slipped a band of brass off one of her delicate fingers. The brass ring had a glamour cast upon it from long ago so that it would go unnoticed by most. It had been a gift from her brother when she had been a mortal. Jezebel could no longer remember his face or name, nor the faces of anybody else from those days. She believed the ring was the only thing that prevented her from completely forgetting who she once was. That they had ever existed, at all. 
 
    It was her most treasured possession and something she had not removed in aeons. An item she was so familiar with, that she could sense and find it, no matter where it was. 
 
    The image of Devantus Drakonis stood and got out of her way. She retrieved the table from the floor by the bed and put it back in place. Reverently she placed the ring in the centre. 
 
    She would leave the ring here. It would act as a beacon and allow here to locate the prison even if Merrock destroyed the sole remaining disc that acted as a key. 
 
    If they sent Daxas here. No, when they sent him here. Jezebel would see to it. The ring’s presence meant she would be able to find him, free him and bring him back. If the Lords were allowed to come up with their own solution, any number of disasters beckoned. 
 
    “You understand now?” the sorcerer asked. 
 
    “I do. I still don’t trust you. You are playing a deeper game.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t and I am, but that needn’t worry you. Are you ready?” 
 
    Jezebel nodded. 
 
    Unseen by her, Devantus deposited a small book on the table beside the brass ring. 
 
      
 
    Becoming a God as an Act of Vengeance: A Practical Guide to Ascending Under the Noses of Your Enemies. 
 
    By 
 
    Devantus Drakonis 
 
      
 
    His work done; with a puff of green smoke the phase prison was left behind. 
 
    Still and silent. 
 
    For now, at least. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Afterword 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading. I would like to say a special thanks to my patrons for their support of my writing endeavours.  
 
    In particular Dolog, Tyson Carver, James A. Murphy, RedDroid X, Nykson Costa, Iron Akela, Vincent Smith, Kore Rahl, Jalili Hayes, for their extra support. 
 
    Thank you. 
 
    As always kind reviews and supportive ratings always helps a book. You can also follow my author profile on Amazon. They have recently introduced a feature where we can recommend other books and authors, so sign up to get my feelings on that matter. 
 
    I hope you have enjoyed the series. 
 
    Is this the end for Daxas? 
 
    As Devantus Drakonis likes to say Yes. No. Maybe. 
 
    I have laid the groundwork for a sequel series, but equally I could simply leave it alone. You could just imagine that Jezebel springs Daxas from the phase prison in due course. He collects up the rest of the harem and they disappear to some quiet corner of the universe. Where they populate it with masses of children. 
 
    Whichever choice I make, it won’t be for a while. I have half a dozen other stories and ideas that need to be told first. So, Daxas is going to get a well-earned break for a bit. 
 
    I am already writing my second series, Corsairs & Cataclysms, book one has already been published and book two will debut later this month. This is a Gamelit Apocalypse story with a bit of harem. Please check it out. 
 
    https://mybook.to/CorsairsandCataclysms1 
 
    Check out my Patreon for early access and sneak peeks. More Details below. 
 
    https://www.patreon.com/Devantus_Drakonis 
 
    If you are interested in Gamelit and Haremlit consider joining the below Facebook groups 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/Dungeonstories 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremGamelit/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGrebels/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGforum/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgfantasyaddicts/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/TheFantasyNation 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGReleases 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGAdventures 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgguild 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/540394709678045 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/MonsterGirlFiction 
 
    If you want to find more great LitRPG Books, check out the Amazon store - https://www.amazon.com/litrpg 
 
    I have a Facebook group too, which you can join for a heads up on when future books drop. 
 
    www.facebook.com/groups/disciplesofdevantusdrakonis/ 
 
    I also have a patreon group. Please consider joining it to offer me support, maybe my patron the supreme dark sorcerer himself won’t obliterate me or turn me into a luminescent gerbil if it does well enough.  
 
    You will get early access to whatever books I am writing up until the point they are published. Then I have to pull them as per the terms of KDP Select exclusivity.  
 
    https://www.patreon.com/Devantus_Drakonis 
 
      
 
    Copyright © 2023 by Devan Drake 
 
    All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof 
 
    may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever  
 
    without the express written permission of the publisher 
 
    except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Dramatis Personae & Character Sheets 
 
    Daxas: Dungeon Master of the Wolf King’s Lair 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Daxas 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Lupus Rex 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  27 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  50 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  26 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  26 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  27 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  520/520 
  
      	  Dungeon Power 
  
      	  74 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  74 
  
      	  Unspent Experience 
  
      	  42,000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Soul Marks 
  
      	  120 
  
      	  Fallen Total 
  
      	  19,236 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 100, Hunting 100, Gathering 100, Farming 100, Smelting 100, Butchering 100, Woodwork 90, Masonry 90, Metal Work 100, Leather Work 100, Alchemy 100, Enchanting 100, General Crafting 80 
    
  Spells: Life Affinity 
  Greater Summon Beasts 4 (Life) 
  Cost: 10 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
  Description: 1) You may summon power rank ten beasts to fight by your side. Number of beasts summoned equals (spell power/10 rounding down). The beasts will remain with you until slain or for ten minutes. 2) When one of your beasts is slain there is a 100% chance it will revive at full health. 
    
  Venom 5 (Life) 
  Cost: 10 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 1 minutes. 
  Description: You imbue a weapon with a magical rank four venom. The next successful attack by that weapon will inflict a venom effect on the target. 
  Rank three Venom: Causes 200 venom damage initially, and a further 40 venom damage every thirty seconds until purged. If purged, target can’t be affected by a rank one or two venom for one hour. 
    
  Greater Regrowth 4 (Life) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked instantly regains health equal to double your spell power per point of mana used. Doubled again if they are part of the Life Sphere 2) May be used on dead Sexual sphere creatures, returning them to life. 
    
  Camouflage 3 (Life) 
  Cost: 10 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 minutes. 
  Description: While under the effect of this spell you blend in with your surroundings. You will be difficult to spot. Rank of observers affects efficacy. Duration: Until spotted. 
    
  Greater Electro Claws 5 (Lightning) 
  Cost: 5 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 minutes 
  Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 10 electrical damage each time it deals damage. The duration is (spell power/5 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of twenty. 
    
  Lightning Bolt 5 (Lightning) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used 
  Description: 1) Throw a bolt of lightning at a target. On a successful hit the target takes electrical damage (spell power/4 rounding down) per point of mana used. A missed thrown spell costs 1 mana regardless of original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 2) Hit targets have a 100% chance to become a Lightning Rod. Damage from Lightning sources doubled. Target will absorb 25% of Lightning damage from other sources within 10 feet. 3) Deals two percent of the initial spell damage every second for one-hundred seconds. 
    
  Greater Chain Lightning 4 (Lightning) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 5/100 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Throw a bolt of lightning at a target. On a successful hit the target takes electrical damage (spell power/2 rounding down) per point of mana/5 used. The spell will jump to the nearest enemy combatant and inflict the initial damage divided by 2. This will continue until either there are no more unaffected targets or damage had been reduced to 1 or 0. A missed thrown spell costs 5 mana regardless of original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 3) Hit targets have a 100% chance to become a Lightning Rod. Damage from Lightning sources doubled. Target will absorb 25% of Lightning damage from other sources within 10 feet. 
    
  Electrified 3 (Lightning) 
  Cost: 20 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: Your body and surrounding area becomes electrified to enemies. All enemies within (Spell Power/5) feet take 10 electrical damage each second that they remain in range. 
  Duration: 1 minute  
    
  Greater Heal 5 (Sanctified) 
  Cost: channelled, min/max 1/20 mana. Mana cost halved minimum 1. 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked instantly regains health equal to double your spell power per point of mana used. 2) Multi-target. May target up to 8 people with one cast of this spell. 
    
  Greater Bless 4 (Sanctified) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 10 sanctified damage each time it deals damage. The duration is (spell power/ 10 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of ten. 2) Multi-target. May target up to 8 people with one cast of this spell. 
    
  Purge 5 (Sanctified) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: None 
  Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked, is instantly purged of the effects of any rank one to five poison, disease or venom. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shifter: Battle Form (Warwolf), Passive Form (Lupus Humanoid) 
    
  Dungeon Dominator 6: Dominance aura x7 
    
  Damage Reduction (granted by Resilience): Impact 27, Piercing 27, Heat 27, Cold 27, Necrotic 27, Electrical 27, Corrosive 27, Venom 27, Poison 27, Sanctified 27, Infernal 27 
    
  Aura of Dominance: (30) A born leader, those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. Those affected will instinctively defer to you, making them more likely to submit to your will. Its effect is enhanced the longer they are in your presence. Holding a position of authority over a person will also enhance its effect. * (Passive and Battle Forms) 
    
  Aura of Fear: (15) You possess a fearsome form, reputation or natural fear inducing intoxicant. Those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. There is a chance their actions will be weaker, or slower, or may struggle to accurately verbalise spells or abilities. (Battle Form only) 
    
  Aura of Sexual Magnetism: (15) You possess a comely form, reputation or natural arousing intoxicant. Those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. Affected members of the opposite sex will view you more positively and be more inclined to accede to your requests. There is a chance that affected members of the same sex will view you negatively and be more inclined to refuse requests or act aggressively. ** (Passive Form only) 
    
  *As this dungeon has a Dominance speciality this effect is x3 
  **As this dungeon is of the Sexual sphere this effect is x2. 
  As this dungeon has a female affinity speciality this effect is x3 for females. 
  As this dungeon has a fertility affinity speciality this effect is x3 for fertile creatures.  
  As this dungeon has a lust affinity speciality this effect is x3 for if either party would be sexually attracted without its effect. 
  As this dungeon has a polyspecism speciality those affected by the aura who would usually object to a sexual relationship with another species are less likely to do so (auras strength determines efficacy). Magnetism x3. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Jessamyn Wolfsbride: First Disciple and Alpha Female of Daxas harem. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Jessamyn Wolfsbride 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Wood Elf 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  40 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  25 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  120 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  20 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  400/400 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  74 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  Maxed 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 100, Hunting 100, Gathering 100, Farming 100 
    
  Spells: Sanctified Affinity 
    
  Greater Heal 5 (Sanctified) 
  Cost: channelled, min/max 1/20 mana. Mana cost halved minimum 1. 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked instantly regains health equal to double your spell power per point of mana used. 2) Multi-target. May target up to 8 people with one cast of this spell. 
    
  Greater Bless 4 (Sanctified) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 10 sanctified damage each time it deals damage. The duration is (spell power/ 10 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of ten. 2) Multi-target. May target up to 8 people with one cast of this spell. 
    
  Purge 4 (Sanctified) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: None 
  Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked, is instantly purged of the effects of any rank three or below poison, disease or venom. 2) Multi-target. May target up to 4 people with one cast of this spell. 
    
  Greater Summon Beasts 3 (Life) 
  Cost: 10 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
  Description: 1) You may summon power rank ten beasts to fight by your side. Number of beasts summoned equals (spell power/10 rounding down). The beasts will remain with you until slain or for ten minutes. 2) When one of your beasts is slain there is a 50% chance it will revive at full health. 
    
  Venom 4 (Life) 
  Cost: 10 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 2 minutes. 
  Description: You imbue a weapon with a magical rank three venom. The next two successful attack by that weapon will inflict a venom effect on the target. 
  Rank three Venom: Causes 100 venom damage initially, and a further 20 venom damage every thirty seconds until purged. If purged, target can’t be affected by a rank one or two venom for one hour. 
    
  Greater Regrowth 4 (Life) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked instantly regains health equal to double your spell power per point of mana used. Doubled again if they are part of the Life Sphere 2) May be used on dead Sexual sphere creatures, returning them to life. 
    
  Camouflage 1 (Life) 
  Cost: 10 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
  Description: While under the effect of this spell you blend in with your surroundings. You will be difficult to spot, movement and rank of observers affects efficacy. Duration: Until spotted. 
    
  Flame Bolt 4 (Fire) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used 
  Description: Throw a sphere of fire at a target. On a successful hit the target takes heat damage (spell power/2 rounding down) per point of mana used. A missed thrown spell costs 1 mana regardless of original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 2) Deals one percent of the initial spell damage every second for one-hundred seconds. 
    
  Greater Flame Fists 3 (Fire) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 10 heat damage each time it deals damage. The duration is (spell power/5 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of twenty.

Fireball 3 (Fire) 
  Cost: 4 mana per foot of the fireball’s diameter. (Minimum 10 feet, 40 Mana. Maximum 50 feet, 200 Mana) 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
  Description: Create a ball of fire that inflicts your Spell Power x2 in Heat damage to anyone currently in its area of effect. 2) Deals one percent of the initial spell damage every second for one-hundred seconds. 
    
  Wall of Flame 1 (Fire) 
  Cost: 1 Mana for each 5x5 section. 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: Create a wall of flame within your line of sight. Any passing through the wall will take Heat damage. 
  Duration: 5 minutes  
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sanctified Spell Affinity: Sanctified spells cost half as much mana than usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost. 
    
  Aura of Dominance: (20) [Daxasian blessing] A born leader, those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. Those affected will instinctively defer to you, making them more likely to submit to your will. Its effect is enhanced the longer they are in your presence. Holding a position of authority over a person will also enhance its effect. * 
    
  *Granted as the Alpha female of the Wolf King’s harem, its effect is x2 on other harem members. 
  As this dungeon has a Dominance speciality this effect is x2 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Karragh Dvarhold: Second Disciple 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Karragh Dvarhold 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Ironskin Dwarf 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  20 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  40 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  11 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  25 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  500/500 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  74 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  Maxed 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 100, Hunting 100, Gathering 100, Farming 100, Metal Working 100, Smelting 100 
    
  Spells: Earth Affinity 
  Stamina Boost 4 (Earth) 
  Cost: 5 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: 1) Stamina stat of target is increased by 10 for (Spell Power/2 rounding down) minutes to a max of ten. 2) Surge: Effect can be increased up to x4 by increasing casting cost or reducing duration. 
    
  Greater Summon Beasts 3 (Life) 
  Cost: 10 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
  Description: 1) You may summon power rank ten beasts to fight by your side. Number of beasts summoned equals (spell power/10 rounding down). The beasts will remain with you until slain or for ten minutes. 2) When one of your beasts is slain there is a 50% chance it will revive at full health. 
    
  Venom 4 (Life) 
  Cost: 10 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 2 minutes. 
  Description: You imbue a weapon with a magical rank three venom. The next two successful attack by that weapon will inflict a venom effect on the target. 
  Rank three Venom: Causes 100 venom damage initially, and a further 20 venom damage every thirty seconds until purged. If purged, target can’t be affected by a rank one or two venom for one hour. 
    
  Greater Regrowth 4 (Life) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked instantly regains health equal to double your spell power per point of mana used. Doubled again if they are part of the Life Sphere 2) May be used on dead Sexual sphere creatures, returning them to life. 
    
  Camouflage 1 (Life) 
  Cost: 10 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
  Description: While under the effect of this spell you blend in with your surroundings. You will be difficult to spot, movement and rank of observers affects efficacy. Duration: Until spotted. 
    
  Greater Heal 5 (Sanctified) 
  Cost: channelled, min/max 1/20 mana. Mana cost halved minimum 1. 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked instantly regains health equal to double your spell power per point of mana used. 2) Multi-target. May target up to 8 people with one cast of this spell. 
    
  Greater Bless 4 (Sanctified) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 10 sanctified damage each time it deals damage. The duration is (spell power/ 10 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of ten. 2) Multi-target. May target up to 8 people with one cast of this spell. 
    
  Purge 4 (Sanctified) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: None 
  Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked, is instantly purged of the effects of any rank three or below poison, disease or venom. 2) Multi-target. May target up to 4 people with one cast of this spell. 
    
  Greater Electro Claws 3 (Lightning) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 10 electrical damage each time it deals damage. The duration is (spell power/5 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of twenty. 
    
  Lightning Bolt 4 (Lightning) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used 
  Description: 1) Throw a bolt of lightning at a target. On a successful hit the target takes electrical damage (spell power/4 rounding down) per point of mana used. A missed thrown spell costs 1 mana regardless of original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 2) Hit targets have a 100% chance to become a Lightning Rod. Damage from Lightning sources doubled. Target will absorb 25% of Lightning damage from other sources within 10 feet. 3) Deals one percent of the initial spell damage every second for one-hundred seconds. 
    
  Greater Chain Lightning 4 (Lightning) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 5/100 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Throw a bolt of lightning at a target. On a successful hit the target takes electrical damage (spell power/2 rounding down) per point of mana/5 used. The spell will jump to the nearest enemy combatant and inflict the initial damage divided by 2. This will continue until either there are no more unaffected targets or damage had been reduced to 1 or 0. A missed thrown spell costs 5 mana regardless of original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 3) Hit targets have a 100% chance to become a Lightning Rod. Damage from Lightning sources doubled. Target will absorb 25% of Lightning damage from other sources within 10 feet. 
    
  Electrified 1 (Lightning) 
  Cost: 20 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: Your body and surrounding area becomes electrified to enemies. All enemies within (Spell Power/10) feet take 5 electrical damage each second they remain in range. 
  Duration: 1 minute  
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Earth Spell Affinity: Earth spells cost half as much mana than usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost. 
    
  Magnified Metalworker: [Daxasian Blessing] Metalworking and Smelting skills are treated as twenty ranks higher than current skill ranks. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Fiadh Longclaws: Third Disciple 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Fiadh Longclaws 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Savage Human 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  85 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  16 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  85 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  150 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  85 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  1,700/1,700 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  74 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  Maxed 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 59, Hunting 52, Gathering 52, Farming 49 
    
  Blood Rage 4 (Infernal) 
  Cost: 20 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: Can only be cast when health drops below 100% 
  Description: Strength and Stamina stat increased by (Spell Power). 2) This spell will be auto-cast when the requirements are met.
Duration: Until no living enemies are visible. 
No other spells may be cast while Blood Rage is active.
As Stamina increases, so does the persons health pool. When the ability is deactivated their stamina and health pool will revert to its original size. If their current damage exceeds the new lower health pool, they will die without immediate healing. 
    
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Battle Frenzy: An ability which allows a person to channel Mana to increase their physical attributes by 100%. Ability duration is 1 sec per point of Spell Power. It costs 1 Mana for each activation.  
  Once activated Battle Frenzy will continue to renew until all enemies are defeated or Mana is exhausted. 
  If the persons Mana pool is exhausted before the battle’s completion Battle Frenzy will continue. This will result in a 50% debuff to all physical stats at battles end (duration minutes*mana that should have been used).  
  As Stamina increases, so does the persons health pool. When the ability is deactivated their stamina and health pool will revert to its original size (or lower if they ran out of Mana). If their current damage exceeds the new lower health pool, they will die without immediate healing.  
    
  Wolf King’s Passion: [Daxasian Blessing] The activation and deactivation of the Battle Frenzy ability is now controlled by Daxas, the Wolf King. Mana will always recharge at a rate of 1 per minute provided Fiadh has no other active spell abilities. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Nessa Fiveleaf: Fourth Disciple and claimed Dungeon 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Nessa Fiveleaf 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Oakheart Dryad 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  40 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  12 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  120 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  200/200 
  
      	  Dungeon Power 
  
      	  69 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  69 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Soul Marks 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  Fallen Total 
  
      	  N/A 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 100, Hunting 100, Gathering 100, Farming 100, Alchemy 100 
    
  Spells: Life Affinity 
  Greater Regrowth 6 (Life) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana (Cost Halved) 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked instantly regains health equal to double your spell power per point of mana used. If the target is a life domain creature the effect is doubled again. 2) May be used on dead creatures, returning them to life. 
    
  Greater Summon Beasts (Plant-based) 3 (Life) 
  Cost: 10 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
  Description: 1) You may summon power level ten beasts to fight by your side. Number of beasts summoned equals (spell power/10 rounding down). The beasts will remain with you until slain or for ten minutes. 2) When one of your beasts is slain there is a 50% chance it will revive at full health. 
    
  Venom 4 (Life) 
  Cost: 10 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 2 minutes. 
  Description: You imbue a weapon with a magical rank three venom. The next two successful attack by that weapon will inflict a venom effect on the target. 
  Rank three Venom: Causes 100 venom damage initially, and a further 20 venom damage every thirty seconds until purged. If purged, target can’t be affected by a rank one or two venom for one hour. 
    
  Camouflage 1 (Life) 
  Cost: 10 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
  Description: While under the effect of this spell you blend in with your surroundings. You will be difficult to spot, movement and rank of observers affects efficacy. Duration: Until spotted. 
    
  Greater Heal 5 (Sanctified) 
  Cost: channelled, min/max 1/20 mana. Mana cost halved minimum 1. 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked instantly regains health equal to double your spell power per point of mana used. 2) Multi-target. May target up to 8 people with one cast of this spell. 
    
  Greater Bless 4 (Sanctified) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 10 sanctified damage each time it deals damage. The duration is (spell power/ 10 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of ten. 2) Multi-target. May target up to 8 people with one cast of this spell. 
    
  Purge 4 (Sanctified) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: None 
  Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked, is instantly purged of the effects of any rank three or below poison, disease or venom. 2) Multi-target. May target up to 4 people with one cast of this spell. 
    
  Ice Blast 4 (Frost) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Throw a blast of ice at a target. On a successful hit the target takes cold damage (spell power/4 rounding down) per point of mana used. A missed thrown spell costs 1 mana regardless of original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 2) Hit targets have a chance to be paralysed by the cold. Base chance is 100% less targets resistance. Paralysis lasts Spell Power x 2 seconds. There is a 30-minute cooldown before the same target can be affected by paralysis again. 
    
  Greater Frostbite 3 (Frost) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 minutes 
  Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 10 cold damage each time it deals damage. The duration is (spell power/5 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of twenty. 
    
  Chill Zone 3 (Frost) 
  Cost: 1 mana per square foot affected. 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
  Description: Create a chill zone that inflicts your Spell Power x2 in Cold damage to anyone currently in or who passes through the area it effects. The zone lasts for five minutes. 2) Deals one percent of the initial spell damage every second for one-hundred seconds. 
    
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fecund Abundance: (Verdant speciality) Health regeneration for living creatures in this dungeon is doubled. Growth for all living things in this dungeon is doubled. The following advanced dungeon rooms unlocked early. Jungle, Forest, and Meadow.  
    
  Life Finds a Way: [Daxasian Blessing] Life seeds from this ‘Mother’ have a chance to be masterwork items (based on dungeons % chance). A masterwork Life Seed, if charged with 1000 soul marks, can grant true life to whatever dungeon creature it is used upon. If uncharged it can be used as standard Life Seed. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Jen’Zadeer Shadestar: Fifth Disciple and claimed Dungeon 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Jen’Zadeer Shadestar 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Dark Elf 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  50 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  140 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  20 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  400/400 
  
      	  Dungeon Power 
  
      	  72 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  72 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Soul Marks 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  Fallen Total 
  
      	  N/A 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 100, Hunting 100, Gathering 100, Farming 100, Enchanting 100 
    
  Spells: Frost Affinity, Destruction Affinity 
  Ice Blast 6 (Frost) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Throw a blast of ice at a target. On a successful hit the target takes cold damage (spell power/4 rounding down) per point of mana used. A missed thrown spell costs 1 mana regardless of original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 2) Hit targets have a chance to be paralysed by the cold. Base chance is 150% less targets resistance. Paralysis lasts Spell Power x 4 seconds. There is a 30-minute cooldown before the same target can be affected by paralysis again. 
    
  Greater Frostbite 3 (Frost) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 minutes 
  Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 10 cold damage each time it deals damage. The duration is (spell power/5 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of twenty. 
    
  Chill Zone 3 (Frost) 
  Cost: 1 mana per square foot affected. 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
  Description: Create a chill zone that inflicts your Spell Power x2 in Cold damage to anyone currently in or who passes through the area it effects. The zone lasts for five minutes. 2) Deals one percent of the initial spell damage every second for one-hundred seconds. 
    
  Strength Boost 4 (Destruction) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 minutes 
  Description: 1) Strength stat of target is increased by 10 for (Spell Power/2 rounding down) minutes to a max of ten. 2) Surge: Effect can be increased up to x4 by increasing casting cost or reducing duration. 
    
  Greater Armour Breaker 3 (Destruction) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: DR of target for Impact and Piercing damage is reduced by 20 for (Spell Power/2 rounding down) minutes to a max of ten. 2) There is a 50% chance a random item of armour provides no benefit for 30 minutes. 
    
  Crumble 1 (Destruction) 
  Cost: 1 mana per square cube affected. 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
  Description: Destroy any structures or barriers within the spells effect range. Deals no damage directly to living beings. 
    
  Vorpal Weapon 1 (Destruction) 
  Cost 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: Limbs struck by a Vorpal weapon are numbed for 1 minute and can’t be used.  
  Duration: 10 seconds per point of spell power of the caster. 
    
  Greater Heal 5 (Sanctified) 
  Cost: channelled, min/max 1/20 mana. Mana cost halved minimum 1. 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked instantly regains health equal to double your spell power per point of mana used. 2) Multi-target. May target up to 8 people with one cast of this spell. 
    
  Greater Bless 4 (Sanctified) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 10 sanctified damage each time it deals damage. The duration is (spell power/ 10 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of ten. 2) Multi-target. May target up to 8 people with one cast of this spell. 
    
  Purge 4 (Sanctified) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: None 
  Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked, is instantly purged of the effects of any rank three or below poison, disease or venom. 2) Multi-target. May target up to 4 people with one cast of this spell. 
    
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Concealed Casting: Opponents will be unaware of the first spell cast, catching them by surprise. They will actively misinterpret the casters words or gestures.  
    
  Frost Spell Affinity: Frost spells cost half as much mana than usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost. (Granted by the Spellcraft perk) 
    
  Cold Heart of the Deceiver: [Daxasian Blessing] The Concealed Casting ability works for the first casting of each spell the caster possesses. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Tabitha Greenfields: Sixth Disciple 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Tabitha Greenfields 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Hare-kin 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  14 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  50 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  27 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  120 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  16 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  320/320 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  74 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  Maxed 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 100, Hunting 100, Gathering 100, Farming 100, Leather Work 100 
    
  Spells: Wind Affinity 
    
  Greater Agility Boost 3 (Wind) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: Agility stat of target is increased by 20 for (Spell Power/2 rounding down) minutes to a max of ten. 2) Surge: Effect can be increased up to x4 by increasing casting cost or reducing duration. 
    
  Greater Wind Blast 4 (Wind) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Throw a blast of wind at a target. On a successful hit the target takes Impact damage (spell power x2) per point of mana used. A missed thrown spell costs 1 mana regardless of original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 2) Target is pushed back (Spell power/2 rounding down) feet. 3) Continuous: If caster does not move their feet wind blast can be maintained. 
    
  Leap 1 (Wind) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 1 minute 
  Description: Leap (spell power*10) feet in a single bound. 
    
  Greater Summon Beasts 3 (Life) 
  Cost: 10 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
  Description: 1) You may summon power rank ten beasts to fight by your side. Number of beasts summoned equals (spell power/10 rounding down). The beasts will remain with you until slain or for ten minutes. 2) When one of your beasts is slain there is a 50% chance it will revive at full health. 
    
  Venom 4 (Life) 
  Cost: 10 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 2 minutes. 
  Description: You imbue a weapon with a magical rank three venom. The next two successful attack by that weapon will inflict a venom effect on the target. 
  Rank three Venom: Causes 100 venom damage initially, and a further 20 venom damage every thirty seconds until purged. If purged, target can’t be affected by a rank one or two venom for one hour. 
    
  Greater Regrowth 4 (Life) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked instantly regains health equal to double your spell power per point of mana used. Doubled again if they are part of the Life Sphere 2) May be used on dead Sexual sphere creatures, returning them to life. 
    
  Camouflage 1 (Life) 
  Cost: 10 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
  Description: While under the effect of this spell you blend in with your surroundings. You will be difficult to spot, movement and rank of observers affects efficacy. Duration: Until spotted. 
    
  Ice Blast 4 (Frost) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Throw a blast of ice at a target. On a successful hit the target takes cold damage (spell power/4 rounding down) per point of mana used. A missed thrown spell costs 1 mana regardless of original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 2) Hit targets have a chance to be paralysed by the cold. Base chance is 100% less targets resistance. Paralysis lasts Spell Power x 2 seconds. There is a 30-minute cooldown before the same target can be affected by paralysis again. 
    
  Greater Frostbite 3 (Frost) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 minutes 
  Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 10 cold damage each time it deals damage. The duration is (spell power/5 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of twenty. 
    
  Chill Zone 3 (Frost) 
  Cost: 1 mana per square foot affected. 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
  Description: Create a chill zone that inflicts your Spell Power x2 in Cold damage to anyone currently in or who passes through the area it effects. The zone lasts for five minutes. 2) Deals one percent of the initial spell damage every second for one-hundred seconds. 
    
  Greater Heal 5 (Sanctified) 
  Cost: channelled, min/max 1/20 mana. Mana cost halved minimum 1. 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked instantly regains health equal to double your spell power per point of mana used. 2) Multi-target. May target up to 8 people with one cast of this spell. 
    
  Greater Bless 4 (Sanctified) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 10 sanctified damage each time it deals damage. The duration is (spell power/ 10 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of ten. 2) Multi-target. May target up to 8 people with one cast of this spell. 
    
  Purge 4 (Sanctified) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: None 
  Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked, is instantly purged of the effects of any rank three or below poison, disease or venom. 2) Multi-target. May target up to 4 people with one cast of this spell. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wind Spell Affinity: Wind spells cost half as much mana than usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost.  
    
  Frith’s Fleetness: [Daxasian Blessing] When being pursued Agility is doubled for thirty seconds. This ability can only be activated once every thirty minutes.  
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Tamara Huxeidon: Third claimed Dungeon 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Tamara Huxeidon 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Gorgon 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  20 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  45 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  60 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  40 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  800/800 
  
      	  Dungeon Power 
  
      	  74 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  74 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Soul Marks 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  Fallen Total 
  
      	  N/A 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  Spells: Destruction Affinity, Lightning Affinity 
    
  Vorpal Weapon 1 (Destruction) 
  Cost 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: Limbs struck by a Vorpal weapon are numbed for 1 minute and can’t be used.  
  Duration: 10 seconds per point of spell power of the caster. 
    
  Lightning Bolt 5 (Lightning) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used 
  Description: 1) Throw a bolt of lightning at a target. On a successful hit the target takes electrical damage (spell power/4 rounding down) per point of mana used. A missed thrown spell costs 1 mana regardless of original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 2) Hit targets have a 100% chance to become a Lightning Rod. Damage from Lightning sources doubled. Target will absorb 25% of Lightning damage from other sources within 10 feet. 3) Deals two percent of the initial spell damage every second for one-hundred seconds. 
    
  Greater Chain Lightning 4 (Lightning) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 5/100 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 15 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Throw a bolt of lightning at a target. On a successful hit the target takes electrical damage (spell power/2 rounding down) per point of mana/5 used. The spell will jump to the nearest enemy combatant and inflict the initial damage divided by 2. This will continue until either there are no more unaffected targets or damage had been reduced to 1 or 0. A missed thrown spell costs 5 mana regardless of original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 3) Hit targets have a 100% chance to become a Lightning Rod. Damage from Lightning sources doubled. Target will absorb 25% of Lightning damage from other sources within 10 feet. 
    
  Electrified 3 (Lightning) 
  Cost: 20 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: Your body and surrounding area becomes electrified to enemies. All enemies within (Spell Power/5) feet take 10 electrical damage each second that they remain in range. 
  Duration: 1 minute  
    
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Petrifying Gaze: Every hour a Gorgon can use their petrifying gaze on an opponent. Efficacy runs of the Spell Power stat.  
    
  Lightning Spell Affinity: Lightning spells cost half as much mana than usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost. (Granted by the Spellcraft perk) 
    
  Petrifying Accuracy: [Daxasian Blessing] Agility is added to Spell Power to determine Petrifying Gaze’s strength. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Afterword 
 
    Thank you for reading. I would like to say a special thanks to my patrons for their support of my writing endeavours.  
 
    In particular Jalil Hayes, Vincent Smith, Mana &Steel, Abdulwahab Albagdadi, Kore Rahl and ItWasIDIO!! for their extra support. 
 
    Thank you. 
 
    I hope you have been enjoying the books so far, book 3 marks the halfway point of Daxas story in the Proving Grounds.  
 
    Check out my Patreon for early access and sneak peeks. More Details below. 
 
    https://www.patreon.com/Devantus_Drakonis 
 
    If you are interested in Gamelit and Haremlit consider joining the below Facebook groups 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/Dungeonstories 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremGamelit/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGrebels/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGforum/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgfantasyaddicts/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/TheFantasyNation 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGReleases 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGAdventures 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgguild 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/540394709678045 
 
    If you want to find more great LitRPG Books, check out the Amazon store - https://www.amazon.com/litrpg 
 
    I have a Facebook group too, which you can join for a heads up on when Book 2 and future additions drop. 
 
    www.facebook.com/groups/disciplesofdevantusdrakonis/ 
 
    I also have a patreon group. Please consider joining it to offer me support, maybe my patron the supreme dark sorcerer himself won’t obliterate me or turn me into a luminescent gerbil if it does well enough.  
 
    You will get early access to whatever books I am writing up until the point they are published. Then I have to pull them as per the terms of KDP Select exclusivity.  
 
    https://www.patreon.com/Devantus_Drakonis 
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