
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    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 said 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 shoe 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?” I said. 
 
    “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.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    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 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Lupus Rex 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  24 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  22 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  25 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  500/500 
  
      	  Dungeon Power 
  
      	  1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Soul Marks 
  
      	  0 (10 start bonus) 
  
      	  Fallen Total 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 0, Hunting 0, Gathering 0, Farming 0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shifter: Battle Form (Warwolf), Passive Form (Lupus Humanoid) 
    
  Damage Reduction (granted by Resilience): 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 it’s 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). 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
     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. Realms 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. Now turning into a big hairy rage monster, that 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. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Spells and 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 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Special Effects 
  
     
 
      
      	  Crafting Dungeon Perk: 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 each. 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 each 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 balled hand 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. 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 was a she, 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 wielding spears on the flanks, to keep them occupied and charged 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 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Lupus Rex 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  24 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  22 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  25 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  500/500 
  
      	  Dungeon Power 
  
      	  1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  220 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Soul Marks 
  
      	  0 
  
      	  Fallen Total 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and 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 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shifter: Battle Form (Warwolf), Passive Form (Lupus Humanoid) 
    
  Damage Reduction (granted by Resilience): Impact 1, Piercing 1, Fire 0, Cold 0, Necrotic 0, Electrical 0, Corrosive 0, Venom 0, Poison 0, Sanctified 0, Infernal 0 
    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    I could drill down and observe that my skills 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?” I said. 
 
    “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 and 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 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Wood Elf 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  15 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  11 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  9 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  180/180 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  1,034 / 3000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 0, Hunting 0, Gathering 1, Farming 0, 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  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 that 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, 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 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 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 that 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 
  
      	  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 
    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    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. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Afterword 
 
    Thank you for reading my first book, I hope you’ve enjoyed it. This is the bit where authors usually ask you to leave reviews and only if they get enough will they start writing the follow up. I’m not going to do that. It would be great if you want to leave your thoughts but it’s not going to affect whether I write the next instalment. I’ll be starting on it as soon as I self-publish this one. 
 
    However, I do read all my reviews. So, if you want to have an influence on where this series goes, what kind of monster women Daxas encounters, what their personalities are like you can leave feedback or suggestions in a review. I must stress that reviews on Amazon are for customers and not authors. Therefore, you do need to review the book, but you can add your comments afterwards, otherwise Amazon may remove it. 
 
    I will read it and take it on board. I can’t guarantee it will be incorporated. Some elements are already set in stone, but there is plenty that is fluid and malleable. Speak up or forever hold your peace.   
 
    What can you expect from book two, more of everything really. More women, more sex, more achievements, more exploiting loopholes and of course more ranks. Considerably more ranks.  
 
    Book one was never supposed to just cover Daxas move from rank one to rank two. I wish to reassure you that this series is not planned to go on for 99 more books. I don’t have a firm number in mind of how many there could be, I’ve enough material for at least five, probably no more than ten. (I’ve read series by other authors which I have really liked that have gone into the teens, and often find my enthusiasm to keep going wanes by the tenth book). 
 
    As the book evolved through revisions and reworking the plot and timeline to make it consistent, it became clear it was taking far longer to set the scene than I had initially intended. Rather than cram what I had planned for rank two and three into the same book I decided to add a bit more to the early stages and end the book as he ranked up for the first time. 
 
    I don’t know how obvious it may have been, but this decision birthed the Gauntlet. That had not been in my early storyboarding at all. It ended up serving a dual purpose. It became clear as I reread earlier drafts that the first half of the book went on too long before anything happened. It still does a bit, there was a lot of scene setting to do, future instalments won’t suffer the same. First draft had dungeon explanation, followed by dungeon design and then Daxas running about the resource rooms gathering with no action until the first run that came after. Critically, no sex until Jessamyn’s arrival even later.  
 
    Inserting the Gauntlet just after dungeon design, broke that up a bit. If you are wondering, Jen’Zadeer, was always meant to show up, although not until later books. I like Elves in general and Dark Elves in particular, so I was happy for her to debut a bit earlier than planned. In hindsight if I were to write the book again, I probably wouldn’t have spent as long as I did on the details of how resource rooms worked. As I’d already written it, I chose to leave it in with only a few tweaks.  
 
    I also want to reassure you that I don’t have delusions of grandeur. I’m aware that there are a host of authors writing in these genres who are better than I. I hope to improve as I go. I have a plethora of ideas beyond just this and hope to fill a niche that is currently lacking.  
 
    I am trying to write my characters in shades of grey, as this is the niche I perceive as to be lacking in the Haremlit and Gamelit genres. Most books in these genres are written with White Knights as their MC’s which is fine, I like a lot of the stories, but they do often stretch believability. 
 
    I know, you sputtered with laughter a little just now, believability in tales of Fantasy and Sci-Fi. I’m referring to the believability of the characters and their reactions to the worlds they find themselves in. It just isn’t believable that a bevy of gorgeous women would all jump on board into a harem relationship with a guy simply because he is an upstanding and ever so heroic chap. Or that he would be oh so in love with all these gorgeous gals after knowing them for fifteen minutes. 
 
    Is it believable that they wanted to get down and dirty with our big dicked MC, sure, would they be cool with being one of many, unlikely. Believable is that our MC doesn’t have a harem simply because he has a big dick, but at least in part because he is a big dick. After all, in our real world and history how many dudes sleeping with multiple women at the same time are nice guys. Fuck and all are the two words that come to my mind. 
 
    Which brings me to the other side of the equation writing the MC as a villain. I’ve not even tried to do that because it is bloody hard. Those that try to write villains tend to fall into one of two traps.  
 
    Either, to make them relatable they end up becoming a hero in disguise, then you are just back to the same problems of a White Knight. Or to avoid trap one they have them behave abhorrently and often aberrantly. This tends to spoil the reading experience, you’re supposed to want the MC to succeed, that’s a bit difficult if they are off butchering the innocent. (Well for most of us it is).  
 
    A case in point from TV how many people felt Stannis Baratheon’s / Melisandre’s story arc was spoiled by the unnecessary scene of Stannis sacrificing his own daughter, just to reaffirm that they were dicks and deserved their terminal fates. Maybe I was in the minority but that made me very uncomfortable. 
 
    So, I am trying to write about people, they are not heroes, they are not villains. Neither white nor black somewhere in the grey. There are a couple of book series that I’ve been reading that have MC’s like this that I think you could check out. Scholomance and Skulduggery by Logan Jacobs, I would even add Vampire Lord although it takes a couple of books before the MC embraces the grey. Also, Apocalypse Gates by Daniel Schinhofen and Fostering Faust by Randi Darren. 
 
    None of these are Dungeon Core novels, and only Apocalypse Gates could be considered Gamelit. The closest two that I could recommend reading having taken the villain route are Dungeon Deposed by William D. Arand, this series falls into trap one. Alternatively, Stuart Grosse’s Lewd Dungeon and Dark Fate (same setting different MC’s), which both fall through trap door number two. I have enjoyed all these despite any earlier criticism. 
 
    There are several other series written as villainous dungeon cores which I shan’t name because I thought they were awful. They should have been just what I was looking for. Despite this, and that some were very short by novel standards, I still couldn’t finish them. This is what inspired me to try it for myself. You have just read the result of that inspiration.  
 
    I hope you don’t misinterpret this attitude as arrogance or condescension. I’ve tried to be honest and part of me hopes this may inspire others who read novels of this kind to do the same. To say, you know what I can write better than Devan Drake, my ideas are better too, and then go for it. If they’re right I certainly won’t be bitter, as then I’ll have the pleasure of reading work the quality of which surpasses my own.  
 
    With all that being said, upon reflection, Daxas has turned out to be a somewhat lighter shade of grey than I had initially envisioned him to be. However, as the end of the novel alludes, he is embracing his own darker hues as the story continues. 
 
    That’s all for now, I shall just finish by confirming that Devan Drake is a pen name. When they talk about what people want. Money. Power. Fame. I’ve always been quite enamoured of the first two, not so much the third. So, if you’d like to help in that regard please recommend to anyone you think would like to contribute. I promise not to pull a George R. R. Martin if I achieve the first two, I will finish. It might be shorter, a bit rushed and not as polished as planned, but I will finish. Unless I die, and then we’re all shit out of luck. 
 
    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.  
 
    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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    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 (62%), Hunting 5 (13%), Gathering 6 (42%), Farming 4 (90%), 
  Smelting 6 (3%), Butchering 6 (72%), Woodwork 6 (34%), Masonry 2 (1%), 
  Metal Work 4 (46%), Leather Work 4 (78%), Alchemy 3 (98%), Enchanting 2 (89%), General Crafting 2 (37%) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shifter: Battle Form (Warwolf), Passive Form (Lupus Humanoid) 
    
  Damage Reduction (granted by Resilience): Impact 5 (17%), Piercing 7 (52%), Heat 0 (25%), Cold 0 (50%), Necrotic 0 (2%), Electrical 0 (3%), Corrosive 0 (0%), Venom 0 (0%), Poison 0 (0%), Sanctified 0 (0%), Infernal 0 (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 (72%), Hunting 5 (26%), Gathering 7 (64%), Farming 4 (52%), 
  
     
 
      
      	  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. 
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