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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.

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/




The Wolf King’s Lair Book Two

 

By Devan Drake




Chapter 1

As the last seconds of the fourth week ticked down, I reflected on what I had been through. It had been a full month since beginning my new existence as a Dungeon in the Proving Grounds of the Thirty-Six Realms. Only a month since I had been unwillingly plucked from my shitty flat to a different dimension, one peopled with a variety of races closely resembling those from Fantasy stories from home. A mere month since the strain of plane shifting left me suffering the effects of a devastating stroke. Then I was dumped like garbage in a sewer and left to die. Which I promptly did, hence my current predicament.

The Divine Lords, the self-styled deities of these Realms, have insisted I take part in their sick version of Purgatory. I died without dedicating myself to one of them, so now I’m a dungeon. I’m what the other denizens of this plane, which the Lords have deemed unworthy, struggle against. I’m supposed to get rid of them, and they might try getting rid of me in return. All of us chasing the ‘carrot’ of salvation the Lords have dangled in front of us. Fail, and it’s a one-way ticket to the Infernal Reaches, followed by the painful unpleasantness of having your soul vivisected and devoured.

If that prospect wasn’t disturbing enough, the Lords, using some very dubious justifications in my view, had campaigned to add a few extra roadblocks to my time here. Chiefly, by ensuring I became a sex dungeon.

Yes, I’m sniggering too, but the endless opportunities for juvenile humour aside, sex dungeons are considered weak and easy prey for those looking to get a jump-start on the road to salvation.

I’ve yet to hear a believable explanation as to why they couldn’t have sent me home. It would be fair to say I’m not their biggest fan.

They’ve thrown a few other annoyances in my path, but nothing I’ve been unable to work around. As a matter of fact, I’ve been excelling, even if I’m saying so myself.

It’s not all been bad, there are a couple of high points. I’ve been transformed into a Lupus Rex, a Wolf King, which is pretty awesome. I now have a studly male avatar for introducing the ladies to the sex part of my sex dungeon and can shapeshift into an eight-foot warwolf for when I need to deal with the all too many gentlemen callers.

As the clock hits midnight and a new day dawned my adviser, Tenzing, materialised in front of me. Tenzing was a quarantined extension of the entity that existed in this ethereal plane where the Proving Grounds were housed. Housed doesn’t really cover it, but I can’t think of anything better to describe it.

The unnamed entity controlled every aspect of our environment, which resulted in aspects of this world being quite ‘game’ like.

Tenzing was about four-foot in height with blue skin and big ears, he looked a lot like Yoda. Apparently, his appearance was an amalgamation of what I perceived a mentor and guide should look like.

Other dungeons did not get an adviser like Tenzing. The entity that ran this place is not one of the Lords itself, or at least I didn’t think it was. Alyssa, another extension of this entity that I could occasionally talk with, and lust after, had assured me it sought only balance. Therefore, when the Lords tried to make my life difficult, I would be given a helping hand to balance the books. Tenzing was part of that balancing.

I gave him a companionable wink and he smiled in return. I turned to my DDD, the Dungeon Doomsday Device, as I had dubbed it, there was something I wanted to check first. The DDD was a large oak table that I could use to interact with my dungeon. By touching it, I could bring up screens on its surface or in the air around it to display various bits of relevant information about my dungeon. It operated just like the OS you’d find on most touch screen computers or tablets.

I’d got good enough at using the design table I rarely had to touch it anymore. I would often just think about what I needed to see or do, and it would respond, obeying my will. Possibly this was because of my familiarity with technology from my world, or maybe it was another balancing boon. Whatever the reason I wasn’t going to complain about my life being made easier.

I checked for notifications and selected the one I wished to read most.

Congratulations! You have Ranked up.

We are happy to inform you that based on your position on the rank 1 leader board you have advanced to rank 2. Well done on making it this far. As a rank 2 dungeon, you must increase the minimum size of your first floor from twenty to twenty-five rooms. You will be unable to make any changes to your dungeon layout until you meet this requirement and if your dungeon does not meet these requirements, we will apply a missed soul mark tithe penalty each week.

I’d fully expected this to happen, unlike adventurers, dungeons only advanced in rank when a spot above them became available. I had been at the top of the rank one leader board so would be next to advance. Theoretically, it may not have happened. However, with their being ninety-nine ranks above me and literally hundreds of dungeons in many of those ranks, at least until you got into the upper levels, the chances were astronomically low. So low, that I expect dozens of first rank dungeons had advanced today.

“Well done, Daxas,” Tenzing congratulated me. “I’m very glad you have advanced to the second rank. I was very concerned when I saw the number of orken challengers you faced yesterday. Although I had faith in your preparations, so was unsurprised by your success despite any fears I held.”

“No worries, bud,” I answered. “I was nervous myself, it went well, but it was also a good learning experience. Not everything I set up worked as effectively as I’d hoped, but I have today for making improvements.”

The challengers Tenzing spoke of were a ragtag bunch of more than a hundred outcast orcs, goblins, and hobgoblins. They had entered my dungeon with the express purpose of defeating me personally.

Most other adventurers, thus far, simply risked themselves in exchange for experience and the rewards I provided. These greenskins had elected to use a challenge option. It was more dangerous for them, but the reward for making it to my core crystal and thereby devouring a part of my soul was far greater. They could advance several ranks at once, a tempting offer. If I allowed this to happen too often, I would be destroyed and damned.

This is usually why spaces at the next rank became available, not because the dungeon had earned their salvation, but because they were defeated too many times and were now royally fucked. As Tenzing told me on my first day, the Proving Grounds offered a second chance, but it was a deliberately slim one.

Although there had been many orken, they were ill-prepared and frankly, stupid. My dungeon proved much too difficult for them and they had failed and fallen as a result.

My reverie of recent events was broken by Jessamyn, as my first disciple joined me at the DDD. Jessamyn was an auburn-haired, green-eyed wood elf, with a slim, well-toned body. She sat down beside me, nestled underneath my arm and wrapped her arms about my torso. My cock began hardening as she squeezed herself up against my body. My nose filled with her heady floral scent, which had a salty undertone that spoke of her arousal.

One of the benefits of my new form was a powerful aura of sexual magnetism. Under most circumstances, I was very happy with its effect on Jessamyn. She was gorgeous, and who wouldn’t want to help her scratch that itch, as often as possible.

Unfortunately, dungeons don’t build themselves, well at least not here they don’t. I would need to exert some willpower, if I carried her off to the bed behind us now, I wouldn’t get half of what I needed to do, done.

It would also be very rude to Tenzing, he was only here on rest days.

“Jess, would you be able to start clearing the resource rooms, please?” I asked her gently.

She gave me a little pout of displeasure before nodding.

“Of course, Master,” she replied as she slowly got up.

My hands lingered on her hips and stroked down her thighs as she rose, and so did the tent pole I was now pitching. Noticing my wardrobe difficulties, Jessamyn giggled in good humour as she headed off to collect the resources I would need. I’d join her in a short while after I had decided what I was going to do about my dungeon expansion.

“Anything new you can tell me, Tenzing?” I asked, and turned to my blue mentor, trying to distract myself.

“Not today, Daxas,” he responded with a smile.

It was a bit of an in-joke between us now. Often, there were bits of information he’d be unable to impart to me until certain conditions were met. Some of this was true for all dungeons, some of it as a result of the Lord’s interference.

“I can give you an overview of what is now required of you as a rank two dungeon if you wish,” he offered.

“Lay it on me,” I said back.

I’d read about what was expected before in the materials provided to me on my arrival, but a refresher was always welcome.

“As the notification will have informed you, now that you are a rank two dungeon you must increase the number of rooms by five to twenty-five. If you do not, there will be a penalty imposed. I believe you have more than enough experience to create the requisite additional rooms, Daxas,” Tenzing began.

He said this with a smile and a nod to one of my display screens. As he’d been chatting away with me, I had absent-mindedly been reviewing some of my other notifications and had just read my weekly experience summary. I earned 140,552 in the past week.

I used my XP to build and populate my dungeon. Each new basic room cost two thousand, so the ten thousand it would cost was well within my budget.

I’d been performing well each week, but this was a new high on the XP front. A significant chunk of this, roughly fifty thousand, came directly as a result of the orken challengers who fell in my dungeon. Without them challenging me on the last day of the week, I would still have been a rank one dungeon. Albeit a wealthy one in terms of XP.

This was a result of my design philosophy. I had set up my dungeon so those who wanted to run it just for XP and the rewards offered were relatively safe. The dungeon turned much more deadly for those who sought to harvest my core.

“You have enough, Daxas, that you may even wish to think about adding an extra wing to the dungeon. Adventurers would not be obliged to venture into this wing, but if you offered more rewards, you might be able to tempt them to do so. As you know, the longer they spend within your walls the more experience you earn,” Tenzing explained.

“Would the new wing have to intersect back into the golden path, or could it be a dead-end?” I queried.

“The wing would not have to re-join the path that leads to the end of the dungeon, though it might be wise if it did. It could discourage delvers if they would need to backtrack to continue” he answered, and I nodded my head in understanding.

He was right, it might trick the first few groups to waste time going the wrong way, but word would soon spread. I would either need the wing to feed back into the route to my Lair or make the rewards very tempting to encourage parties to detour.

“As a rank two dungeon, the time adventurers have to complete your dungeon has been doubled,” Tenzing continued. “You will note that the number of extra chambers they must traverse on the golden path is only increased by five and not twenty. This will be the same for each rank you acquire, and this may make you more vulnerable to challengers. They will, relatively at least, have more time to reach your core floor before time expires and they fail.”

“This pattern continues until you reach rank eleven. Then you will have to open a new, second floor to the dungeon. When you open a new floor, you will be given the option of closing the previous one. If you did, only rank eleven adventurers would be able to enter but ten ranks worth of allotted time would also be removed.”

“I thought as much,” I replied. “It could have been tricky for me if I didn’t have the XP to increase the difficulty. Especially as I would expect rank two adventurers to be more experienced.”

“Yes, Daxas, though it is also possible, even likely, rank two adventurers will have lost more of their soul marks. Ultimately, that is what you need, for them to lose their last, and permanently fall in your dungeon,” Tenzing qualified.

“What you gain on the swings, you lose on the roundabouts,” I muttered under my breath, as I thought things through.

Tenzing’s confused expression forced a fresh smile on my lips. “An expression from home, Tenzing. It just means you gain a little, you lose a little, ending up much where you were before. Balance.”

My smile got a little wider as he nodded his understanding at my reference to the entity that he was a part of.

I thanked Tenzing for his advice and focused my attention back on the DDD. I had already given some thought to my plans in the spare moments between battling adventurers, harvesting, and enjoying carnal delights with Jessamyn.

But I was having second thoughts on these early plans, as I hadn’t truly considered creating a proper second wing. I hadn’t thought I would have the XP to make it viable yet, though I probably could swing it now if I shelved my other ideas.

I spent a good fifteen minutes in silent contemplation, my fingers drummed on the arm of the black leather couch I had set up in front of the DDD. The decision I had to make was whether to build the Bank and Auction House rooms. They cost twenty thousand each, and I could easily afford it with my current experience pool but wouldn’t have enough to then build a proper second wing. I didn’t want to half-ass it, so had to choose to go one way or the other.

One of the factors that weighed heavily on my deliberations was the current rank two leader board.

Position Rank/Zone Name         Domain/Sphere Fallen

1 st            2 / 7            The Wolf         Life / Sexual        152

King’s Lair

2 nd       2 / 12      The Icy Grip      Elemental /        70

Frost

3 rd       2 / 28      Fell Swamp of   Death / Decay      67

Faenor

4th         2 / 9       Sandrik’s End     Destruction /        64

Battle

 

The number of adventurers who had fallen in my dungeon put me at the top by quite a margin. The gap was so large that even if my numbers didn’t increase, I would almost certainly rank up again at the end of the week. As mentioned before, it was theoretically possible that I wouldn’t, due to a lack of available spaces, but that was very unlikely.

I had been a touch blasé the last couple of weeks, intending to keep a reserve but then spending it as soon as a new idea flitted through my mind. This time I wasn’t taking that risk.

Before entering my dungeon, the orc outcasts had wrecked the temporary encampment of the Black Hills Brigade. They were a guild from this zone and had been the mainstay of my experience gathering so far. I was confident they would return but couldn’t be sure.

I would need to hold back enough XP this time around to cover the expansion of another five chambers next week. Also, if these numbers were typical, I could find myself either top or near it on the rank three leader board as well.

Best make it ten chambers, I thought. They cost two thousand each, so my reserve needed to be twenty thousand plus five thousand more if I wanted to be safe.

With that fresh in my mind, I decided to opt for creating a second wing now. If worse came to worst, I could cannibalise it to add extensions to my dungeon later. I got to work and started playing around with designs. I talked it over with Tenzing as well, he couldn’t tell me what to do but offered sound counsel on some of the trickier regulations.

I’d spent almost an hour playing around on the DDD and then as I was about to commit my purchases, I froze. Not literally, but I stopped in my tracks. An overwhelming sense of foreboding took hold of me, I was making a mistake. Not a deadly one, but something I would regret. I couldn’t tell if this was some external force, maybe Alyssa, prodding me, my instincts, or even my subconscious having mulled it over and yelling, no.

A simple thought rang clearly in my mind. Thus far I had exceeded expectations because I took the path less travelled. Building a second wing, enticing as it may seem, was typical dungeon behaviour. I’d won the opportunity to buy the Bank and Auction House early by taking crafting options at the start over combat-oriented bonuses. Not just early, very early I thought to myself.

“Tenzing, I don’t suppose you can tell me if any other rank two dungeons have built any of the City rooms?” I quizzed my blue wrinkled adviser.

“I can’t disclose to you what other dungeons have done, Daxas. All I can say is they are unlocked as an option at rank thirty-one, presuming a dungeon has not already done so,” he answered.

This was the response I anticipated.

“It is usually during that stage of a dungeon’s life cycle that they begin constructing external features. To aid and encourage more experienced adventurers to delve their depths, rather than visiting their rivals,” he went on.

I gave my blue buddy a rakish grin and put my hand up for a high-five, a gesture Tenzing seemed mystified by.

“Your study of my cultural idiosyncrasies needs a little more work,” I added as I dropped my hand and shook my head. “Thanks for the tip, though.”

“You’re welcome, Daxas,” he bashfully responded with a goofy grin on his face.

I couldn’t help but notice that the more time Tenzing spent with me the more ‘human’ he became. His manner of speech was still a bit stilted, but I’d have him cursing in no time.

His hint about external features was enough to convince me to abandon the second wing project for now and commit to buy the Bank and Auction House. I’d suspected that building them early could open other options and Tenzing’s intimation all but confirmed it.

There was a secondary reason, my curiosity had been piqued. Now I had to buy them, otherwise, it would irritate me for the rest of the week and with the time dilation that could be a while.

What I had done for the five new chambers remained mostly unchanged. I purchased four rooms which and expanded them to sixteen cubes in size so they each cost me 4,790 XP. I then bought two more which I left at their original size, so four thousand more for those two. On top of that the Bank and Auction House were both going into the inactive part of my core floor. They would join my resource and workrooms that were already present and just like that I had spent 63,160 of my XP.

I retained a single part of my original plan for a second wing and added the ‘Arena’. I’d originally intended for this to be the last stop in the new wing, before it exited back into the path to my Lair. Now I’d use it as a separate room that adventurers would have the option of venturing into. A choice to make before they moved into the Lair and faced the final confrontation.

I moved my avatar from the Lair and into the Arena. The delvers would now have the option of avoiding me completely, but the rewards in the chest would be unchanged from the rank one run. Or they could instead enter the Arena where I would be waiting.

If they defeated me in the Arena, then there would be a door into the final chamber. There they would finish their run against Jessamyn and the four wood elf archers I had left with her. This way I could move into the Lair during challenges to use the secret passageway I had installed earlier.

For this reason, the door only opened from the Arena side. Technically this did mean adventurers could finish the dungeon first and then backtrack to the penultimate room and enter the Arena afterwards. If the adventurers were an MMPORG raid group from home, I would expect that to become the default method. Finish the dungeon and then face the optional greater danger if you had time remaining, and felt you were strong enough. They weren’t raid groups from home though, and they probably wouldn’t.

I had done this for a couple of reasons. First and foremost, I’d grown sick of throwing fights. I had managed in those early few weeks, when I was adjusting to my new existence and still thought of myself as a human being from Earth. I hadn’t shed that identity entirely, but I increasingly thought of myself as Lupus Rex and not Homo Sapiens. I was a Wolf King, not a Wolf Wuss. I did not like losing, not at all.

If I kept things as they were, I would start to lose control. This was not might, not maybe, it was inevitable, because deep down I wanted it to happen and so it would.

But I didn’t want to discourage foot traffic, though. Experience gained for having adventurers spend time in my halls was my bread and butter. I couldn’t think of any scenarios whereby going apeshit and killing groups at random would be anything but discouraging on that front.

In the Arena, the gloves could come off. I’d have to think of some way of warning groups beforehand, so no one could complain about what they got themselves into. I chuckled to myself even as I thought this. Back on Earth most of my jobs were customer service related, I’d like to see them trying to lodge a formal complaint with my warwolf avatar.

I wouldn’t have to hold back and if adventurers were foolish enough to take me on without being suitably prepared, it would be on their backs, not mine. Quite literally on their backs, bloodied and dying I would imagine. Unless it was a sexy lady, then I’m sure we could come to some other backs to arena floor configuration that would be mutually beneficial.

My second consideration had been that after the challenges I had accumulated two achievements related to my duelling activity.

Duellist 1

You have participated in and won 10 or more duels.

You shall get a reward of 10 experience points and 10 coins for every future victory in addition to any other rewards.

Duelling Streak 1

You have won 10 duels in a row.

All rewards from duelling are increased by 50%. These extras do not come from your opponent. Should you lose a duel, you will not lose this achievement or its effects, but the count will start again if you wish to reach Duelling Streak 2.

Both Duellist 1 and Duelling Streak 1 were just the first rewards of multi-layered achievements. Most achievements had concealed criteria for being awarded, but the criteria for these two were obvious, win more duels. I’d been foregoing duelling during regular dungeon runs as, thus far, I’d not encountered any adventurer that was a match for me one on one.

I wanted to build a reputation as an easy clear and virtually guaranteeing a fatality would have been counterproductive. If they faced me in my new Arena room, and I could opt for a duel against their leader, I would. If not, I would just fight the party.

Lastly, it wouldn’t hurt to start racking up a few more soul marks. My initial design philosophy of creating my dungeon as a honey trap for overly eager would-be challengers, had worked like a charm. Now, I was wary that word might spread about a hundred and fifty-odd orcs and goblins going in but not coming out.

In making this confrontation optional I would be able to keep the reputation I had built over the first month, but I also wouldn’t have to go down easy, the best of both worlds.

I could have been worrying over nothing. The Lords were still mandating new adventurers to try to take me out, permanently. However, on the off-chance that there was a lull, I didn’t want to be lacking the marks to pay my tithe. I had already set the DDD to automatically pay if I had enough marks available and twenty-one would be taken at the end of the rest day.

The whole arena plan would only work if the rewards were enticing enough, otherwise, groups would just choose to bypass it. I had completed all the crafting I needed to equip my dungeon creatures and I’d also crafted enough gear for a substantial number of recruits if I were to purchase any.

So, after finishing here I would catch up with Jessamyn, helping her finish gathering and then take stock of what materials I had. Then I would know what I might be able to craft as rewards for the Arena.

There was just one more thing I wanted to do here before that, locking in both mine and Jessamyn’s rank increases. I had five points to spend on each of us and had already given a fair bit of thought about what to do. I was concentrating on increasing our magical capacity.

For me, that meant putting all my points into my Mana which had been my lowest stat. I looked at my sheet after I had confirmed this choice.

 

Name: Daxas

Species: Lupus Rex

Rank: 2

Strength: 24

Agility: 22

Stamina: 25

Mana: 10

Spell Power: 10

Resilience: 25

Dungeon Power: 2

Health: 500/500

Unspent Experience: 78,219

Soul Marks: 176

Fallen Total: 152

Skills: Mining 6, Hunting 5, Gathering 6, Farming 4, Smelting 6, Butchering 6, Woodwork 6, Masonry 2, Metal Work 4, Leather Work 4, Alchemy 3, Enchanting 2, General Crafting 2

Damage Reduction: Impact 5, Piercing 7. All others 0

Aura of Dominance: (30) A born leader, those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. Those affected will instinctively defer to you, making them more likely to submit to your will. Its effect is enhanced the longer they are in your presence. Holding a position of authority over a person will also enhance its effect. * (Passive and Battle Forms)

Aura of Fear: (15) You possess a fearsome form, reputation or natural fear-inducing intoxicant. Those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. There is a chance their actions will be weaker, or slower, or may struggle to accurately verbalise spells or abilities. (Battle Form only)

Aura of Sexual Magnetism: (15) You possess a comely form, reputation or natural arousing intoxicant. Those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. Affected members of the opposite sex will view you more positively and be more inclined to accede to your requests. There is a chance that affected members of the same sex will view you negatively and be more inclined to refuse requests or act aggressively. ** (Passive Form only)

*As this dungeon has a Dominance speciality this effect is x2

**As this dungeon is of the Sexual sphere this effect is x2.

As this dungeon has a female affinity speciality this effect is x2 for females.

As this dungeon has a fertility affinity speciality this effect is x2 for fertile creatures.

As this dungeon has a lust affinity speciality this effect is x2 for if either party would be sexually attracted without its effect.

As this dungeon has a polyspecism speciality those affected by the aura who would usually object to a sexual relationship with another species are less likely to do so (auras strength determines the efficacy).

 

I didn’t have any spells yet, so I couldn’t use the Mana, but I wasn’t overly worried about that at this stage. My dungeon avatar still significantly out-statted any other rank two adventurers. Plus, during challenges, I fully equipped myself and Jessamyn with enchanted gear, which significantly widened that gap even more.

For Jessamyn, I boosted her mana by four points and used the last to even her stamina score to a ten from nine. A few more health points to keep her in the fight longer. She already had the Heal spell, and I decided to wait for at least one more rank before adding another spell.

Name        Jessamyn     Race         Wood Elf

Strength       8              Mana          19

Agility           15               Spell Power     11

Stamina       10            Resilience      0

Health         200/200        Unspent       0

Points

Rank         2            Experience    20,706 / 6,000

Spells and Skills

Mining 6, Hunting 5, Gathering 7, Farming 4, Special Effects:

Sanctified Spell Affinity: Sanctified spells cost half as much mana as usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns will be based on original spell cost and not discounted cost.

 

Spells: Heal 1,

 

Name: Jessamyn

Species: Wood Elf

Rank: 2

Strength: 8

Agility: 15

Stamina: 10

Mana: 19

Spell Power: 11

Health: 200/200

Experience: 20,706 / 6,000

Unspent Points: 0

Skills: Mining 6, Hunting 5, Gathering 7, Farming 4,

Sanctified Spell Affinity: Sanctified spells cost half as much mana as usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost.

Spells: Heal 1

Following the one hundred and fifty-two casualties from last week, I knew Jessamyn would obtain enough experience to reach the second rank. It was a pleasant surprise to see she continued to accrue experience even after she passed the next rank threshold. She still levelled like an adventurer, unlike me, but was limited by my dungeon rank.

I grew automatically with the dungeon. My experience was for building the dungeon. For disciples to advance the experience threshold required for each rank was a thousand multiplied by that rank. She already had the three thousand XP required to advance to rank two, and plenty more besides.

Performing a bit of mental arithmetic, I calculated Jess needed six thousand for rank three, ten thousand for rank four and fifteen thousand for rank five. She had already accrued that and was well on her way to having the twenty-one thousand for rank six. If she continued to get a daily bonus for sex with me, and we all know that would happen. She would certainly have enough before my dungeon hit rank six, even if she got no further XP from adventurer’s falling in my dungeon.

This seemed broken to me, even though I’d had an unusual number of fallen for a new dungeon. I wasn’t complaining exactly, but I had concerns there might be a sting in the tail somewhere.

“Disciple levelling seems a bit off, Tenzing,” I commented to him as we reviewed Jessamyn’s stat sheet. I wanted to see if he had any insights I might be missing.

“It may seem that way, Daxas, but only at the lowest ranks,” he responded. “Disciples only gain experience when adventurers lose a soul mark in your dungeon or from your specific disciple levelling bonuses. These are static values, remaining at one hundred experience and fifty experience respectively and yet each rank requires more experience to advance. More advanced Dungeons provide greater amounts of experience to adventurers and for them the improved XP provided offsets the increased amounts required. This XP scaling means they need to clear roughly the same number of dungeons to move up each rank. Jessamyn will not benefit from scaling XP in the same manner.”

“For example, if Jessamyn were looking to advance from rank twenty-one to twenty-two, then the nineteen thousand XP she had been awarded for the fallen challengers would have been insufficient. This disparity will only grow as you do, particularly if you continue advancing with alacrity, as you currently have been. Not to forget, your dominance dungeon law is also increasing her tally by twenty-five percent, as she has accepted your dominion over her,” he finished.

Tenzing had proved himself, yet again, to be a valuable adviser.

“All good points,” I remarked. “Now, I think it’s time we catch up with her and lend a hand with the grunt work. She may have accepted my dominion, but I don’t want to seem like a lazy ass. I’m a Wolf King, not a Lion King.”

I stood with a silly grin on my face raising my hands above my head, simulating showing off a baby Simba, whispering the words “the circle of life.” Tenzing of course didn’t understand the reference and just eyed me bemusedly.

“I think I will remain here, and…review more of your cultural references.” Tenzing commented wryly.

“Are you sure?” I queried. “You’re welcome to join.”

“Yes, I’ll stay here so you can…get reacquainted,” Tenzing squirmed.

“Is that a thinly veiled sex reference?” I said in a mockingly stern voice.

Tenzing was curiously bashful when referring to sex in anything but a purely instructional capacity. He just gave me a withering look. I was evidently rubbing off on him.

With a chuckle from my lips and a bounce in my stride, I headed off to find Jessamyn.




Chapter 2

It didn’t take me long to catch up with Jessamyn, she had elected to clear the resource rooms on the first floor of my dungeon. Normally we couldn’t make use of these but on the rest day with no delvers to worry about it was permitted. Well, to be precise it wasn’t forbidden, and that was good enough for me.

These rooms had cycled through to the Tropical Island setting, from a harvesting perspective, they were sub-optimal. There just wasn’t as much to gather, and it was less useful in general. From the visceral satisfaction point of view, it was fabulous. Bright sunshine, the gentle lapping waves of a pleasantly warm sea, and a beautiful beach vista.

Jessamyn was waist-deep in the waves spearing fish and storing them in the dungeon inventory. I stood and watched her for a few moments, she was deep in concentration and hadn’t noticed my arrival. I let her catch a few more of the faintly red coloured fish before approaching any further. They were Coral Trout I think, I wasn’t much of an angler, but I knew we had a fair few stored away in the inventory.

I started forward, the soft crunch of my feet on the sand alerted Jessamyn to my presence and she flashed me a joyful smile.

“Master, it is wonderful to see you again,” she greeted me.

I waved in return and Jessamyn started to wade back to the shoreline. When she emerged, I could see she was wearing a simple white cotton sundress, which she typically wore here in the core part of the dungeon. The dress was soaked through and moulded itself to her lithe figure most pleasingly.

Any reasonable chance that I was going to be able to wait until we were done before I fucked her vanished in that instant. Who was I trying to kid? Had we been in a foetid swamp the result would have been the same. I was horny, all the time, and she was stupendously gorgeous.

As she reached me, she planted the spear deep into the wet sand of the shore. I took her in my arms, cupped both of her ass cheeks and pressed my lips to hers. She responded by melting into the embrace, her lips parted and our tongues mingled. We frenched for a few minutes before I broke off.

“Hmmm, Jess, your dress is all wet, we’d best get it off you, let it dry out, don’t you think?” I suggested with mock concern.

“If you think it best, Master,” Jessamyn replied, playing along.

I knelt a little so I could take hold of the hem of her white sundress. She began running her deft fingers through my thick black hair and I smelt the sweet spike of her eager excitement as she did so. I paused and glanced up to see her biting her lower lip, intense need in her beautiful green eyes.

“My dress is not the only thing wet, Master,” she breathed in a husky whisper.

There had been much that engendered feelings of anger and regret since a portal had swallowed me and brought me to a different dimension. Getting Jessamyn certainly hadn’t been one of them.

I’d never told her to call me master, she had done so of her own volition, but I certainly got a delicious thrill whenever she did. I considered her my mate, not a slave, but she was undeniably and irrevocably mine. She belonged to me, now and forever, so her form of address was fitting.

I’d lingered long enough. Having heightened the anticipation, I stood and slid the sundress up her thighs. I fondled her slim hips and flat stomach with my hands as they progressed further up her body. She raised her arms as I passed her rib cage, my thumbs caressing the sides of her breasts as they passed. Finally, the thin material was lifted up and over her head. Whipping the dress to spread it out, I perched it atop the spear, it was supposed to dry out after all.

I took her hand and drew her up a few feet away from the lapping froth of the waves. Accessing the inventory, I brought forth a spare mattress I had crafted and let it flop onto the beach. Sandy vistas might assist in setting an erotic mood, but nobody wants to have sand all over genitals made slick with their lover’s juices.

Jessamyn, understanding, pulled off her sandals and stepped directly on to our island of comfort on the island beach. I shrugged off my footwear and joined her on the mattress. As I did so, she knelt in front of me and pulled my loose-fitting trousers down to drop at my feet. My foot-long penis, now freed from its constraints, sprang to attention and bobbed up and down in front of her.

“Can I taste you first, Master?” Jessamyn respectfully inquired with longing in her voice.

“You may,” I graciously and hungrily approved.

Jessamyn took hold of my shaft in one hand and started a slow stroke. Then her tongue darted out and began to gently lick the tip, teasing my phallic opening. She then commenced to swirl her tongue around the glans of my dick. Then finally, she pressed her lips to my cock’s head and slid them a few inches down the shaft.

“You are getting good at this,” I groaned as she worked my cock, her head bobbing up and down.

Even with her mouth full of my member, I could see her grin at the praise. Jessamyn spent several minutes pleasuring me this way, slowly forcing herself to take my length deeper into her mouth as it pressured the back of her throat.

It had been hard to believe that Jessamyn had been a virgin with no sexual experience to speak of before I got my hands on her two weeks ago. With that being said, the strange time dilation the dungeon used to handle concurrent dungeon runs meant that it had been longer than that. It was hard to say how much longer, and I’d taken every opportunity to exploit that for extra sex.

After a few more minutes of her suckling and licking ministrations, I was ready to burst.

“Get ready,” I warned. “I’m going to cum and I want you to swallow every drop.”

She nodded her head in understanding and assent.

Moments later, I felt the clench in my balls. This was swiftly followed by pulsing spasms from my cock, as I unloaded thick jets of my cream in the sexy wood elf’s eager mouth. She struggled valiantly to swallow the torrent of cum, but a little spilled past her lips and coated her chin in my spunk.

Once my cock finished shuddering and was fully emptied, I gently withdrew it from her lips. She leant back on her knees with a shy smile on her face and swiftly used her fingers to wipe up the remnants of my seed into her mouth and licked her fingers clean.

The sight of that alone stirred my lust anew. My cock which had barely enough time to lose any of its engorgement rose once again in anticipation.

“Jess, time to fill you up, how do you want it?” I inquired.

“From behind, please, Master,” she quickly responded.

Jessamyn twisted over and got on her hands and knees. She raised her petite behind in the air, showing off her vulva, which was already moist with her juices. I was a little surprised, her preference was usually for a lap dance position. Seeing my eyebrow quirk, she continued.

“Afterwards, can we go face to face, please?” she pleaded, wheedling.

So that was her game. I could see the hint of her mischievous smile. She obviously knew me well enough now. If I got to fuck her how I preferred, I would reciprocate and fuck her how she preferred to, it was all an angle to prolong our fun. I’m not one to usually appreciate being manipulated, though in this instance I could be gracious with my forgiveness.

I gave each of her ass cheeks a quick spank, shocking her.

“Naughty mates get a spanking,” I said with mock sternness.

It had been the first time I had introduced any hints of BDSM to our sex play and I could see her pussy shiver and pout. The scent of her arousal strengthened, reassuring me I hadn’t missed the mark.

I rubbed her smooth ass, enjoying the sensations as I massaged her rounded peaches, soothing the sting from my light slaps. I circled her cheeks with my hands and let my fingers brush against her slick pink lips. My fingers gently teased her entrance and provoked a fresh quivering, her precum beaded on her labia and engorged clit.

Jessamyn let out a throaty moan. “Master, please don’t tease me any longer, I need you,” she begged.

“Patience, my sexy elf seductress,” I whispered. “Turnabout is fair play. I shall be tasting you first. Only then do we fuck, both ways, you sultry temptress.”

With that, I shifted one of my hands up her back and applied enough pressure to push her face and breasts into the mattress. I placed the other between her legs holding her in place just below the navel but close enough to her mound that my thumb could play with her clit.

I lowered my mouth and started licking all about her vulva. Kissing, licking and sucking on those luscious lips and enticing fleshy bead. Lapping up her tangy juices before shoving my elongated wolf tongue deep into her channel.

She’d already been ready to burst, as I breached her outer walls feeling the muscles of her vagina clamp down on my glossal protuberance and she came, hard.

Having learned from previous encounters, I knew that Jessamyn thrashes about when she comes, so I kept her firmly in hand and pressed forward, pleasuring her pussy. Corkscrewing my agile tongue for the best effect, which pushed her initial orgasm into many.

After a couple of minutes, I relented, withdrew my tongue and let her come down. She’d been screaming wordlessly and now panted heavily, still unable to cogently talk.

I licked my lips, cleaning them and my chin which had been covered in Jessamyn’s pussy juices, but we weren’t done. I shifted a hand to her hips and shuffled my knees into position behind her. Taking my shaft in one hand, I guided it to her drenched slit and pushed past those moist lips, burying myself deep inside her.

“Unhh…yes, so big…” she moaned as I pushed in.

I grinned at her words; I don’t think there is a man alive that wouldn’t appreciate that compliment. Gripping her hips firmly I started pulling out and pushing back into her fleshy canal, building up a steady rhythm.

Jessamyn quickly began meeting each of my thrusts, pushing back with her hips onto my cock. The gentle rushing sound of the small waves breaking on the shore was soon joined by the visceral wet sloshing of my cock. Shortly the visuals matched too as I worked Jessamyn’s pussy into a frothing mess.

After a few minutes, her tight quim started clenching on my cock even harder as another orgasm ripped through her shuddering body. Her keening moans grew in intensity, and she screamed out.

“Yes, Master, I’m yours, forever yours…” she managed to mutter between the strong contractions moving through her sex.

The words spurred a newfound level of lust and desire in me and my cock achingly flexed.

“Mine...” was all I could manage to growl out.

My balls tightened and spasmed. Then I thrust my cock as deeply into Jessamyn as I could manage. The head of my dick butted up against her cervix as I let loose torrents of my hot spunk for the second time. My orgasm felt like it lasted minutes, my shuddering cock deposited a dozen or more pulsing loads of my cream into her womb.

We both collapsed to our sides on the mattress, my shaft still sheathed deeply inside her. I held her close, spooning my mate as she rode out the aftershocks of her own powerful orgasm. I fondled her breasts and gently licked her elongated sensitive ears. All the while whispering sweet words of approval and pride that I’d claimed such a treasured possession, which I would never let go of.

I can’t imagine many girls back on Earth appreciating such sentiments, even if the guy was the best lay in the country. I could see tears of joy slip down Jessamyn’s cheeks as I spoke and smelled her sense of satisfaction and contentment.

After a few further minutes, I pulled out and we sat up. My cock was still hard, so I got on my knees and picked her up and eased her down on my shaft. I had promised her a face-to-face fucking after all. I had accomplished most of what I needed to do before the rest day began and we could afford another hour of sex under the sun.




Chapter 3

A little while later Jess and I shook off our post-coital drowsiness. We donned our clothing after a quick dip in the sea and I returned the mattress to the inventory. This was a sneaky bonus, when I next summoned the mattress, it would be just like new. Which is always helpful, considering the quantity of bodily fluids which had seeped into it over the last hour or so.

Our desires temporarily sated we set off to finish the harvesting job, even if it was overkill. The inventory positively brimmed with what we had collected over the past few weeks. The orken challenges had added an extra twelve resets on top of the typical twenty-five odd dungeon runs.

With time stopping until I had dismissed the fallen to their fate after each challenge, we’d been able to amass every gatherable resource available. Then process and refine everything in the inventory that needed it.

Both Jessamyn and I had reached the sixth rank or more in Mining and Gathering. We were now seeing the first benefits of level progression in these skills. If a resource like copper ore had a variable quality, then the quality of what we received improved, though the quantities available remained the same.

At rank five and below each mine would provide seventy-two ‘junk’ ore, thirty-six ‘poor’ ore and four ‘standard’ ore. It now provided thirty-six ‘junk’ ore, fifty-four ‘poor’ ore, nineteen ‘standard’ ore and two ‘fair’ ore. I had crunched the numbers using the DDD, and roughly fifty percent of each quality type was improved to the next level.

Anything that had no quality variance like marble or granite that were also available from a mine had a small increase in quantity. You used to get three blocks per node, now you would get three and sometimes a fourth.

Thanks to me taking Crafting as a major perk when I opened my dungeon, our ranks in those skills were not capped to my dungeon rank. I had also hit rank six in Smelting, Butchering and Woodwork.

There was a similar theme with those skills. Smelting now provided me with a little extra metal, previously, six smelted ore gave me two bars of copper. Now I also received an additional ingot of copper, it was one-tenth the size of a bar. I also would have the option of using variable moulds exchanging the bar mould for an ingot one if I desired.

My other skills like Butchering had different effects, depending on what I was using them for. If I were carving up cattle slaughtered from the farm resource room, it took five percent less time to complete. This was because farmed cattle provided hide for standard leather and meat, none of which could be refined to enhance its quality.

Alternatively, if I were working on a hunted animal like a rabbit, whose fur quality was variable, the time to process remained the same. Instead, I received five percent more fur, meat and other useful parts, like their feet which could be used in enchanting.

The general rule of thumb for crafting skills appeared to be that you either got higher-end products or you performed it faster. Unless quality was a factor, then the quality was improved.

Once the gathering was done, I headed to the forge, as I needed to make the rewards for the Arena. Thanks in part to the recent bump in ore quality, I now had a healthy stock of over five hundred bars of fair quality copper. This was more than enough for what I had planned.

I would offer a full nine-piece set of copper armour; each piece enchanted to increase its damage reduction against piercing weapons by two. I would also offer some weapons for the first time, a long sword and two daggers.

The long sword I enchanted with STR +1 and the daggers with an AGI +1 enchantment. I also added two upgraded copper rings from what was available at the dungeons end. They each now had an STA +1 enchant in addition to either STR +1 or AGI +1.

The rings I had already crafted and enchanted as part of a batch I had made with copper bars upgraded to good quality. During challenge mode, Jessamyn, the wood elves and I would already be wearing the new rings replacing our existing ones. They all had the stamina increase and boosted our health by forty each. It wasn’t much of a change for me as I already had an impressive stamina pool but for the wood elves, it was a twenty percent bump.

I hadn’t updated our leather armour yet, though. I didn’t anticipate it being an issue, not with how well we had dealt with the orc threat so far. Next week, it would help that our Hunting skill should hit rank six, which would increase the quality of hunted leather.

I had enough fair lesser leather, but I also had some ideas I wanted to try out during the week. Whether these panned out depended a bit on what happened once the Bank and Auction House were created at the end of the day.

The biggest drawback of the plan, I would be stuck at the forge for over ten hours making all this stuff, it pays to be prepared. If I hadn’t been winging it with this arena idea, I could have spread the crafting duties out over the various dungeon runs during the week. However, once the idea took hold, I really wanted to include it, so would have to suck it up.

Not for the first time I thought it might be useful for my disciples to have some of these skills. We would be a much more efficient team, but I was reluctant to waste the skill points on it, though.

Tenzing had joined me, once Jessamyn and I had finished reacquainting, and I decided to float the idea past him.

“Tenzing, it has just occurred to me to ask, but is there a way for adventurers to get these crafting skills without using their skill points?” I asked him.

“Yes, Daxas there is. In the City, adventurers can visit the relevant outlet and use an available skill point to train that crafting skill with the resident system-generated crafting master. Alternatively, they can pay in coin to buy the relevant skill book from them. It is costly, ten thousand coins to buy the skill initially and then ten thousand plus treble the rank they wish to increase it to. So, sixteen thousand coins to increase it from rank one to two, nineteen thousand coins to go from rank two to three,” he answered.

“So,” I started, “if I were to unlock the Blacksmith city room, which I have. Then build a Bank and Auction House unlocking access to my bank account and allow me to both use coins and accumulate them, which I am about to do. If I then built the Blacksmith would I be able to buy the skill for Jess, without having to use any of her available skill points.”

I’d asked in a slightly wordy manner as I half expected to blink and find myself across from Alyssa’s desk.

“Yes, Daxas, you would be able to do so,” he answered. This prompted a second question from me.

“How do you qualify as a craft master? Is it something anybody could do or is it a function limited to system avatars in the City shops?” I quickly fired at him.

“Ah, I see where you are going with this Daxas. You qualify as a master of a craft once you have reached rank thirty-one, at that point you can create and sell skill books ten levels below your current rank. You could create the subsequent books as you advanced in ranks, but you would always need to be ten ranks higher in the skill to create the relevant upgrade book,” he said.

His response was overlaid with another direct to my mind.

“You will have to do better than that if you want a visit darling. Other dungeons have already beaten you to that loophole, it is just rarely worth their while,” Alyssa purred sexily just for me.

She just loved teasing, being chased, but had proved elusive so far.

“Would it cost me anything to create the book?” I asked Tenzing instead.

“There would be a nominal cost, fifty experience or coins for a blank book,” he replied.

“Would I then be able to sell that on the Auction House? As an auction or at whatever price I chose?” I followed with.

“Yes, you could. Although, if you sold them cheaply as I suspect you are thinking, you would be enabling competition and potentially reducing the need for work you have crafted yourself,” he finished.

I’d have to think long and hard…just like my penis…snigger, yeah juvenile, but still funny. I would have to think about whether I wanted to wait until I hit those higher ranks before giving out skills to my followers just to save myself the expense of doing it now.

After that, I got to work at the forge and crafted all the gear. It was a monotonous grind, something that would have seemed to go quicker with a bit of music. Thinking about that prompted yet another question.

“Tenzing, is there a way to play music here in the dungeon?” I inquired offhandedly.

“Hmm,” he mused. Hesitancy was unusual for him.

“You can use the design table to project your voice to any inactive room in the dungeon. I believe others have used that facility to play musical instruments in the room with their design table and have used it to be heard elsewhere too.”

He took a deep breath before continuing.

“You have a couple of alternative options I believe. You can still purchase items from your world, you just can’t move them to a part of the dungeon where adventurers can also enter. You could purchase a playing device from your world and what I think are called ‘batteries’ to power it or buy a digital storage device. The design table is capable of interfacing with such a device and playing its contents. You could project that as you can with your voice.”

“Excellent,” I said in my best Monty Burns impression.

This opened some fascinating possibilities. I had already been considering buying some of the books available as it had already been established that the DDD could read them. I had used the exploit as a shortcut for designing new gear.

I hadn’t thought it possible to buy things digitally, this was a very useful piece of information. I assumed Tenzing’s deliberation was about what he could tell me and how he could relay it according to his current restrictions.

My mind whirled with the possibilities, as I was thinking I looked upwards to the proverbial heavens.

“So close,” came Alyssa’s sultry giggle in my head. “It’s not the size of the idea, but how you plan to use it that counts.”

I smiled to myself, appreciating her joke.

That as good as confirmed some of what I was considering was going to be possible and fall into the category of unexpected or unintended. I started to whistle as I worked away, feeling much better about things.

Time passed as it does, about twelve hours later I had finished crafting and enchanting all the new rewards for the dungeon. I still had a few hours left which was just as well, I had a few things I needed to accomplish before the day’s end. Principally, I need to populate some of these new rooms with creatures.

I wandered back to my bedroom and the DDD, Tenzing trailing after me. Jessamyn lounged on the bed, stroking the soft blue silk sheets as I came in and shot me an impish grin. Oh, the temptation, but it wouldn’t be long before we could indulge ourselves. Our horniness may have abated a bit after our tryst in the sun, but that was sixteen hours ago. Fortunately for us both, Jessamyn just flashed me a mock pout.

She was smart enough to know our mutual survival depended on work before play, besides the adventurers we had encountered thus far kept a diurnal schedule. The day began at midnight, with dawn at six in the morning and we’d have plenty of time without interruption to enjoy each other.

As I took my seat, I could see I had a new notification. I mentally reached out to open it and read the contents.

Achievement Gained!

Phantom Progenitor 1 (afforded by the Fertility speciality)

New life is not possible within the Proving Grounds and yet you have forged a connection with another, resulting in her desire to bear your offspring. From now on whenever sexual intercourse with such a partner would have resulted in a pregnancy, she will now carry a life seed. The seed will come to term in the same timescale as is typical for the ‘mothers’ species and then appear as an inventory asset that can be used. The ‘mother’ will show no physical signs, nor incur any restrictions during the ‘pregnancy’. ‘Mothers’ can only carry a single life seed at a time. You can now check on life seed growth from the Design Table.

Life Seed: A small crystal that fits in the palm of your hand, which will resemble a smaller version of the core crystal of the Dungeon parent. Life seeds can be absorbed by a dungeon creature, and this will give the creature a facsimile of sentience. They will be able to communicate, remember, and learn from their experiences. They will not earn experience points as a true sentient would and it will take time for any distinctive personality to develop. Yet they will prove far more adaptable than a typical dungeon denizen. Its use is permanent, and the seed can’t be retrieved once used.

This was big news, not the life seed part which I’d not had much chance to consider for usefulness. More the bit about Jessamyn’s feelings for me. I knew she was into me, but I hadn’t realised just how deeply.

My feelings on it were…complicated. I looked over at her on the bed. I cared about her, possessively so, she was mine, nobody else’s. A big part of the new me was smugly satisfied at the news. I was the alpha, she, one of my mates, it was only proper that she wanted to bear the fruit of my loins. Yet, there was a lingering, if diminishing, bit of the old-world Dave.

 That tiny bundle felt guilty, for engendering such feelings in her, despite the intention to take many others into my bed, but I snuffed that wimpy bleating out like a candle. It was peculiarly satisfying to do so. Maybe I should have been more concerned about how I had changed. Intellectually I acknowledged I had, but emotionally I didn’t care. The new me was a boss, the old me a follower and I was happy with the upgrade. I’d make sure my mates were as well.

Now feeling considerably better I swiftly checked out the new Life Seed menu item.

Eligible candidates: 1

Jessamyn

In Progress: 1

Jessamyn: 6,464 hours until life seed germination.

It would seem our fun in the sun hadn’t just triggered the achievement but also started the process. I’d talk to Jess about it in private later but now had to refocus on finishing changes to the dungeon.

One of the new chambers I’d named ‘Bull Run’ had some rather obvious purchases I needed to make. I bought six bulls and they were two thousand XP each, using two Dungeon Power of my cap. Like bears, they had high stamina but lacked any teeth or claws for direct attacks, which reduced their cost significantly. While I was reviewing this area, I decided to make some extra alterations and spent a further two thousand one hundred XP adding four more cubes of space.

I was using one of the chambers as an introduction room for the arena, and a third didn’t need any monsters as it was a physical challenge for the parties to overcome. In the fourth room, I used my granite block stores to create a maze, unimaginatively naming it the ‘Labyrinth’. This left me one more chamber to add some threat to.

I decided to review my new sentient creature options. First, I looked at the orcs, assuming they would probably be my best option as they were a bit stronger than average.

Orc     STR 13 AGI 10 STA 11

Rank 1 SP   5   Mn 5   HP   220

 

Next, I viewed the details for hobgoblins. They had an affinity for fire magic, but their physical statistics were lower than average. If I wanted to make proper use of them, I would need to spend the extra experience to increase their ranks so that I could purchase fire-based spells. When you paid for a dungeon creature to get a rank each of their five stats increased by one. You were allowed to reallocate one of these points to another stat, skill or spell.

Hobgoblin STR 9    AGI 9   STA 10

Rank 1   SP   10 Mn 10 HP 200

Special    Fire magic affinity

 

Finally, the goblins, who had even poorer physical stats than the hobgoblins and no magical affinity either. They were better than gremlins, but not by a lot. Gremlins had fives across the board, the goblins only bonus was a special effect.

Goblin    STR 6   AGI 6   STA 7

Rank 1   SP   5   Mn 5   HP   140

Special Mob Rule

 

Mob Rule: Damage dealt is increased or decreased depending on the numerical superiority or inferiority over the opposition in the current room. This change is proportional to that advantage or disadvantage. Increase maximum is 100%, decrease maximum is 50%. (Only affects Piercing or Impact damage depending on the weapon used)

In layman’s terms if the Goblins had a two to one advantage in numbers they would deal twice as much damage, scaling down if the ratio wasn’t as high. If they were the underdogs, they could have their damage cut by up to half, representing the mob getting progressively weaker as they lost numbers.

 The ability could harm as well as help and their starting stats were garbage. But they only cost two thousand XP each, this was half as much as orcs, wood elves and hobgoblins. The price reduction had to be because they were so weak in comparison to the other races. However, even with the price reduction, they were still twice as expensive as a gremlin.

In fact, on their own, they would be worse than a gremlin and it was probably a good thing I didn’t plan on having them on their own. As a dungeon I could ‘game’ this rule, to ensure the goblins would always benefit from a 100% bonus to their stats. The simplest method was to put a bunch of cheap creatures like the ravens in the room with them. It would require a sizable outlay of XP to make it work, but I had enough.

The more I thought about it, the better it would be. The rule’s wording made no mention of base numbers, suggesting ‘Mob Rule’ would scale with equipment that enhanced their combat effectiveness. If this was the case, provided I could always keep the numbers in their favour, they would benefit twice as much from strength enchantments than orcs.

An orc equipped with twelve items with an STR +1 would have a Strength score of twenty-five. A goblin in the same gear, with their full double up bonus, would have a strength of thirty, and that gap would only widen when I could equip them in even better gear.

The best part, it fitted in with my design philosophy. On a regular run, in unenchanted gear, they would be easily overwhelmed. During a challenge, I could change their gear loadout and turn them into a serious roadblock.

My mind continued to whirl with the possibilities, even if I only armed them with the gear and enchantments I was currently able to make, I could form a ferocious force. A horde that could soon become unstoppable, especially once I could add even stronger enchantments which I hoped were coming soon. The only handbrake on my dreams of world domination would be how much experience I had to spend on them.

Blink.




Interlude 2.1

Just like that and I was in the office-cum-library of my liaison-cum-tease Alyssa. The pun fully intended, by the way, wink.

I was sitting on the dark green leather couch, surrounded by shelves of orderly placed books, in front of her grandiose mahogany desk.

She looked the same as she did before. Chocolate brown hair tied up in a bun, bright red lipstick and a pair of black-rimmed glasses resting just far enough down her nose so she could peek over the top of them. The same grey lady’s business suit, buttons straining at the impressive bust trying to force its way out.

There was one change of note, the white blouses frills were gone. Revealing the V of her creamy lightly tanned skin which was just the right shade to suggest she got the perfect amount of sun. This led invitingly to her cleavage, which I made no attempt to hide I was leering at.

“You are a determined pup, aren’t you,” she purred in a voice soft as silk.

Everything about her exuded sex appeal. I was hard as iron, uncomfortably so. Once again, I was being prevented from rushing over and claiming the prize that was so invitingly dangled in front of me. I had to force myself to relax and channel my thoughts elsewhere, so I could at least adjust my seated position to better accommodate my phallus erectus.

“I’m no pup, as I’d be happy to show you, if you would let me off this fucking couch,” I growled back deeply.

Desire thickened the growl’s pitch.

“I’d have thought you’d buy me dinner first, darling,” she chuckled back.

Alyssa sat back, with a cat that ate the canary smirk on her lips. I wasn’t sure why I felt so out of control around her. I suspected she simply enjoyed playing with me, but I could smell her, so I knew it wasn’t just a game. Alyssa liked what she saw as much as I did.

“Not quite got a kitchen in place yet, but I have an expansive and suitably comfortable bed I can introduce you to,” I flirted, but genuinely offered.

“I think a lady like me deserves a moonlit, roof-top rendezvous, serenaded by a private string quartet. The petals of a thousand red roses, leading enticingly to the boudoir…don’t you think,” she mused with a dangerous sparkle in her eyes.

One-part tease, one-part promise. I strained against my unseen shackle and found for the first time a little give. It was almost unnoticeable, no more than a twitch in the desired direction, but a start.

“Dreams for another day, but not today it seems,” she continued, the possible double meaning fuelled my lust to even greater heights. “Needs must, and we should move on to why I’ve brought you here.”

I nodded in response. “It’s about the goblins ‘Mob Rule’ ability, isn’t it?” I asked rhetorically, already knowing the answer.

“Indeed,” she responded. “This one is a bit embarrassing, as we are somewhat responsible,” Alyssa went on, a look of discomfiture on her face.

“As I have told you before, our primary responsibility is to ensure balance in the Proving Grounds. That all are given an equal chance.”

“Unless you are from Earth, of course,” I interrupted in a stroppy tone.

“Come now, Daxas, as I explained before, the Lord’s requests only held any weight as you do have natural advantages over the denizens of the Realms,” she attempted to mollify me with reason.

“Letting them pick the weakest type of dungeon for me to become didn’t seem fair,” I continued to grumble.

Her snorting laughter brought me up short, though.

“Yes, becoming a sex dungeon seems to have taken a terrible toll upon you,” she replied mockingly.

“Would you have preferred the Death domain? Surrounded by the smell of rot and putrescence. Decaying corpses your companions, as opposed to that delightful elven girl. Whom even as we speak, frolics upon your bed, eagerly awaiting the attentive touch of her beloved Lord and Master?”

“I take your point,” I answered begrudgingly.

“I still don’t understand why they kept me here if I was such a risky proposition,” I went on.

“That I can’t tell you, Daxas,” was her answer, seriousness replaced her previous mockery. “For now, at least. Although, if the Lords continue on their current path of interference, it won’t be long before I can.”

Her eyes left me for the first time. I could see a look of exasperation flick across her beautiful features, gone as quickly as it manifested.

“For the record, they didn’t pick you becoming a sex dungeon. They wanted to pick, but we would only allow them to shift the odds in favour of the Life domain being the outcome. There was still a chance you could have ended up with any of the other options that aren’t species locked, it was just much smaller than usual. That change and some of the others are what allowed you to have Tenzing as an adviser and helper. You seem to have been quite happy with his services so far,” she finished pointedly.

Her words reminded me again that I’d not had it as difficult as I liked to make out.

“Between you and me,” she confided, and leant forward conspiratorially. “You were very likely to end up exactly as you are. You got the better end of the deal by a fair margin.”

Alyssa grinned and flashed her perfect pearly white teeth at me. “Alas, we must return to the matter at hand, our error. I spoke of balance before, and it was felt goblins were unfairly treated by these trials. Their physical weaknesses and propensity to let their larger cousin race, the orcs, bully them, left them in, what we considered to be, an unacceptable disadvantage. To compensate, we added a bespoke racial ability they do not truly possess.”

“Mob Rule only works within dungeons; we foresaw the kind of trouble it could cause outside if they amassed in large numbers. Adventurer numbers are always limited by the dungeon laws, so it could never become too powerful of an advantage for them. Regrettably, neither we nor the Lords considered what a dungeon, such as yourself, could do with the rule if they maximised its potential.”

“Once the Accords were signed, it was impossible to remove unless they were re-opened. Unless there was a moment where there were no goblins present, a virtual impossibility given their numbers.”

“Until you, the few dungeons which had realised its possible use did not have the opportunity or resources to properly exploit it,” she finished.

“So, this appears to be a previously known ‘bug’. How is this my problem exactly?” I asked smugly, preening a little, I admit.

“Anyone else could abuse this to their heart’s content without fear of a reprimand or consequence. You, on the other hand, have an arbitration that can be resumed,” she reminded me, which knocked the wind from my sails.

“I’m not suggesting you can’t make use of this flaw, just keep it within reason. If we were to resume the arbitration, I would probably be forced to remove goblins from your list of available assets. Moreover, it would expose my faux pas to the Lords, shaming me, and you wouldn’t want to humiliate me in front of them would you.”

She finished the last part in a wheedling tone which she somehow made sexy. Even better she rose from her desk and sashayed around it until she was just in front of me. Alyssa had sat on my lap, as she finished the final sentence.

My movements were still restricted, but I found I was able to put my hand on her back. Maddeningly, I was unable to move it any lower, to cup her rounded ass.

She made a pretend surprised squeak covering the O shape of her lips with her hand when my flesh rod of iron poked her through the material of my trousers.

“What would you consider ‘within reason’?” I growled huskily. My voice thick with desire.

“Hmm,” she pouted, and faked pondering my question. “Limit yourself to no more than twenty on each floor and that includes your core floor. No hordes.”

Noting my look of consternation, she binged my nose with her finger.

“Alright, as I’m feeling generous, you can put more in optional wings. You just can’t write instructions or ever give them orders to leave those wings.”

“Any limits on those optional extras?” I queried.

“Well, as neither challengers nor invaders have to follow those paths feel free to go wild. I must warn you, if you put them in and then ignore my advice, the censure is likely to be severe,” she warned.

“Okay, so what do I get if I behave, and do as you ask?” I teased.

“What would you like,” she purred, and fidgeted in my lap.

Alyssa’s movements deliberately rubbed the head of my cock that eagerly poked her curvaceous behind.

“You,” my words a low snarl, heated with lust.

“You ask for too much of an innocent girl, my big bad wolf,” she flirted back.

“Naked,” I barely managed to articulate.

I was panting too heavily to say more. Every fibre of my being trying to circumvent the unseen force that held me back.

“Better,” she whispered, “but still a little too much. What say from now on we give these buttons,” she paused as she pushed her magnificent breasts up, “a break. From now on no more business suit.”

With that, she lowered her head and her luscious red lips brushed mine, planting a soft and all too brief kiss.

Blink.




Chapter 3 continued

I was back in the room, flustered and a bit sexually frustrated. Alyssa knew all the right buttons to push to get me hot under the collar. I considered her promise that next time she wouldn’t have the business suit on. She could try and follow the letter of the promise but not its spirit by wearing something else covering her up. Hopefully, she might follow through, right now, I wasn’t sure which would drive me wilder.

Shaking off those distractions, I shifted my attention back to the DDD. I made the purchase of fifteen goblins for thirty thousand XP and put them in the remaining new chamber I dubbed ‘Stairway to Hell’ To complete the room I shifted ten of the ravens from an earlier location to join them.

This would put twenty-five of my creatures in there at the start, which should give them the full double up bonus from ‘Mob Rule’ against most groups. I had them geared in plain leather armour because I didn’t have any spare enchanted armour presently to change them up for challenges this week. Besides, if I wanted to keep that twenty-five thousand reserve, I couldn’t afford to pay for the instructions and the other purchases I needed to make.

I finished my dungeon design by extending the dart trap in the ‘Chimney’ to affect another fifteen square foot block when triggered for seven and a half thousand XP.

Finally, another twelve hundred XP to dictate the behaviour of the six bulls I had just bought during a challenge.

This left me with 25,419 XP, dead on what I wanted to keep back.

“Done!” I announced happily, with a couple of hours left on the clock.

I heard Jess let out a soft squeal of delight and I started to rise to join her on the bed.

“Ahem,” Tenzing coughed to get my attention.

“Don’t worry buddy, we’ll leave the rated X stuff for when you’ve departed,” I winked and gave him a soft pat on the shoulder.

“I’m grateful you would think of my feelings on the matter, but I actually want to remind you about your totem rewards from the Gauntlet. Now you are rank two, you may wish to consider the available upgrades,” he imparted tactfully.

“Dude, you are killing it today, worth your weight in gold,” I exclaimed.

I couldn’t believe I had forgotten about those entirely.

“Daxas, I am just a construct of energy, I am virtually weightless,” he expressed his confusion.

“It’s a good thing, Tenzing, just run with it,” I smiled at him and nodded.

The same couldn’t be said for Jessamyn, her face a picture of disappointment.

“Jess, why don’t you come over and sit on my lap,” I offered, with my now trademark rakish grin that showed off my pointed canines.

I sat back down and Jessamyn scrambled over and practically jumped onto me. Maybe her pointed ears were signs of feline heritage and not elven. She snuggled in closer and got comfortable, while I accessed the totem pages from the DDD. I’d forgotten about them as I had stopped looking at these options, previously it was just a list of the totems and where they were.

The first thing I noticed, I had three different menu items available. Where before it had just been active totems, I now had inactive totems and upgrades as options. I checked the inactive totems first.

2 x Silent Fields of Bannadar: This dungeon is no longer present in the Proving Grounds.

Bannadar had been my first opponent in the Gauntlet, and he had been a rank one dungeon, like me at that time. A nondescript looking human if I recalled correctly and if he was no longer present it could only be because he had been destroyed.

I had a brief pang of sadness for his loss which was washed away on a current of better him than me pragmatism. That may seem cold, but I didn’t make these rules, just looked for ways to break them.

I moved on to the upgrades page to review the options I had available to me.

Spy 1

Provides low-level information on the target dungeon and may be upgraded.

Spy informs the owner of target dungeons current rank, pings their location on their map and provides a breakdown of their weekly experience intake.

This can be purchased for 1000 XP, and the totem’s discovery percentage will be unaffected. Alternatively, it can be purchased for free but contributes a cumulative 1% per week chance the target dungeon is alerted to the totem’s presence.

Tax 1

Increase the XP tax on the target dungeon by 1% and may be upgraded.

This can be purchased for 1000 XP, and the totem’s discovery percentage will be unaffected. Alternatively, it can be purchased for free but contributes a cumulative 1% per week chance the target dungeon is alerted to the totem’s presence.

I only had two options, and I would also need to spend XP if I wanted to keep them completely undetectable.

“Tenzing, if I didn’t upgrade these totems now, would I lose the opportunity to use it when I get to rank three?” I asked my blue buddy.

“No, you wouldn’t lose the capacity, Daxas. You could upgrade each twice at the next rank if you wanted to. I just didn’t want you to lose the opportunity to make changes for this week.”

“Cool,” I responded.

I pondered my choices. I intended on sticking to the plan of keeping my reserve at its current level, so paying for any of these was out. Spy was also largely pointless for most of the remaining totems. I only cared about the location of the dark elf Jen’Zadeer whom I had defeated and fucked in the final of the Gauntlet. I mulled over my options for a bit longer as I slowly caressed the lithe wood elf in my lap.

I played it safe with the Caverns of Jen’Zadeer. I was determined to add its dark elf dungeon mistress to my harem and put the spy upgrade on one of the totems there without paying. I left the second vacant to keep it fully hidden just in case she found the one with the Spy upgrade and removed it.

I then added the tax upgrade to all the others, not paying for any of them either. The chance of discovery was still low, and I didn’t think the current returns justified the expense to suppress a one-percent discovery chance. Maybe something a bit more useful would show up later.

I locked my decisions in and now I was really finished, Tenzing said his goodbyes, expressing a desire to visit the Tropical Island and walk the beach. I felt a little guilty, but only as long as the time it took for Jessamyn and me to whip our clothes off and launch ourselves onto the bed.

So, not much time at all.




Chapter 4

Simeon Reedwhistle

It was good to be back at the Wolf King’s Lair. I had feared the worst when new that a band of orken outcasts had descended on the dungeon like a swarm of locusts. They’d destroyed the temporary camp the Black Hills Brigade had established and headed into the dungeon using the challenge feature. The dungeon, however, was still standing, much to my delight.

Most believed, with it being one of the easier dungeons, that it didn’t stand a chance. Yet, here it stood and now rank two, which meant I could delve into its depths once more. Also, I was no longer a provisional member of the Black Hills Brigade guild, but as a non-dwarf, only qualified as a second-class affiliate.

I had been on the verge of telling them to fuck off and take my chances in zone six, but there were risks doing that. There always are, I thought.

People’s tendency to define themselves by the groups they were a part of had followed them here, to the Proving Grounds. This had led to the different zones, which represented each Realm, getting a bit tetchy with arrivals from other areas. Often behaving as if you were somehow muscling in and taking what was rightfully theirs. Then, when I awoke to the news of the Lair advancing to rank two, I chose to stay, better the devil you knew.

I was part of the group which set out to re-establish the camp that morning. Once that work was complete, we had all been eager to learn what the first pathfinder team had discovered when they exited from the dungeon intact, earlier that afternoon.

Apparently, the existing rooms seemed to be unchanged. There were some new elements added which they reported should be easily overcome. The most difficult being a stairway with barriers, manned by goblins.

The goblins proved to be surprisingly fierce fighters. Therefore, because of this, the guild’s recommendation on delving group size had been updated to a minimum of eight for veteran teams and ten for the rest of us. Previously, the minimum had been six.

The biggest bit of news the team had reported was the Wolf King was no longer in his Lair. You now had a choice, either take an optional path that led through to a new chamber where he awaited you or go directly to the Lair itself. The pathfinder team reported there had been a warning that the Wolf King would show no quarter and their Lodungr had elected to take the safer route and proceeded to the Lair without facing him.

There was plenty of grumbling at that, as the point of the pathfinder team was to test out the new features of a dungeon. They finished up and told the assembled guild members that without its principal threat, the Lair was less difficult than it had been before.

In fact, in their opinion, if it hadn’t been for the addition of the new stairway, the direct path would have been less dangerous than when it was a first-rank dungeon.

The rewards for completion were unchanged from rank one. But greater rewards were promised if you faced the Wolf King in his Arena.

After that, I’d been assigned a group and a short while later we headed into the dungeon once more. We were going in as a group of twelve when the teams assigned today had been ten. However, our Lodungr, the dwarfish term for a team leader, that the dwarven guild insisted on using, had invited two other dwarves to join us.

I sniggered to myself as I thought about this. Thankfully none of the other halflings had told the dwarves Lodungr sounded very much like the halfling word for shit.

Anyway, I was smart enough to figure out with this meant. Garbrak, the current Lodungr planned on venturing into the Arena.

Garbrak isn’t too bad for a dwarf, I mused. A bit prickly, and a stickler for the rules, but then all dwarves were when it came to the non-dwarfish. He just wasn’t as big a prick, as most dwarves were, about it.

Tragically one of the invitees had been Varandar who was the very definition of a judgemental prick. Worse, Garbrak had made him his Drottinn, the dwarfish for deputy. There was no amusing halfling word equivalent for Drottinn, but that didn’t stop Varandar from being a stinking pile of shit.

I was the only halfling in the group, but there were a couple of familiar faces, other than Varandar. Arash, a human scout, was part of the team and the dwarven twins, Gorbrukken and Garbrakken. They had been with me the first time I had walked these halls.

The twins were alright. Mildly apologetic about how non-dwarves were treated, though not enough to turn down the benefits being a dwarf afforded them. Not that I blamed them on that front. Getting out of the Proving Grounds was going to be difficult enough without hamstringing yourself.

The rest of the squad was made up of an exotic Catkin man, who dual wielded serrated daggers, named Pacclo. A savage human who was so taciturn he wouldn’t or couldn’t give me his name and a bunch of other dwarves. I’d been told their names, lots of consonants, but nothing memorable about them. I just referred to them as lackeys A through D.

We had got most of the way through the dungeon without incident and were taking a short rest at the top of the new stairway. The pathfinder team hadn’t been wrong, the goblins were stronger than what you’d expect, and the blasted ravens that swooped down and pecked at you were downright aggravating.

I had been secretly thankful for the eight-strong dwarf shield wall then. Not that I’d ever tell them that.

The stairway was taxing, to begin with, but once the first barricade of gobbo’s fell, the subsequent two barricades were markedly easier to clear. The last lot crumbled easily.

Some of the team had taken their healing potion after we completed the Stairway. We only had the Bramble Maze and Lair left to go, that we were waiting before proceeding confirmed my suspicions. Our leader wanted to take the indirect and more dangerous path.

“So, Garbrak, would I be correct in assuming you fancy yourself against the Wolf King?” I asked, unable to stop myself from adding a bit of verbal barb.

“Watch ya tongue, Simeon, ya lousy cur,” spat Varandar instead almost immediately.

I ought to have known he’d be the first to react.

“Peace, brother,” Garbrak spoke and placed his hand on Varandar’s shoulder.

Garbrak was garbed in copper armour and his brown beard was braided, with splashes of silver hair visible.

“Aye, I plan on taking the Arena route. Somebody has to go first, nay reason it shouldn’t be us,” he told the group in a calm voice.

“I’ve already faced the Wolf King. Aye, he is big, strong too, but he is also clumsy and unarmed. So, to answer ya, Simeon, I do fancy myself against him if it comes to a duel,” he paused briefly, before continuing.

“Which there may not even be. Most I’ve heard tell; say they only get the chance to lay down such a challenge maybe once in every three runs. I’ll take those odds.”

He paused again to let that sink in with the team, before I had a chance to speak, he started up again.

“I’ll make none of ya join me. If ya wish, ya can take the other tunnel and wait until the rest of us victors arrive to finish the dungeon. I won’t stop ya, but ya will forfeit your lots on the loot.” he finished his ‘offer’ pointedly.

The rest of the dwarves stood, roaring their allegiance and eagerness. Pacclo the catkin just blinked his slitted orange pupils and shrugged. He wasn’t officially a guild member, as a recent arrival from zone six, and they would only have allowed him to come along to lessen the diversity penalty. I couldn’t blame him for not rocking the boat. The savage human seemed oblivious and paced back and forth, impatient to continue, so I turned to look at Arash.

“Well, looks like we don’t have much choice,” the scruffy scout mumbled. “At least with extra loot on offer, we have a better chance in the lottery,” he finished.

I nodded my reluctant acknowledgement.

It wouldn’t just be the loot forfeiture at stake. Your lack of cooperation would be noted, and you’d be marked as a troublemaker. Not much of an issue for me, I’m sure my smart mouth had already got me that. Much like Pacclo, I suspected the guild only kept me on because of the diversity dungeon law. Their poorly concealed contempt was the primary reason I’d almost left.

The Black Hills Brigade had several rules about loot allocation once a dungeon was complete. First, the guild got the two best items as determined by the Lodungr. This was supposed to be for the good of the guild, and they would dole out those items to guild members. Allegedly, this was to strengthen the raid groups, plugging any weaknesses, in practise, this meant going to dwarves.

Secondly, the Lodungr got to pick an item from what remained, and then the Drottinn. Theoretically, these positions could be filled by any member of the guild, but they were always dwarves.

Finally, picks were determined by a lottery of the participating dungeoneers. This included the Lodungr and Drottinn, meaning they could pick again if their name was drawn. Which tipped the distribution back in the dwarves’ favour, again.

Not that they needed it, I couldn’t prove it, but it was obvious the draws were fixed. This was my sixth dungeon run with the Black Hills Brigade, and every time at least the first two names out of the hat had been dwarves. I thought it could be a coincidence at first, so I asked about, but everyone I spoke to quietly told the same story when pressed.

I was roused from my bitter thoughts as Varandar shoved me, barking it was time to go. We had forty minutes left on the clock, and it should be enough time. We passed through the Bramble Maze which hadn’t been there the first two times I went through. The scratches were irritating, but luckily my smaller stature meant I avoided the thorns for the most part and any health loss.

A few of the clumsier team members bitterly complained they had lost a few points with each thorny jab and slash. It’s always heart-warming to see a dwarf curse when he gets his beard tangled in the underbrush.

I came out of the maze, jogged up the few steps to the exit and passed a guttering torch as I went.

That is curious I thought. I hadn’t recalled seeing any other torches until now. Glancing over my shoulder, I noticed another on the other side of the room by the way in. No matter, I followed our fearless leader into what we’d been told was the decision chamber ahead.

It was a simple room, carpeted which was a nice change and had a wooden oak table flush against the far wall and two archways led out on either side. I advanced to the centre of the room and saw a few padded benches were aligned against the back wall.

Apparently, we got to make our decision with a bit of comfort, and it was a shame we didn’t rest up here. Blasted dwarven pathfinder team, leaving out the pertinent information.

On the table were twelve potion bottles. I was just wandering over for a closer inspection when I heard a sweet feminine voice address us.

“Welcome intrepid adventurers. You have braved the Wolf King’s Lair and fought your way here and you are almost done but face a final choice. You may take the path to your left and come directly to face me and my entourage. Defeat us and the dungeon is complete, and you may take the rewards you have so richly earned.”

The woman’s voice paused then, for dramatic effect I presumed.

“Alternatively, if you have the courage, you may take the path to your right. This leads to the Arena and my master the Wolf King himself. Defeat him in single combat or failing that as a party and even greater rewards are yours to be had.”

Another pause.

“I warn you though, in the Arena, the Wolf King will give no quarter. Previously, in deference to the fact that you, like he, is compelled to participate, he has shown great restraint. By taking the right-hand path, you choose your own fate.”

“There are some rules you must follow. When entering the arena, you will be stood upon a platform, and this is a safe zone. Those not involved in a duel must remain on the platform until any duel is concluded and the Wolf King will take no aggressive action against anybody who remains upon the platform.”

“When he has defeated your leader, if you wish to withdraw, turning back and taking the left-hand path, you may leave with no penalty. If you wish to try and vanquish him for the rewards he offers, simply step off the platform. If these rules are respected the Wolf King offers mercy to any adventurer who flees his wrath.”

 “Should any member of your party launch an attack or aid combatants while still on the platform, it will no longer be recognised as a safe zone. Moreover, should you flee, the Wolf King will pursue you unrelentingly. Showing no clemency to those he runs down.”

Just as I thought she had finished, the woman, who must have been the robed wood elf from the Lair, based on her description, spoke again for the last time.

“As he is a most generous host, the Wolf King offers you a boon should you choose to face him. These Lesser Flame Brand potions on the table before you. Please note, these potions can’t be removed from the dungeon and must be used before you leave. Finally, you may only take these potions if you select the path to the arena. There will be…repercussions if you do not follow this guideline. Good luck.”

I looked around at the rest of the party. I know we were all low ranked, but I’d never heard of a dungeon that communicated with you like this, even if it had been through a proxy. This was unusual, and I now understood why the pathfinder team baulked at entering the arena. I could even see a bit of doubt in the eyes of the previously boisterous dwarves.

“All of ya grab a bottle, we are doing this,” Garbrak ordered.

I moved forward, having to shove some of the dwarves to make room. I didn’t trust these greedy buggers not to take two. One of those I barged was Varandar, and he gave me a foul looking scowl, as I swiped the last remaining bottle. I could tell by that look he had planned to take it, despite having one already. I swear he was even more of an arsehole than the last time we came through and that was only a few weeks ago.

I analysed the potion in my hands.

Lesser Flame Brand potion

The drinker of this potion will deal an extra 2 heat damage with every successful attack for two minutes after imbibing. This may stack with spells that produce similar effects.

With that, we marched through the right-hand archway and through into the tunnel, readying our weapons as we walked.

“Wait to drink ya booster, lads,” Garbrak advised.

“If I am to duel, it would be wasted. Wait until ya have to engage the Wolf King,” he finished.

He motioned for the rest of us to continue forward into the Arena ahead of him, but this wasn’t cowardice on his part. I found dwarves wretched in many ways, but they were not cowards. Well, most of them weren’t. It was just sensible, duels froze all non-participants, and it was best we got inside the Arena first, in case there was to be one.

We marched in and spread out on the platform. It was simple wooden decking that extended about ten feet from the entrance and was about thirty feet in length, with only a drop of six inches to the ground. I walked over to the right side, taking my place. The arena itself had a mixture of sand and sawdust covering the floor and the slate grey granite walls were adorned with a collection of tapestries that depicted battles. There was a collection of shields and various copper weaponry adorning the walls between each tapestry.

There, ahead of us, about forty feet from the platform lounged the Wolf King. He was a big bastard, no doubt about that. At least eight feet and packed with muscle, covered in shimmering black fur. A mouthful of razor-sharp teeth that I know one of the twins got to feel up close.

I could see Gorbrukken massage the phantom pains in his shoulder and throat now that he faced him again. I felt a shiver run down my spine, shit balls but he was a scary fucker.

He’d been leaning against the rewards chest, looking bored. He stood up straight and grabbed the handle of something that had been propped up on the other side of the chest, lifted it up and swung it about. I gaped, it was a double-headed maul, and it was fucking massive.

Each oblong hammerhead had to be a foot long from tip to tip and the shaft of the handle had to be three inches thick. The Wolf King was unarmed no longer.

I’d seen some mauls and hammers that were similar, albeit a bit smaller, back in the City. I would need to be twice as strong as I was to even lift the damn thing and even then, I couldn’t wear anything else requiring Strength.

Nobody here could match that, if Garbrak went through with this he was fucked. I turned to tell him as much, to suggest we go back and then I got the duel notification, it was already too late.

Daxas, the Wolf King, has challenged your undisputed leader, Garbrak, to a duel. This duel is to the death or by forfeiture of one of the participants.

Should Garbrak prove victorious, your team will receive a minor beneficial effect for the remainder of the dungeon dive.

If Garbrak forfeits, your team will receive a minor detrimental effect for the remainder of the dungeon dive.

You will be unable to move or perform any actions until the duel is complete.

If Garbrak was afraid he didn’t show it as he stepped purposefully forward. The Wolf King, whose name we’d just been informed was Daxas, did the same until they were about ten feet apart. Once they both stopped the duel commenced, for a second, and then another, nothing happened. They simply stared at one another.

“Drink up, little dwarf,” Daxas growled with a dark chuckle.

That’s not good, I thought. The Wolf King was practically taunting Garbrak, clearly confident of the outcome. To be honest I was quite confident of the outcome as well. Garbrak un-stoppered the Lesser Flame Brand potion and knocked it back in a single swig.

Now the duel truly began. Garbrak advanced, shield raised, his battle-axe ready in his right hand. He feinted forward but Daxas did not react. He just held his maul in both hands out in front of him and shifted his footing to track the dwarf as he circled his opponent.

This was different too, previously the Wolf King charged into battle, heedless of his surroundings. Now he was patient, waiting for an opportunity to strike. The clumsiness that had fuelled Garbrak’s earlier confidence was now absent. If I needed any more evidence for the inevitability of the result, I had it now. The dwarf was seriously outmatched.

Losing his patience Garbrak committed to crossing the distance, and Daxas maul whipped out faster than a person that big should be capable of. Garbrak managed to intercept the swing with his round wooden shield but lost his footing as a result of the crashing impact. He was unable to adjust for the backswing as the maul made a solid thump in the centre of his back.

Garbrak stumbled forward, hitting the sand and sawdust of the arena floor. He managed to roll onto his back before Daxas was upon him and swung the huge maul down on the prone dwarf. The first blow reverberated off Garbrak’s shield, the second did the same.

Garbrak desperately tried to scramble backwards and managed to crawl on his back about a foot away. His wooden shield was showing signs of heavy wear and tear, but he held it up covering his head and body.

I shuddered inwardly as I saw the lips of that be-fanged maw curl upwards in a cruel smirk. Then watched helplessly as the gigantic wolfman switched targets and landed two crunching blows on both of Garbrak’s now exposed knees.

You couldn’t break limbs in a dungeon, but Garbrak’s already low agility would now be significantly reduced until his health pool recovered sufficiently. Even if he was healed right away it would still be hampered for at least thirty minutes and his agility would be down by more than half at least, as both knees had been hit.

Garbrak lost his head and launched his battle-axe at the wolf monstrosity, securing a solid hit to its chest. Daxas casually pulled the embedded axe from the wound and cast it to the other side of the arena.

Garbrak fumbled behind his back and tried to get his hand into his satchel, hoping to retrieve a fresh weapon from his inventory. The Wolf King stepped in, took one hand off the handle of his double-headed maul and tore the shield from the prone dwarf’s grasp. He then followed up by lunging forward with his jaws wide open and latching on to Garbraks now exposed throat and bit down.

He lifted the dwarf from the arena floor, locked in his jaws, and shook him about like a rag doll. Dropping the maul’s handle, he proceeded to rake the now helpless and undefended body of their leader with the claws on both hands. Just a few seconds later he dropped the now lifeless form of Garbrak to the floor. Daxas nonchalantly reached to the ground and retrieved his maul.

Daxas is the victor of the duel. The action lock will lift in 3… 2…1

Had it not been for the action lock, I think I might have pissed myself and I don’t mind admitting it. That had been about as one-sided a duel I had ever witnessed. I looked about me, and we were still all on the decking, in the safe zone. We could still retreat if the elf girl’s words were to be believed.

As Drottinn, it was now Varandar’s decision, and I was hopeful for a split second. I could see the fear, the indecision in his eyes and then the Wolf King intervened, speaking for the second time.

“If this is the best Ironhammer has to offer, no wonder he is such a weak ass pussy,” he quipped, with a contemptuous snarl.

Varandar’s eyes widened with anger, as did all the dwarves present and I knew what came next.

“For the glory of the Smith!” Varandar bellowed, holding his warhammer above his head.

He was joined in his war cry by the other dwarves in the party as they all jumped from the platform onto the arena sand and charged the beast at its centre.

“Fuck,” I muttered. “We don’t have enough archers for this, and most of those idiots have forgotten to drink their bloody Flame Brand potion.”

I looked at Arash appealing for some common sense, but he had just finished quaffing his potion and stepped off the platform, loosing his first drawn arrow. It sank into the Wolf King’s shoulder, at least. Pacclo was no help either, the catkin man shrugged, drank his potion and set off to the other side of the chamber trying to get around to the back of the beast.

I watched for a moment longer, the dwarves had surrounded Daxas, but he swung that maul with frightening speed and strength. If his fore swing was deflected, he often caught them with the backswing that followed it. It did look like they were occasionally getting close enough to land a blow of their own, but I’d no doubt that his maul hit a damn sight harder than their axes and hammers.

Fuck it, I thought, drank my potion and stepped down into the fray.

If we could keep him occupied long enough, Arash arrows would eventually wear him down. I’d stick by him, providing a distraction, and if the Wolf King gets too close, I have half a dozen throwing knives I can use. Contribute, but remain distant and if it all goes wrong, I can still run.

I’m faster than those dwarf bastards, after all, I thought, and grinned to myself.

 

A few minutes later, minutes which had felt like hours and the Wolf King lay still in the Arena. We had won but not without cost, though. Two more dwarves, lackeys B and C lay just as still and most of the other dwarves had taken significant health loss during the fight and came mighty close to joining them.

Arash and I were unharmed. The Wolf King had concentrated his attacks on the dwarves who surrounded him, something I could hear the surviving lackeys grumble about.

All the remaining dwarves had indeed neglected to take their Lesser Flame Brand potion before they rushed into combat. They’d all taken a health potion following this battle, and we had enough time left to wait the fifteen minutes it would take before they could take another potion before moving into the Lair.

This way they could take the Lesser Flame Brand potions to help finish off the wood elves in the final chamber all the quicker.

The dwarves surrounded the rewards chest as they removed and greedily discussed its contents. There was a lot of armour and even some weapons, all of it enchanted. Two rings as well, better than those granted for completing the dungeon. The rewards were certainly better, perhaps this had been worth the risk after all.

“Listen up,” Varandar barked. “There is more gear here than we expected. More than twenty pieces when ya add what’s at the end of the dungeon.”

This statement was greeted with a round of smiles and a few whoops of joy.

“As Drottinn I am makin’ the decision, as there be two chests, the guild dues will be paid twice,” he announced.

The dwarves, unsurprisingly, all nodded in assent.

“What?” I yelled out. “That’s not what was agreed, this isn’t fair, you can’t just change the rules,” I cried, verbalising my despair and anger.

These greedy bastards were robbing us again.

“I can and am Simeon. Moreover, all those who sacrificed their soul marks for this bounty will be the first names out of the bag for the lottery of what’s left. It is only right,” he opined, the last part with his nose in the air, adopting a righteous stance.

Lackeys A and D, nodded sagely and muttered “Here, here!”

The twins looked to the floor shamefully but made no protest. Doubling the guild dues was one thing, but openly fixing the lottery was another level of ‘fuck everyone who is not a dwarf’.

“Like fuck is that fair, we all took the same risks coming in here. If it had been Arash and me that fell, you wouldn’t be doing this,” I spat out angrily, remonstrating wildly with my hands.

“Ya be lucky to get anything Simeon, ya filthy coward. Don’t be thinkin’ I didn’t notice ya hangin’ back while we fought the beast,” Varandar roared in return.

“I was defending our only ranged attacker, while you bearded fools lost your fucking minds,” I managed to choke out through my fury.

Sound tactics were not cowardice. I was on the verge of adding further vitriolic outrage when Arash put a restraining hand on my shoulder.

“Hold your tongue Simeon, before you dig yourself any deeper, you won’t change his mind. They take advantage because they can, but they are still our best option,” Arash whispered.

I lowered my eyes from Varandar’s signalling my reluctant submission instead of a slew of further retorts. If I wanted to get anything out of this, I would need to swallow my pride.

“Know your place, Simeon,” Varandar sneered, before he turned back to the other dwarves.

But not before he muttered, “thievin’ halflin’ scum,” loud enough for me to hear.

The cheek of these arrogant blowhards, the only thieves here were them.

With the confrontation over, Pacclo, the catkin man sauntered over to our group and leaned against the wall shoulder first.

“If it makes you feel any better, little one, I had to give up my lottery rights just to be allowed to join this delve,” he casually purred, before continuing. “That should improve your chances just a bit, yes,” he finished, with an upward quirk of his lips.

“What?” I sputtered out. “Those fucking dwarves. Why would you agree to that?” I added quietly after, trying not to draw any further attention.

“I wished to see this dungeon first-hand. It would be safer to do so with an experienced group,” he explained, and shrugged again as if it didn’t bother him.

“It’s still unfair,” I grumbled on his behalf.

“It’s the way it is,” Arash commented wryly, joining the conversation.

“If there were another guild that would take us, we’d have already joined. The others in our zone are only interested if you make it to twenty-one. Unless you want to take your chances with an orc tribe,” Arash huffed.

He looked at me pointedly.

When I didn’t answer he went on. “I didn’t think so. Then you’re only two options are to suck it up in the Black Hills Brigade, who will always put dwarves first, or take your chances grouping up with the other ‘guildless’. Who would probably be in the guild if they weren’t a liability.”

I hated that he was right and slumped down to the ground in defeat.

“If only there was another guild,” I whispered wistfully.




Chapter 5

That went swimmingly I thought. I was sitting back in front of the DDD, observing the group. Another successful duel and three more soul marks to add to my tally and the only sour part was I’d been unable to take out Varandar.

For all his accusations of cowardice at Simeon, he’d been more than happy to let the other dwarves take the brunt of my fury. Meanwhile, he remained on the periphery, just out of reach for the most part.

I had to agree with the halfling, the dwarves selfish streak was indeed unfair. I didn’t know if there was anything I could do about that as I didn’t know much about the situation in the City. I would have to talk to Jessamyn later about why non-dwarves had so few options in this zone.

Changing up my weapon of choice had been a practical decision. The tweaked halberd I had used before had been satisfactory. However, the truth was, despite training with it, my mastery of the weapon barely qualified as competence. I was depressingly far away from proficiency, and I had switched to a maul. I had tweaked this weapon too, making it double-headed.

Copper Double-Headed Great Maul

Damage: 15 + STR (Impact)

Requirements: Strength score of 25 to wield 2-Handed, 40 to wield 1-Handed. (This adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement).

The maul had higher base damage than the halberd and could be used one-handed if you had the strength, in the Arena, I would have to use both hands. In fact, I’d been forced to wear an STR +1 ring just to wield it.

I also wouldn’t be using this in challenge mode presently. Embracing my role as the Tank of my party, I wanted to start carrying a shield, and this meant using my double-headed maul in one hand. Currently, I couldn’t quite get my Strength high enough, even with enchantments, to wield that bad boy in one hand and carry the size of the shield I desired. I hoped to change this soon if some of the experiments I planned for this week paid off. The weapon I equipped during a challenge was a bit smaller.

Copper Great Maul

Damage: 12 + STR (Impact)

Requirements: Strength score of 20 to wield 2-Handed, 30 to wield 1-Handed. (This adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement).

Copper Tower Shield

Requirements: Strength score of 5. (This adds cumulatively with any other items with a strength requirement).

Handing out potions to the adventurers was a late addition to the room and I didn’t do this out of the goodness of my heart. I wanted to start building up my damage reduction for damage types other than piercing and impact. I happened to have enough potions of the Lesser Flame Brand variety so added them. I could change the available potion up as the weeks passed and my Damage Reduction for heat-based attacks improved to two.

This became necessary as my grand plans for building up my Damage Reduction for rarer damage types proved unviable. You may recall my brainstorm was to have Jessamyn or my wood elves injure me before adventurers arrived at our positions, allowing my enhanced healing to return me to tip-top shape. Unfortunately, my experimentation proved that like our sparring sessions in the inactive part of my dungeon, self-inflicted wounds did not contribute to building my resilience-based damage reduction.

As interesting as current events were, I’m sure you are a bit curious as to what I learned directly after the start of my fifth week here. I’ll back things up a little while we wait for this team to finish their run against Jessamyn.

Once we had finished with fun times on the mattress express, I was eager to check out the two new additions to my core lodgings. Spatially, the Bank and Auction House were the same size as a basic room, but they were devoid of any furnishings, and both set up in the same manner. To the left, as you entered were four teller booths and they were occupied by human avatars in nondescript brown smocks.

They stood in their booths frozen. If you approached them, only then did they become animated, asking what they could help you with, before freezing again waiting for a response. I found it all a bit creepy, they reminded me of a myriad of mannequin/puppet-based horror films.

I girded my loins and forced myself to deal with these sinister puppet people at the Bank. They couldn’t be much worse than the real thing, I sniggered.

“I’d like to open or access my account, please?” I answered their opening question politely.

“Of course, sir,” the teller responded with the fakest smile I had ever seen.

“Please, place your hand on the counter for identification.”

“OK,” I answered, as I put my hand down.

“Thank you, sir. You have been recognised as, Daxas, Dungeon Master of The Wolf King’s Lair. You already have a provisional account, with a balance. Would you like to confirm this account or open a new one?” the teller finished, freezing in place again, awaiting my response.

“I’d like to confirm the account, please,” I answered.

“Excellent,” he responded, pausing unnaturally for a split second.

“Account verified and confirmed. You have four updates. Update one. You have a current balance of sixty coins. Update two. You have a pending deposit from the account holder, Jessamyn, of four hundred and thirty-six coins. Would you like to confirm the deposit? Update three. You have a new disciple, Jessamyn, do you wish to add secondary account access for this disciple? Update four. As a dungeon master account holder, you can add a Bank interface to your design table. This will allow you to access and use your account from there. Do you wish to add a Bank interface to your design table?” the teller rattled off without stopping or giving me a chance to answer any of the queries.

“Um…confirm the deposit from the account holder, Jessamyn, please,” I requested first.

“Done. Can I help you with anything else today, sir?”

“Yes, I would like to add the Bank interface to my design table,” I asked next.

“Done. Can I help you with anything else today, sir?” the teller repeated identically to the last time.

“Are there any limits to what I can do using the design table?” I inquired.

“No, sir, you may do anything from there that you could do here. Can I help you with anything else today, sir?” he said again.

That answer was a relief. I wouldn’t have to come back every time I needed to use my funds.

“No, thank you for your time,” I finished.

I probably didn’t need to be so polite, but some habits are hard to break. Having worked many customer-facing jobs myself, I never wanted to be the dickhead they bitched about at the end of the day.

The Auction House was the same. Once I verified my account, I was able to transfer all the functions to the DDD. The whole thing did play on my sensibilities a touch. It was such an expensive outlay for rooms that I would likely hardly ever use. They could have just made these functions available on the DDD, either from the beginning or after I had met the prerequisites.

At first, I thought it was just a way to mess with me or dungeons in general again. However, with a bit of further reflection, I think it may have been poor planning rather than a deliberate ploy. I just don’t think they thought very much about how dungeons would use coinage, as they had experience to spend instead.

Then I put it out of my head, it was done, and I needed to concentrate on how best to take advantage of the situation once I returned to the DDD.

The new menu items were available as well as some fresh notifications. I’d been so eager to visit the new rooms, and I hadn’t even checked the DDD before going. These could have already been waiting for me or be the result of me verifying my bank and auction house accounts.

Rooms Unlocked!

Your construction activities have unlocked the following City rooms: Public Dungeon Entrance, Concealed Dungeon Entrance, Public Dungeon Exit, Dungeon Beacon,

Dungeon Ability Unlocked!

Your construction activities have unlocked a new dungeon ability: External Structures. You may now construct buildings and objects outside of your dungeon. With the sole exception of Pathways and Dungeon Beacons, all construction must be within your current sphere of influence.

Dungeon Ability Unlocked!

Your construction activities have unlocked a new dungeon ability: Ethereal Roaming 1. You and your disciples may leave the dungeon during rest days. You must remain within your sphere of influence and will be unable to interact with any person or thing that is not a dungeon or a denizen thereof. This will allow you to enter other dungeons if they are within your sphere of influence.

Achievements Gained!

Financier 3

You have built the Bank and Auction House before reaching ranks 11, 21 and 31. As a reward, you are granted a minor dungeon perk. When selling items on the Auction House you earn a bonus of 2.5% /5%/ 7.5%.

Communicator 1

You have used the design table to directly communicate with adventurers. As a reward, you are granted a minor dungeon perk. You may now use the design table to speak directly to an individual adventurer. Your voice will emanate a foot away from the adventurer’s head in the volume you have used, but it can be overheard by others that are close enough to hear.

I take it back, building those rooms was worth it. New abilities, new structures and bonus cash. I took a few minutes to examine the dungeon tomes to clarify what my new options could do.

The public dungeon entrances and exits were self-explanatory. I could create new entrances or exits within my sphere of influence, and link specific entrances to specific exits. Long term, as my influence spreads I could place them in new locations, making it easier for adventurers to get to me. Short term, this could solve my conundrum of the orc tribe’s antagonism to everyone else. If I created a new entrance and exit away from the current camp which they could use, they might not feel the need to try and ransack the camp again when they showed up next.

The concealed entrances were for my use. I could establish them and have them lead directly to or from my core. Being concealed, only my allies or any others I grant permission would be able to locate them. I thought them limited in usefulness at first but then it occurred to me that if I could extend my influence, I could build a concealed exit in enemy territory and surprise them.

The Dungeon Beacon was how I could force the growth of my influence. My area of influence would naturally get bigger as I grew in rank, but I could build and plant a beacon and it would radiate a three-hundred-foot sphere of my influence. They could be destroyed by other dungeons and their minions. There were improved versions available, which extended their range and made them harder to identify or destroy, but these options were currently locked.

Pathways were similarly still locked, although I suspected that as soon as I built something outside, they might become available.

Being able to leave the dungeon was nice but not great. I wouldn’t be able to touch or speak to anyone and could already watch and listen to them from the DDD. However, viewing from the DDD had its restrictions, and the perspective could be poor. It was the same difference as watching a football game on the television or being there on the side-lines.

If I was to start building things outside, going for a wander to get a better view could be useful. Also, like many of the achievements, it appeared to be only the first in a chain and further unlocks could be even more helpful.

As for the communicator perk, I could see lots of potential uses for that. Misdirection, taunting, even seduction and the more I thought about it the more beneficial it became. I could abuse the shit out of this. Hearing Alyssa’s tinkling laughter in my mind as I considered the possibilities gave me a raging erection. I’d be seeing her again soon I would think.

“You’re going to have to work for this one, darling,” she whispered seductively. I’d figure it out, and I had plenty of time.

I then moved on to check out the new Bank and Auction House options available to me at the DDD. I opened the Bank tab first, confirming it did work exactly as it had in the Bank I had built.

If anything, it was more convenient, all the same information was present, just more easily accessible. Jessamyn was sitting snuggled up next to me as she often was, and she shifted position slightly pressing herself against me. This prompted me to use one of the banking features available and I authorised Jessamyn to use the account to make purchases, setting a limit of five hundred coins a day.

“Jess, I’ve given you access to use the dungeons bank account,” I told her.

“You have a limit of five hundred coins a day. If you can show me you aren’t going to blow it all on clothes and make-up, we can talk about raising it later,” I wisecracked.

“Master, I would never. I promise,” she said startled, sitting up straight. Her eyebrows curling in a concerned frown.

My joke had missed its mark. Some things transcend dimensions, my sense of humour being misunderstood and unappreciated was one. I pulled her in tight, whispering soft words of reassurance.

Next up the Auction House tab. This was a bit more interesting, and it displayed my current account balance in the same way that the bank tab did which was handy. I was able to view the current auction markets and see what was available. The main market, which was open to the entire Proving Grounds, had a lot of content. There were filters you could use to narrow down the field of what you wanted to see.

I browsed the contents for an hour or two to get an idea of what was being placed for purchase. Almost all the items had a set price and the few pieces I saw up as genuine auctions were for what I presumed was rare high-end gear.

What stuck out most, was that the bulk of what was being offered were raw materials, very few crafted things. There were some generic bits of armour. Many of which I suspected came from my dungeon based on the seller profiles. The leather armour pieces had been placed on the market for seven hundred and fifty, to eight hundred coins each, typically.

“Jess, do you know the price of the plain leather armour if you bought it from a vendor in the City?” I asked her as I browsed the listings.

“Hmm, one thousand coins for the smaller pieces. The pauldrons and chest guards were twelve hundred, I think. I didn’t have the coin to afford any, it’s why I was out trying to gather plants when the Jagged Boar Tusk tribe captured me,” she answered.

You needed two sheets of plain leather to make a pair of boots, and sheets of plain leather were going for a hundred coins each. If I were to buy them, I could craft them into armour. Then I could undercut the current market rate, listing at only six hundred coins. I would be making four hundred coins in profit, a two hundred percent mark-up and if I used what I farmed myself, it would be all profit.

Now I had coins available, I would be able to buy new resource rooms for the inactive core floor with coins rather than experience. I would be unable to move them to an active part of the dungeon but then I wouldn’t want to. It had the equivalent cost in experience, fifty thousand coins for a new one.

Using the DDD to confirm my maths, I would need to sell only eighty-four pieces of armour, if I sold them at six hundred apiece, to recoup the cost of a new room. I could dedicate it as a livestock slaughter farm, to produce the leather.

There was a definite market to manipulate, but the questions to be answered was how much activity was there, and just how much coin was available before it was tapped out. Plain leather armour would only really appeal to new and low ranked adventurers.

“Jess, tell me what were your finances like before you joined me? Apart from gathering materials and selling them, how else could you make coin? What did you spend it on?” I rattled off the series of questions to my disciple, as fast as I was thinking of them.

“Master, I did not have much as you will have seen. When we arrived, we were only provided clothing, a single weapon, two Lesser Health potions and one thousand coins in our accounts,” she started, her eyebrows narrowed cutely as she considered how best to answer me.

“The easiest way to make coins is completing dungeon runs. You receive two hundred coins plus a split of what’s available from the dungeon. Now we are rank two it will be two thousand coins equally split amongst the party. This is the same as the experience provided and it always goes up by a thousand per rank,” she told me, answering the second question.

“You can gather, hunt or mine and sell the proceeds. Some people, like the orcs, prefer to duel, taking coins from those they defeat. Some dungeons and the big guilds offer quests, rewarding you with experience or coins if you complete them. The dungeons that do are usually higher ranked and guild quests are for guild members only. So, it’s not something most new arrivals can do, at least, not here in zone seven.”

“Just as in the Realms, most things cost coins in the City. You can live without it, but it is unpleasant to do so. There are public dormitories available to rest in, but there is no privacy and there are only uncomfortable straw pallets to sleep on. The dormitories will serve you two bowls of gruel a day for free. It is tasteless slop, even worse than what the convent served to us if we were being punished. It is, however, enough to prevent any malnourishment penalties, debuffs I think you’ve called them, Master.”

I was oddly overjoyed and proud that she was picking up the gamer lingo.

“If you want anything more comfortable, you have to pay for it. It’s another benefit of guild membership. They often provide accommodation in barracks and provide meals and trail rations, if you pay your guild dues, of course,” she finished.

“Thank you, Jess, that is very helpful,” I said, which elicited a pleased smile from her.

“I don’t see any health or mana potions for sale,” I further commented. “How much are they to buy?”

“You can buy the lesser varieties from the vendors for fifty coins each,” she informed me.

“People don’t sell them as they are relatively cheap to buy anyway. The ingredients don’t sell for much either, that is what I was hoping to find. Folk don’t usually bother harvesting the poppies and bluebells used to make them as they don’t go for much,” she said.

Red poppies were the principal ingredient for the Lesser Health potion. It had made me chuckle when I found out, an apt use considering what they were used to produce back on Earth. Bluebells were the equivalent for the Lesser Mana potion, because they were blue, I supposed. It didn’t make much sense but then what did here.

“But people buy many of them, don’t they?” I verbally prodded.

“Yes, Master, one of the few bits of real advice from the Adventurer’s Guide was to have at least four in your inventory and restock your potions once you used them,” she promptly answered me.

I checked the inventory to see what I had in store. I had been making the Lesser Health potions to improve my Alchemy skill but didn’t really have a use for them as Jessamyn had the Heal spell which was more powerful and generally more useful. I had accumulated close to three thousand. I’d not been keeping a count as I made them, and it was more than I had expected.

This was going to be my first experiment with the Auction House. I listed one hundred of the potions at forty-five coins each, undercutting the vendor price by five coins. I chose the option to list them globally. You could limit it to specific zones or even official guilds if you wanted but I wanted to see if they would sell, and if so, how quickly.

I also chose to keep my lister identity anonymous as I had revealed my name as part of Jessamyn’s speech in the dungeon. This could have been an error on my part, but it was done now. Anyway, I didn’t want to advertise that it was a dungeon that was selling on the Auction House.

The last thing I did while I was there was give Jessamyn similar rights as she had with the Bank account. She would be able to put items on the market or buy them with a limit of five hundred coins.

It wasn’t that I didn’t trust her, but this was a minion management technique. I could raise it later as a ‘reward’, providing a sense of accomplishment and advancement. I’d been on the receiving end of this kind of treatment myself, so knew from first-hand experience it worked.

Even when you’re cynically aware that you were being ‘managed’, you still couldn’t help feel a little proud and happy when you get that little bump in responsibility. Despite it usually being something you were perfectly capable of being trusted with from the very beginning.

My last order of business at the DDD before we had to get started on the boring shit, was check out the information my spy totem was sending. I opened the totem tab and selected the relevant totem in Jen’Zadeer’s dungeon.

The report was sparse on details but relayed what the Spy upgrade had promised. The Caverns of Jen’Zadeer had reached rank three and last week she made a little over eight thousand in XP. My two totems were sapping one hundred and sixty-one of that XP to me. There was an option to view the dungeon’s location on the map, which I activated.

I already knew she was in zone six, which was the border I was closest to. I was pleased to discover that she was reasonably close to the zone seven border herself. A bit farther out from the City walls than I was, but not on the far side of the zone as I’d feared. This should make getting to her easier, once I’d figured out how.

With that, we are all caught up. Time to fast forward to twelve hours later and the conclusion of my first Arena confrontation.

I watched on the DDD as the Brigade group cautiously made their way out of the Arena. They walked down the short passage to the closed door leading into the Lair. Swinging the door open, Arash popped his head out to check the situation.

After he pulled his head back in, he fed back confirmation that I was indeed not present, and it was just Jessamyn and her escort of four wood elves. The dwarves took their positions at the head of the group and led the charge.

The fight didn’t take long, Jessamyn and her troops were outnumbered. The elves were much better with their bows than they were with the long knives I had equipped them with. Without me present to soak up the attention, the dwarves closed the gap between them before they got off more than a couple of arrows and then they were simply outclassed in melee combat.

I’d have to think about what I wanted to do to beef this up for next week, when I made the third rank and needed to update the rewards. Plus, if my plans for the Auction House panned out then the contents wouldn’t be considered as generous as it once was.

To maximise my experience gains, I needed them to take their time and exercise some caution. If it became too easy, they’d fly through and that would defeat the object of my dungeon, to feed me the experience I needed.

I took the opportunity to check the potions I had put on the auction house earlier that day (you may have only just found out about that, but for me, it’s been a fair bit longer). I hadn’t been sure what to expect. Intellectually they should be popular, being cheaper than the vendor option but the question to be answered, would people be looking for them.

I was happy to see thirty-two of them had sold. One thousand five hundred and forty-eight extra coins had been transferred to my account and I put on another hundred at the same price.

Jessamyn’s eyes popped open as her dungeon avatar was struck down by a particularly gleeful dwarf. I took a moment to review his details.

Gordrak rank 2, male, (Hill) Dwarf, 8 marks

Gordrak, I added his name to a special list I’d made on the DDD. It was basically my shit list. If you went on it, you had pissed me off in some manner and I planned to hurt you if I could. I wasn’t quite at the stage of repeating it as I lay my head down each night, Arya Stark style, but it was the same principle.

I didn’t just add anybody that happened to kill us in the dungeon. I accepted they had to, but if you got off on harming what was mine then you were fair game. Also, if you somehow hadn’t picked up on it, I didn’t like the dwarves much.

I pulled her into my lap and pressed my lips to hers in a deep kiss, tongues swirling against one another like a Kraken’s tentacles. We stayed like this for a few minutes before we broke apart, a touch breathless. I always found that a bit odd, we technically didn’t need to breathe, old habits, I guess.

“How are you adjusting to fighting the final battle on your own?” I asked her as I caressed her legs and bum.

I was feeling a little remorseful, in my haste to establish the Arena I had overlooked something important. While I would only have to be ‘killed’ if the party chose to enter the Arena, Jessamyn would have to go through it during every run.

There was an ‘autopilot’ function which I had discovered after I took Jessamyn as my disciple and we were…distracted. I hadn’t inhabited my avatar during a couple of runs in the dungeon. I’d subsequently learned from studying the logs of those few runs that I was docked ten percent of the XP I earned from them for the privilege and lost my dominance bonus.

Jessamyn, displaying her devotion to me, something which still took me by surprise, but was inordinately appreciative of, adamantly refused to make use of this feature if the lost experience was the price.

“I’m fine, Master,” she responded and nuzzled against my chest.

What would have been a huge red flag back home was a genuine sentiment from her. I was lucky to have been able to claim her.

“I’d prefer it if you were with me, of course, but it’s not like it wouldn’t have been happening anyway,” she reasoned stoically.

“Be that as it may, we’ll have to get you a spell that is a bit more offensive when we get the opportunity,” I told her.

“I can’t have them thinking they can harm my mate and not pay a price in return,” I growled.

Jessamyn grinned and rubbed herself against me. I could probably have smelled the tang of her arousal even without my enhanced wolf senses. She got off on being mine and it still caught me a little off guard at how right it felt she did.

Dungeon matters could wait, I stood with Jessamyn’s legs clinging to me around my waist and took her to the bed. We had an hour, maybe two before the next group made it to us.




Chapter 6

Days passed, as they do, and the dungeon was running smoothly. It was early on the sixth day of the week and Jessamyn and I had just finished our morning romp, well romps.

She had headed off to clear the resource rooms before we had our first visitors of the day and they reset.

Despite my concerns following the destruction of the temporary camp, I was getting even more traffic than before. The good word must have been spreading. The Black Hills Brigade had taken the time this week to fortify their position, and they had erected a four-foot palisade made from logs cut from the surrounding forest.

It only enclosed their tents, the bivouacs of the guildless were still exposed and vulnerable. Not that there had been another incident.

A group of orcs and goblins had approached the glade midweek. There had been maybe fifty in their group, and without the advantage of numerical superiority, they withdrew back into the forest, almost as soon as they arrived.

The dungeon had been quiet on the challenge front except for a group of ten first rank adventurers having a punt the day before. They arrived earlier in the week unranked, they had run my dungeon four times, foregoing the Arena each time.

They simply scooped up the original loot, which I had been practically giving away, and ranked up. These early successes boosted their confidence enough to try and take me on. Turns out their confidence was misplaced; you’ll have to imagine my lingering maniacal laughter.

My appearance in the first half of the dungeon took them by surprise and their group leader, a hill dwarf, panicked during the duel and forfeited. I withdrew, but with a permanent debuff on the group, they struggled badly from then on. By the time they reached the ‘Playground’, they were down by four and the remaining six lost heart, turned back and tried to save themselves but doom their compatriots. I couldn’t blame them, as things had not gone as expected.

Unfortunately for them, mercy was not an option I offered challengers. Re-using the secret passage to the ‘Slick Bridge’. Jessamyn, me, and the four wood elves from the Lair got ahead of them, or behind them depending on your perspective. What followed was a one-sided and short conflict.

As it was a mixed group, I now had access to hill dwarves, urban humans, and lightfoot halflings for my dungeon.

However, the encounter had me rethinking the tactic of ambushing groups to force an early duel. It was working, but it exposed an unwanted side effect, I was finishing weaker groups far too quickly. That was experience I could be earning if I left them to work their way through to the end and then force a duel if any of them made it.

It was also a bonanza for soul marks, as a group, they’d only dropped two before falling in my dungeon, thereby adding ninety-eight to my total. It’s possible these guys would have had a go regardless, but I suspected they were relatively new arrivals and under the recent ‘destroy the Wolf King’s Lair’ requirement from the Lords.

If this was the case, the Lords may have fucked up spectacularly. If their directions were just going to push woefully unprepared newbies, to take me on, I was just going to cash in and get even stronger.

The Arena had also been reasonably successful. During the week parties had chosen to face me seventeen more times. The attrition rate had remained high for that first day and even the second, but after that, the Black Hills Brigade and other interested groups started to wise up and prepare appropriately.

Spears, polearms, and various ranged options became the weapons of choice, following the duel if there was one. I’d been listening to Garbrak when he spoke to his team about the frequency of duel prompts before his group tried their luck in the Arena for the first time. Namely that adventurers only received the option about a third of the time, unlike me who got a chance four out of five runs. To keep that little snippet secret I limited myself to duelling by the adventurer ratio of one third.

This meant most attempts were grand melee battles and it wasn’t long before a pattern emerged. Half the group would step in with spears first, trying to keep me out of reach. The second half of the group would then unleash a barrage of arrows, bolts and throwing knives to wear me down.

Casualties dropped once they had figured out the tactics and I would often only finish the leader if I duelled him. I wasn’t disappointed even if I couldn’t always get my bloodthirst on. These groups were coming in twelve strong at least and they always rested before coming to face me, so I was racking up residency XP.

There was one enterprising group I had my eye on. They were a band of six, four humans, a halfling and a ratkin man. They weren’t part of the Black Hills Brigade, and always came in together; with five or six other random participants, they would add to the mix.

They always took the Arena route and had an interesting tactic. They took turns being the leader and once any duel began, they’d forfeit immediately. The group accepted the debuff but fought me as a full unit.

The first time they did this one of them was slain as well as some of the makeweights they had brought along. However, by the second time they cropped up in my duel rotation they were now all sufficiently better armed and armoured, and they finished me before I could kill any of them. Today if they participated again, it would be their fifth run.

I was impressed by their ingenuity and had taken to observing them both in and out of the dungeon. They were an insular bunch, and only socialised for the time it took to rope in the few punters they needed each day. When a run was complete, they would hand over an item or two to these additions, whatever they had agreed upon and part ways.

They firmly rebuffed any attempt from the other ‘guildless’ to join their circle. I wasn’t sure what to think exactly, but my instincts told me something was off, so I’d keep an eye on them.

I had picked up the next evolution of the duelling streak achievement.

Duelling Streak 2

You have won 25 duels in a row.

When involved in a duel you may now pick the ground for the duel to take place. The place you choose must be within your current line of sight, and your opponent will be forced to join you. If duelling inside a dungeon this perk can be used to draw your opponent into a room separate from the rest of their party.

In these cases, you can choose to remove the motion freeze in the original room. Non-participants will be unable to enter the location of the duel until the duel concludes. Should you lose a duel, you do not lose this achievement or its effects. The count will start again if you wish to reach Duelling Streak 3.

No increase in the XP and coin I got for winning each, like last time but that was more useful to an adventurer than myself anyway. I did wonder briefly if it would be possible to duel other dungeons on rest days. I could then set the stakes, which could be significantly increased, something to ask Tenzing about tomorrow.

Potion sales had been substantial, I had already shifted over one thousand five hundred of my stock. That had earned me over seventy-five thousand in coins once my Financier bonus was added. I’d posted up a couple of hundred Lesser Mana potions as well and wasn’t too surprised those sales were sluggish. Very few low-level adventurers were making use of spells, about thirty had sold.

Now I had coin, I was able to spend it. Tenzing had earlier advised I was able to buy ‘forbidden’ articles from Earth if you purchased them in my inaccessible private rooms. Unlike rooms and such, these purchases could be made at any time and you would get it instantly, you didn’t have to wait for the end of the rest day, which was nice.

Of course, I had to experiment. I didn’t buy any guns, too expensive for an experiment, but I did acquire that nefarious tin opener, though. I tried taking it into my core room, but it just de-materialised as I passed through the threshold of the doorway. It wasn’t lost or destroyed; it was returned to my inventory.

I tried summoning it from my inventory while in the core room and that didn’t work either. I even tried re-designating my bedchamber to the dungeon with the tin opener in it, also a no go. It looked like they had locked down this function well.

I didn’t go on a spending spree, but I bought a few things, mostly books to assist me with designing gear. The list of content available to me was thorough but not limitless. If I knew something existed, I could buy it. I didn’t need to know the details of its contents, which was just as well. Most books were very reasonably priced, between ten and twenty coins each.

I had looked at buying some digital content as well and the price varied on what you were after. The best I could tell, it was based on a combination of volume and the file size of the content. Downloading Wikipedia to my DDD would have cost me a cool five hundred million in coins, YouTube four billion. I chose to pass on those for now.

The stuff I had bought was some books on medieval weapons and armour, which I thought would give me a solid foundation for design purposes. I’d also purchased art books, by people like Luis Royo, artists whose catalogues featured many scantily clad warrior women. I also invested in graphic novels with similar themes. Lady Death, Witchblade and Purgatori to name a few.

Not just to perv out, no need for that anymore. Except for shields, the beneficial effects of armour didn’t matter whether you were hit on the armour itself or bare skin. If that was the case, there were no reasons to not make the armour as skimpy as possible. Yes, it would be more aesthetically pleasing for me, but also possibly distracting for our opponents.

And it wasn’t just my innate horniness driving me. I had hoped that by making the armour smaller I might be able to add more of it. To that end, I had been spending a lot of time reading through the Accords. Grinding through that weighty tome was a slog, not what I would describe as easy reading. Unfortunately, it was necessary my early attempts had met with limited success.

I’d been able to make the leather armour significantly smaller and thereby, I had halved the materials required to make each piece. This was beneficial by itself, but thus far, they still all had to be classified as one of the existing armour types.

So, I’d hit the books to see what I could uncover. The conclusion from hours of painfully boring reading, was this was an area they had locked down relatively tightly. What could be clad in armour was carefully designated so there could only be nine areas covered. There were some exceptions in place, but this revolved around races that were not configured in the head, chest, two arms and two legs standard.

I did have a small breakthrough, while I perused some of the art books. Specifically, jewellery for more sensitive areas of the body.

I had gone back through the Accords, reviewing the parts relevant to the wearing of enchanted rings. They had been limited to two, as I’d already learnt. There was, however, a difference in the language used from the sections discussing armour.

Where the sections on armour had been specific on how and which body parts could have armour, for rings the Accords just said you could have two enchanted rings. No mention of where you could or even had, to wear them. Presumably, it had been worded that way because there were those without fingers, or if an adventurer had lost a hand or an arm prior to their death that brought them to the Proving Grounds.

A quick aside, that had been an interesting discovery. Wounds and lost body parts incurred as you died or shortly before would not be reflected in the body you had here. However, if you had lost a limb at some point earlier in your life, you wouldn’t have it here either. Something to do with the mental image of yourself.

Back on point, this meant I could make rings to attach to other body parts if I so wished. Still limited to only two, no advantage there yet, but there was more.

The Accords didn’t forbid other kinds of jewellery, it only provided a list of what couldn’t be enchanted. Necklaces, tiaras, bracelets, bangles, and any kind of facial adornment. This ruled out any items in ears, lips, and noses, as well as a few things I’d not heard of.

They obviously felt the list to be comprehensive, but I was already thinking of studs in nipples that had become popular in recent years back on Earth. I bought a few catalogues and was in the midst of designing some of these new custom bits of jewellery I intended to make. Then I experimented to see if I could enchant them when I had a stray thought.

I’d been considering the nipple studs I was designing and thought about how I should be able to enchant them individually and have two just like rings. When I glanced down to the floor and regarded my feet.

I was just looking at them, thinking about having two enchantments, one for each separate stud. Staring at my feet, my pair of feet, and was hit by the metaphorical bolt of lightning.

My eyes grew wide, how could I have missed this, how could anybody have missed this, maybe it wouldn’t be possible.

Blink.

Interlude 2.2

I opened my eyes in the library, sitting upon the now-familiar green leather couch. Alyssa, the bespectacled temptress sitting across from me behind her desk as usual.

Her chocolate brown hair, usually tied up in a bun, was now loose. Those tresses tumbled down both of her shoulders, accentuating the generous cleavage I was now getting an eyeful of.

True to her word the light grey business suit was gone. She was now clad only in her blouse, which tantalisingly had a few extra buttons left undone. She gave me her trademark ‘cat that got the canary’ grin and my trouser python responded in kind, as I’m sure she meant it too.

“Daxas, so eager to visit me, you’ve managed to break the system twice,” she opened with a throaty chuckle.

“What can I say, I like what I see and I’m willing to do what’s necessary to get it,” I flirted right back.

“Charmer,” she smiled back at me. “Flattery will get you everywhere, but not yet.”

I strained against the familiar restrictive sensations that affected me here. There was a little more give, and I visibly rocked back and forth in my seat as I tried to rise. If my progress continued like this it would be one maybe two more visits before I was moving freely again.

“To business,” she continued with a sigh. “Enchanted jewellery. Yes, you could get away with piercing all manner of body parts and inserting enchanted studs as it is not expressly forbidden. There will need to be some limitations, otherwise, it would be far too unbalancing.”

“The tongue, both nipples and the belly button I could allow, I think. That would give you four that you would otherwise not have. A significant advantage, especially with what we’ll talk about next.”

I grunted my assent in response, playing it coy, it was more than I had expected to get away with. I thought for sure I would have been limited to just a pair of studs, maybe flattery really does get you everywhere.

“Onto your more troublesome discovery,” she said.

Alyssa drew herself up in her chair and gave me a nice view of her ample chest orbs as they were pushed pleasingly forward and upward.

“Heh!” I laughingly barked out. “So, what I was thinking is true. There is nothing to stop you from wearing a left boot from one enchanted pair and the right boot from a different enchanted pair.”

Alyssa had dragged me in here before I had even had the opportunity to allow the revelation to fully unfold in my mind. It did so now, even as I revelled in my cleverness, my eyes opened even wider than they had initially.

“Does it double up the armour bonus too?” I laughed excitedly.

Her amused nod confirmed that.

“It wouldn’t just be boots either. Gloves, greaves, bracers, rerebraces, they all come in pairs,” I crowed with joy.

This was going to be fucking epic.

“Therein lies the rub, darling,” she purred. “The Lords went to a great deal of effort to limit armour to nine slots plus shield. Neither they nor up to this point anybody else, had thought about wearing one half of a pair. They are going to be very put out by this, apoplectic even,” she finished with another sweet giggle.

I don’t think I had ever met anyone else that was in such a permanently good mood.

“Wait, you’re not going to try and stop me from doing this?” I queried, a little shocked.

“No, darling, I’m not. Oh, there will have to be a few restrictions, of course, though they amount to little more than minor inconveniences, really,” she mused aloud. “The Lords had their chance, if they hadn’t spent so much time arguing over inconsequential details, they may have seen the glaring gap they were leaving. They can rage all they like.”

I slapped my knees with glee at this news. I wasn’t quite doubling my maximum magical accoutrements, but I was coming close.

“What are these minor inconveniences then?” I asked once I’d forced the smirk from my face.

“Nothing too restrictive, love,” she began.

“You can’t use both of a pair on different people. One person, two pairs. They also need to be the same kind, brown leather boots for example. The enchantments can differ, however, to the naked eye it can’t be obvious you are mixing and matching your accessories.”

“That in part covers the next restriction, you must keep this a secret. You can’t reveal it to other dungeons or adventurers, not even allies, no one else may know.”

“This last part is the most important, though. Only you and your disciples can take advantage of this. It really would be too grand a benefit if you started outfitting your dungeon creatures in the same manner.”

“You did say the Lords had their chance,” I cajoled. “Perhaps there is still some wiggle room, what about life seeded dungeon creatures?”

“Clever boy! Somebody has their thinking boots on,” she tapped her fingers on her red lips, pretending to think it over.

“I could allow that, but…” she started.

“What is it?” I asked.

“This does bring up another little wrinkle that I was going to have to…consult with you over. If I allow life seeded dungeon creatures to benefit as you wish, then we will need to cover that now.

It does mean you will lose out on a future visit…and all that entails,” she finished her offer, and rocked back and forth a little on her chair as she did so.

The visual message was clear, deal with this now and I get a further tactical advantage. If I forewent it, I would get another visit and be that much closer to getting Alyssa in my rampant clutches.

I sighed heavily, staying alive so that I could get my hands, my tongue, and my throbbing member all over and inside her had to take priority. The long game, I reminded myself for the umpteenth time.

“Let’s do this now, what about life seeds?”

“Very well, but I can’t deny I’m just a little bit disappointed you’re making me wait, honeybuns,” she teased. “Even if it is the sensible choice.”

“You have or will soon notice that the life seed clock continues to run even when time has frozen outside of your dungeon, after a challenge for example.”

I had noticed that, but until a few moments ago I hadn’t put a great deal of thought into it. Even with the stoppages, it was going to be a few months and several rank ups before I could utilise them.

“It is only inevitable it will occur to you that you could just wait out the clock after each challenge, getting your life seeds much quicker than you ought. That is too much, but I can allow you a bit of time after each challenge, the equivalent of forty-eight hours. You will still get them much earlier than was envisaged when the achievement was written, and I’ll be generous and whisper in your ear if you are in danger of taking too long.” 

In all it was a fair compromise, I’d still be able to accelerate life seed production. You could also be sure that I would take as full advantage of the extra time for as many other things as I could.

“I think that concludes this session, and it has been a pleasure seeing you as always,” Alyssa said.

After finishing, she stood from behind her desk.

Her blouse fluttered above the creamy skin of her stomach as she rose. Cresting just past the rim of the desk were her enticing curvy hips and the upper part of her thighs, which flanked a tuft of curly chocolate brown hair, nestled above her moistening pink folds.

She wasn’t wearing any underwear.

She wasn’t wearing anything except that blouse.

Not yet. Not yet. Not yet. Please for the love of God, not fucking yet.

Blink.




Chapter 6 continued

And then I was back at the DDD, grinding my teeth in sexual frustration.

The cock teasing aside, it had been a very productive meeting. I’d found and confirmed I could take advantage of my biggest ‘game’ bug to date.

The exploit would significantly increase the lethality of both myself and Jessamyn. I had been confident before that my dungeon setup would prove too strong for any of the groups I had seen so far to overcome. Now, I felt like I was much closer to forcing challengers to play in ‘God’ mode.

I finalised my new designs for leather armour, as well as the copper studs for our sensitive areas. That done I headed after Jessamyn, to help with the grunt work. Well, there was going to be a fair bit of grunting, if not much actual work, from both of us following my exchange with Alyssa.

 

Several hours later we were spending our time watching the latest arrivals in my dungeon and I had Jessamyn modelling her new outfit for me.

She was now wearing knee-high black leather boots, with two-inch heels. Around the ankle of the boot was a strap that wrapped around the heel and under the arch of the foot. The strap was the actual piece of armour, and the boots were just for the aesthetic. Why? Because kinky black boots are fucking sexy, that’s why.

Beneath the boots, she also wore black silk stockings I had incorporated some leatherwork into to qualify as greaves. These were held in place by black garters across her thighs and the black leather suspender belt they were hooked on to subbed for the leggings and completed the armour for the lower half of her body.

Her breasts were enclosed in a small black bra, material so sparse that it barely covered the areola of her nipples. Black shoulder pads, with straps that ran under the armpits holding them in place, her upper arms had a simple studded black leather band, and her forearms had black leather bracers which were larger and covered from just past her wrists almost to her elbows. The gloves were fingerless and made mostly of black lace, with a bit of leather supporting the wrist to qualify it as armour.

I’d replaced the helm with a simple black leather band that ran through her auburn hair and encircled her forehead. To complete the effect, I had added a billowing black silk cloak that was attached to the shoulder pauldrons.

She was a vision of loveliness, to me at least. Although I had to admit she may have looked like she had just come from a casting call for an early 80’s exploitation film, something named like Valley of the Amazon Women. I liked it, though, and right now my opinion was the only one that mattered.

Well, Jessamyn’s opinion mattered too, of course. Though, as she just wanted to get me as hot under the collar as possible, what I felt on the matter pretty much trumped all.

I had overcome the conundrum of how to attach the new enchanted studs using the DDD when I recalled I was able to make cosmetic changes to my avatars as well as those in my care. It was easy to add the piercing holes to Jessamyn’s tongue, nipples, and bellybutton. Painless too, and it had only been a few XP for such minor amendments.

She was currently sticking her tongue out at me showing off the copper stud now running through its centre. The nipple studs were unfortunately secreted beneath the ‘bramour’ I had fashioned. I could clearly see her belly bar stud glinting in the odd light-without-a-source as she twirled around.

Jessamyn’s moist mound glinted similarly to the belly stud, but for a different reason. As the only practical purpose of panties here in the dungeon was to protect a lady’s modesty, I had elected to leave them out of her current attire.

“What do you think, Master?” she asked me, finishing her show.

“I think you look spectacular, literally dressed to kill,” I grinned back at her.

Our Hunting skill had passed six for both of us on the first day of this week. Much like with the other skills it meant a step up in the quality of the Lesser Leather we had been collecting.

Now there were more than thirty dungeon runs a day, and I’d cut the leather requirements for the armour in half by making them so much smaller, I’d been able to enhance enough lesser leather to superior quality to make all our armour.

This meant four enchantments on each piece. They had to be different enchantments, but each piece now had a plus one for Agility, Stamina, Mana and Spell Power and her two rings and the four studs were similarly enchanted.

With our armour allotment up from nine items to fourteen, and jewellery up from two to six, this boosted each of those stats by twenty, the equivalent of Jessamyn gaining an extra sixteen ranks. She was now rocking an impressive Piercing damage reduction of thirty-one and even fifteen for Impact damage. I would expect her to be able to hold her own against three, maybe even four challenging adventurers and emerge victorious.

I’d made a similar, more masculine set for myself, but I was not modelling it right now. To be honest it involved a lot of leather straps and if I wore it while in my humanoid form, I looked a bit like a gimp from some Femdom porn. When I went warwolf it all blended in with my shimmering midnight black fur. More badass than raw ass.

I would have to make a different set of armour for my humanoid avatar that was more aesthetically pleasing or at least conceal it under clothes.

This had led to another difficulty I had to overcome when outfitting my dungeon creatures for challenges. The leather armour they were getting was not quite as high a grade and only had three enchantments each and were getting Strength, Agility and Stamina bumps. Only eleven of each, due to my restrictions but still significant.

Now, I didn’t mind the goblins looking a bit silly, and they were supposed to catch dungeon raiders unawares. If they appeared half-naked and seemingly unarmoured, all the better to conceal their strength. My wood elves, on the other hand, should inspire trepidation, not hilarity.

I could have just clothed them; it would have been the simplest solution. I did think of that later, but at the time I’d been in the mindset of trying to be creative and I came up with something different, that I ended up enjoying so much more.

Having recently made the piercing adjustments to myself and Jessamyn, it occurred to me that perhaps I could make similar cosmetic adjustments for my dungeon creatures. It hadn’t been covered in the guidebooks or in any of what I had read in the Accords, but I’d not seen anything saying you couldn’t do it.

The answer it turned out, was a resounding yes. You could change the appearance and size of your creatures just as I could with mine and Jessamyn’s avatars. It cost XP, of course, everything did.

The wood elf dungeon creatures I had already bought were not identical. There were some minor variations between each of them so that you could tell them apart. However, what I wanted to do was going to be a bit more substantial than updating a few facial features.

Even though my mental interface with the DDD was much improved of late, it still took a few tries to get the DDD to understand what it was I wanted, but It wasn’t long before I had success. I had changed the sex of one of my wood elves to female.

I summoned her to the room to get a look at what she now looked like. She was a bit shorter than her male counterparts, a slim build, with tawny brown hair. Quite pretty, not as hot as Jessamyn, but if I’d still been here on my lonesome…well, I’ll leave that up to your imagination.

The price to make the change was very reasonable, only two hundred and fifty XP, I had expected it to be significantly higher. (I eventually found some logs regarding how this was calculated much later. I was getting some substantial cost reductions due to my Lust and Female Affinity specialities.) This allowed me to use the same armour designs I was using for Jessamyn but would dye their armour and cloaks a shade of forest green, rather than black.

Yes, I did make her boobs bigger, I couldn’t help myself.

It was all in the name of increasing their distraction capabilities, honestly, it was. Interestingly, when I played around with her cup size, reliving a Weird Science moment, I did get a warning on the DDD. I wasn’t being censored; this was a practical alert.

When I passed a C cup, the DDD informed me there would be a detrimental effect on her archery due to additional physical impediments. For the unimaginative, that meant her boobs would get in the way. The warning managed to reign in my childish glee, and I returned her breasts to a more sensible size for her figure, albeit a touch larger than before.

I dismissed the elf back to her position in the dungeon and copied the particulars to each of the other wood elves. But it wouldn’t come into effect on the active floors of the dungeon until the next rest day, which was tomorrow.

Jessamyn had been watching me intently as I had experimented and I could tell she had something on her mind, so I beckoned her over with a predatory grin on my face.

Reading the room well, Jessamyn sauntered over and then straddled my lap.

We engaged in a round of tongue wrestling as she ground her moist mound into my crotch. When she pulled back to catch her breath, she looked me shyly in the eyes.

“I wouldn’t object if you wanted to change them, Master,” she whispered self-consciously. Glancing down quickly at her breasts.

So, that was what had been bothering her, I probably should have foreseen this.

“If I had wanted to do that Jess, I would have already,” I told her.

“I am the master here after all.” I punctuated my statement with a sharp slap on her rump and flashed her a grin to reassure her I wasn’t being serious. “If I’d wanted a sex doll bimbo, it’d be one of them in my lap, not you.”

“Thank you, Master,” she responded, meeting my eyes, a shy smile crossing her lips. “It makes me happy that I please you.”

“Besides,” I stated in an off-handed tone. “It won’t be long before we get our hands on a dwarf woman. Have you seen their bosoms…generous is an understatement,” I joked.

“I’m sure we will, Master,” she giggled happily.

“I’ll make sure to keep her in line for you, ensure she is suitably pleasing and obedient,” she went on a bit more seriously.

“You will, will you?” I asked. “Don’t take this the wrong way Jess, but you don’t come across as the authoritative type.”

“I will, Master, I need to. I want to show I am worthy to be your alpha mate. You told me so yourself,” she reminded me.

“That I did,” I conceded, remembering the post-coital conversation in question.

Perhaps sensing I was still unconvinced, she pressed on.

“I think I will surprise you, Master. I may have led a sheltered life in one of the Silver Lady’s convents. However, if there was anything I learned from the cruelty of the nuns, it was discipline and obedience. How to demand it, instil it in others, and how to compel the recalcitrant and unwilling,” she finished with surprising fervour.

“Jess, this is a new side of you I’ve not seen before. So, tell me, your experiences at the convent, were you delivering the lessons or on the receiving end? Hmmm? Were you a naughty girl?” I asked huskily.

“Oh yes, Master,” she answered throatily, my hands now roamed freely across her gentle supple curves.

“I frequently angered them with my disobedience, and they punished me often, teaching me my place,” she moaned.

“Did they teach the naughty girl to behave?” I growled. “To do as she was told.”

“Yes, Master,” she responded, her breathing growing more rapid.

“Good, then I want you to free my cock from my trousers and show me what you can do with that freshly pierced tongue,” I ordered.

Jessamyn eagerly obeyed.




Chapter 7

We proceeded into the rest day at the end of the fifth week. As Tenzing made his arrival, I reviewed the updates on my DDD. The message informing me I had moved to the next rank was waiting for me.

Congratulations! You have Ranked up.

We are happy to inform you that based on your position on the rank 2 leader board you have advanced to rank 3. Well done on making it this far. As a rank 3 dungeon, you must increase the minimum size of your first floor from twenty-five to thirty rooms and you will be unable to make any changes to your dungeon layout until you meet this requirement. If your dungeon does not meet these requirements, we will apply a missed soul mark tithe penalty each week.

I was now officially rank three and unlike most of the previous rest days, I had already prepared most of what I wanted to get done before we transitioned. It was going to be a much more relaxing day.

With regards to my dungeon design, the extensive reading of the Accords I’d done, researching the various ‘cheats’ I was trying to implement, had revealed a few sneaky tips that I could use. It was possible to merge rooms, so they didn’t have a wall or other kind of barrier between them.

Tenzing had not been allowed to bring this up, and it was another of these bizarre quirks that you had to discover for yourself. It wasn’t even spelt out in the dungeon guides, and you had to either read the Accords as I had or stumble across it by experimenting with your design table.

There were restrictions, of course, there always were. The joins between rooms had to be four cubes thick, so I couldn’t just arrange the cubes in a straight line and tack on additional ‘corridor’ rooms to the end, making them longer. I would have to make the ‘Mud Bath’ and ‘Chimney’ wider or higher if I wanted to extend them using this method.

They also had to fit flush with one another, no overlapping cubes allowed, although there was a little wiggle room, you could use multiple rooms to force the fit.

Taking the ‘Mud Bath’ as an example, it was currently sixteen cubes long. I couldn’t add a single eight cube room along its length as the original room would extend for a further eight cubes. I could, however, add a second eight cube room to plug that gap, thereby making it legal.

This was a bit of a relief for me, I was beginning to get a bit of dungeon builder’s block. Trying to come up with fresh ideas in the short timescales was proving more difficult, and it also meant updating my dungeon was quicker.

The ‘golden path’ on the first floor still needed to have at least twenty separate areas for adventurers to crawl through, you couldn’t combine it all into a single vast cavern. It would be far too easy to swarm groups if they allowed that.

The rules would be a little different once I hit rank eleven and had to open floor two. If I kept the first-floor open, then I could combine the second-floor chambers into a single entity. If I closed the first floor, prohibiting any adventurers below rank eleven entering, then the twenty separate areas requirement would now be applied to the second floor.

I bought five new rooms and gave each a ninth cube and arranged them as three by three squares making them easier to work with. I paid for a ninth cube to be added to one of the vacant rooms currently on my core floor and fitted all six rooms into a single six by twelve rectangular block of cubes.

I then swapped this super chamber for the sixth room on the first floor, meeting the requirement for thirty rooms on the ‘golden path’ of my first floor. Room six didn’t have an official name, and I changed it to ‘Welcome to the Jungle’.

I replicated the motif from the original room it was replacing. A weaving series of six-foot walls, forcing adventurers to troop through every cube. Currently, it was still a granite slate grey room, but with time I would update the décor to better resemble a jungle environment.

The original room only had five wolves. It was a gentle introduction, the first floor finally showing its teeth after the unthreatening resource rooms. Each corridor having one or two wolves that lay in wait to ambush the unwary.

It was now substantially larger, and I had to flesh out the threat accordingly. I wanted to keep it the same, just harder. I increased the number of ambushing groups to five and upped the strength of these groups to five or six dungeon power.

Group one was the original five wolves. The second encounter was with a silverback gorilla. Group three was made up of five wild boars. The fourth encounter was three juvenile jaguars. The final threat was a juvenile tiger and at six dungeon power, it was technically the greatest individual threat on the first floor, excluding me, of course. I could have just made it all wolves, but I wanted to spice things up a little and force teams to shift their tactics and prepare for varied threats.

The total cost of what I had just purchased was 33,440 XP, and I earned 190,600 XP for the previous week. I was now exceedingly wealthy in experience terms. I’d decided I was going to try and get most of my designing and purchasing selected before each week’s end and spending only what was in my reserves which would then be replenished.

I would be breaching that by several thousand this week as my reserves from the previous week had been a little over twenty-five thousand. A paltry amount compared to what I was now raking in, having earned 190K I was going to have plenty for rank four upgrades.

The only other major XP expense was going to be bulking up my core room. I was buying ten goblins for that floor, another twenty thousand XP. I also picked up another ten sprites with the sleep dust attack, for ten thousand experience. They would be hidden in one of the chambers I added the previous week, where adventurers had several overhead rope-climbs to avoid falling into a pit below. That left me with 152,160 XP to spend next week.

I still had close to fifty dungeon power to spare and if I felt I needed to bulk up the difficulty. The twenty I was using to host the sprites were only used during challenges, and they remained hidden in hard-to-reach alcoves, out of sight during the regular runs. As I grew in ranks and had more XP to spend, I would probably be using this hideaway tactic more frequently. Continuing to conceal the danger my dungeon posed for challengers without deterring regular adventurer teams.

That wasn’t my only buying activity, and Lesser Health potion sales had surpassed two thousand by the end of the week. Even after what I spent for some of my experimenting I had over ninety-five thousand coins in my account to play with.

I had selected to build a new entrance and exit to the dungeon and placed them at the northern edge of the glade to my established ingress and egress locations. The encampment of adventurers was concentrated at the southern end of the glade, this entrance and exit were for use by the orken I had detected sneaking about. I linked them so if you went in the northern entrance, you came out of the northern exit.

Additionally, I was also able to use the significant stores of lumber I had been accumulating to build a twenty-foot palisade surrounding the area, with the only way in from the northern edge of the forest.

This way both groups had access and wouldn’t have to bother one another. I expected it would still go tits up somehow anyway, it usually did, people would be people, even if you were in a fantasy dimension.

I also built the concealed entrance, keyed to Jessamyn and me for the time being. These structures had cost two thousand coins each, six thousand for all three. Fortunately, exterior construction didn’t have the same end of rest day restrictions and were erected in place as soon as I confirmed them.

I bought three basic rooms and doubled their size for use as comfort and relaxation areas.

One I filled with bookshelves and some comfortable seating, thick carpets, and a homey roaring fireplace. I had purchased a small stock of fiction books as well, though most of the shelves were currently empty, we would pad out the library later.

The second I turned into a banquet chamber, with a suitably impressive fifty-foot dining table. I may have been getting ahead of myself, but I had plans, big plans, including a harem so large, many would deem it impractical.

Just as importantly I added a fully stocked bar for use by me and my fledgeling following. This was a bit of an extravagance but unlike most other dungeons I had access to the plethora of enjoyably intoxicating drinks from Earth. I was looking forward to a jolly old piss up, and it had been far too long.

Thirdly, using the store of marble, I had in my inventory and utilising some of the environmental effects available I built Roman style baths. I had placed a few wicker chairs and tables around the edges and bought some luxurious soft woollen dressing robes for drying off in.

The centrepiece was the bath itself, measuring thirty-foot by thirty-foot. Steps were leading down into the steaming hot water, and it descended to a depth of about four feet once you got to the end of the stairs. Around the edges, I had built some underwater plinths to sit upon and bought some modern waterproof padding to ensure maximum comfort as you relaxed. Behind the bath was a cascading waterfall, flowing over a marble slab in which I had drilled a series of small holes through to fashion a shower. The falling water was similarly heated to the perfect temperature.

I’d kept this room as a surprise for Jessamyn, and I was sure she would love it. It was just a shame we had to wait for days end for it to appear. I had planned to put together a kitchen area to complement the banquet hall, but there was an official kitchen room as part of the list of City structures. I elected to hold out for one more week to see if I could buy that rather than trying to throw a custom one together. It wasn’t available to me right now, but I was betting it would become available at the end of the day now that I had built some internal and external buildings.

All that cost me around twenty-five thousand coins, which still left me plenty. I hadn’t had to spend a single bit of XP for any of it and if the potions kept selling at the same rate, I wouldn’t be running short on spending money any time soon either.

The only thing holding me back was we were only collecting enough poppies for a thousand lesser health potions a week.

I had chosen to hold off on listing my leather armour for now. At least until I had advanced in rank enough that I was no longer offering it as a reward for dungeon completion.

When I hit rank six, I planned to replace it all with enchanted versions and then I would drop a load on the market. Snigger…load. Other dungeons might be unhappy with me, but then they wouldn’t know it was me or wouldn’t be able to do much about it, therefore, I didn’t care.

I chose to upgrade each of my totems to Tax 2 but didn’t pay the cost for upgrading them and accepted the increased discovery chance. I would now get 2% per totem, with an equivalent 2% chance of discovery. The Spy totem in Jen’Zadeer’s dungeon didn’t have an upgrade available at rank 3.

All that was left for me to do was select how I wanted to spend the five rank points that Jessamyn and I had earned for ranking up.

For me, I chose to put three points in my Agility bringing it up to twenty-five. My enchantments would be boosting all my other stats, so I wanted to keep pushing this up a bit. I also did have a small bit of OCD in that I found it irritating it was twenty-two when it could be the mathematically neater twenty-five. The final two points I spent on two spells.

I know I may have said in the past as a dungeon I could pick whatever spells I pleased and technically this is true. However, there were some undisclosed components about being a dungeon, which I unearthed in the Accords, which affected my choices.

Principally, though it isn’t mentioned on my character sheet, as a Life Dungeon, I get an affinity for Life Domain spells. It was the same as what Jessamyn had for Sanctified Domain spells, the costs were halved.

The reverse of this was I suffered penalties for some of the opposing Domains. Creation and Destruction spells both had spell costs doubled, and the Death Domain, my direct opposite had costs quadrupled. I could take spells from those Domains, but they would burn through my supply of Mana quickly.

The Elemental Domains worked a little differently. The first elemental Domain from which I picked a spell locked it as my primary element and all spells from that Domain would be cast at the regular cost. If I took a spell from another elemental Domain, then that would become my secondary element and all spells from that Domain would have their casting costs doubled. If I took a spell from a third elemental Domain, it would become my tertiary element and would treble costs. It would continue in the vein if I wanted to sample all six.

If I took any spells from the Sanctified or Infernal domains, they would be at the regular cost. However, if you took a spell from either it would forever bar you from taking any from its opposite and this was the same for disciples. Jessamyn, having taken Heal from the Sanctified Domain, could not take any Infernal spells at all.

I was glad I’d not taken Heal myself already, which I had been considering at rank two. There weren’t any Infernal spells that I considered ‘must haves’ currently available, but I would be interested in seeing what might be offered as we advanced. At least, I would now have the option to consider it later.

Back to the choice at hand, I selected to add two Life spells to my repertoire.

Summon Beasts 1

Cost: 10 Mana

Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes

Description: You may summon power level one beasts to fight by your side. The number of beasts summoned equals (spell power/10 rounding down). The beasts will remain with you until slain or for ten minutes.

My affinity meant this would only cost five Mana to cast and with my enchantments boosting my spell power I would get three beasts for a fight. Best of all, I could cast this during a duel and the summoned beasts would be eligible to take part in the combat as they were a spell effect.

Venom 1

Cost: 10 Mana

Recast Cooldown: 2 minutes

Description: You imbue a weapon with a magical rank one venom. The next successful attack by that weapon will inflict a venom effect on the target. Rank one Venom: Causes 10 venom damage initially, and a further 5 venom damage every thirty seconds until purged. If purged, the target can’t be affected by a rank one venom for one hour.

Again, with the cost halved this was a viable spell for me. It may have been a one-shot, but it would be some instant extra damage. It was unlikely adventurers would live long enough for the damage over time to be a factor, but there was always the future Gauntlets to think of.

For Jessamyn, I upped her Mana to twenty, put three more in Spell Power taking her to fourteen and added the Bless spell to boost her or an ally’s damage output.

Bless 1

Cost: 10 Mana

Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes

Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 2 sanctified damage each time they deal damage. The duration is (spell power/10 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of ten.

With these changes applied, I was finished nice and early, but we still had to clear the resource rooms, of course. We’d had so much practise by now that we were zipping through it in record time. Our increased skill levels were helping, making things fractionally faster than before.

So, it was at approximately eight in the morning, a couple of hours after dawn that I turned to Tenzing and Jessamyn.

“Fancy a stroll in the park?” I asked with an excited grin on my face.

It was time to make use of some of the features I had access to. I got a nod from Tenzing and some enthusiastic clapping from Jessamyn as she jumped up and down on the spot.

I wandered into my core room where the newly installed stairwell to the concealed entry into my dungeon was located. I gave the room a quick sweep with my eyes, the walls were beginning to get a bit porous with the increasing number of archways that led to other parts of my dungeon.

I must think about either making this room bigger or more likely buying and building a dedicated ‘portal’ room. Probably both, as my core room was my last line of defence. It was true I had no intention of letting any adventurers get this far if I could help it, but nevertheless, I ought to start building up some countermeasures for the ‘what if’ eventuality.

Leading my disciple and best buddy to the stairs, I gestured towards it grandiosely with a sweeping arm.

“After you,” I told them with a slight bow.

They both passed me and headed up the slate grey stone stairwell, and I followed close behind them. It was only a single flight of steps with a short landing at the top, enough room for ten people if you squeezed them in. There was a large double gated door that we pushed open with ease and swung outward. Which was just as well, there wasn’t much room on the landing if it had swung inwards, as most doors did back home in the UK, on Earth.

We stepped out into brilliant sunshine and a gentle breeze swishing the deep green leaves of the surrounding forest trees. The weather outside did change from time to time, but today was a particularly nice approximation of a summer’s day.

With that being said, I’d never observed it being particularly foul, a few rain showers being the extent of any disagreeable inclement meteorology.

“Tenzing, just out of interest does the weather ever turn nasty? Are there actual seasons?” I asked as I took in a deep breath, inhaling the earthy scents of the forest.

“Yes and no, Daxas,” he responded.

“Here in this forested area, it always emulates spring and summer, the seasons most agreeable for the Life domain. You may remember from the map you can view, the landscape can shift dramatically, unnaturally so, and the weather changes to match these new environs. Now you have the means to leave your dungeon you may, in time, be able to visit these other areas and experience other climate conditions if you so wish.”

“Not really, buddy, just thinking out loud. A temperate summer is good for me. How about you Jess?” I turned to ask my wood elf lover.

Only to see she was already halfway up an impressively aged oak at the edge of the glade, reminding me of a red squirrel bounding up the trunk. A red squirrel with a truly amazing petite ass that I was getting a very pleasant eyeful of.

I wolf-whistled to get her attention. “Jess, we’re going to take a gander at the camp, catch up when you’re finished communing with the forest,” I yelled out.

She waved back letting me know she had heard me, and I shook my head letting out a little chuckle. Then I clapped my hand on Tenzing’s shoulder and pointed in the direction of the adventurer’s encampment.

We wandered over, and it was an unusual experience. We weren’t trying to be stealthy, but our presence still went undetected. It wasn’t unexpected, the description of the ethereal roaming ability said as much. It was just odd, and if I was being entirely honest it brought up unpleasant and painful youthful memories of being overlooked and ignored by the ‘cool’ kids at school.

I laughed out loud at that, perhaps a bit more manically than I had intended if the askance look I got from Tenzing was anything to judge by. Well, those guys would be fucking choking on their envy if they could see me now. That gave me a warm tingly feeling.

Shaking off my reverie, I stalked through the camp. There wasn’t a lot to see as it was undermanned, not unusual for the rest day. Any adventurer who had ranked up during the week would need to return to the City to allocate the skill point that wasn’t automatically assigned. They would also need to return to stock up on potions, etc. This was a good day for them to do it as they were not allowed to run dungeons.

It was one of the things I was hoping to rectify once I got a look at what fresh options building the external structures would give me. If I could make it easier for them to stick around the entrance to my dungeon and not have to go back to the City, I would. It could only help me in the long run.

My etherealness was subjective, I was able to pass through any barriers, like the palisade that the Black Hills Brigade had erected to protect the centre of the camp they claimed. However, naturally occurring obstacles, like the thick tree line surrounding the glade, I couldn’t go through. I would have to walk around just like anybody else.

I used my ghosting ability to snoop about the guild’s tents and I found I could rifle through their belongings if nobody was in contact with them. Also, if I tried carrying anything away, it would disappear from my hands and reappear back where I took it from as soon as I got a few feet away. I hadn’t planned on nicking any of their things, I just wanted to test the limits of this new ability.

I did get my hands on one of the cloth bags they used for their lotteries to allocate the gear from dungeon runs. It was full of different coloured stones, and I examined them closely. It turns out that much like all my other senses, my sense of touch was now better than it had been previously. I was able to detect there was a subtle difference in the texture of two of the stones.

I searched about the camp until I found a second lottery bag and went through its contents and gave the same examination to the stones in the second bag. Sure enough, two of these also had a small, hard to detect, differentiation in texture.

When I compared the two sets, the colours of the differing stones did not match but had the same number of stones with a different texture. I kept searching and found two more bags, confirming both of these sets also had two differently textured stones.

I called over Tenzing asking him to note the colours of the different stones in each bag. I’d have to observe the next lottery carefully, but I’d bet the contents of my new bank account that this wasn’t a subtle accident.

Moreover, a species of renowned miners, like dwarves, would certainly be able to feel the texture variation in the stones. This had to be how they were fixing the lotteries, if this was true, and I thought it likely it was, well, I would have to take steps.

People say cheaters never prosper, which is a big steaming pile of bovine faeces. Cheating is a well-established and time-honoured method of getting ahead, and I shouldn’t really fault the dwarves for trying to eke out an advantage, but I was going to regardless. Cheating does carry risks, as they would discover. Cheaters who get caught cheating don’t get to prosper, they get bent over and metaphorically butt fucked.

I wasn’t sure yet what shape the invasive penetration of their most private areas was going to be. I only knew it would leave them bloody, weeping, and begging for the pain to stop and I doubt I’d oblige them on that front. I was going to ruin the Black Hills Brigade, and I just needed to make sure I had a ready replacement before I did so.

The seed of a plan began forming, and I would need to confirm some things with my companions, but the winds of change were in the air.

My snooping concluded, I left the camp and re-joined Jessamyn in the unoccupied part of the glade. We spent the remainder of the day, until the sun went down, walking through the forest as far as we were allowed.

I tested out my speed by racing around the glade in both my humanoid and warwolf forms, stretching my legs for the first time in months. Let’s be honest, I was stretching my legs for the first time in years, the expanding belly of my former Earthly body had begun some time before the pandemic’s lockdown.

Returning to the interior of the dungeon, we finished the day using the DDD to play a handful of films I had purchased. I tried keeping the bafflement of their introduction to Earth cinema to a minimum by picking a couple of Fantasy films, Willow and Krull.

This met with mixed success. Jessamyn couldn’t help but point out that magic didn’t work like that and struggled to understand they were fictional and not bizarre historical accounts. Just explaining they were visual stories didn’t help, how do you explain special effects? Wine helped, though. Wine helped a lot, and by the end of the second film, Jessamyn was pissed as a fart, which was entertaining all by itself.

The day came to an end and we said our goodbyes to Tenzing before retiring to bed ourselves. There are two hugely underrated bonuses of this ethereal realm, no brewers droop, and no hangovers.

In fact, you could purge the effects of alcohol simply by thinking about it, which was very Star Trek.

Fuck knows how I would even begin to explain that reference to Jessamyn.




Chapter 8

The days melded into one another seamlessly for my official sixth week. The time dilation was admittedly messing with my head a bit, and It had to be at least twice that in relative time I had spent in the dungeon. What with all the stoppages to accommodate concurrent dungeon runs and any extra time we took following a challenge.

I was happy to see my new entry for orcs, and goblins was working out nicely. I’d had a handful of challenges which had now pushed my fallen total to one hundred and eighty-seven. I’d watched enough American TV to know it was the law enforcement code for homicide which I thought to be darkly apt.

Some of the buggers even wised up that trying to take me out was invariably fatal and If you didn’t try to devour a piece of my soul, I could be quite accommodating. I was now getting two or three regular runs daily out of various small outcast groups camping out in the northern part of the forest. And I wasn’t going to moan about the regular XP contribution.

Everything was on course for a sixth consecutive week of increased XP returns. I still attracted lots of fresh delvers from the City and plenty of unranked newcomers, even some ladies. Unfortunately, well for me, not them, they tended to be part of large groups which did not risk the Arena. Opportunities for expanding my disciple pool had not been forthcoming as yet.

It was helpful for the Black Hills Brigade, of course. They were able to take their pick of the more capable new arrivals, while at the same time fleece the less fortunate of all the best gear my dungeon had to offer.

It wasn’t long before I started to see well-equipped guild groups in full sets of armour on daily runs and they would often take the Arena route. My general dislike of dwarves interfered with the plan to limit myself to duelling a third of the time and it was more like half. Soon they figured out I was able to declare duels more frequently than they could and adapted. They started rotating leadership to limit the soul mark losses for any individual. They hadn’t quite adopted the forfeit and fight tactics of that independent cadre I’d been keeping an eye on which I dubbed the Outsiders.

Speaking of the Outsiders, as much as I would have liked invading their privacy during my rest day walkabout, they were one of the groups who had gone to the City. They returned shortly before nightfall with a new addition to their party, one I recognised, it was the dwarf, Mannagar.

Mannagar had been part of the group that betrayed Jessamyn a few weeks ago. He’d not been an ironskin dwarf like the other conspirators and yet he’d eagerly joined their plot for a bigger share of the experience and loot.

Thanks to me, they’d got neither and since then he had been notably absent. The ironskins led by Drakken had hung about for a while. Only leaving a few days later, when it became clear they couldn’t drum up support for challenging me and I had not seen them either since.

He had made a couple of ranks since then, and he accompanied the Outsiders, plus a few others guildless, who were eager to be included in a run with them just as night fell.

They kept to the same tactic as before, and I was curious as to how Mannagar would react in the Arena. My answer was he stayed well back, and most definitely did not take the risk of being the designated leader.

With him remaining rigidly at the rear, I had few opportunities to punish him any further, but Jessamyn got much closer after the conclusion of the Arena during that first night. He was the second party member through into the Lair and had the shock of finding himself being targeted by all five wood elves. He had equipped a shield, so managed to survive the arrow onslaught by deflecting a couple, but it had been very close.

Mannagar was an unusual addition to this group as he only had three soul marks remaining and they all had a minimum of eight. He was adequately competent with his weaponry, but hardly skilled and he seemed for all the world to be exactly the kind of delver they would use for a single run and then summarily dismiss. Yet, they didn’t, they brought him on every visit that week.

On the penultimate day of the week, he made rank three and they all left for the City once more that night. They had all reached rank three already, and couldn’t have been far off four, leaving me wondering what they were up to.

I didn’t have to wait long as they returned the very next morning. Their team having expanded from seven to twelve and three of the new members were already known to me. It was Drakken and his two other ironskin cronies, but they weren’t the attention grabber, though. Not just my attention either, but seemingly everybody’s in the camp.

Striding alongside them was a huge monster, larger even than my warwolf avatar, it must have been nine and a half feet tall. It had beady red eyes sunk deep in a furrowed brow and a mouth full of sharp yellowed teeth with two six-inch tusks protruding from its lower jaw. A clump of greasy lank black hair was tied up in a top knot and head to toe the creature was covered in warty teal coloured skin.

It had long arms which almost extended to the ground, though that was partially because its posture was dreadfully hunched, which still provided it with a frighteningly impressive reach. It had a disgusting protruding belly and carried a large, spiked club even larger than my double-headed maul.

“Jess, what the fuck is that?” I asked.

It wasn’t necessary to point out what I referred to.

“Master, that is a deep cave troll,” she responded a little hesitantly.

“Ah, of course, how could I not have guessed,” I replied sarcastically.

It did indeed look exactly how I imagined a troll to look, but it was nice to have the confirmation, yet also disappointing as I’d hoped to be wrong.

“They are cousins to river trolls, but they live deep in the bowels of the earth. They are said to be even nastier and greedier than their surface-dwelling equivalents,” she continued.

“Lovely,” I replied sarcastically. “I can’t help but notice it seems to be quite chummy with our old friend Drakken.”

“Yes, it does, Master, which is no great surprise. If any race could be said to have a cordial relationship with the cave trolls, it is the ironskin dwarves. Even so, it is a surprise to see one here, or for Drakken being willing to risk entering a dungeon with one,” she commented, the last part thoughtfully.

“Really,” I said. “I would have thought adventurers would be queueing up to partner with something that big. It might be unpleasant to gaze upon, but survival is the name of the game.”

“Yes, but that is also the problem, they are notorious for selfishness and unreasonable outbursts of rage. Killing a member of your raid group comes with hefty penalties to discourage that kind of behaviour, not least of which is the forfeiture of any experience for that dungeon dive. Other penalties include being unable to turn down duels and being barred from entering a dungeon for four weeks and you will be permanently branded a friend killer.”

“That was why Drakken, and the others wanted to use the dungeon to kill me. The danger of running a dungeon with trolls is they either get too angry or just don’t care about the penalties. They aren’t afraid of duels and are naturally solitary creatures, unconcerned about being labelled friend killers. Drakken must have promised him a great deal to appease its greed,” she finished relaying the useful information.

“Well, it’s obvious what they are here for then,” I said.

“It is, Master?” she queried.

“Yes, they are challenging me. Drakken wouldn’t take those risks for just a regular run,” I stated.

“I fear you are right, Master,” Jess responded solemnly.

“Buck up, Jess, there is always a bright side,” I cheerfully nudged her.

“What could that be?” she asked.

“Tomorrow I’m going to be able to add trolls to the dungeon,” I answered her with an impudent wink.

It didn’t take long to get the answer to my question of what they were going to do, well, technically it did. We weren’t the only ones to assume this group’s intention was to challenge me. Their arrival resulted in a bit of a rush by the Black Hills Brigade and others to get their dungeons runs in ahead of them. I think they were all a bit nervous that I might only be a single successful challenge away from going down.

The Outsiders started to distribute gear from their packs to the ironskin dwarves and the troll. Soon they were all heavily geared, the troll being given a full set of copper armour and rings from the Arena. Part of the price for his participation if I had to guess.

There wasn’t quite enough of the copper armour to go around. The Outsider group had only completed the Arena ten times but then I had given away enough leather to plug any gaps not covered by copper armour pieces. Perhaps I’d been a bit too generous.

For them, at least, it wasn’t very long after they arrived in the glade, from my perspective the better part of a day later, they made their way in and did indeed choose to challenge my dungeon.

It was on, and I hadn’t been this excited about a run since the very first one.

As they were making their way through the resource rooms forming the first five chambers of my dungeon, I looked at their group listing.

Cedric, rank 3, male, (Urban) Human, 9 marks (1)

Frankel, rank 3, male, (Urban) Human, 10 marks (2) Dannel, rank 3, male, (Urban) Human, 9 marks (3) Domitan, rank 3, male, (Urban) Human, 10 marks (4) Teek rank 3, male, (Urban) Ratkin, 8 marks (5) Mackie rank 3, male, (Coldfoot) Halfling, 9 marks (6) Mannagar rank 3, male, (Hill) Dwarf, 3 marks (7) Drakken rank 3, male, (Ironskin) Dwarf, 6 marks (8) Shellitz, rank 3, male, (Deep Cave) Troll, 10 marks (9) Karragh, rank 3, female (Ironskin) Dwarf, 7 marks (10) Gorbash, rank 3, male, (Ironskin) Dwarf, 4 marks (11) Vankar, rank 3, male. (Ironskin) Dwarf, 4 marks (12)

 I scanned the list from the comfort of my black leather couch in front of the DDD and sat up suddenly when my gaze passed over number ten on the list. Number ten was a female ironskin dwarf. With all the anticipation of the troll’s participation, I had somehow missed they had a woman amongst them, Karragh.

I shifted my view to the dungeon to get a look at her and once I zoomed in, I forgave the oversight on my part. Karragh was clad head to toe in armour and bulky clothing, not a glimmer of skin was showing, not even her face. She wore a decorative mask that concealed most of her features, and I could just make out her violet shaded eyes peering out from the depths of her headgear.

Now that I knew what to look for, I could see the tell-tale swell of her bust and an apparent curviness in the hip area giving away her sex. She walked purposefully, with a pair of hand axes attached to belt loops about her waist. She hadn’t spoken, not that I had seen or heard the entire time she had been in the glade, silent but deadly.

Hmmm, okay I wasn’t deliberately trying to make a fart joke there, but now I have, you’ll just have to endure, as it lingers in your mind.

As this was a challenge, she would be mine to claim when they failed, presuming they didn’t turn back like cowardly dogs. This would be the second time Drakken had brought me a potential disciple and I would have thanked him if he wasn’t such a despicable prick.

Now I was rank three, fleeing was a more viable option if groups ran into difficulty early on. This group was mixed enough to avoid the diversity time penalty and they would have four hours and forty-five minutes to get to my core floor. I had no intention of letting them get that far, but neither did I want to send them running early.

It wasn’t just me getting increasingly bloodthirsty, or that I didn’t like dwarves, or that Drakken and his cronies were on my shit list for what they did to Jessamyn. There was a practical concern too, I didn’t want survivors reporting back how the dungeons tactics shifted during a challenge. Information was power, and I wanted to hoard it for myself.

For that reason, I wouldn’t use the concealed passage to surprise this group with an early duel. I would let the dungeon wear them down as they made their way to me. This should preclude the possibility of an early retreat where I would be unable to prevent at least one or more escapees. If they made it past the ‘Playground’ I would be able to use that passage to get ahead and ambush them if they tried escaping me.

Jessamyn and I watched as they left the resource rooms and entered ‘Welcome to the Jungle’, and the first proper encounter.

The troll led the way, and the ironskin dwarves followed behind. When the wolves rushed the group Shellitz, the troll, simply laughed and started swinging his massive, spiked club. He swiped at them with his ungainly long reach and was devastatingly effective, his swings had such force that he battered two wolves with each blow.

Shellitz wasn’t killing them outright with a single hit, but I didn’t think he was far off it. Only two of the wolves made it inside his guard, which he was seemingly unconcerned by, as they snapped and bit at his legs and distended belly.

The ironskins stepped up and finished the wolves off before they could do much damage. Not that it bothered Shellitz in the slightest as he trudged down the aisle ready to turn the corner and face the next batch of animals.

“Jess,” I spoke up as they made their way through.

“The fairy tales of my world often claim trolls have enhanced healing capabilities like my Resilience. Is that true for these trolls do you know? Or is he just that arrogant and confident of his strength?” I asked her.

“I don’t know much of the trolls, Master, though most stories say they are fierce foes to face, the equal of many men or elves. I believe it is likely to be the case,” she told me gravely.

“No need to fear,” I assured her as I gave her a supportive squeeze.

“No way will this thing take orders from another, if it makes it as far as the Lair, I will duel it and kill it just like any other.”

My confidence was not misplaced, I’d been racking up the advantages to favour me for the last few weeks. A few weeks ago, when I was still a rank one dungeon, a troll like him may have troubled me. Not now, not in a one-on-one duel at least.

If I was wrong about the troll not taking the leadership position, or if I didn’t get to duel him then things might be a bit trickier. I remained confident I had enough tricks up my sleeve to ensure they wouldn’t make it to feast on my core.

There wasn’t much more to see for a while and the group dealt with the rest of the beasts in that chamber in much the same manner. Shellitz rumbling forward carelessly but battering his way through the animals he met. The gorilla and tiger were particularly ineffective as solitary creatures, and the trolls’ reach with his club kept them from getting close enough to harm him.

We had fifteen minutes to wait as they waded through the mud in the next room and after that, was a room I had made no changes to since I first opened. The bear hidden behind the corner may have given a party of the unranked pause, but not this lot.

They barely paused for breath as Shellitz engaged the bear first and the rest of their party surrounded the poor thing, swiftly hacking away with axes or the enchanted longswords I’d been giving away. Given that it was a solitary bear, a less dangerous foe than the juvenile tiger they had easily despatched in the room before, this section of the dungeon was pitifully unimpressive against them.

The ease and swiftness with which they progressed did not concern me, though. Thus far, what they faced was no different from a regular run, but that was about to change, as they entered the ‘Slick Bridge’.

Shellitz strode in as confident as ever, with the rest of the group fanning out behind him, he didn’t even stop to survey the scene. I expect he must have been briefed by the humans, halfling and ratkin before the group had come in. So, the shout from Frankel to wait, who must have spotted the sheen of the oil that now covered the bridge paths, came too late for the troll.

Shellitz stepped out onto the left-hand side path and promptly had his footing slip out from under him. He fell, his legs straddling the path and landed heavily on his groin. There was a high-pitched scream of pain or rage, it was difficult to tell which and then he toppled over into the spiked pit much to the amusement of Jessamyn and me.

I was inordinately happy the troll had been obliging enough to barrel forward unthinkingly into this trap. Not because it would kill him; he surely had the stamina to survive. No, because it was deliciously apt a troll was now lurking beneath the bridge, and it gave me a secret thrill of a job well done.

If only I’d put some goats bleating at him on the far side, but you can’t have it all.

The wood elves had not remained idle either, they launched their initial volley of arrows at the troll, who had just provided us with that joyously slapstick moment.

They now turned their aim to the rest of the group. The remaining eleven dungeoneers quickly formed up behind the half dozen of the group who carried shields. Those cowering behind then returned fire if they could.

I could see there was a quick bit of discussion going on between Frankel and Drakken. Their expectations would have been Shellitz crossing over the bridge virtually unmolested and occupying the elves and now they needed a new plan.

Had I been there in person, I would have ordered my elves to climb over the chevalier horse barriers they were taking cover behind and pepper the troll while he was still in the pit. I wasn’t so he would be spared, for now.

Before the human and ironskin dwarf could come up with a plan, Shellitz’s spiked club was thrown up from the pit and landed in front of the barriers. Followed shortly by his long limbs, clutching at the ledge, and the troll pulled himself up in short order.

My elves seeing the troll poke his head above the ledge switched targets again. If the chamber had been a bit bigger and they were farther back from the troll, they may have been able to kill him, due to them all being in enchanted gear. Unfortunately, he got in amongst them after only a single extra volley and once he began wailing on them with his spiked club they weren’t going to last long, even with enhanced stamina.

The rest of his party, enjoying a respite from the arrows, pulled some spare clothing from their packs. Using the clothing as impromptu washcloths, they wiped away the oil before crossing over and joining the fray. Karragh proved to be a capable warrior, and she was the first to vault over the barriers and join Shellitz in the fight. Hand axes lashed out and found their marks, slashing, and carving up my wood elf bowmen.

Once the wood elves were finished, I zoomed in. I wanted to see how this group would respond to the changeups I had thrown in their path.

Shellitz headed for the door without delay and Frankel yelled out to him in response.

“Shellitz, we need you to wait. The dungeon has changed, and we need to have a bit of patience, formulate some contingency plans for going forward,” the human advised.

“Shellitz does not take orders from you,” the troll rasped out.

“We move on, Shellitz is going to destroy this Wolf King, he is weak,” he said impatiently.

With that, he headed through the archway and into the corridor leading to the next chamber.

“Watch ye tongue,” Drakken snapped at Frankel. “We can’t afford to piss him off,” the ironskin continued in a more reasonable tone. “Trolls have been known to turn on their parties.”

“I know that Drakken, but we need to take the time to assess what is happening,” Frankel argued back.

“Talk while ye walk,” he told him with finality. “If the troll gets himself killed, ye’ll be the one to duel that wolf bastard.”

Drakken walked off after the troll, his two dirty bearded cronies followed closely in his wake. Karragh followed too, albeit reluctantly, giving a nod of encouragement to Frankel to follow.

Shaking his head Frankel motioned the rest of his group to keep moving, just before the corridor the brown-furred ratkin man, Teek, approached him.

“Hey boss, I thought you should know, those elves, they hit harder than they ought,” he told him.

His protruding nose moved up and down and wiggled his whiskers as he talked.

“How do you mean?” Frankel asked.

“I was hit by an arrow in the chest as we cleared the last of that oil, with all the armour I’m wearing it should have barely registered. Throughout the week it would be less than one percent, instead, I lost six,” he said, relaying his concerns.

“That troll can take a beating, but he isn’t invincible. If the elves are packing that much more of a punch, we’ve got to expect the Wolf King to do as well, don’t you think?” the ratkin finished.

“You’re not wrong Teek,” Frankel responded, his thoughts troubled. “You’re not wrong,” he repeated to himself.

A smile spread across my face, heartened by seeing trouble in the ranks of my opponents. Shellitz’s display of anger was also a confidence booster. If he pushed them to move faster, they wouldn’t have a chance to properly recover.

Onward they went, the troll having slaughtered the few gremlins in the next room before they even arrived. They caught up with Shellitz at the base of the ‘Chimney’.

“Up ye go, lads,” Drakken said, gesturing to the walls.

The rest of the Outsiders looked to their de facto leader Frankel.

“We stick to the plan,” he said after a moment’s pause.

The rest of his team within the team nodded their agreement, their true loyalties clear to all, apart from Shellitz.

“Move, quick,” roared the troll.

Gesticulating with his elongated arm to the group, getting a dirty glance from the humans, halfling and ratkin as they passed him. They started their ascent up the wall, and I was interested in how this would play out. I had made a couple of changes to the behaviour of the gremlins and ravens at the top.

A few minutes later, Dannel and Teek were just reaching the lip at the top of the climb and this triggered the activation of my minions.

First, my ravens flew forward, a single raven flying ahead of the flock, straight into the marble trigger stone on the wall opposite the end of the climb. The impact damage it suffered was enough to kill the raven and it dropped down the chute, but it had served its purpose, though.

This set off the dart trap. All the climbers who had made it up to thirty feet from the top were peppered with darts fired from the other side of the shaft. Each dart only inflicted ten piercing damage, but as it was from a single trigger source it was dealt with cumulatively. Most of the climbers were only struck by two, perhaps three, though.

Pain from injuries was lower than real life and on a sliding scale. The more damage inflicted, the more it hurt the recipient. Their armour would offset almost all the piercing damage and without the unexpected shock that pain brings, none of them fell.

I would have to rethink that trap for the future, it would work fine for less prepared or well-equipped groups. Yet, it would be likely future challenges would come from wilier groups like this and the trap had proved to be wholly ineffective against them.

The rest of the ravens, on the other hand, were considerably more successful. They flew directly down the chimney, ignored the climbers for the first thirty feet, so they could build up speed. They dive-bombed Shellitz and the ironskin dwarves who were climbing behind him.

The troll and most of the dwarves were unperturbed, but one of the ravens scored a direct hit to Vankar’s face and jabbed its beak just under his eye. With his armour, there would be no damage, but imagine trying to keep your grip when you have a medium-sized bird crashing into your face at speed. Difficult, yes? Well, it proved to be for Vankar.

Down he fell and onto the waiting spikes I had added to increase the harm fallers would take. Sadly, for me, he was one of the furthest down the ‘Chimney’, so the combined impact and spike damage didn’t kill him. He didn’t look well, but he would live to carry on. But he would be carrying a heavy mobility penalty that would last for at least the next thirty minutes.

What I wanted to see was coming up next, though. The gremlins remained back by the entrance as the human and ratkin both pulled themselves over the top. I’d already established earlier that dungeon creatures couldn’t attack adventurers during the transition point at the end of a climb if the climb was anything over thirty feet. The pair stood up, having seen the ravens sweep past them and quickly readied their weapons as they stepped forward, away from the edge.

Gremlins were utter rubbish, even with enchanted gear they were still outmatched so instead I’d equipped them for a different and more cunning purpose. Each gremlin now bore an oversized wooden shield, and I’d added strength enchantments to some of their gear which meant they could use the shields without penalty.

I had them charge as a combined shield wall towards the waiting adventurers. The gremlins crashed into the human and ratkin before they became aware of my small grey minions’ tactics. With no intent to slow down, the gremlins propped their shoulders up against the shields to support their charge forward and pushed the two Outsiders over the edge.

Alright, it wasn’t that cunning of a plan, but it caught Teek and Dannel enough by surprise that they didn’t adequately brace themselves for my lemming inspired gremlins. Even if it is a myth that lemmings commit mass suicide jumping off cliffs, the tactic was sound.

Teek got lucky, though I’m sure he didn’t feel like he had. Being a bit shorter than Dannel, he was hit in the face by a gremlin’s shield and stumbled backwards, losing his balance. He landed on his arse before the gremlin that struck him with its shield followed up and clattered into him again, rolling him over the edge.

Teek dropped his daggers and with his hands now free grabbed on to one of the handholds in the wall, preventing himself from falling. He had a wiry lightweight build which probably helped him keep his grip, despite the momentum of his fall.

No such luck for Dannel. Being taller, the gremlins’ shields struck him in the chest, and he briefly managed to keep his footing. Then he was driven over the edge by the combined secondary shove from my gremlins. He went clear over and had absolutely no chance to grasp hold of anything to save him and he fell all the way to the bottom. He plummeted to his demise and his plaintive wail echoed throughout the ‘Chimney’. Adding injury, to further injury, the gremlins which had pushed him over the edge followed him over, tumbling down to land on him at the bottom.

I shifted my viewing perspective to the base of the climb and observed his glassy-eyed stare. He was quite dead and would not be getting back up.

A success and one down. Taking out both raiders would have been preferable, but I could live with the current result.

After a few moments of shouting and yelling from various parts of the wall, the raiders became confident there were no more gremlins incoming and continued climbing to the top.

Vankar who was still at the bottom checked on Dannel confirming he was dead for the rest of the group and collecting Teek’s dropped daggers before restarting the climb himself.

It took ten minutes for all of them to make it to the top, as they were taking extra care. Not surprising considering the tricks I had pulled on them so far. Unbeknownst to them, their path was mostly clear for the next two rooms.

The gremlins and ravens were stationed in the adjacent chamber and had already been deployed. After that was the second L shaped room with another bear. The first lone bear hadn’t caused this team any trouble at all, it was inconceivable the second would either.

This got me thinking. Despite the added dangers I had worked into my dungeon there were still too many places for a challenge group to sit and rest. I would have to consider ways of shaking them up more, maybe more secret corridors with additional threats that would only spring forth during a challenge.

Yes, I liked that idea. It shouldn’t be all that difficult to set up either, adapting what I already had in place, which I’d already decided I wasn’t going to use in the same manner any longer.

I refocused my attention back to the matter at hand and as I predicted, they swept past the bear. Barely slowing down as the troll used its extended reach to batter the poor creature into bloody viscera using his spiked club. Next, they trooped into the ‘Zap Trap’ room and were forced to check their pace as they entered.

I had changed this room ever so slightly. I’d added shallow depressions throughout the room and some of these I filled with warm water, particularly around the areas I had set my clusters of zap traps. Then utilising the environmental features of dungeon rooms, I had paid to surround the water-filled depressions with dry ice.

This hadn’t elicited much commentary from the dungeon delvers during the earlier part of the week, and I made sure it looked as crystalline as I could make it. They assumed that because it was icy cold and delivered a bit of cold damage to any raider foolish enough to touch it that this was its only purpose. To trick the stupid, greedy, or unwary into harming themselves.

The real reason I had put it there was because I had instructed some of my minions to sweep through the room and push the dry ice into the water producing a low-lying clinging fog. This aided me by obscuring the location of the zap traps and now this room had become a test of memory.

If those that had been through before recalled where the traps were, they would be able to move through quite rapidly, provided they didn’t trip and fall in any of the depressions. However, as this was a significant change from a regular dungeon run, it could provoke a bit of trepidation from the more self-aware. I may have added some creepy orchestral mood music as well just to ramp up the caution factor.

None of which was necessary, Shellitz’s patience seemed to be just about exhausted. The troll pushed Teek and Domitan, another of the humans from the Outsiders, who had been leading the way with the ratkin man, when they halted upon entering the room first.

The pair stumbled forward, tripped and fell from the unexpected shove from behind, landing on top of the traps and setting several of them off. The traps were still only doing ten electrical damage each, so not fatal. Their armour, however, would offer no protection from this source of damage. The troll’s reckless aggression would no doubt put another chink in the already frayed cohesion of this group.

The two picked themselves up from the ground and glared at the unrepentant troll.

“Use your cloaks to waft this mist away and pick us out a path lad’s…before there are any more…accidents,” Frankel ordered the pair and motioned for his other compatriots to do the same.

“Yes,” Shellitz barked out. “Shellitz hungers for the Wolf King’s blood. No more delays. No room for cowards,” he finished off with a sneer at the still glowering duo.

As the rest of the Outsider’s crew moved to follow Frankel’s instructions, Frankel leaned in close to Drakken and whispered.

“This better work out as you promised, Drakken,” he muttered softly, suppressing his lips movements.

“Bringing the troll was your idea, you’d best step up and have a word, or me and the boys will straight up leave your sorry ass to fend for itself,” he finished.

He emphasised his threat with a solid two-finger jab to the small of Drakken’s back.

“Ye will, will ye laddie,” the steel-grey bearded dwarf smirked back.

“That’d mean leaving ye recently fallen friend to our tender mercy. Nah, I think ye in this till the end despite ye bluster. Best ye do as the troll says, they ain’t renowned for their patience,” he winked at Frankel.

Drakken moved into the room, following in the wake of the cantankerous troll, Shellitz was still remonstrating for the rest of the party to pick up the pace.

The rest of the ironskins dwarves jostled their way past the human, pointedly ignoring his baleful disgruntled scowl, Karragh being the only one to step around him. She gave him a quick look and a shrug of her shoulders before moving on without saying anything, as if to say, ‘What can you do’.

I watched with a dark mirthful delight to see the lack of harmony before me. I had a modicum of pity for Frankel and the Outsiders. They had been resourceful, forward-thinking and had impressed me with their strategy. However, then they hitched a ride on the Drakken express train straight onto my shit list. I couldn’t help that, and now I wouldn’t help them.

In fact, it was time to turn the screw.

I decided to use the perk I had gained from the Communicator 1 achievement and spoke quietly to Frankel, via the DDD.

“It’s not really going to plan, is it sunshine,” I said in a soft murmur.

“What the…” he mumbled.

His head whipped around looking for the source of my voice.

 “It’s the Wolf King. No point trying to find me, I’m not in there with you, at least, not yet anyway,” I chucked at his confusion.

“How…I don’t understand,” he asked, keeping his voice low just as I had.

“Magic dummy. How does anything happen here in the Proving Grounds? It just does,” I replied, unloading a little pocket of purgatory philosophy on him.

“Fine, what do you want? If it’s to beg or try to frighten us into retreating, you’ll be wasting your breath,” he snapped, while he moved slowly, making his way across the room, deftly avoiding the depressions.

I only had a few more moments before he would catch up with the trailing dwarves and they would be able to hear our conversation as well.

“Not much really,” I replied. “I just wanted to thank you for making it possible for Drakken to come back into the dungeon. This way I get another crack at him and I didn’t think it would happen you see. I feared no one would trust him enough, you know, considering what happened last time.”

Frankel stutter stepped as I finished, and I could see the wheels turn in his head before he responded.

“All that happened last time was they underestimated you,” he whispered, with feigned confidence.

“Is that so?” I replied ponderingly.

“A bit of a surprise Mannagar hasn’t filled you in, after you took him under your wing, got him levelled up and equipped. I suppose we know where his loyalties lie now,” I finished just as he caught up with the rest of the group.

The glare Frankel now directed at the dwarf, Mannagar, was enough to confirm I had successfully planted a few seeds of doubt.

As they headed into the ‘Playground’ and started to climb the cargo nets strung across the room, I went back through my logs of previous dungeon runs. It didn’t take me long to find the recording of Drakken’s first run from a few weeks ago, where they had plotted Jessamyn’s demise.

“Master, what do you have planned?” Jessamyn, who had been patiently sitting beside me as we watched, asked curiously.

“I’m just digging out the recording of your last run, Jess,” I told her a bit distractedly.

“I want to see if I can use the audio of Drakken’s treachery. Maybe play it for the unaware members of the group at an opportune moment,” I said, grinning at her.

“That is devious, Master,” she said, smiling back. “It would only be fitting if his fall was at the hands of his allies,” she finished.

Her smile took on an altogether darker, more menacing hue.

“That it would,” I smirked back giving her a quick kiss on the crown of her auburn hair.

After a few minutes, I was able to make a separate recording of the conversation between Drakken and Mannagar. I decided I would wait until just before the goblins in the ‘Stairway to Hell’ to reveal it.

That would be the most difficult encounter, besides me, the team would face. If I could fracture the group before they entered it would greatly increase the difficulty, and therefore the lethality.

I turned back to the monitor; smug satisfaction tugged my lips upwards.




Chapter 9

I watched as they clambered up and over the cargo net obstacles. The first wave of sprites flew from their hiding spots just as the leading pair of the party pulled themselves over the beam of the second blockade. The sprites released their payloads of sleep dust in the faces of those currently sat atop the beams.

Two of the human Outsiders, Cedric and Domitan, who had led the way, were wary enough, that the attack on them was ultimately unsuccessful. Although Cedric was hit with a hefty dose, he was steadied on the beam by his companion, and this prevented him from falling to the ground.

Those following were still scrambling over the first obstacle, including Shellitz and one of the ironskin dwarves. They were not working in the same collaborative manner. Shellitz easily shook off the effect of the dust he was hit with, but Gorbash, the other half of Drakken’s duo of henchmen did not have the same resilience. The dwarf toppled backwards falling almost fifty feet to land on his back with a crunching thud. I, of course, installed some spikes in this room too, increasing the damage for those who tumbled from their lofty perch.

Gorbash was similarly equipped to Vankar, and he had fallen farther and survived. Had he landed headfirst; it could have been a different story. Instead, he groggily got back to his feet and a few minutes later he slowly resumed his climb up and over the net blocking his way.

Now they were on high alert, the second wave of sprites was expected, surprised no one and were easily swept away.

I would need to update the instructions for them, splitting into two waves was proving to be ineffective against smarter groups. It would be better to wait and have the entire flock swoop down together. They could do it when the adventurers reached the top of the fourth beam, instead of the second, and hit them all at once.

Shellitz remained in a cantankerous and impatient mood and didn’t wait for the trailing members of the party to make it to the exit. As soon as he dropped down from the final net, he barked orders at Cedric and Domitan, who had got there ahead of him, to follow as he strode off into the next chamber without waiting for those following him.

They were jumped as they entered the next room, by the ten wolves stationed in there. Shellitz was able to handle most of the wolves, but a few of them managed to get past even his lengthy reach. The wolves engaged the two humans that had dutifully, if begrudgingly, followed behind the troll. The three wolves didn’t pose enough of a threat to kill or harm either of them significantly. However, the looks being exchanged spoke volumes about their discontent with the troll’s leadership style, or lack thereof.

I watched as the troll pressed on, oblivious or uncaring, of the glowers and scowls he was getting from the Outsiders.

“Enough dawdling,” he bellowed, back down the corridor to the ‘Playground’. “Keep up, or Shellitz leave you behind.”

The Outsiders looking to Frankel, who resignedly nodded, and they picked up their pace. Drakken’s two goons were still suffering the movement debuff for the falling damage they incurred and could not keep up. They were still struggling to get over the third net barrier when the Outsiders and the stoically silent Karragh had already left the room, following in the wake of the impatient troll.

“Follow on behind lads,” Drakken called to his lackeys.

“We’ll let the troll clear the way, ye should catch us up by the rolling logs if not before,” with his pep talk done, he left them and ran after the larger group.

His lack of loyalty to his ‘friends’ came as no surprise to me.

The vanguard entered one of my newer chambers, and it was set up with another agility-based obstacle. It was a large room, and most of the floor was a hollowed-out pit, with spikes, I couldn’t forget to add the spikes. Pedestal platforms alternated on either side of the room the adventurers would need to find their way on to them. There were ropes affixed overhead, leading from each platform onto the next, which the adventurers could use to climb across. At least, that was the idea.

Most of the regular delvers had done exactly that, used the overhead ropes to monkey climb over to the other side. Shellitz took one look, made a noise of disgust and promptly climbed down the fifteen-foot pedestal into the pit and then walked along the bottom to the end.

I had not been expecting that, and from the bemused looks on the faces of his companions, they hadn’t either. It was an eminently practical solution to the problem the room currently posed. A few of the Outsiders, who had been through here before had always used the ropes to climb across, now grinned at each other a bit sheepishly. They were quick to emulate the troll’s action, though.

This was doubly frustrating for me as the dungeon master. Not only were they going to clear this room quickly, but by not using the ropes they wouldn’t trigger the release of another cadre of sprites, armed with more sleep dust. Not that it truly mattered, as they weren’t using the ropes, even if the sprites were successful with their narcoleptic attack, it wouldn’t be harmful.

Just as Shellitz levered himself up onto the exit pedestal, Frankel called out to him.

“Shellitz, you need to wait a moment. The next room requires precision timing for the group to safely pass through,” he pleaded with the troll.

“You do not tell Shellitz what to do, human, Shellitz tells you what to do. Hurry, or be left behind,” the intolerant troll barked back.

“Bloody trolls,” Frankel whispered under his breath.

The rest of the party reached the base of the pedestal, Shellitz with his height and extended arm length had been able to reach the full fifteen feet to haul himself up. The Outsiders and the two remaining ironskin dwarves had to first provide a boost to the taller members of the party. Once they had pulled themselves up over the edge, they were able to take out some rope from their backpacks, which were linked to their inventories and assist the rest of the team to the top.

The entire operation would probably have only taken two minutes for the practised delvers, but the troll, as he had before, refused to wait and had already marched down the linking corridor into the next chamber.

While I watched the happenings from the comfort of my couch on the DDD, I needed to do something now the party was splitting up. I wanted to keep an eye on all of them after all. As soon as the troll left the rest behind, I mentally played around with the settings and was able to create three separate displays. The first followed Shellitz into the ‘Bull Run’, the second focused on the Outsiders as they were still climbing up the pedestal to the exit of ‘Jungle Rope’ and lastly, a third display to keep tabs on Gorbash and Vankar.

The pair of ironskin dwarves were only just starting to shimmy down the last cargo net in the ‘Playground’. Both of the ironskin dwarves were going carefully, mindful of the agility debuffs they were inflicted with. It didn’t look like they would catch up with the main party anytime soon, unless the Outsiders chose to wait for them, rather than following Shellitz.

Shellitz had wasted no time and entered the ‘Bull Run’ in a manner reminiscent of its titular name.

This chamber was another of my newer additions. The room was designed with a circular pit in the centre and a fifteen-foot-wide path that stretched around on either side. The floor had been covered in dirt and sawdust, which I had been accumulating from my resource and workrooms. The exit to this room was at the far end and in front of the archway that led out were the six bulls I had posted in here.

During a regular run, the bulls would wait until at least one member of the party had advanced far enough, either to the left or the right, around the pit. Then, the bulls as a single unit would start running around that side of the circular path, chase down, and try to charge the nearest enemy target.

The standard tactic adopted by groups was to have your fastest team member go left just far enough to trigger the bulls to run towards them. Then the rest of the team would scoot in the opposite direction and the triggerman doubled back, hoping to outrun the charging bulls. It was a tactic that usually worked unless the triggerman was too slow or tripped and fell as he ran, following the rest of the party.

The troll showed that despite his impatience and general disdain for his comrades, he was not stupid. He had obviously paid attention to the Outsider’s rundown on how best to clear the dungeon, the high notes at least.

He first went left just far enough, triggered the bulls run and turned around and started an almost comical loping jog in the other direction. He couldn’t sprint, but his longer than average legs allowed him to cover a lot more ground per stride. Had I left this room unchanged, I’ve no doubt he would have been successful in making it to the exit before the bulls reached him.

Fortunately for me, I had updated their orders to foil this standard clearance tactic. All six bulls initially started running to their right, just far enough to encourage groups into committing to running in the opposite direction. Then the back three bulls’ orders were to stop, turn around, and head the other way. Meanwhile, the front three continued unabated, so they could hit the, hopefully, surprised team from both sides.

Shellitz may not have been stupid, but he had arrogance in spades and by the time he looked up from his loping jog it was too late for him to brace or try any kind of evasive action. Trying to minimise the distance he needed to cover he had been jogging close to the edge, which exacerbated the potential carnage when the three bulls, the three who had turned around, ploughed into him.

The bull’s orders were to try and drive raiders into the pit. When they collided with him, they did so at an angle, driving him back and over onto the waiting spikes below. The momentum of the three bulls’ meant they followed him over, crash-landing on top of his already speared form. The wailing of his pain and anger was like music to my ears.

The armour he was attired in offset a big chunk of the potential damage, then add in his prodigious stamina and the resulting health pool that afforded him, and he wasn’t dead. I made another note to update the dungeon on the next rest day to secrete a fighter down there somewhere that could emerge to finish off those that survived the fall.

The bull that landed directly on Shellitz was still alive and tried to trample him with its hooves. However, it struggled to stand to make that easier and proved ineffective in both regards. The troll, who had dropped his enormous, spiked club during the fall, used its claws and teeth to finish the bull off before throwing it to the side. Free from other distractions he began pulling himself off the copper spikes he was still impaled on.

While that happened in the pit, the three bulls that had been coming from the other direction continued their run. They made their way around, circling the pit in the centre and what happened next was pure luck, not being intended on my part at all.

The bull’s instructions during a challenge were to circle the central pit until they saw a raider to chase down. I had specifically instructed them not to target anyone already in the pit, thus they ignored Shellitz, for now.

Like most herbivores, the eyes of a bull are just to the side of their head giving them enhanced peripheral vision. As they passed the exit, where they started their run earlier, it gave them a good view of the entrance on the other side. Not just the entrance, but beyond the archway, and down the corridor to the connecting chamber. Right where the Outsiders, Drakken and Karragh were beginning to congregate. The last few of them were now climbing up the ropes being held by their teammates who had already finished getting up onto the pedestal.

Having spotted these fresh targets, the bull’s continued running around the pit. When they approached the entrance, they slowed their gait enough to pass through the rectangular door shaped whole. The doorway needed to be large enough for a creature the size of a troll to pass through, and the bulls were able to get through as well, albeit one at a time. They lost much of their momentum skidding through that gap, but once through the thirty-foot length of the corridor was more than enough to allow them to regain most of their speed before they reached the other end.

The first bull came bursting out of the archway into the pedestal area. The platform, which was roughly fifteen square feet, gave Frankel, Drakken, Karragh and Teek enough space to jump to either side as the bull ran headlong through the middle of this landing area. Domitan who had been bracing at the edge, holding a rope for Mackie the halfling to get to the top was hit completely unawares with the full force of a bull’s charging headbutt.

He was hit in the lower back and his body bent backwards with the force of the impact. Both victim and bovine assailant sailed over the edge, down onto the copper spikes below. Domitan, like Shellitz a minute before, had the same misfortune of a five-hundred-pound bull land on top of him. With lower stamina and therefore lacking access to a similar-sized health pool his spiked landing and subsequent crushing was quite fatal.

Having seen what had just happened to Domitan out of the corner of his eye, Cedric, who had been holding the rope for Mannagar, released his grip. The dwarf fell back down a few feet, not that he would be hurt falling such a short distance. Cedric dove back towards the safety of the wall by the exit and the second bull was unable to slow down as it emerged and ran past him.

The only person the second bull could now clearly see was Mackie the halfling. He had almost reached the top just as Domitan had been knocked over and now hung on to the edge of the pedestal. He was amid crawling up and onto the pedestal, which was not a particularly wise move on his part, given the circumstances.

The only thing sparing him a certain death was he still lay on the floor. The bull was unable to lower its head sufficiently, while charging toward him, to gore the halfling with its horns. That didn’t prevent Mackie from being trampled badly as the bull ran over him on its unimpeded trip over the edge. This bull landing headfirst as it hit the ground and was killed outright.

The third bull would have followed its herd mate in crushing the halfling if Frankel hadn’t acted quickly. He switched his weapon to a spear, thrust it out as the bull ran by and tripped the beast as it cleared the doorway.

The bull fell to the ground, its velocity driving it forward to follow its fellows over the edge. As it slid past Mackie, the bull tried to hook him with its hooves, missing by the smallest of margins.

I watched as the raiders stood or sat in stunned silence for a moment. I tried to high five with Jess, but she didn’t quite understand the gesture, and I would have to explain it later. The quiet was broken soon after by a squealing Mannagar at the base of the plinth.

“Two of them are still alive, please, somebody, throw me the rope,” he yelped shrilly.

His fear and begging accounted for the higher pitch in his voice.

Teek, the ratkin man, was the first after Frankel to regain his composure. He retrieved some fresh rope from his pack and dangled it over the edge for the dwarf to snatch a hold of.

Frankel moved to block the corridor entrance and looked for any more dangers, though there were none to come.

Mannagar was fortunate, both surviving bulls were momentarily stunned following their respective falls. By the time they had recovered, he had reached the top of the outcropping in front of the exit, enjoying the relative safety it provided.

“No fucking more,” Frankel said with barely restrained anger in his voice.

“Watch ye tone, lad. Ye don’t want to do anythin’ foolish,” Drakken spoke up, in a gruff warning tone.

“Foolish, I’ve lost two of my people because that fucking troll can’t see sense,” he raged back.

“Ye’ll get ‘em back when we clear and all the rewards that come with doing that to boot. Now best we catch up with him before he sets anything else off,” Drakken snapped impatiently.

With that Drakken pushed past Frankel and trooped down the corridor. He was closely followed by Karragh, though she stopped by Frankel’s side as she was passing.

“Sorry about your friend, but it’s too late to turn back, and we need to make the best of it,” she consoled him.

It had been the first time I had heard her speak. Her voice was deeper than I expected but still had an alluring femininity to it.

Hearing her sparked a jolt of lust and my cock twitched and started hardening. Even with Jessamyn at my beck and call, my libido seemed to have no end and I was already relishing the anticipation of adding another willing woman to my bed.

My newfound confidence occasionally took me by surprise, but I’d reached the point I was just going to roll with it, worries and self-doubt were for my former life.

Having said her piece Karragh walked away and followed Drakken into the ‘Bull Run’. Mannagar was not far behind her, seemingly unwilling to wait about any longer and the remaining Outsiders, Teek, Mackie and Cedric, formed up by their leader.

“Something’s got to change,” he said firmly.

“Follow my lead boys, we need to take control of this. The troll needs to be reined in, for his own good, as well as for Dannel and Domitan.”

The trio nodded in unison.

With that, the group headed through the doorway and shortly came out at the other end.

As they walked in, Shellitz had just finished hauling himself out of the pit. He appeared a bit banged up, but I could already see he was looking better than he had a few minutes ago. My suspicions that the troll had some natural Resilience, which would allow him to regenerate health each minute, like myself, was essentially confirmed.

The Outsiders marched around the edge of the pit in close formation, looking down they could see the remains of the three other bulls that had attacked Shellitz.

“Good, all here. No more dawdling, not long to the end now,” the troll ordered impatiently.

“No. You are listening to me now, Shellitz. It may have escaped your notice, but we aren’t all here. We’re down another team member, another one of my people and it’s all because you can’t restrain yourself,” Frankel spoke up and pointed his finger emphatically at the troll.

“Pah! Shellitz doesn’t need to listen to you, foolish human. Shellitz followed your pathetic advice for bull room, and it be wrong. Shellitz be hurt because of your incompetence. No wonder Frankel’s people are dying. Frankel be bad leader,” the troll snapped back with disdain.

“Listen here…” Frankel started to shout back.

Drakken stepped in between them holding up placating hands to each of them.

“Now lads, there don’t be nay need for any infightin’. Ye both got impressive leadership qualities. We only need to keep it together for a few more rooms and then the rewards be ours,” the ironskin dwarf reasoned.

Desperately appealing for both sides to calm down.

I’d been watching intently and felt it was now time to intervene again. Frankel’s blood was still up, and I didn’t want to risk cooler heads prevailing. Also, I thought it was going to be kind of fun.

“I’m not sure I would listen to him if I were you,” I suggested loudly, using the DDD to project my voice into the room with them so that they could all hear.

This caused a bit of consternation as you would expect, only Frankel had known I could talk to adventurers directly.

“Don’t worry it’s just your friendly neighbourhood wolfman. Here to give you a bit of helpful advice,” I assured them. They wouldn’t get the Spiderman reference, but I did it for me, not them.

My attempt at reassurance helped calm the alarm, speaking to them directly had caused, and they settled down a little.

“What do you mean?” said Frankel.

“Don’t listen to him, he is trying to distract us. Must mean we got him scared lads.” Drakken said encouragingly before I could respond.

Trying to twist events to his advantage.

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that. After all, you are already down by two, and the real threats are yet to come. I couldn’t help but notice it wasn’t any of Drakken’s ironskin dwarf allies who’ve had the misfortune of perishing. I did already warn you he had a reputation, Frankel, and I would have thought you might be a teeny bit concerned,” I said, baiting the hook.

“You mentioned this before, what reputation?” Frankel said.

“Nay listen to him…” Drakken started, an edge of concern creeping into his voice.

“Not had a chance to coerce Mannagar into filling you in?” I commented, cutting Drakken off.

“I suppose I’ll have to be the bad guy, just don’t shoot the messenger,” I chuckled.

Another reference that probably went right over their heads. The old me would probably be getting a little self-conscious with the repeated joke fails.

“Well, Drakken and Mannagar here, entered into a little plot to do away with several members of the group they first came in here with. It was quite callous of them, and they even colluded to betray a trusting young elf girl who was down to her last soul mark. She would have been damned had it not been for a dashing, devilishly handsome, monster coming to her rescue. That would be me by the way.”

I paused to let that sink in, Frankel’s gaze shifted from Drakken who seemed briefly dumbstruck, then on to Mannagar. He cringed away, making himself as small as possible, he may as well have been yelling his guilty confessions.

“It nay be true, Frankel,” Drakken wheedled. “The Wolf King be filling ye head with lies, we’d nay betray ye nor any other.”

Bingo! Now I had the fucker by the proverbial balls. This was the moment to play the audio I had put together a little while earlier.

“Point is we have a plan to get more gear and more

experience, do ye want in or don’t ye?” The recording of Drakken spoke, audible to all.

“I wouldn’t say no to either of those, so I’m in I reckon. How

are we getting it?” Mannagar’s response was loud and clear to the room.

“Simple laddie, four is a more even split than six,”

“How do you mean? ya can’t harm other folk in yar party?”

“There are ways if ye crafty. Jevas will be easy, Vankar was on a run with him before, and he is a bit too eager to enter the fray. We just need to hang back a little at each encounter, let the dungeon wear him down. After we pass the climb, I’ll announce it’s too late to go back and we must go faster. I think we can rely on him panicking a little and rushing ahead right into the bear just after the climb. That ought to do him in.”

“What about the woody bitch, though? The whole camp knows she can’t fight for shit, she ain’t gonna rush forward.”

“No, if she doesn’t manage to get herself killed before we get to the end, Gorbash and Vankar here, will grab her by her bony arms and throw her to the Wolf King’s wolves. While they are tearing her apart, we move in, finish the wolves off and then take the Wolf King himself.”

I’d left a few bits out of the conversation. Mostly Drakken insulting Mannagar, but my editing was seamless if I do say so myself. I stopped the audio recording, and if that didn’t shatter the fragile trust amongst this group, nothing would.

“It’s not true, the dungeon faked it, ye should nay listen to it.” Drakken managed to stutter out unconvincingly.

Mannagar’s face crumpled with shame and self-loathing. At least that’s how I interpreted it, and it would seem Frankel did as well.

“There is no need for me to fake anything when you provide such convincing proof yourself.” I laughed.

“Did you cook this up between you and the troll?” Frankel snarled, his rage plain on his face.

“Get me and my people killed so you can cut us out of the rewards at the end of the dungeon,” he finished.

He didn’t seem to know who he wanted to confront more, Drakken or the troll, Shellitz.

“Enough,” Shellitz roared.

“No more distractions. Shellitz does not care what dungeon says. Shellitz does not care what weak human says. If dark dwarves try and betray Shellitz, Shellitz will smash them.”

“No, not anymore, you are not leading us to our deaths. From now on we follow my lead.” Frankel told the troll.

Shellitz’s eyes initially widened with surprise, then narrowed. His fury plain for all to see and that is when things took a very interesting turn.

Sitting back at the DDD, I received a prompt.

Due to the Dominance dungeon law in The Wolf King’s Lair, penalties will not be applied for inter-party conflicts if they are directly related to establishing or challenging for dominance. 

I hadn’t known this would be the case, if I had I might have made more of an effort to disrupt party cohesion before this. No matter, I would be happy to take advantage of it now and in the future.

I presumed the party inside the dungeon was prompted or imbued with the same information. Shellitz’s sudden evil grin certainly backed up that assumption.

His reaction to the news was also the quickest, even if it was also the daftest action to take. Still, I had been working toward something like this, so I wasn’t about to complain. He lifted the large gnarled, spiked club and swung it at Frankel. The spiked club wasn’t especially fast, but it had the advantage of surprise.

Frankel may have been a bit slower to realise the implications of this previously hidden clause in the dominance law, but not so slow that he wasn’t able to drop to his knees and duck his head under the troll’s wild swing.

Cedric, who had moved up to stand at Frankel’s left shoulder during the conversation, wasn’t so fortunate. He had been eyeing Drakken as the ironskin dwarf had been backing away from the irate Outsider’s group. With his focus not on Shellitz, he didn’t see the incoming spiked club and it crashed with a sickening thud into the side of his head.

The initial impact, even as a double-strength critical hit, might not have been enough to kill him. Not with the damage reduction from the armour he was wearing, but it didn’t matter. The momentum of the spiked club dragged him sideways, and he crumpled bonelessly into the pit. Falling he was speared by the spikes below upon landing and he wasn’t getting up after that, irrespective of whether it was the club or the fall that killed him.

Now bedlam truly reigned as the party went to war with one another. Frankel and Mackie let out anguished yells and charged Shellitz in a rage. Drakken practically sprinted behind the troll trying to stay out of harm’s way and Mannagar cowered over by the wall, frozen in indecision.

What Karragh would have chosen to do, stick with her kin, Drakken, or fight for the currently recognised group leader Shellitz, or stand apart became a moot point. Teek, the ratkin, chose for her when he turned what appeared to be a manoeuvre to evade the trolls’ spiked club into a sneak attack on her with his dual-wielded daggers.

The surprise allowed him to score a few slicing hits to her kidneys before she reacted, but then Karragh hefted her pair of hand-axes and began matching him blow for blow. The pair danced about one another for a dozen seconds or so. Teek had the speed advantage, but Karragh had more experience with her chosen weapons and one-on-one combat. It didn’t take long before she was hacking chunks from him twice as regularly as he was able to slice her back with his short blades.

Teek moved in closer and tried to get inside her guard, making it harder for her to use her hand-axes and easier for him to stab her vital spots. It seemed Karragh had been waiting for this and showed a ruthless streak and targeted every man’s most vital spot herself. She kicked the poor ratkin man square in the balls.

He may not have wanted to, but Teek fell to his knees and even dropped one of his blades. Karragh wasted no time, launching a flurry of axe blows to his exposed head and neck and Teek teetered under the onslaught, toppled over to his right, lifeless.

Frankel and Mackie employed similar tactics as the ratkin man against the troll Shellitz. They were trying to get close enough to render his massive, spiked club useless. It went well for them initially, until Shellitz caught the halfling with the backswing of his elbow. Mackie pinwheeled a few feet behind the troll, trying to keep his balance before he finally lost his footing and hit the dirt floor.

The halfling fell directly at the feet of Drakken, the ironskin dwarf smiled nastily and took advantage of the opportunity Mackie’s trip to the dirt afforded him and went to town with his hammer. The poor halfling was virtually defenceless as the now snarling dwarf rained heavy hammer blows down upon him. I could see the vicious gleam in the dwarf’s eyes as he slammed his hammer upon his victim repeatedly, continuing even after Mackie’s body had gone limp in death.

Frankel glanced about and saw he was now the last man standing and threw whatever caution he had remaining out the window. He dashed forward, dropped to his knees and slid across the dirt floor trying to go through the troll’s legs, at least, that is what he tried to do. I can only imagine he was hoping to hamstring Shellitz or take him out at the knees and possibly topple him back into the pit they were fighting beside.

Unfortunately, Shellitz proved though he may not have book smarts, he was a cunning bastard. Anticipating Frankel’s move he had already shifted his body away from the edge and brought his large warty green foot down on the human’s chest trapping him as his slide left him vulnerable. The troll let go of his spiked club, reached down and grabbed hold of Frankel’s head. Then twisted it violently, snapping his neck.

I could see Frankel wasn’t quite out of health yet, but with a ‘broken’ neck, he must have been suffering one hell of a debuff. Shellitz raised his foot from Frankel’s prone form and the troll picked up his unresisting body. He lifted him clear above his head and roared with rage, victory, or unrepentant hate and launched the last surviving member of the Outsiders group, not counting Mannagar, into the middle of the pit. Frankel’s last moments were being impaled on the bloodthirsty spikes below.

As the remaining members of the challenging party took a moment to catch their collective breaths, I looked upon the carnage with a gleeful smile on my lips. They were down to four, with only a possible two more still struggling to catch up.

With that in mind, I glanced back at the second viewer, having dismissed the third when the Outsiders group caught up with Shellitz. I wanted to see what progress the other two ironskin dwarves, Vankar and Gorbash, had made.

My smile grew even larger at what I saw.

They had both finally made it to the ‘Jungle Ropes’ room during the eruption of the civil war in the chamber ahead of them. With the vanguard group already moved on, they didn’t get the hint from Shellitz that you could just climb down. They were trying to cross to the exit of the chamber in the traditionally intended manner. Hanging from the rope and pulling themselves across hand over hand, in a monkey climb.

Of course, now there were two, albeit wounded, bulls pacing about on the dungeon floor, snorting, and pawing the ground with their hooves, it was probably no longer a choice they could easily make. This led to my second piece of unintended good fortune.

As the initial group had eschewed using the ropes, which I had so graciously provided, they hadn’t triggered the sprite attack when they made their way across. However, Vankar was kind enough to do so when he reached the halfway point of the third rope, as he crossed the room.

The sprites swept from their alcoves in the walls and with only two adventurers in the room, the dwarves were targeted by five sprites each. With both of their hands occupied holding onto the rope above their heads, they were unable to enact any useful evasive moves and were hit with several doses of sleep powder each.

Both Vankar and Gorbash succumbed to the powder’s narcoleptic effects and suffered an uncontrolled twenty-five-foot drop to the spiked floor below as a result. If that hadn’t been enough to end them, the trampling they received from the two bulls seconds later certainly was.

I cackled loudly along with Jessamyn at their fates. Who would have thought that my herbivorous dungeon creatures would claim more casualties than the carnivores?

I closed the second viewer now it was no longer needed and returned my attention to the now remaining quartet of a troll and three dwarves. Just in time to catch the end of a conversation between Drakken and Shellitz.

“…Shellitz already tell dwarves what to do, we move on,” the troll snapped angrily.

“…but,” Drakken started.

“No, Shellitz give orders, unless you want to follow Frankel into pit,” Shellitz snarled, and hefted the spiked club with obvious menace.

“That won’t be necessary,” the ironskin dwarf pleaded, backing up a few steps.

“Ye’re likely right, the lads will catch us up afore we get to Wolf King.”

It looked like Drakken had been trying to convince the impatient troll to wait for his now dearly departed lackeys. And had about as much success as Frankel had, that being none whatsoever.

Shellitz grunted at the dwarf’s assent and turned about, marching into the corridor leading to the next of my trials for this team to overcome.

Drakken watched him go for a moment before he gathered himself and walked over to the still cowering Mannagar. Grabbing him by the shoulder, he gave him a yank to get him on his feet.

“Up ye get lad,” he ordered. “We still need to get through the maze and ye be the only one of us who has been through it.”

Mannagar slowly rose, his eyes stared off into the distance. “It’s happening again, we should turn back, or we’ll never get out of here,” he mumbled.

Karragh had just finished drinking a health potion, healing up what wounds she had taken from her fight with Teek, the ratkin man.

“So, the Wolf King was telling the truth, you did plot to betray your team here before,” she sneered at Drakken.

“I’ll nay be accused of betrayal by the likes of ye, woman,” Drakken fired back.

“Ye can’t betray an elf bitch any more than ye can betray a fucking worm, ‘cause that’s all they be worth. Ye best watch ye tongue, ye be here on sufferance as it is.”

“I’m here because you and your two pet mongrels barely equal a single real fighter combined. The troll has been carrying you, and you know it,” she retorted with unconcealed distaste. “If I didn’t think you’d leave those poor bastards dead at the dungeon’s end, I’d be halfway back to the entrance already.”

Karragh finished and turned to Mannagar, addressing him in a softer tone of voice.

“Come on Manny. We need to keep up with troll. If you think he’s in a shitty mood now, imagine what he’ll be like after he gets himself lost in the maze ahead,” she told him, trying to inject a little humour into the proceedings.

“They were your friends, right? We need to get to the end to bring them back.”

The last part of her argument seemed to get through to the broken dwarf, he stood a little straighter, nodding his head firmly.

“I’m ready, I can show you the way through,” he said.

His voice querulous at first but clearing as he finished.

Karragh gave him a reassuring pat on the back, and the trio began to jog after the troll whose loud barking of frustrated anger could already be heard echoing through the corridor ahead.

It would take them a few minutes to get through the ‘Labyrinth’. There weren’t any dangers in there at present, and it was just a maze of granite formed corridors, most paths having dead ends. Another obstacle whose real purpose was to delay. I checked out their run timer and could see they still had an hour to make it to my core floor, and it was enough time to clear the last six chambers, not that I intended to let them get far.

I turned to Jessamyn to ask her a question, something Karragh said had piqued my curiosity.

“Jess, what did Karragh mean about Drakken leaving the Outsiders dead at the end of the dungeon? I thought if a challenge was successful, they would all be resurrected?” I said, voicing my queries.

“That is usually what happens, Master, but there is a second option, most supplicants call it the ‘Survivor’s Dilemma’. At the end of a challenge, you can choose not to bring back any of those who have fallen. If you do, the survivor’s share the rewards that would have gone to those who fell, but if the survivors choose this then those unfortunates would not be resurrected and would count as one of your fallen, Master.”

“However, it is a secret ballot amongst the surviving members of a party, and the decision to abandon them must be unanimous and there is a price, of course. You are permanently marked, so all will know you have sacrificed others for your own gain. It’s not uncommon amongst the orken tribes, for them it is almost expected behaviour.

“Most guilds forbid the practice and would never accept anyone so marked as a member. This helps deter many from using the option, and you won’t have seen anyone marked in this way so far, as they would be too high a rank to enter your dungeon,” the auburn-haired wood elf patiently explained to me.

“Really, I don’t recall seeing anything like that in the handbook,” I said in response, still a bit doubtful.

“Yes, Master, I think it is like some of the dungeon rules Tenzing is not allowed to tell you. New arrivals aren’t imbued with this knowledge, unlike the other functions of the City and Dungeons. However, some of the more honourable supplicants will take the time to apprise new arrivals that it could happen in a challenge run and they should be sure they trust their fellow delvers not to take advantage,” she said.

“That explains it I suppose, thank you for filling me in. I learn something new every day, I might be able to use this to sow further discord in groups,” I grinned happily. Already envisioning future groups falling apart without me even having to fight them.

A few minutes later, the four remaining members of the raid group passed out of the ‘Labyrinth’ and into ‘Wipeout’. One of my earlier Agility challenges, rolling logs between plinths crisscrossing the granite cavern. No spikes here, no if you fell from the rolling logs you would land in wet concrete ten feet deep.

I had been looking forward to this. Shellitz was big and strong, and his extended arms gave him the reach that made him quite capable with most of the climbing obstacles he had faced thus far. This was something different and would test his balance. Something his size and likely lack of Agility stats, meant would prove far trickier, even if the dwarves did hold the logs for him, as was typically done.

Events transpired to thwart my glee yet again. Upon entering the room, each of the dwarves reached into their inventory backpacks and pulled out twenty-foot planks of cut wood. Then they just laid them down between the plinths and the troll and dwarves just walked across. They picked the planks up once all four were over to the first of the plinths and placed them again to cross over to the second.

I was exceptionally nonplussed by this turn of events, as I worked very hard making all that concrete. Admittedly I could have paid XP for it, but that wasn’t the point. I’d spent hours denaturing limestone in a kiln for the quicklime, and hours more digging, to collect the aggregate and hardly anybody ever fell in.

The ‘Stairway to Hell’ was next, and now that I was in a slightly grumpier mood, decided it was time to finish this.

“Jess, I am heading into the dungeon. I want a chance to duel the troll before the goblins finish them off. Can you please stay here and watch for anything unexpected?”

“Yes, Master, I will keep watch as you crush them,” she said with unexpected vehemence.

She had obviously been a little upset when I’d originally told her of Drakken’s treachery but had seemed to shrug it off shortly after. Perhaps, it had upset her more than I had first believed. I would have to do something nice for her after, maybe a highlight reel of the ironskins’ demise to watch while drinking a nice bottle of wine.

I gave her one of my cheeky grins before shifting my perspective to where my warwolf avatar stood in the Arena. I wasted little time and headed through the ‘Decision Chamber’, reverting to my humanoid shape as I navigated my way through the oil dosed bramble maze. My warwolf avatar at eight feet would have a tougher time getting through. I would constantly be caught on every thorn the boughs were bedecked in.

It would be a shame they wouldn’t meet a fiery end, but I had serious doubts the four remaining raiders could make it past all fifteen of the tooled-up goblins on the stairway. Having broken the party, it wasn’t necessary to engage in a duel, but I could indulge myself in this more cinematic ending.

I reached the end of the brambles, morphed back to my warwolf and made my way through the intervening corridor, appearing at the top of the stairway. Down below I could see my targets had already entered at the bottom and were already embroiled in combat with the first tranche of five goblins that manned the initial barricade.

I scanned the group briefly, and Shellitz was at the front, laying about him with his oversized spiked club. Although his reach wasn’t keeping him as far away as I think he would have liked. If he stayed farther back to try and take advantage, then because of the steps he was too low to properly clear the barricade when swinging his spiked club to hit the goblins. He had to get much closer, and that brought him in range of their four spears, not to mention the lone combatant armed with a crossbow. I had put one in each of the three groupings of goblins.

Karragh and Mannagar flanked the troll on either side, trying to keep at least some of the goblins occupied. This would allow the troll to use his superior strength and damage dealing capacity to kill off the two at the centre of the goblin formation. It made sense to adopt this tactic as their team no longer had any ranged attackers, not with the loss of all the Outsiders.

Watching them for a moment, I realised I may have underestimated their potential to make it past the goblins. Their tactics appeared to be working well, but that wasn’t what stuck out most, though. What was immediately noticeable to me, was the absence of Drakken. Where was that foul, black-bearded weasel?  I didn’t have time to ruminate on his disappearance, I was prompted with the option to initiate a duel with Shellitz, the leader of the trio.

I swiftly agreed, and used the new perk provided by the duelling streak 2 achievement, elected to set the ground for the duel as the entrance area of the ‘Bramble Maze’. I could choose that as it was still visible to me from my vantage point at the top of the stairs.

Shellitz accepted the duel, and my goblins were forced to stand aside allowing him to pass. As he neared the apex of the stairwell, I felt a similar compulsion to walk back through to where I had set the duel to take place.

Just as I left the room, I gave a mental command to all the remaining goblins to swarm and kill the two remaining dwarves. They would have to wait until they were unfrozen when both Shellitz and I left for the next chamber. I may as well take the opportunity to proof of concept whether I could use this perk to further disadvantage my attackers.

We marched down the corridor and away from the previous action and I could hear in the background the fighting had recommenced, which was a good sign for me.

I was forced to remain far enough ahead of the troll, so was out of his reach. I walked back into the ‘Bramble Maze’ first and turned to the right taking my place and readied my double-headed maul and shield combination.

Shellitz took up his spot a few seconds later and I was given the countdown to the beginning of the duel. As the counter hit zero the troll spread his arms wide and bellowed loudly. His behaviour reminded me of the film Predator and I just couldn’t help myself.

“You. Are. One. Ugly. Motherfucker,” I calmly told him.

Enunciating each word slowly in my best Arnie impression, even as I said it, the random thought flitted across my mind, that it had been a crying shame I hadn’t been doing this from the beginning. Mental note, more Arnie quotes during climactic fight sequences.

Quipping done, I hefted my double-headed maul and prepared to advance. Shellitz briefly had a look of confusion on his face, I think he was trying to understand what a motherfucker was. The bewildered expression morphed into one of incandescent rage as the penny finally dropped.

“Shellitz not fuck mother. Shellitz mother be wonderful troll,” he raged before launching himself at me.

Who’d have thought he would be such a sensitive Mama’s boy?

Shellitz crossed the distance between us in a handful of strides, swinging his spiked club as he ran. I stood my ground and quickly cast my Venom spell upon my double-headed maul. I then lifted my left arm, with the tower shield strapped to it, up to intercept and block the incoming attack.

His spiked club connected with my tower shield with a clanging thud. Having braced for the impact and thanks to the plethora of Strength enchantments I wore, my shield arm held firm. It was his spiked club that bounced off and away.

This left his guard wide open, and I swept my double-headed maul under his outstretched left arm. The double-headed maul made a crunching contact with his copper chain shirt just below his armpit.

After connecting I received the ghostly combat prompt 24%/58%. The first number being the percentage of his health I had taken from him, the second how much he had remaining.

I backed away, deciding to give him a moment to mentally absorb just how deep the pile of shit he found himself in was.

“That must have hurt,” I growled.

My lupine jowls pulled back, baring my fangs in a warwolf version of a mocking grin.

“Shellitz not afraid of you. Shellitz will dance on your bones,” the troll snapped back.

He seemed rattled to me, as well he should be. He began circling me, playing for time I thought, hoping to start regenerating some of that lost health. As fun as it may have been, I didn’t want to give him any chance to recuperate. The venom effect from my spell might offset any healing he had but it was possible Shellitz had resisted it with his combined stamina and resilience.

That was a downside of spells, as it was only the target who was informed of their success or failure. Great if you are the target, not so much if you were the caster.

I decided to take the initiative, using my superior speed, I raced forward and caught him unawares. He tried fending me off with his spiked club but was only partially successful. I slammed the double-headed maul down on the meat of his left arm with authority.

I was rewarded with a 12%/46% ghost graphic, he was under half and I had only hit him twice. The goblins had managed to drain some of his health before this duel, so I couldn’t take all the credit, but I’d happily accept most of it.

He scrambled to my right, away from the doorway, swinging his spiked club wildly as he barrelled past me. I evaded it for the most part, but it did manage to graze my shoulder as it flew by me and I saw my damage graphic, it was a reassuring 1%/99%.

One-on-one, when all my gear was accounted for, this duel was a mismatch. I’d feel a bit sorry for him if he wasn’t such a titanic prick that came here to eat my soul.

I carefully chased after the troll leading with my shield, using it as an impromptu battering ram. He’d been positioning himself to counter my double-headed maul and was unprepared for the shield bash manoeuvre. The top of the shield cracked into his under-biting jaw. Only 8%/38% but it knocked the rightmost protruding tusk from his mouth and left a half dozen of his other foul yellowed teeth, smashed and ruined.

He howled in pain and stumbled backwards, his back now up against the bramble wall behind him. Seeing him there, I was hit by a lightning bolt of inspiration.

The oiled brambles may not have to go unused after all. I lashed out quickly, lowered my shield and raised my leather-strapped foot, kicking forward. Once again, my extra speed and the unexpected nature of my attack allowed me to bypass any attempted defensive move by the troll.

My foot connected dead-centre with his protruding gut, knocking the wind from him, but more importantly he was forced to stumble back even further. He tripped on the gutter edges the bramble walls were planted in and fell back into the structure. It was only made of wicker, so it had no chance of bearing his weight and he fell clear through the first wall and into the second, eventually hitting the floor with a thump, now completely entangled within the bramble thickets.

I stepped back to the doorway, put my maul down leaning its handle against the wall and retrieved the guttering torch from the sconce at the entrance to the room. I locked eyes with my opponent.

“Smile, you son of a bitch!” I threw the torch across the room into the oiled bramble thicket igniting it in a roaring conflagration.

Not an Arnie quote I know, but it’s not like anybody here would know the difference. His broken teeth just made me think of Jaws in some of the Roger Moore Bond films and parallel thinking, prompted the Brodie quote from the end of Jaws.

I reached down and picked my double-headed maul up just in case he somehow managed to escape the flames. My kick had reduced him to down to thirty percent health and I leant up against the wall watching as the flames consumed his desperately thrashing body. Where he landed hadn’t helped either, he was sitting in the oil-soaked gutter, which coated his nether regions in the flammable liquid.

After a few moments, Shellitz managed to crawl free of the burning bushes. He had less than five percent of his health remaining, and his helmet had come off as he fought to free himself. I could see all his greasy hair had been burned away, and his scalp was charred, producing a stomach-turning bubbled mottling effect.

The troll struggled to breathe, doubtless under a deluge of debuff’s from being burned alive, but I wasn’t entirely without mercy. I jogged over and put him out of his misery with a powerful overhead strike on his now bald pate, hearing his skull crack under the force of the blow, accompanied by the ghostly graphic informing me he was now at zero percent health. Seconds later, I got the expected notifications informing me I had won the duel.

Not spending any more time on my defeated opponent, I set off back to the adjoining chamber. Trotting through the corridor, I couldn’t hear any sounds of combat, whatever the result, it was over now. I confess to having been a bit too distracted with the troll to have been paying any attention, despite having keen enough hearing to have monitored what had been going on.

I reached the top of the stairwell and looked down, scanning the scene. Several of my goblins still stood, so they had to have been victorious and I could see Mannagar’s prone and still form. It was straddled halfway between the entrance at the bottom and the first barrier with a spear in his back. He had obviously run at some point, but no sign of Drakken or Karragh, not at first at least. I could make out a pile of bodies in front of the first barricade blocking the first landing.

I rushed down the stairs, leaping over the barricades as I went to get a better view. When I got to the first barricade, I was able to see what happened clearly. Karragh had backed herself into the corner, the wall on one side, the barricade on the other after the goblins had swarmed.

It was a clever move that kept them from surrounding her and allowed her to shift the odds in her favour, just not enough. There had still been too many of them, and I could see her body slumped in the corner. Helmeted head hanging down unnaturally low, five dead goblins lying about her. She had made them pay one hell of a price before they had taken her down.

There were still nine active goblins milling about and there was one other dead goblin not in Karragh’s pile of victims. It was on the opposite side, in front of the blockade. It appeared that Mannagar had tried to put up a fight himself before his courage failed him and he tried to leg it.

Having confirmed their fates, I realised it would be quicker and easier to switch my perspective back to the DDD to find out where Drakken had slunk off to. I re-opened my eyes back in my bedroom with the viewer open, strangely, Jessamyn was silent and motionless.

It didn’t take me long to twig her mind was in the dungeon. It also occurred to me that I must look like this when I shifted to my dungeon avatars as well, another mental note to add, always adopt a dignified posture before transferring to the dungeon.

Pushing my vain concerns to the background, I started investigating what else had happened while I had been battling Shellitz. Identifying Drakken’s current location was the easy part, there were two viewing screens open, both tracking Drakken in the dungeon.

The first was the main viewer which followed the dungeon party. This would have defaulted to Drakken once Shellitz, Karragh, and Mannagar were slain. The second I presumed Jessamyn had opened to track Drakken specifically, once he had separated from the rest of the group.

This didn’t surprise me, given our history, that the mangy dark-bearded dwarf had done a runner. He was currently swinging his way across the seventeenth chamber using the overhead ropes, the presence of the surviving bulls forced him to use the traditional method of crossing. The sprites were buzzing him with flyby’s but having already deployed their single-use sleep dust attack, were doing little more than irritating him.

Having located my sole remaining quarry, I repurposed the second screen to focus on Jessamyn, as I wanted to see what she was doing. Jessamyn had taken command of the four wood elves in the Lair and led them swiftly through the secret tunnel that could be accessed from behind the throne.

“Good girl,” I said out loud.

Having seen Drakken abandoning the run she had taken action to ensure she could get ahead of him and block off his egress. I was happy now I hadn’t removed the tunnel despite no longer wanting to use it for its original purpose. The only shame was the end of the passage opened at the ‘Slick Bridge’. That was ten or so rooms ahead of where Drakken was now, but then again that did mean more participation XP for me, every little helps I suppose.

I’d already been thinking about enhancing and extending the secret passage network. I would now be implementing an update on the next rest day and with the extra XP in mind, used the DDD to speak with Jessamyn.

“Jessamyn, I’m proud to see you taking proactive action,” I complimented.

“Oh, thank you, Master, I aim to please,” she replied.

Only briefly startled at me unexpectedly addressing her.

“When you get to the bridge ahead, I want you to wait for Drakken to come to you. Rearrange some of the barricades there so you can conceal yourself and the other elves and surprise him as he enters the room. I can give you advance warning when he has almost reached you.”

“Yes, Master, the perk allowing you to communicate inside the dungeon is proving very useful isn’t it,” she said.

“Yes, it is,” I chuckled.

“How did your duel with Shellitz go?” she asked.

“I won,” I answered simply.

“Obviously you won, Master,” she said with a gentle merry laugh.

“You are far too powerful to ever lose, was it an epic battle?”

My heart swelled at her unabashed praise and faith in me. I don’t think I’d ever experienced such unconditional belief and devotion before and I felt both heads, up and below swell in response.

“You can see for yourself when we are done,” my voice thick with enough desire to convey the intended double meaning. When we were done with the run, and the post-run fucking.

“Now time to get your game face on,” I could see her confused expression at my use of Earth lingo.

“It just means prepare yourself for what you are about to do,” I explained, to clear things up.

She nodded in response.

I sat back on the comfy couch I had in front of the DDD, relaxing as I prepared to watch the epilogue of this challenge. I didn’t sit idly, though. I used the time to prep a highlight reel I had been thinking about earlier. When that was done I would only need to add the conclusion a bit later.

It took roughly thirty minutes for Drakken to make his way back through the dungeon to where Jessamyn lay in wait for him. I’d give the filthy ironskin dwarf credit in one regard, his comprehension of the time constraints of my dungeon was spot on.

He would have made it back to the beginning with a few minutes to spare.

Instead, he ran into the ‘Slick Bridge’ room and slowed to a jog, wary of any remaining oil on the walkways across the spiked pits below. His caution was academic, after taking less than half a dozen steps into the room, the wood elves and Jessamyn revealed themselves from behind the barriers, their bows and crossbow cocked and ready.

All five released their nocked arrows in tandem and each struck true. The wood elves’ arrows each hit a different arm or leg of Drakken’s and Jessamyn’s bolt hit him dead centre in his chest. With his armour, this first volley was not fatal, but it was enough to force the ironskin dwarf to drop to the floor.

I was a little surprised to see all four wood elves then jump the barricades and approach the felled dwarf and I wondered why they weren’t finishing him with another volley. The wood elves dropped their bows, and each took hold of one of Drakken’s limbs 

I then observed Jessamyn saunter around the barricades with a look of feral glee on her face. Yeah, my sweet innocent elf girl had been harbouring a grudge against her betrayer.

“Please…no,” the dwarf begged.

“No, you say,” she said idly.

“Let me ask you, Drakken,” she spat his name.

“Would you have shown me mercy if my darling Wolf King had not torn you apart?” she quizzed him with a lightness of tone incongruous with her words.

The dwarf couldn’t meet her eyes and sullenly looked away. Jessamyn calmly put aside her crossbow and unsheathed the long knife from her hip.

“Hmmm…nothing to say,” she taunted him.

“Go fuck yerself, ye woody beast fucker. Ye and ye fucking cunt of a King,” he raged.

Drakken struggled against the placid-faced wood elf dungeon creatures who held him firmly.

Jessamyn finished approaching him and knelt to the side of the ironskin dwarf, between two of the elves.

“I was going to cut your throat, end it quick, but I think you’ve just earned yourself a more difficult death, don’t you agree?” she said to him nonchalantly.

Perhaps a little too late Drakken learned the wisdom of keeping his mouth shut when at the mercy of someone who has just cause for despising you.

“First, I think we will wound that infamous ironskin dwarven pride. Let’s get rid of this unkempt snarl of rat fur you call a beard,” she told him with false sweetness.

Jessamyn started shearing the dwarf’s beard from his face and he tried to pull away, breaking his newfound silence, snarling and screaming at her. She wasn’t gentle about it either and less than a minute later all that remained of his beard were a handful of scraggly clumps.

“There, much better,” she sighed.

Jessamyn patted him on the head, which triggered another round of obscenities.

“I’d cut out your tongue, but as this is a sex dungeon, I think another appendage would be more fitting,” she joked with him darkly.

“Ye wouldn’t,” he gasped fearfully, his eyes widening.

Her answering grin chilled him.

“Yes, yes I would,” she said firmly.

Standing back up she moved around to position herself between his spread-eagled legs. Jessamyn was just about to put her knife down on the ground when her face lit up with a smirk. Instead, she rammed her knife, blade first, into the dwarf’s stomach, Drakken howled in pain and fear at the treatment.

Hands now free she grabbed hold of the top of his pants and harshly yanked them down, exposing his genitalia. His grey carrot and plums had shrivelled up with his growing terror.

“What a disappointment,” she sniggered.

“I’m not sure you’re going to lose much health when I cut away something so small,” she joked darkly.

Drakken didn’t have time to retort before Jessamyn pulled her knife out of his guts. With a look of steely determination, she placed her blade at the root of his cock and starting to saw through the grey flesh and cartilage digging in deep until it had been fully severed. She then moved the blade a little lower and repeated the process with his scrotum.

Drakken screamed in agony to begin with but when Jessamyn was about halfway through sawing off his balls, he passed out with the pain. That had been a bit of a surprise, as the pain was usually muted, perhaps if the point was to inflict it, it would be felt fully, or maybe Drakken was a wimp.

As Jessamyn predicted, emasculating him wasn’t quite enough to kill him. Now that he was unconscious, the dark fury marring her beautiful features faded. She stood, and with a nod to the passive wood elves, they drew their long knives and stabbed Drakken repeatedly until he was quite dead.

I let her stare at his corpse for a few moments, giving her a chance to process her emotions. That had got considerably darker than I thought it would, but I was glad to see that Jessamyn was losing her timidity in battle. Gladder still she had this opportunity to avenge herself and exorcise any unresolved emotional demons.

Getting a bit of closure as Earth therapists would say.

Then I recalled her to the DDD, with the run over. This closed out an early chapter for my dungeon, and it was time to open a new one, introducing myself to my second disciple Karragh.




Chapter 10

Jessamyn and I walked into my core room, my pulsing emerald core gem adding a soft green glow to the rough-hewn granite walls. The room was barren apart from the organic pedestal my gem rested within and a copy of the throne from the ‘Lair’. The only extra I had added was a raised dais about half a foot high for the two pieces of furniture. The fallen were lined up still as statues in front of my throne.

I stepped up on the dais and sat in the oversized chair, Jessamyn stood to my right, one hand resting on the arm of the throne. One of my little side projects had been to reproduce denim, so I could craft jeans. It wasn’t me being cheap, as I could have bought them quite inexpensively.

However, as something from Earth, and not the Realms, it was on the ‘banned in the active dungeon’ list. The core room was part of the active dungeon, and I just didn’t want to have to keep changing my clothes, and I really liked jeans. The pair I had on were dyed black, and I had decided to go shirtless. Yes, I looked like the cover boy of a trashy urban fantasy romance novel, but I’m not trying to impress you am I.

I focused my attention on Karragh and received the prompt I’d been anticipating.

Karragh Dvarhold has challenged your dungeon and has failed to make it to your core or retreat in time and therefore forfeits all of her soul marks to you. She meets the criteria of your dungeon for you to try and claim her as a disciple.

Do you wish to try and claim Karragh Dvarhold as a disciple?

I didn’t hesitate to confirm I would and with that, I now had two disciples and Karragh was released from the hold the others were under.

“Greetings, Karragh,” I started. “I am Daxas, the Wolf King and you have fallen in my dungeon. In accordance with the laws of the Proving Grounds, I am claiming you as my disciple, are you familiar with what this means?” I said.

It was a little formal, but she was clad head to toe in armour, so I felt a little formality was in order.

I got my first waft of her scent now she could see me in my humanoid form. The spike in her ardour that I smelt was just what I had been hoping for given she was under the influence of my potent sexual magnetism, and I flashed her a cocky grin.

“Yes, sir, I understand. I must now serve you or be sent to my damnation,” she answered.

Finishing the sentence with a hint of resignation, perhaps even fear that I would send her to the Infernal Lords if she refused to obey or if I found her service unsatisfactory.

“More or less, though I’m sure it will be a mutually satisfying collaborative effort.” I flirted back trying to lighten the mood.

“Please, take your helmet off, as I would prefer to be able to see you as we talk,” I commanded.

It didn’t really bother me at all, but I was eager to get a look at her.

“If you insist, sir,” she said.

“I do,” I replied.

I was a little surprised at her continued reluctance to reveal herself. I was curious about why that might be, and it meant I was essentially claiming her sight unseen. There was always the possibility she would be horribly ugly, have a moustache, or something else equally unappealing.

I had given some thought to that possibility, and I did have a plan for such an eventuality. The DDD did allow me to make cosmetic changes to myself and my disciples. I’d used it already to add the piercings to myself and Jessamyn and would be doing the same for Karragh, but it could be used for other modifications as well.

Now, I wasn’t so shallow I’d abuse such a feature to bimbo up my women, but should there be a dealbreaker, like a plague of boils, it could be rectified.

She unwrapped a beige scarf that had been covering her neck, undoing the straps for the copper helm, and slowly lifted it off and placed it underneath one of her arms. Dazzling violet eyes met my hungry gaze, resolutely and proudly. She wasn’t ugly, not even in the slightest.

She looked almost human, her neck, chin and forehead, a bit wider or thicker due to her dwarven heritage, small button ears and no facial hair thankfully. She had a shock of pale blonde hair, almost white, that had been cut very short with creamy lightly tanned skin, a touch paler than Jessamyn’s even.

“I thought you were an ironskin dwarf?” I queried.

Her appearance had caught me off guard, and I spoke without thinking about it.

Three of my enhanced senses fed back some very important information in the following seconds. My ears picked up the sharp inhalation of breath from Jessamyn, denoting her small gasp of shock at my words. My nose told me Karragh’s ardour was significantly dampened, much to my dismay. Finally, my eyes, which didn’t need any enhancements to pick this up, saw the furrowing of her brow, which developed into a scowl and then into a full-on angry thundercloud expression of simmering rage.

I had just fucked up. Royally.

A few more seconds ticked away, an uncomfortable silence ensuing, and I could hear Karragh grind her teeth, trying to restrain herself from chewing me out.

The sudden turn of events had derailed my game plan entirely, and I was momentarily at a loss for what to do or say, blessedly, Jessamyn stepped into the breach.

“Karragh, I am Jessamyn, our master’s first disciple,” she said authoritatively as she stepped forward.

Karragh’s eyes flicked from me and focused on her. Those pretty, violet orbs widened slightly as she noticed the beautiful auburn-haired wood elf for the first time.

“You will show him the proper respect he is due and answer his question,” she ordered the dwarf woman.

“Yes, Miss, sorry Miss,” she deferentially murmured, lowering her eyes slightly.

I could smell some of her anger had faded at Jess admonition, though a significant undercurrent of resentment remained.

“Yes, sir, despite my appearance, I am an ironskin dwarf,” she said, addressing me, lowering her eyes even further.

“I am one of the Forgiven,” she whispered, her voice pained by the admission. I had no idea what that meant, but before I could open my flapping lips, Jessamyn spoke again.

“Good. Master, with your permission I shall take Karragh through the dungeon and instruct her on the gathering duties that will be required of her,” Jessamyn asked me.

“Yes, go ahead,” I told her after a short pause.

Jessamyn knew me well enough to know my preference following a challenge would be some vigorous bedroom Olympics. If she had suggested taking Karragh away, it was probably for the best before my unquenchable libido became irresistibly insistent on pressing ahead.

I watched as the elf and dwarf departed for the ‘Lair’. I’d been tempted to ask Karragh straight out why she was so offended. I could make an educated guess, but I didn’t want to let experiences from my world lead me down a path of making another incorrect assumption.

I would wait until I could get Jessamyn alone when she came back in a couple of hours to find out from her what had upset Karragh and what one of the ‘Forgiven’ was. I’d let my early success with Jessamyn colour my expectations as to how eager and enthusiastic Karragh would be at becoming mine.

If I had taken a little time to talk it over with Jessamyn first I may have avoided my mistake and be halfway to bedding the cute dwarven woman already.

The only positive was her reaction to Jessamyn, who she seemed to be accepting as her superior, which I knew my wood elf beauty wanted. More than that, I had smelt the distinctive reawakening of Karragh’s arousal when she had properly noticed Jessamyn and during her response to the elf’s orders.

It opened the door for some delicious possibilities, and I couldn’t deny I was already fantasising about all three of us on my big four-poster bed.

Sighing audibly, I levered myself out of the throne and hopped down from the dais. I stepped up and looked at Drakken, he was whole once more now that the dungeon run was over.

I got up close, unfroze him and grinned evilly at his startled expression. Then I brought my knee up forcefully, right in his bollocks and refroze the fucker as he buckled from the shock and pain. It may have been petty, and I may have been the architect of my own bad mood, but he was there, and it made me feel better.

I left my core room, but before heading to the bedroom and flopping down on the black leather couch in front of the DDD, I completed a whistle-stop tour of my workrooms.

I set off some of my pre-planned crafting tasks. I had two days before I would have to return to ‘real’ time, and I was going to maximise what I could get done. Even the metalworking, which would normally require me to be there to tap could just be left to craft, it would take hours instead of minutes, but it all counted.

Now I was sitting comfortably, it was time to check out the vital statistics of my new disciple.

 

Name: Karragh Dvarhold

Species: Ironskin Dwarf

Rank: 3

Strength: 17

Agility: 11

Stamina: 20

Mana: 10

Spell Power: 5

Health: 400/400

Experience: 8,702 / 10,000

Unspent Points: 0

Skills: Mining 1, Hunting 2, Gathering 2, Farming 0,

Earth Spell Affinity: Earth spells cost half as much mana than usual, remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost.

Maladroit Metalworker: [Ironhammer’s Bane] Metalworking and Smelting skills are considered to be twenty ranks lower than current ranks. (Minimum of 0, and can’t be negative)

Karragh had some impressive physical statistics, and it was nice to see she too had a spell affinity. The Earth domain spells were centred on protection and at our current level, there were two spells available. Stamina Boost which would increase a target’s stamina by five and Stone Skin which provided an extra five damage reduction against piercing.

Stamina Boost 1

Cost: 10 Mana

Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes

Description: Stamina stat is increased by 5 for (Spell Power/2 rounding down) minutes to a max of ten.

Stone Skin 1

Cost: 10 Mana

Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes

Description: Damage reduction against Piercing is increased by 5 for (Spell Power/2 rounding down) minutes to a max of ten.

Neither spell would be more than a minor benefit to me and my team. The armour I was providing, and the system bugs I was exploiting were already providing us with abnormally high damage reduction. Particularly against piercing, making Stone Skin a sub-optimal use of a skill point. Stamina Boost would be a little better, five extra stamina was another hundred health points. The enchantments I was putting on our gear were providing a lot of extra stamina already, but a little more wouldn’t hurt.

I’d decided to post Karragh in the ‘Lair’ with Jess from next week. I’d now had a chance to review Karragh’s melee combat skills, and they were impressive, adding her there would increase the difficulty of the end of the dungeon. I had perhaps allowed the conclusion to become a little too easy with my departure for the ‘Arena’, but I might have to handicap her, though. She was very good with those hand axes.

I then quickly used the DDD to check on where Karragh and Jessamyn were, and they had made their way through to the resource rooms at the dungeon entrance. Being able to get there quicker and easier was another good reason to extend my secret tunnel into a network.

It had rather belatedly occurred to me that post-challenge, as I could wait before time restarted and the dungeon reset, we could harvest any resources the dungeon raiders neglected to collect, much like we did on a rest day. It wasn’t something easily done during business-as-usual runs for two reasons. First, any new group entering would reset the rooms and send us back to our start positions. Second, most groups had the time to clear those rooms themselves these days.

I wasn’t checking their whereabouts to get an update on resource collection. I was just being cautious they weren’t about to walk back in through the door. Now knowing the coast was clear I activated the function on the DDD to give me a 3D visual of Karragh’s avatar, naked.

To my left, the ‘not a hologram’, but just like a hologram model of Karragh sans clothing appeared. I probably should have been a teeny tiny bit more patient, as my early fuck up meant Karragh was likely going to take a little longer to warm up to sheathing my pork sword, but I was a glutton for punishment.

My first impression is she resembled the WWE’s Glamazon, Beth Phoenix, just with much shorter hair and violet eyes. Her build was stockier than most women’s without being too stocky. She had underlying muscle definition all over, most prominent in her biceps and thighs, suggesting genuinely, naturally occurring strength, which had been nurtured yet not overdone. She exuded raw power, without sacrificing an ounce of femininity in the process.

Then of course there were the all-important boobs, she had a pair of large C cups, bordering on D. They were high and firm on her chest spaced a couple of inches farther apart than I was used to from Earth, accommodating her slightly wider build. Her areolas were big, at least two inches in diameter and dark pink, each had a very thick nipple, close to an inch in diameter themselves, which protruded a half-inch from the puckered flesh.

My cock reacted and rose as I drank in the visual, this was going to be hard and I’m just not talking about my pecker. I really wanted her, wanted to knead those weighty orbs in my hands and run my tongue all over those oversized nips. The temptation to abandon my post and follow them was powerful, but I had to resist it for now.

To distract me, I headed off to the resource rooms on the core floor myself and worked my way through several of them. I had set the DDD to monitor the progress of Karragh and Jessamyn, alerting me when they were heading back to the personal rooms of the dungeon. Using the DDD, I gave Jessamyn a quick update on the rooms I had cleared and asked her to join me in the baths when she was finished.

I headed into the baths without delay myself as it was best, I avoided seeing Karragh for the time being. I was horny as fuck and I didn’t trust myself that I wouldn’t try and pull both her and Jessamyn onto the bed so we could fuck like rabbits as soon as I could smell them, without any regard as to whether Karragh was still pissed at me or not.

I may have ballsed up the first impression, but I didn’t want to compound that mistake by rushing our physical intimacy.

It was going to happen. My hypersensitive nose would have alerted me if my earlier cock-up had dealt a terminal blow in that regard. She was still very much interested, just angry enough to put her own lusty wants to the side right now.

If Karragh needed more time, I would give it to her, and then I would give her what she really wanted. That would be my fleshy Götterdämmerung for those a bit slower on the uptake.

Therefore, I was in the baths, cooling down or heating up depending on your perspective. Awaiting my auburn-haired wood elf temptress, so I could relieve some tension before re-introducing myself to Karragh. Never let it be said I didn’t go that extra mile for my ladies.

I spent a pleasant hour or so relaxing in the warm waters, alternating between floating and sort of swimming about. I may have tugged off once or twice to pass the time as well but before long the door to the bathing room opened and Jessamyn walked in alone. The door swinging closed behind her with no sign of Karragh. I wasn’t surprised but felt a touch of disappointment anyway.

Jessamyn stopped at the edge of the steps leading down into the pool. Kneeling gracefully, taking the hem of her sundress in both hands, and lifting it up and over her head in one smooth motion, revealing her luscious and lithe nude form in all its glory. I could hear a low growling and immediately realised it was coming from deep from within my own throat.

Casting a sultry smile at me, she dipped her foot in the warm waters and slowly descended the steps into the pool, teasing me with each slow yet elegant step. She managed to get about halfway down before I surged from my sitting position and swept her into my arms. Our mouths meeting, lips parting, and tongues hungrily sparring with one another.

After a few minutes, we pulled away, breathless, and I waded back to the seated area at the far end of the bathing area. Sitting down, but with my hands on Jessamyn’s hips keeping her in a standing position, her feet finding purchase on the ledge on either side of my legs.

This left her delectable folds and engorged clit in my eye line and I wasted no more time burying my face in her vulvic mound. Taking her clit and labia in my mouth, alternating between gentle bites, and sucking on the outer areas until her pussy lips were drooling her tangy juices into my mouth, I slurped it up and drank of her greedily.

Her soft moans graduated to louder keening gasps of pleasure as I pushed her ever onwards towards orgasm. Moving my hands from her hips, cupping both of her ass cheeks firmly, massaging her supple flesh strongly enough to leave an impression.

I pushed my tongue farther out, letting it snake deep inside her channel, the rough tip reaching and prodding the spot on the roof of her cunny. Meanwhile, the stud at the centre of my tongue stroked back and forth across her clit and I felt her vaginal walls clench seconds later. Her hands reaching out and grabbing a hold of my hair as she started trying to buck away as her first orgasm ripped violently through her.

I held my lover in place, continuing to work my tongue back and forth, forcing her to ride out the waves of pleasure as I did my level best to extend them for as long as possible. My chin was soon awash with the beauties cum, as one orgasm became two, three and on for a fourth. I was dimly aware of her yelps of desire, loud at first, fading to whimpers as she lost the capacity to verbalise.

After a solid minute, I relented, letting her come down from the high. Jessamyn had lost control of her legs and had only remained upright as I held her butt firmly in place and her fists gripping clumps of hair unable to let go. I gently lowered her ass, her knees folding either side of me, her body beginning to collapse into my lap and her fingers releasing their death grip on my hair as her muscles relaxed.

I shifted my hands back around to her hips, and lining my throbbing member upward, sheathed my cock in her divine quim as I pulled her body back down into the waters. Her arms came to rest around my shoulders, and I slipped one hand to her lower back, the other taking hold of her hair and gently pulling her head back exposing her gorgeous breasts.

My head snapped downward, taking one of her nipples in my mouth, I kissed and grazed on her tiny protrusion. Then I opened my mouth wide and sucked as much of her breast into my mouth as I could, all the while using my other hand to start her body moving up and down on my length. I moved my lips, tongue, and mouth to her other tit and gave it the same treatment, Jessamyn moaning wordlessly the entire time, her head still tilted back.

Satisfied her sensitive globes had received ample attention, I pulled her body in closer and added my insistent thrusts to our coupling and we stayed that way gently fucking for half an hour. Jessamyn’s legs straddling me, her enchanting green eyes being devoured by my hungry yellow lupine ones, mutually whispering sweet words of encouragement and desire.

Eventually, all good things must come to an end, at least until they start again. I felt the familiar tightening in my balls, the aching hardness in my shaft as I sped my pace and thrust hard into her, unloading a dozen or more spurts of my creamy seed deep into her womb. Jessamyn all the while begging me to fill her as her orgasm clenched on my cock, milking each spurt.

We held one another tightly as we kissed softly in the afterglow of a most satisfying fuck.

“I needed that,” I managed to say at last.

I was still buried to the hilt in Jessamyn, and neither one of us showed any desire or need to pull apart.

“As did I, Master,” she sighed with deep satisfaction.

“Now my or should I say our immediate needs have been met,” I joked with her as I brushed her auburn hair past her long pointed elven ear. “What do you have to tell me about my newest addition to the Wolf King’s Lair? Perhaps starting with where she is,” I said.

“It was most certainly our needs,” she said, smiling back at me before resting her head on my shoulder. “I escorted Karragh through the resource rooms as you wished, Master, informing her of her duties and what would be expected of her. As we made our way around, I made quite an interesting observation,” she said.

She looked at me then questioningly. I was a tad impatient to learn more about Karragh but had learned to trust my first disciple.

“What did you discover?”

“It would appear when our skill levels advanced to six and the drop rates of the different qualities changed, it only changed from our perspective. What I think happened were the nodes we could see changed and not the nodes themselves. Once we advanced, we could no longer observe some of the lower quality nodes and would see different, better-quality nodes that were previously concealed from us,” she said.

“Really, how did you come to this conclusion?” I asked.

“As I was showing Karragh around it became apparent. Her Mining, Hunting, and Gathering skills are much lower than ours and while we were clearing the resource rooms, I could see she was harvesting nodes not visible to me and vice versa. It didn’t take long checking the inventory to see her extras were junk, whereas mine were standard and fair.”

“I don’t think we noticed when we advanced, Master. We usually gather side by side, and our skill levels are quite closely aligned, we would have crossed the threshold shortly after one another.”

“That is interesting,” I mused aloud. “That means we can get even more out of each room, albeit of a poorer quality.”

“Yes, Master, this is where I have left Karragh, when we returned to this section of the dungeon, I gave her a brief tour of the dungeon, excluding the baths. We first cleared the resource rooms you had not covered and now she is roaming those you had already done, picking up the extras visible to only her. She should be done with shortly if she has not finished already. I told her to wait for us in the banquet hall,” she said.

“Good, you’ve done well, better than I have it would seem. Best we address the elephant in the room,” I said offhandedly. Jessamyn’s body stiffened in surprise in my arms.

“Please, Master, do not call her an elephant. I’ve explained you are not Realms born and meant no offence, but no woman would take being compared to an elephant well. Maybe an ogress wouldn’t mind, but only because they want to be as big as an elephant,” she said with concern.

“Not what I meant,” I laughed. “It’s just an Earth saying it means we’ve been talking about inconsequential matters to avoid bringing up the obvious conversation topic. In this case, me questioning if Karragh was an ironskin dwarf,” I said.

“Oh! That makes more sense,” she giggled. “Your Earth phrases can be very confusing but inventive,” she followed with as if afraid she might offend me.

“Fill me in quickly, and then if we have time, I’ll fill you in again slowly,” I said.

Lifting her a little and down again on my still hard cock. She groaned and ground her pussy against my shaft. Maybe that hadn’t been the most sensible move to make if I wanted to find out how I had erred, but I regret nothing.

“You shouldn’t blame yourself, Master. To fully explain Karragh’s sensitivity and her reaction, you need to know a little of the history of the ironskin dwarves and their relationship to their former patron Divine Lord, Ironhammer. Thirty thousand years ago the ironskin clan of dwarves looked much the same as their close cousins the hill and valley dwarves.” Jessamyn began.

“Valley dwarves, I don’t think I’ve come across any of them,” I interrupted straight away.

“That is not surprising, Master. It is also a different and equally sad tale that happened a few thousand years later. The short version is almost all the valley dwarves were killed in a millennia-long war with several orc tribal nations and the few remaining communities are in seclusion, but back to the ironskin clans’ story,” she gently admonished me.

“They were a proud people, a pride which proved to be their downfall and continues to afflict them to this day. They were the greatest smiths of all dwarvenkind, which meant they were the greatest smiths throughout the Realms. Yet, Ironhammer, their patron and god of all smiths, felt the clan did not pay him enough homage for the gift to work metal that he bestowed upon them.”

“The ironskin clan, in their pride at their accomplishments, repudiated his claim. They refused to give him the thanks he demanded, even going so far as to suggest the works of their master crafters had surpassed even his Lordly items.”

“Ironhammer did not take this at all well, as you might imagine, Master. He cursed the ironskin clan and stripped them of their capability to excel in metalworking. As part of the curse, and to forever remind them of their arrogance he marked them, turning the colour of their skin almost black to match the colour of iron,” she paused to gauge if I had been following her so far.

“I saw the details of the curse in Karragh’s character bio,” I said. “It didn’t mention anything about skin colour, but Karragh’s metalworking skill behaves as if it is twenty ranks lower than it really is.”

“Yes, and this leads us finally to why what you said would upset her so. The ironskin clan despaired for what had been done to them, many of their finest craftsmen took their own lives rather than go on unable to work the forges as they had before,” Jessamyn said.

“I already didn’t like Ironhammer, now I realise he’s an even bigger fuckwad than I thought. I’m even starting to feel a little sympathy for Drakken and his ilk,” I said.

“I wouldn’t go that far, Master,” Jessamyn mused. “This was countless generations ago. What Ironhammer did was cruel, but it does not excuse most ironskin dwarves of the dastardly deeds they are known for today.”

“Quite right, you are, Jess,” I said, nuzzling her nose with my own and giving it a quick kiss. “Please, continue.”

“Seeing the disaster his curse had wrought amongst the ironskin clan, Ironhammer returned to them with an offer. Any ironskin dwarf who displayed true contrition in their hearts would have the curse removed and their smithing skills returned to their former stature.”

“The way the sisters of the Silver Lady, who instructed me in this history, teach it, they are just as scornful of Ironhammer, as they are of the dwarves. That Ironhammer is as pride-filled and stubbornly foolish as the ironskin clan he cursed.”

“The pride of the surviving ironskin’s wouldn’t allow them to accept his offer, to ever beg his forgiveness. It went against the very nature of who they were, mirrors of their creator, Ironhammer himself. They proudly announced they would prefer to never work the forges again, rather than bow to his demands, and for tens of thousands of years they have not.”

“During that time, a handful of ironskin dwarves in each generation have been born without being marked as all others of their kind have been. Nobody truly knows why, least of all the ironskins themselves and this will have been the case with Karragh, Master,” Jessamyn said before continuing my lesson.

“Ironskin culture has developed over time in such a way they do not mention Ironhammer or the curse in public. It is the duty of an ironskin dwarf’s parents to instruct their young in private and reinforce their hatred and defiance of their former God. Ironskins like Karragh are often abandoned by their families by the time they become young adults. Shunned by their kin, and at the mercy of an angry clan they are often slain while young, hence their tendency to cover themselves.”

“They are despised as a reminder of what was lost and worse, the unspoken assumption is they are apologists, in their hearts, they have begged for the forgiveness of Ironhammer and been granted it. That they are Forgiven.”

“No greater shame or insult can be levelled at a member of the ironskin clan. Bloody wars have been fought in the deep caverns of the Realms at the mere suggestion, by a visiting envoy, that the ironskins make peace with their former patron.”

“I should have known you were unaware of this, and it is just common knowledge in the Realms. I should not have assumed you knew and told you before and I am very sorry Master,” Jessamyn finished.

“It’s not your fault, Jessamyn,” I reassured her. “It’s just the kind of knowledge I probably would have been granted inherently if the Divine Lords had not interfered. So, by questioning if Karragh was an ironskin dwarf, it was pretty much one of the most insulting things I could have said to her.”

“Yes, I’m afraid so, Master,” Jessamyn replied. “Not to worry, Master, although she was very angry, at first. I set her straight on the matter and you will find her dutiful and ready to perform her duties,” she said in a much lighter tone.

“Is that so?” I asked playfully. “Did you lay down the law, tell her what’s what?”

“Yes, Master, I was very firm with her…” she answered, with a catch in her voice as she finished as I lifted her ass and thrust my member back deep inside her.

“As firm, as that,” I whispered throatily, continuing to pound her tight pussy.

“Firmer… Harder…” Jessamyn shouted haltingly. I wasn’t sure if she was answering me or making a request, and it didn’t matter. Karragh would have to amuse herself for a while longer.




Chapter 11

A short while later, Jessamyn and I had finally left the baths, dried off and put our clothes back on. We walked out back into the bedroom. Karragh was not in here, but then I recalled Jessamyn had told her to meet us in the Banquet Hall. I briefly considered using the DDD to locate her but concluded she would have had ample time to finish up, so it would be quicker to head there.

We didn’t have to pass back through the core room as I’d attached an adjoining corridor from the bedroom area to the Banquet Hall and Library. Thus, we were spared the creepy sight of Shellitz, Drakken and company standing motionless, awaiting their inevitable fate.

I strode into the Banquet Hall like I owned the place, just as well that I did. Jessamyn was following on my heels, I’d noticed she walked a little straighter than before, a touch more formal. Previously she had been more likely to cling on to my arm or burrow her way under it, and she must be trying to make a different impression on our newest team member.

Karragh was indeed in the Banquet Hall, sitting on a stool by the oak wood bar I had crafted and installed. Holding a tankard in both hands, staring into its depths so deeply, that at first, she did not hear our approach. As we drew near, she was roused from her reverie and with a slight stumble dismounted the stool and stood before me, her violet eyes lowered to the floor.

She had removed the armour and was now wearing a simple grey woollen shirt and trousers, provided by Jessamyn I had to presume. The clothing still covered most of her body, but she was no longer trying to hide her face, apart from staring at the floor that is. I decided on addressing that first.

“Karragh I cannot have a disciple who will not look up, you will forever be walking into things,” I told her with mock sternness.

Yeah, I totally thieved that from Babylon 5, but that’s between you, me, and the ethereal plane.

She slowly raised her head, and I caught a hint of a smile at my extraordinary and completely original snappy one-liner. Her scent was telling me her earlier anger was gone, now she was filled with nervousness, arousal, and an undercurrent of confusion. That would be my sexual magnetism aura kicking into high gear and battering the poor girl with a flood of new and unexpected emotions and feelings.

“Yes, sir, I will do better, sir. I would like to start by apologising for my earlier disrespect and thank you for the opportunity to serve despite my obvious failings,” she rattled off her piece rapidly barely taking a breath while standing at attention.

Despite my usual density, particularly when it comes to members of the opposite sex, I was detecting a military background.

If so, the rigid discipline typical of such organisations, at least on Earth, could be adding an extra layer of complexity to my aura’s effect on her. Expressing a sexual desire for a commanding officer was usually deeply frowned upon, acting upon it even more so. I probably ought to have asked Jessamyn more questions about what she had learned of Karragh, instead of spending most of the last two hours screwing her senseless.

Ha! Got you. I regret nothing.

“What are you drinking?” I asked her instead.

“Um…I…shouldn’t have presumed,” she mumbled in a sudden panic.

“Calm yourself and take a breath. I’m not telling you off, it’s there to be drunk. I just want to know what you picked?” I asked.

Along the bar, I had installed twelve hand pumps to draw up a selection of ales from the kegs that were now ensconced beneath the varnished oak.

I’d spent quite a few hours of my life down at my local pub, the Nag’s Head, sampling the ever-changing varieties of ales they had available. It was in no small part responsible for the gut expansion I’d been experiencing before the pandemic’s lockdown had even begun. Good times, it was one of the few things I genuinely missed from Earth.

Karragh pointed to a hand pump in the middle, the beer clip had the picture of purple fruit, the shade similar to her eyes.

“This one, sir, I wasn’t sure what the other pictures meant, I thought the one with some fruit on it would be a safe pick,” Karragh elaborated.

I had forgotten most of the Realms born were illiterate, so she wouldn’t have been able to read the name of the beer.

“This is Elgood’s Plum Porter, a dark ale with a subtle fruity aftertaste. I can tell you what the other ones are later, but they are all from my home. I’ve picked these for now but there are many more we can sample. I can see you managed to work out how to use the hand pumps, what do you think of a genuine Earth export?” I asked her.

“I like it, sir. I’ve never tasted anything quite like it before…and well the ales I’m used to…lacked flavour. Yes, sir, it didn’t take long to understand how it worked, the craftsmanship is excellent, did you create these yourself?” Karragh asked, beginning to loosen up.

“I can’t take the credit for these babies,” I said, as I walked around to the other side of the bar, directly opposite Karragh and patting one of the hand pumps.

“I’m able to use the DDD, did Jessamyn show you that?” I stopped long enough for Karragh to nod her head yes. “I’m able to use it to buy or create almost anything from my world, but we can only make use of it in rooms like this, that aren’t part of the dungeon adventurers can access,” I said.

Just as I was finishing, Jessamyn took a seat on one of the stools on Karragh’s side of the bar.

“Karragh, sit. No need to stand on ceremony here.” I said.

The dwarf woman resumed her place on one of the stools, lifting the tankard to her delicate pink lips and taking a deep draft of the ale. She smacked her lips softly as she lowered the tankard back to the bar, the plum porter darkening her lips ever so slightly.

“Jessamyn, would you like something?” I asked her.

“Yes, please, Master,” she replied. “Can you pick for me, as I wouldn’t know what to choose.”

“Of course,” I answered her.

I moved down the line of hand pumps and taking two fresh tankards I put the first beneath the nozzle just below the top of the bar. Then pulling back the handle slowly four times to draw the frothy beer up from the keg and into the tankard. I repeated the process until I had two freshly poured beers and I returned to the end of the bar with the elf and dwarf woman, planting one of the tankards in front of Jessamyn.

“This is called Sign of Spring, by the Stonehenge brewery,” I informed her. Jessamyn peered into the tankard and looked up at me quizzically.

“Master, I don’t want to question your choice but are you sure this is fine to drink…” she said, biting her lip.

“Yes, I wouldn’t have poured it otherwise,” I told her, restraining my smile.

“…but it’s green,” she said plaintively, and I couldn’t hold it in any longer letting out a hearty laugh.

“It’s supposed to be, it’s a bit of a gimmick back home, I think they add some edible green dye to get it as green as it is, though. Tastes good. Although it may be a little bitter for your preference, but try it,” I said, urging her to give it a go.

She raised the tankard to her lips anxiously and sipped at the contents. Her nose scrunched with disgust and she put it down quickly eliciting a further chuckle from me.

“Would you like a white wine instead,” I asked as my laughter faded.

“Yes, please, Master.” She answered quickly.

I took the tankard from her and shuffled it sideways, putting it in front of Karragh and she eyed it with far more interest than Jessamyn had.

“Tell me, Karragh, have you served in any military units? I watched your performance in the dungeon and your skills with the axe are more polished than most others who I have seen come through here.” I asked her.

I wanted her to open up a bit and this seemed like a safe conversation topic.

“Yes, sir I served on an ironskin dwarf raiding crew for several years. It was the only work I could get, being one of the…Forgiven,” Karragh said the last part hesitantly.

“There is no need to be ashamed here Karragh. I like you just the way you are,” I told her, letting my eyes rove up and down her upper body I could see over the top of the oak bar. When she saw me admiring her cleavage her cheeks blushed a rosy pink.

“As Jessamyn will have told you I don’t know much about the ironskin dwarves, or any of the peoples from the Thirty-Six Realms. There are some similarities to the folklore from my world, enough leading me to suspect the Divine Lords may have been cribbing from us when they created the realms, but it seems to be a bit hit and miss with accuracy. Tell me about these ‘raiding crews’ you were a part of?” I asked her.

“Of course, sir. Due to my peoples…history, we are unable to make many of the necessities, from weapons, building materials like nails, even pots and pans. We were taught, in the early years our people traded for such things, but that changed when it became clear the other races were taking advantage of our misfortune, robbing us of our hard-earned wealth,” Karragh started.

She paused briefly, taking a slurp of the green beer in front of her, before continuing.

“The ironskin clan would not be treated in such a manner and if others would try to rob us, we would take from them in turn. From then on, raiding crews would head out and take what the clan needed from those who refused to treat us fairly. It is dangerous work, and many do not return. The crews provide for our people what they cannot make for themselves, and all others refuse to sell at a fair price,” she said.

She paused again, took another sip eyeing both Jessamyn and me warily. When I said nothing, she started speaking once more.

“I know what you’re thinking, our justifications are hollow, maybe once they were true, but not for many generations. We are nothing more than thieves and murderers. I’m not a fool, I have thought the same myself, often, all too often,” she whispered dejectedly, staring sightlessly into the depths of her tankard.

“I already told you, you have nothing to be ashamed of here, Karragh. The past is exactly that, the past. Here we all get a second roll of the dice, and what you do from here on in is all that matters to me,” I told her earnestly.

She looked up at me, blinking away the moisture that had been gathering there.

“People do what they must to survive. I know I have and will do so again, and I won’t hesitate to do what’s needed to preserve and protect me and what’s mine. That now includes you, and I expect the same in return,” I growled vehemently.

“Yes, sir. I will do what needs to be done,” she responded in a stronger voice.

“Good, that’s what I like to hear, now, let’s finish these drinks. We have no more time to waste, and I need to put you to good use. We have several hours of getting sweaty from close contact physical exertion ahead of us,” I said, necking the contents of my own tankard as I did.

Winking at Karragh lasciviously as I banged the empty tankard on the oaken bar.

“Wha…um…sir?” Karragh stammered, her eyes widening and cheeks reddening. I could smell her shock but also her arousal.

“Sparring,” I chuckled.

Jessamyn’s tinkling laughter erupted and she brought her dainty hand up to cover her mouth, trying to hold it in.

“I don’t know why you’re laughing, Jess,” I snarked. “You’ll be joining us, of course.”

She smiled back weakly, with far less enthusiasm than before.

 

We spent ten hours sparring, honing our combat techniques with Karragh, making use of the goblin and wood elf dungeon creatures for interactive full-contact practise. Karragh’s expertise was in the use of hand axes, but she had plenty of pointers and tips for general melee combat and the session proved incredibly useful for all concerned.

By the end, much of Karragh’s stiffness and formality had begun ebbing away. It stood to reason, after getting to witness my true ineptitude when it came to fighting, she would relax around me a bit. I’d been getting by on being much stronger than my opponents, but there would come a time when the shoe would be on the other foot.

I’d learned far less from my repeated encounters in the dungeon than I thought I had. Again, my superior strength allowed me to overwhelm other duellists, and in the mass combat situations, I was often swinging wildly, with little skill involved.

By battling Karragh, me without gear and her in a fully enchanted ensemble. I swiftly learned how one-sided a confrontation would be against someone of equal or greater power than I had, but who also knew what they were doing with that power.

It was a humbling experience, I lost forty matches in a row, but it wasn’t losing them that was the surprise, it was never coming close, that was sucker-punching my pride. Even if I played for time and tried to make use of my natural resilience to simply outlast her, she crushed me. It drove home that I couldn’t allow myself to get cocky, I would need to start expanding my defences on the core floor, just to be on the safe side.

When I felt we’d had enough battle practise for one time-freeze I led my two beautiful companions back to the banquet hall and more importantly the bar. Pulling a few more draughts of novelty ales I had selected for myself and Karragh. For Jessamyn I put together a couple of cocktails Jessamyn as we relaxed, letting the adrenaline dissipate.

After finishing with the gathering and sparring I still had about twenty-four hours left to burn and I knew just what I wanted to do with most of it.

“Jessamyn, time for us to clean up,” I announced suddenly coming out from behind the oak bar. “Karragh we will see you later, drink as much as you like, there are no hangovers,” I said with a wink.

With that, I took Jessamyn under my arm, firmly pressing her ass to propel her forward to the bedroom with all due haste.

 

Close to an hour later I was kneeling naked in the centre of my enormous four-poster bed, blue silken sheets thrown back. Jessamyn was lying on her side in front of me, and I had her upper leg raised and lodged over my shoulder as I straddled her lower leg and forcefully pounded her perfect pinkish pussy repeatedly.

I had replaced the mattress with an Earth version I had bought, it was firmer and made it easier to adopt sex positions like this. Jessamyn would look up at me lovingly between thrusts when her eyes would inevitably close from the jolts of ecstasy.

I was just gathering momentum for the final push when my senses alerted me to an interesting development. Karragh had come to the doorway, upon seeing us on the bed she stopped cold and backed up a few steps. Then halted her retreat and shuffled over so she was mostly obscured by the door frame but continued watching.

Her scent wafted across the room, her arousal so powerful it managed to penetrate the aromatic miasma of sex, Jessamyn and I were generating on the bed. Mid-thrust I dropped Jessamyn’s leg from my shoulder and leant down, kissing her pretty lips hungrily.

“Don’t look suddenly, but we have an audience,” I whispered as our lips broke contact. Jessamyn smiled, glee in her eyes.

“Hmmm, yes, finally, I was beginning to doubt she would show up,” she moaned in response.

Sitting back up on my heels, I resumed driving my cock into Jessamyn’s wanting channel. I kept up the pace for a couple of minutes, waiting to see if Karragh would flee, but she stayed. I couldn’t look directly at her as I didn’t want to frighten her away, but I could hear the soft susurration of her hands rubbing under her clothing and against her skin. My imagination filled in the blanks, and I could visualise her stroking her moistening folds and busty assets.

That alone was enough, and I felt the welcome stiffening ache in my cock. With a primal growl I unleashed a pulsing torrent of my sperm deep into Jessamyn’s tunnel, my growling was joined by Jessamyn’s cries as she came just as hard. Panting a little from the exertion, I pulled out of the wood elf and sat back down, lying on the pillows piled up by the headboard. My legs were splayed open and my member, still rigid, bobbing in the air, a combination of Jessamyn’s and my juices dripping from the tip.

I looked over to the door and locked eyes with Karragh. She had been mesmerised by our carnal activity and had forgotten to slip away before we finished. I offered her a wink as she realised, we could see her as well as she could see us.

The blush rose in her cheeks, she swiftly and guiltily, pulling the hand roaming over her sex down her plain pants away.

“…I’m…sorry…I didn’t mean to intrude,” she stammered out, preparing to turn around and run away.

Jessamyn had crawled to the end of the bed, as I sat back and was now propped up on her elbow displaying her svelte and sexy body to the stuttering dwarf. Jessamyn’s hand slipped down from her hip, her fingers lightly teasing her clitoris, flicking the glittering copper stud she had left in.

“Karragh, come here!” she ordered the embarrassed dwarven woman, pointing at a spot just a few feet away from her.

Karragh hesitated for a moment, glancing at me, but I kept my expression neutral, I wanted to see how this played out. After a moment longer Karragh shuffled to where Jessamyn had indicated like a naughty school child.

“What did you need, Karragh,” Jessamyn asked, softening her tone. Unashamedly flaunting her nakedness.

“I…uh…I just came to ask…um…where should I sleep?” she said.

I’d forgotten to fill Karragh in that we technically didn’t need to sleep. It was also a very tiny oversight on my part, I hadn’t put any thought into where Karragh could rest or chill out if she wasn’t joining us in the main boudoir. Such had been my assumption that she would be.

“Hmmm,” Jessamyn mused aloud, playing like she was thinking it over. “This is the only bed we currently have. You shall have to join us on this one,” she finished decisively.

Karragh’s head, which up to now had been staring at the floor, shot up, her eyes practically screaming panic.

“No…I couldn’t…I mean…it wouldn’t be proper,” she muttered. Her face flushing beet red.

“Strip Karragh. Now.” Jessamyn commanded, her tone clearly indicating she expected obedience and she expected it immediately.

I had been sitting back enjoying the show. Jessamyn had told me her upbringing in one of the Silver Lady’s convents had given her plenty of experience with discipline, both receiving and dishing it out. I’d yet to genuinely see it in action but was happy to observe now.

Karragh looked from Jessamyn to me and back again, her fears warring with her wants. For the briefest of moments, I thought fear might win out and she would run from the room. Instead, something unusual happened, well unusual for me, I don’t think Karragh or Jessamyn were aware of it. I felt a sudden connection with both of my disciples. I could only describe it as a kind of sixth sense linking us, a conduit for energy radiating outward, linking me to both Jessamyn and Karragh. There was a secondary connection between Jessamyn and the dwarf woman.

The moment Karragh made her choice to obey Jessamyn’s orders I felt the conduit between us send forth a powerful pulse of energy from my chest, through the connection, into Jessamyn and then Karragh a heartbeat later. The pulse which flowed into Karragh seemed to encounter some resistance but overcame it quickly, settling inside the dwarf woman.

I would describe the experience as akin to a mental orgasm as if I had just spurted psychic cum into my disciples. Jessamyn shivered as it happened but that was the only outward indication, she was aware of what I had done and experienced. My ‘load’ delivered, I felt the connection to the two of them break off and dissipate.

I was half-aware directly after the DDD was flashing, I had a new notification. My attention, however, was transfixed on my ironskin dwarf disciple as she slowly pulled her plain brown shirt over her head, shortly followed by her similar brown pants, dropping to the floor around her ankles. She stood there, nervously covering her genitals with her hands.

“That’s better,” Jessamyn purred.

Jessamyn shifted her body, sitting up a little from the edge of the end of the bed, both feet resting on the divan I had placed there.

“I don’t think you came here to ask about sleeping arrangements,” she said. Lifting a hand and wagging a finger in front of the naked and nervous dwarf.

“Miss, I…” Karragh started.

“Quiet, I’m speaking,” Jessamyn spoke with firm authority, but without shouting.

I’d begun stroking my length as I watched Jessamyn play as a dominant, it was sooo hot.

“No, I think you came in here because you want our master’s seed,” she said.

Karragh tried to shake her head, but one look at the steely gaze from Jessamyn and she broke.

“Yes, Miss,” she replied softly instead.

“As I thought,” Jessamyn said, scooting back a few inches on the bed, spreading her legs wide displaying her perfect set of labia and bulging clitoris. Drops of my thick creamy seed were beginning to dribble from her folds, coating her perineum.

“Well, here it is,” she said nonchalantly, gesturing to her so recently fucked pussy. “Lick it up and be sure to get it all.”

Eyes widening even further Karragh baulked at the order, but Jessamyn arched her eyebrow at her hesitancy.

“I won’t tell you again and be quick about it. Don’t waste a drop, or I shall be very displeased,” she said, the firm authority returning to her voice.

My dick was so hard I thought I must be taking health damage; it took a will of iron not to jump in and ravish her. I told myself a little more patience and even greater rewards shall be yours.

“Yes, Miss, sorry, Miss,” Karragh managed to find her voice and stepped forward.

Her hands came away from her genitalia as she placed them on either side of the divan, taking up a kneeling position between the legs of my auburn-haired wood elf. I could see her tuft of pubic hair, the same pale blonde colour of her short-cropped hair. It was a thick but compact patch just above her mounds.

With Karragh now so close to Jessamyn, the wood eld’s legs were blocking my view. I rolled out the side of the bed and took a new position resting against one of the posts at the far end of the bed. From my new perch, I could see all the hot steamy lesbian action my horny little heart desired.

Then Karragh lowered her head, her reddish-pink tongue poking out of her mouth as she gently at first and then with greater confidence started to lick around the edges of Jessamyn’s labia. Taking globs of my sticky cum on the tip of her tongue, pulling it back into her mouth, licking her lips and tasting it before swallowing my precious essence.

Jessamyn began to moan from the tender ministrations of the dwarf woman, and I may have been making a few low growling sounds myself.

Having finished licking up all my cum that had managed to seep out of Jessamyn, Karragh’s tongue moved up and softly at first but then more firmly pushed inside of her puckered pussy lips. Proceeding to lap and slurp my seed from Jessamyn’s fleshy chalice. Before long, Jessamyn took hold of Karragh’s hair and began pushing her face closer, encouraging her to delve deeper with her tongue.

“Good girl, enjoying yourself?” she whispered, the look of joy in Karragh’s eyes reminding me of Jessamyn in the throes of our own passion.

“Yes, Miss, thank you, Miss,” she replied thickly.

“Excellent, now there is plenty more of the masters cum to be had but it is deep inside. His cock is so huge, his seed has a long way to travel to come back out,” she giggled.

Karragh nodded in understanding.

“Come up on the bed and lie down on your back,” Jessamyn ordered. “I’m going to sit on your face, and you can drink his seed as it flows down and out. Don’t waste any,” she ordered the last sharply.

“No, Miss, I won’t spill a drop Miss,” was Karragh’s prompt subordinate response.

Jessamyn shuffled backwards and Karragh clambered up onto the bed, lying on her back as she was told. Jessamyn got on her knees and positioned her pussy above the waiting hungry mouth of the blonde dwarf woman. Karragh’s tongue reaching out and resuming the tickling ministrations of the wood elf’s nether lips.

Jessamyn shuddered with pleasure as Karragh teased her mound, and I had to move around to the end of the bed so I could drink in the incredibly erotic sight before of me of two nude beauties pleasuring one another. Jessamyn shot me a wanton smile and her hands reached out and started to massage and squeeze Karragh’s breasts. Her fingers gripping and tweaking the dwarf woman’s thick nipples. Karragh letting out an audible moan, her legs twitching, and I could see a rivulet of her juices escape her slick folds.

All remnants of her previous nervousness now gone, Karragh’s hands reached up grabbing Jessamyn’s hips as she pulled the elf girl’s pussy closer to her roving tongue as her mouth’s lips kissed the elf’s pussy lips.

“Hmmm, I think you are ready,” purred Jessamyn from her kneeling position. “Are you ready to take our master’s cock Karragh? I know you’ve been craving it since he took you from the dungeon.”

“Yes, Miss,” she managed to say pulling her head away from the wood elf’s cunny briefly. Her eyes met mine, and unabated lust filled them. “Oh, yes,” she gasped, her quim clenching with a small anticipatory orgasm.

“Beg for it then, you horny girl, beg for his cock and maybe he’ll oblige,” Jessamyn commanded.

I most certainly was going to oblige, and it was taking an inhuman level of restraint not to be balls deep in her already.

“Please, sir, will you take me, sir,” the blonde dwarf begged.

Jessamyn acted before I could, pulling her hips away from Karragh revealing her face, with one hand she slapped the dwarf across the face, very hard. The other she slapped the side of one of her breasts, leaving a stinging red mark, shocking both Karragh and myself, although I managed to hide it better.

“That is not how you address our Master,” she raged with genuine anger and fury in her eyes. “Beg properly or face even greater punishments.”

The implication clear, Karragh had already earned herself some future corrective measures.

“Yes, Miss, sorry Miss,” she spoke up trying to placate the furious elf girl. After a moment, thinking about what she may have done to err in Jess’ opinion she tried again.

“Please, Master, will you take me. Will you fuck my unworthy quim and fill my womb with your seed,” she implored of me, calling me master for the first time.

It sent a fresh thrill through my engorged member, which twitched in response. My smile grew predatory, right now I couldn’t think of anything that could turn me on more.

Jessamyn, now satisfied with Karragh’s pleading, shifted her hips back so Karragh could resume working her clit. Her own hands returned to kneading the dwarf woman’s breasts, teasing the nipples, whispering she was a good girl and had done well.

I grabbed hold of the arm of the divan in front of me, as it was blocking me from my prize, pulling it out and away in a single swift motion. I put a bit too much oomph into the action and ended up throwing the thing across the room. It smashed into the wall, dropping to the floor in a broken heap. The destruction wrought by my hand barely registered, my attention was entirely zoned in on the luscious sight before me.

“For your earlier disobedience, I shall not be as gentle with you during your first time as I might have been,” I said, stepping up to the end of the bed, deciding to run with Jessamyn’s punishment motif.

Karragh ceased her licking for half a second sending a glance at me, her throat contracting in a gulp, before resuming her work. I could see her labia twitch with excitement and anticipation, a little more of her precum oozing from her slit.

I took hold of her right ankle with my left hand and raised it high, forcing her leg back. I let my fingers play and dance over her wet vulva for a short while, pushing them past her lips, so I could gauge how tight she was. I wasn’t being gentle, but I didn’t want to genuinely hurt her either.

My explorations drew a pleasurable gasp from the dwarf and revealing unlike Jessamyn, Karragh was not a virgin, but her cunny was still gratifyingly firm and inviting. This wasn’t a problem for me, her past was exactly that, the past. Her present and future were with me, she was all mine and mine alone.

I grabbed her other ankle, lifting it, so I could take hold of both with my left hand. I gripped my throbbing member with my now free right hand and teased the dwarf’s pouting entrance with my tip, circling it around and over her mound, coating her thatch of blonder hair above it in a mixture of our combined juices.

“Please…” she said, muffled by her mouth and lips being crushed up against Jessamyn’s pussy as the wood elf girl ground them into Karragh’s face. Jessamyn and my eyes met, hers green and mine yellow, equally filled with lust.

“Do it, Master, fuck her…uuhh she has earned it,” she managed to gasp, on the verge of orgasm herself.

I pressed the tip of my dick against her opening, the head pushing past the minimal resistance her flesh barriers offered. Once the head was in, I rammed my hips forward and slammed my cock deep into her willing tunnel. Karragh wailed, both from shock and glee at my sudden entrance and my balls slapped against her puckered arsehole as my hips connected with hers. With her legs raised as they were, I was able to penetrate her to the base of my cock.

Now inside my free hand grabbing her left ankle and I pushed her legs farther back while simultaneously shifting my own body to loom over hers. With her now in position I flexed my hips backwards, pulling my shaft halfway out before thrusting back down more powerfully than before.

“Yessss…” Karragh moaned out. “Again, please, Master.”

I happily obliged, pulling back once more before plunging back down into her quivering honey pot. Even my humanoid avatar had claws, and now those on my feet had extended out and were gripping firmly into the flooring allowing me the kind of leverage to hold my position without falling forward.

Now fully prepared I built up speed and momentum, thrusting powerfully, pounding my submerged cock repeatedly and furiously into her clenching channel. Each forward motion sinking my long, thick shaft to the base, letting me grind my pelvis against her clit each time.

It took just over a minute to send Karragh over the edge, and I felt the velvety slick walls of her vagina uncontrollably clenching my penis, desperately trying to hold it in place. I was too strong and in no mood to show her any mercy and I continued rhythmically pulling out and pushing back in overcoming all muscular resistance.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck…Yessss.” Karragh squealed out. “Stop…too much…ahhh…yess, fuckity-fuck.”

Jessamyn had pulled her pussy away from the blonde dwarf’s mouth letting her ride out her first Wolf King induced orgasm. She gave me a wink and bent over and took one of Karragh’s thick nipples in her mouth and started sucking on it eagerly, the dwarf woman’s breast rising and falling under the elf girl’s suction.

Watching that was so god damn hot, it was enough to make me want to unleash my load, but not yet, I held back. This was Karragh’s first fucking, the first orgasm I’d forced upon her, and like Jessamyn, before her, I was going to make sure it was a motherfucking multiple leaving her begging for more.

I doubled down on my thrusting action, adding more pace, more power, and was soon rewarded by further squealing as Karragh now in a blind bliss frenzy was bucking wildly trying to throw me off. Jessamyn, having experienced this herself, was aware and had taken hold of Karragh’s shoulders pushing her down onto the mattress, keeping her in place.

I wouldn’t relent, making her ride out four perhaps five orgasms over the course of a couple of minutes. Just as she reached the height of another shuddering high, I plunged my cock in deep abutting her cervix for the last time as it became time to satisfy my throbbing ache. My balls tightening, I sent a pulsing deluge of my creamy seed up, over, and all around her womb.

Once I let go of her legs which flopped down onto the bed, I pulled out, my cock coated in the mixture of my thick white cum and hers. I glanced at Jessamyn, and she was busy, her fingers sawing in and out of her vagina as she brought herself to climax again now her hands were free.

Karragh was laying there in a languid sex coma, violet eyes closed, softly panting as she came down from the experience. I rolled her over slightly and gave her a sharp slap to her impressive posterior, the pain returning her focus to me.

“Ow! Yes, Master,” she queried, grinning impishly.

“Roll over and move to the centre of the bed,” I commanded.

She hastily obeyed, and as she did, I moved around the side of the bed, clambering on. I knelt on the bed, my still hard cock in front of Karragh’s face and it was beginning to drip juices on the blue silk sheets. I looked over at Jessamyn who was just coming down from her pleasure heights.

“Jessamyn, get that angelic face of yours between Karragh’s thighs and give her the same treatment she just gave you and as for you,” I said, now addressing Karragh, she looked up from the bed now seeing my bobbing member in front of her. “You get to clean my cock with your mouth.”

Karragh seemed confused for a moment.

“Are we not going to sleep, Master?” she asked, before taking the head of my cock in her mouth and beginning to gently suckle on it.

“That might have been what the weaklings you’ve been with before may have had to do, but here we don’t sleep until I’m done. Spoiler alert that’s a long fucking time from now.”

The happy glow from her violet eyes told me she wasn’t displeased to hear that. Not at all.




Chapter 12

Several hours later Karragh and Jessamyn were dozing on the bed atop one another, basted in our mutual juices. I decided to let them rest a while longer, we had a few hours before I would have to kick the defeated challenger’s out and on to their unpalatable fates. Now I had a moment, I slipped from the bed and padded over to the DDD to check out the notification that had been flashing ever since the strange connection I shared with my two sleeping beauties.

It struck me as I wandered over how natural I now felt in this form and it could only have been a few months in the elapsed time since all this seemed so new and unusual. I grinned at the thought, despite the constant threat of peril I was far happier here than I’d been back home.

There would always be a part of me that missed the friends and family I had left back there, just as I was sure they would miss me, at least in the beginning, until they moved on with their lives. My life was here now, and although I fully intended on escaping the Proving Grounds, I knew if I got to the Realms in a new body with my women at my side I wouldn’t even try to return to Earth.

I activated the DDD, getting comfy on the black leather couch. I hadn’t cleaned up, so my junk was swabbing fluids all over the black leather and making a bit of a mess, but nothing a quick inventory rebound wouldn’t fix up in a jiffy. I had four new messages to review. The first two I could see had the same timestamp as well as the same title and I opened the first of these.

Disciple Update!

One of your disciples, Jessamyn, soul has undergone a change. Changes of this nature may affect your disciple’s capabilities and are irreversible, and they can’t be altered even with the use of the design table. Please check their status sheet to review any updates.

Jess had been irreversibly changed, my heart suddenly started to beat faster, and I felt a sinking feeling in my stomach. This could be horribly bad and without checking any of the other DDD missives, I summoned Jessamyn’s status sheet in a second window. Fortunately, my familiarity with the device had advanced to the stage where I barely had to consciously think of what I wanted before it intuitively carried out my desires for me.

I scanned the text and after a few moments, audibly sighed in relief. There had been an update, but it was an addition and a positive one at that. Under her special effects, she had a new listing, joining her sanctified affinity.

Aura of Dominance: (20) [Daxasian Blessing] A born leader, those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. Those affected will instinctively defer to you, making them more likely to submit to your will. Its effect is enhanced the longer they are in your presence and holding a position of authority over a person will also enhance its effect. *

 

*Granted as the alpha female of the Wolf King’s harem, its effect is x2 on other harem members.

As this dungeon has a Dominance speciality this effect is x2

 

Jessamyn now had a similar aura of dominance as me, but it wasn’t as strong as my own. Mine was at thirty, which with my dominance bonus was doubled to sixty. Jessamyn’s base of twenty would be doubled to forty, which was still very impressive.

Then I read the text again and thought through the implications of Jessamyn’s second conditional bonus. On my harem members, her rating of forty would be doubled again to eighty, beating out my rating of sixty. She would have more clout over them than I would. I was disturbed briefly until I realised it made sense she would have or even need that kind of influence to keep a growing harem in check. Especially as I fully intended to for it to grow exponentially.

Besides, Jessamyn was fully under my authority and was besotted with me, and I had nothing to be concerned about. I was happy for her, as this is what she wanted, and despite my lack of faith, had seized her opportunity and was flourishing. That and I found it exceptionally sexy thinking of her bossing a plethora of other women into satisfying all my carnal needs.

Daydreaming done, I moved on to read the rest of the messages.

Disciple Update!

One of your disciples, Karragh Dvarhold, soul has undergone a change. Changes of this nature may affect your disciple’s capabilities and are irreversible, and they can’t be altered even with the use of the design table. Please check their status sheet to review any updates.

It was the same message I had for Jessamyn. I brought Karragh’s status up so that I could read through that too. Just like Jessamyn, there was a change in her special effects, but hers was a little different.

Maladroit Metalworker: [Ironhammer’s Bane] Metalworking and Smelting skills are considered to be twenty ranks lower than current ranks. (Minimum of 0, can’t be negative)

 

Magnified Metalworker: [Daxasian Blessing] Metalworking and Smelting skills are considered to be twenty ranks higher than current ranks.

 

The previous curse laid down by Ironhammer, on all ironskin dwarves, hamstringing skills associated with blacksmithing I had observed before was struck out. I think this was the DDD’s way of showing me it was now gone and in its place was the opposite. Karragh was now blessed to be far more capable in this field.

I checked the box for spells and skills, and sure enough, she now had Metalworking and Smelting. Both were at zero with zero percent progress, but the blessing made that an effective twenty which was superb. There was every chance these two skills would advance from the same low-level crafting activity that had helped mine to almost ten.

I’d need to be a bit careful raising the prospect of making use of this blessing with Karragh. My earlier faux pas seemed to be behind us now, but I didn’t want to reignite any resentment. She might be overjoyed to learn she could work the forge like an ironskin dwarf of old, or her culture’s newer aversion to the practice may be too deep-rooted.   

If you are about to accuse me of burying the lead, you aren’t wrong. While I was indeed very happy and excited, my two ladies had some swanky new abilities that should be of great help to us, that wasn’t what had my head fizzing and spinning.

Daxasian Blessing. What. The. Fuck. It was something to do with me obviously, the Daxas part of Daxasian being a bit of a dead giveaway. I’d not read anything about this in any of the manuals or the Accords. Based on the events as they transpired it had to be part of that psychic energy link, I had experienced with Jessamyn and Karragh. D’uh. Yeah, I get it, self-evident plot hammer smacking me in the face alert.

The only person I could ask for more information was Tenzing, but not until the rest day. I was sorely tempted to forego the last few hours of the post-challenge grace period, just to hasten the moment when I could speak with him about this. I managed to temper my impatience, just because things were going swimmingly well right now, didn’t mean I shouldn’t try and eke out every advantage possible.

I’d lost count of the number of times my total war campaigns had fallen apart because I was too eager to get on with conquering tempting nearby regions. Leaving my defences too thin and being hit by an army that was just out of sight of my fog of war, moving in as soon as I overextended my forces. I fucking hated it when that happened.

Accepting I wasn’t going to get any immediate answers to my burning questions on this subject, I moved on to what I could do and read the remaining notice on the DDD.

Achievements Gained!

Polyamorous Lover 1 (afforded by the Lust speciality)

You have taken three or more different lovers into your bed with the intent to add more and you gain benefits to assist in this endeavour.

The Lust affinity bonus to your aura of sexual magnetism is increased from x2 to x3.

Disciple experience points for sexual activity with you increased from fifty to one hundred per day.

 

Harem 1 (afforded by the Female Affinity speciality)

You have taken two or more females as permanent sexual partners, with the intent to add more and you gain benefits to assist in this endeavour.

The Female Affinity bonus to your aura of sexual magnetism is increased from x2 to x3.

You now have the Harem Builder ability. Female disciples and adventurers get a 1% bonus to experience, and coin gained from your dungeon. This bonus increases by a further 1% each time she enters your dungeon until it reaches a current maximum of 10%.

 

Diversity Champion 1 (afforded by the Polyspecism speciality)

You have engaged in sexual congress with three or more different species, with the intent to do so with more and you gain benefits to assist in this endeavour.

The Polyspecism bonus to your aura of sexual magnetism now increases it by x2, in addition to its existing effect.

Your aura of sexual magnetism will now also be active in your warwolf avatar. The aura will be at its base strength, bonuses are currently only applied to the passive humanoid form.

A bundle of fresh achievements, all for doing what comes naturally to me. My aura of sexual magnetism was now at an eye watering staggering one thousand and eighty. Those multipliers were insane, what’s more, these appeared to be chain achievements, it was altogether possible it could go even higher. It had been overpowering before, now I couldn’t imagine, but I was grinning ear to ear regardless.

The rest of the bonuses were useful too, I was especially glad to see I now had something that would help convince more women to come here in the first place. That and my sex aura now working a little of its mojo even when I was in beast mode should help convince the ladies to stick around once they got here.

Only one more to read.

New Life Seed!

One of your disciples, Karragh Dvarhold, now bears a life seed. Check the appropriate menu item of your design table for more details.

A simple one, Karragh had a life seed just like Jessamyn. I’d expected it eventually but was still a bit surprised I had ‘impregnated’ her so soon. Then again some of those achievements would have kicked in as soon as I slept with her the first time, so perhaps it’s not so surprising after all. I checked out the life seed tab.

Eligible candidates: 2

Jessamyn

Karragh Dvarhold

In Progress: 2

Jessamyn: 5,744 hours until life seed germination.

Karragh Dvarhold: 7,916 hours until life seed germination.

Much the same as before I could see Jessamyn had wiped approximately seven hundred hours’ worth of time off her seed. Karragh’s had a higher starting time than Jessamyn’s. Using the DDD to do the calculations revealed that an ironskin dwarf’s pregnancy was roughly eleven months to the wood elves nine.

I could hear stirring from the bed behind me.

“Master?” Jessamyn called out sleepily.

“I’m at the DDD, come join me, wake Karragh and bring her along,” I said absentmindedly, still browsing the DDD.

A few moments later, I could hear the padding of bare feet as both women followed my instructions and rounded the black leather couch on either side and sat beside me, Jessamyn on my left, Karragh on my right. I put an arm about each of their naked shoulders and pulled them in close.

“Do we have long before our dungeon work resumes, Master?” Jessamyn said.

“About an hour,” I told her. “I just need to go over a few things with you both then we’ll get cleaned up in the baths next door. Karragh, you haven’t seen those yet, but I think you’ll like them.”

I addressed the last part to the dwarf woman under my right arm, and I slipped my hand past her armpit and squeezed her breast. She let out a low moan in response and pressed herself closer to me.

I re-opened the windows with each of their stats, so they could see them. The lack of literacy was no longer an issue. I had brainstormed with Tenzing during the previous rest day and found a way around it.

Literacy was not a skill recognised on the statistics sheet, because of that we figured out I could add the capability to my disciples using the DDD. Technically, all knowledge makes a change to the physical structure of the brain, so I could add it as a change for them.

Being attuned to the DDD allowed me to identify the ‘knowledge’ in my brain and apply the same to Jessamyn. It only cost me one hundred experience and the time it took to figure it out, but it was worth it. I had done the same for Karragh while they were making their way over from the bed.

To answer your next burning questions, yes, I did try using it to transfer other kinds of knowledge and no, Alyssa did not pull me in for another interlude. Tenzing had warned me in advance it would almost certainly be unsuccessful, or at the very least not usable.

I quickly discovered trying to transfer an ability like my Venom spell could be done if you happened to have one hundred million experience handy to pay for it. Even non-stat based knowledge, like my very limited experience with melee combat, cost over a million. How to cook a mean lasagne on the other hand cost a mere five XP.

It had been anticipated dungeons might try and use the cosmetic change function to improve their disciple’s fighting abilities. Things like increasing, or even adding extra limbs. Rather than create an exhaustive list of what could and couldn’t be done, the Lords just instituted an exponential increase to the cost if it could affect their performance in the dungeon to discourage its use. Although transferring knowledge in this manner hadn’t been foreseen by them it still fell under that umbrella and was similarly affected. So, no audience with the tempting minx for me and we would have to continue to learn to fight the hard way. Snigger, hard.

“As you can see there have been a few…alterations,” I said. I had decided to let them just read it for themselves. It would be easier to gauge their reactions that way, Karragh’s particularly.

I gave both girls a moment to read through their statistic screens. An interesting side effect of the knowledge transfer we discovered with Jessamyn was my unthinking ‘knowing’ I could read was also carried over. So, despite Karragh being unable to read a few minutes ago, she, just as I, instinctively read the screen without thinking about it. I’d point it out to her later, but right now I wanted her focussing on the blessing.

I could smell the satisfaction rolling off Jessamyn in waves as she read about her new ability. Her reaction was much as I expected and hoped, but Karragh’s reaction was more complex, with confusion dominating.

“What does this mean, Master?” she said at last.

I belatedly realised the maladroit metalworking entry that had been struck when I reviewed the screens earlier was now gone.

“Maybe this will help clarify,” I said to her. I flexed my mental control of the DDD and restored the previous entry so that Karragh could read it.

“This was the previous entry, the curse laid upon you and your people by Ironhammer aeons ago. I’m not entirely sure how, but as part of you bonding with me, I’ve purged it and replaced it with the opposite,” I explained to her.

Karragh pondered what I said as she read the entry.

“You mean, I can work a forge for you now, Master,” she said eventually.

“Not just work a forge but excel beyond most others. Only if you wish too, of course, I wouldn’t force it upon you, but it would be a great benefit to us all if you did,” I told her. Putting in a gentle prod to try and sell her on the idea.

“I’d not thought, I mean I’d never considered I would be able to. I was always told my only use was to fight and die for the kin I had betrayed,” Karragh said, her voice quiet and uncertain.

“They were fools, and their loss is my gain. You are capable of far more than they could possibly imagine,” I told her, stroking her back as I did so.

“Thank you, Master, for your kind words…I think I would like to try to do what no ironskin has done in millennia,” she said, after a short pause.

“Excellent, we’ll have you crafting masterwork weapons and armour in no time,” I effused.

“We have more than enough ore to get you started. When the dungeon restarts, I’ll need you to concentrate on the gathering, but we can kick it off tonight when the runs quieten down. Plus, there should be time on the rest day to try and power level you in those skills,” I said. Karragh nodded as I finished.

With that concern put to bed, my casual fondling of the firmly muscled curves of my dwarf disciple had the inevitable effect on my not so little soldier. I watched as Jessamyn reached across my chest, took hold of the short blonde hair at the back of Karragh’s head and guided her down into my lap, her open wet mouth swallowing my shaft greedily. Karragh’s head started bobbing up and down with Jessamyn’s insistent fingers pushing my cock deeper into her throat with each bob.

Fuckballs, but it was good to be me.

 

Time restarted and the rest of the day ended without anything else of note. We transitioned into the rest day at the end of the fifth week. This time I was more aware midnight was approaching, therefore when Tenzing materialised, Jessamyn, Karragh and I were suitably attired.

I had changed up Karragh’s outfit from the plain brown smock she was wearing. I had her wearing some daisy duke blue denim shorts with a blue and white checked shirt similarly tailored to cut off just below her impressive bust to show off her toned midriff.

After introductions were made the ladies headed off into the dungeon to start on the daily chores. Tenzing joined me on the black leather couch, freshly cleaned via inventory swap out, by the DDD and the display was flashing, I had a notification.

Congratulations! You have Ranked up.

We are happy to inform you that based on your position on the rank 3 leader board you have advanced to rank 4. Well done on making it this far. As a rank 4 dungeon, you must increase the minimum size of your first floor from thirty to thirty-five rooms and you will be unable to make any changes to your dungeon layout until this requirement is met. If your dungeon does not meet these requirements, a missed soul mark tithe penalty will be applied each week.

It was letting me know I had advanced to rank four. It was a sign of how far ahead of other dungeons I was that I hadn’t even thought to check out the rank three leader boards. Shellitz, Drakken and the Outsiders had pushed my fallen total to one hundred and ninety-nine and I’d assumed, correctly as it turned out, that would be enough to advance me. I decided to rectify that oversight this time and brought up the leader board for rank four.

Position Rank/Zone Name Domain/Sphere Fallen

1 st            4 / 7        The Wolf King’s     Life / Sexual        199

Lair

2 nd       4 / 17          Ignis          Elemental /       128

Confederacy        Fire

#37

3 rd        4 / 1          Brart’s         Destruction /       126

Dungeon      Manipulation

4th        4 / 22         Twilight’s           Infernal          125

Gleam

 

I was solidly top once more, part of that would be because all the other dungeons with high numbers would have already moved on. I was a shoe-in for rank five at the end of next week as well and my rank was still low enough there were bound to be several spaces available at rank five, so even if some of those others caught up, overtaking me, I would still advance.

I did note the gap between us was narrowing and my advancement may not be as automatic by the time I hit rank eight or nine. I still wasn’t sure if that would be a good thing or not.

“You have done very well, Daxas,” Tenzing said, drawing me from my pondering.

“Yes, I’m very happy thus far, especially now that I’ve got my second disciple,” I said.

“Indeed, I believe she will be of great use to you,” he responded.

If I didn’t know him better, I would have thought his double entendre deliberate, but as I did, I knew it was unintentional, probably.

“Thanks for the praise, but you know what I really want to talk about,” I said.

“Yes, the Daxasian blessings you bestowed on both Jessamyn and Karragh. I do not believe you are going to like my answer. There is nothing I can tell you about them.”

“What? Have the Lords blocked you again, this is growing tiresome,” I said, an inflexion of exasperation creeping into my voice.

“Not this time, Daxas, would that it was them, I might be of more use. I simply know nothing of how you have conferred these blessings upon both women. It is not something covered or even mentioned in the Accords and to the best of my knowledge no other dungeon has done anything like this since the signing of the Accords and the Proving Grounds opening.”

“I think it is likely linked to where you come from, but I can’t be sure. I’m sorry I can’t be of more help, but I am limited to the knowledge I was given when I was formed from the entity that exists here. It may know more, perhaps it may contact you directly to speak of it. If not, simply be grateful that you have another tool in your arsenal, regardless of where it came from,” Tenzing finished.

It was frustrating that he couldn’t tell me more, Alyssa might know more but I couldn’t even ask Tenzing that directly. I’d never spoken of her to Tenzing or my disciples on the off chance the Lords were unaware of my contact with her. I wasn’t even sure if Tenzing knew she existed, although I think his reference to the entity contacting me directly, implied he at least suspected.

“If you don’t know, you don’t know, you’re also right, I shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. Unless, of course, it is a gift from a Greek in which case you definitely should, to make sure it’s not filled with armed men,” I told him, grinning at his blue brow furrowing perplexedly, as I mixed metaphors.

His confusion compounded by being unlikely to have known the meaning of either of them in the first place.

As he tried to puzzle through my words, I checked my other waiting message. It was just the weekly breakdown of my experience gained for the week, the headline, it was a new record, 272,200 XP.

A group like Drakken’s did provide a hefty bump as they were laden with soul marks and I received credit for all those when they failed their challenge. The real money-maker, though, was coming from my regular traffic.

There were so many adventurers visiting me I was now averaging forty delves a day with eight to ten adventurers in each group. The runs were averaging out at two hours or so, and I was getting sixty XP for each visitor doubled to one hundred and twenty for my dominance law. As most tended to get out of my dungeon relatively unscathed they would often heal enough to participate each day of the week. All told I was getting close to two hundred and fifty thousand XP.

Maybe paying XP to use the DDD to upskill my disciples wasn’t as far-fetched a plan after all.

Speaking of money-making, my health potion sales were still going strong. I’d cleared my backlog of three thousand and was now limited to selling only what I could currently produce. Total sales were just over four thousand when I factored in the modest Mana potion sales, I was also pulling in. I now had just over one hundred and fifty thousand in coins I could spend, with a potential regular income of just over forty-five thousand coins a week. Impressive numbers if I do say so myself.

I turned my attention to my dungeon design, reviewing what I had already done and reviewing what was left. Most of my plans had already been put in place. In the main dungeon, I had pulled both L shaped rooms with bears and moved them to my core floor instead. I took two of the existing eight cube rooms from the core floor adding them to my dungeons first floor. Using one I set it after the resource rooms as my new sixth chamber and named it the ‘Entrance Hall’. It wasn’t technically the entrance, at least not yet. Now I knew I had over two hundred and fifty thousand XP in my reserves, XP I could spend next week, I had plans for an overhaul to the front of the dungeon and would put the five resource rooms in their separate wing.

The second chamber I combined with five new ones I purchased taking the place of the second bear room. For now, I had only reassigned both bears to the expanded room. I would talk it over with Tenzing and the girls later as to what else I should add to make this room pop. A bare bear room might make for an amusing literary pun, but it was a boring and shitty room for a dungeon.

Learning from my experience with Shellitz, I added twenty baboons in the ‘Jungle Ropes’. These would roam about on the dungeon’s floor, and I’d even hollowed out some of the pillars so that they could conceal their numbers. Any fallers or groups who wanted to avoid using the ropes and climb down would now have to contend with the long-toothed aggressive primates.

They wouldn’t leave the lower floor portion of the room, well they wouldn’t in a regular run. I had already written a fresh set of instructions for their behaviour during a challenge.

With the baboons now in place the sprites became somewhat redundant. I moved them to ‘Wipeout’, and I just programmed these sprites to fly-by attack raiders as they tried crossing the logs in this room. Hopefully, with these little fella’s now in here, I would finally get a few more delvers falling in the wet concrete.

I also changed the pillars in this room to make the edges uneven or spiky, again learning from the Outsiders ingenuity when using planks to cross. This should make utilising such a tactic more difficult in the future.

That was all I had done for the ‘Golden Path’ in my dungeon. The core floor now had the two former bear rooms, which were larger than the chambers they replaced at sixteen cubes each. I increased the size of my core room to sixteen cubes as well. This, combined with my increased dungeon power and the forest dungeon power bonus, allowed me to increase my force of goblins in the chamber before my core room to twenty. The maximum I could have, based on the agreement I had in place with Alyssa.

My biggest expenditure of the day was to build a new wing adjoining my new ‘Entrance Hall’. I purchased ten basic rooms and melded them together. The new wing was then put beneath the ‘Entrance Hall’.

I’d built a trap door and put it on the floor and used the connecting corridor to go down rather than across. Thankfully the DDD interpreted my intention, and the descending corridor had steps rather than being a vertical drop. The whole complex was named the ‘Basement’, not very original, but none of the adventurers could see these names anyway so something descriptive served just as well as something clever and fancy.

The ‘Basement’ was filled with a variety of crates and barrels, both broken and whole spread throughout the entire area, some covered in burlap cloth. I put in a few stone pillars and the occasional wall, creating alcoves, and a few piles of rubble dotted about the interior. The aim was to make it a little trickier to navigate around.

I populated this new wing with the cheapest and crappiest mob I had available to me. A dungeon creature I had steadfastly refused to employ when I first created my initial first floor as it was hackneyed and clichéd. Rats, I filled it with two hundred rats.

They were two hundred and fifty experience each and you could have four for each point of dungeon power. The ten minimum sized rooms in the ‘Basement’ providing fifty DP and two hundred rats were the limit of what I could have without using any of my bonus allowance, which I reserved for use on my core floor.

Yes, it completely lacked originality, but it suited the purpose I had for this new addition to my dungeon layout. These rats weren’t even supposed to attack adventurers, I’d even gone so far as to spend a little extra XP instructing them to hide if the adventurers got too near. They would only attack if cornered or were under attack themselves. This new wing was, however, necessary for something I was building outside my dungeon.      

Building the external entrances last week had, as I’d hoped, opened new options for City rooms and where I could build them. I could now build any City room I had access to, outside my dungeon, placing it within my area of influence. I had already earmarked funds from my supply for a Bank and Auction House and I’d picked out where I wanted them to.

I was putting them behind my main dungeon entrance, a bit away from where the Black Hills Brigade had set up their temporary encampment. Two reasons mainly, first, I couldn’t place them where adventurers had already set up stuff. Second, I wanted to make it a bit easier for my green-skinned visitors hiding in the north to be able to get to them as well.

Along with these, I was adding a third utility building, an Advancement Booth. This contained the facilities adventurers would need to review their skills and abilities and of course pick what it was they wanted to use their spare rank point on when they levelled up.

Each building cost me twenty thousand coins, but their purpose was to encourage the adventurers to stick around my dungeon. Presently, if they wanted to buy, sell, resupply or make themselves stronger they would have to return to the City. That took time, which meant fewer runs, and fewer runs meant less XP for me. I saw all of this as an investment in my survival.

These utility buildings were useful, but as I’m sure you’re asking yourself, why would any of that require a basement full of rats in the dungeon. For a further twenty thousand coins, I was buying a Quest Booth to join the other three buildings.

The Quest Booth was a building I could have had for free if I had taken the Quest Giving perk when I started instead of Crafting. In general, the building would allow adventurers to acquire and hand in all quests available to them. The big bonus for me, as the owner of this booth I could create quests for completion in my dungeon.

I didn’t have to commit to purchasing before the quest tab became available for me to peruse. Although, any quests I fashioned wouldn’t become available until after the booth had been paid for and constructed. As external buildings, they would appear immediately after I confirmed them on the DDD, but I wanted to have my quest ready from the get-go and was waiting until I had fine-tuned it before moving ahead.

I was currently limited to a single quest, but if I built more Quest Booth’s elsewhere or upgraded this one, I would be able to have more. Gaining ranks would also increase the number of quests as well as the quantity and quality of rewards I could offer. The other option when I hit rank eleven would be to take the Quest Giving perk. I’d get a free booth and double both my quest limit and what I could offer without paying for it myself.

I wouldn’t be doing that now, though. I could achieve most of that with a little bit of elbow grease on my part, and it would be a waste of a major perk. That, and there was a part of me silently hoping for some achievements from doing this the hard way.

After a few minutes of tinkering, I had the simple quest I wanted.

 

Quest       Rat Hunting

Location    The Wolf King’s Lair

Description Enter the Wolf King’s Lair and kill 20 rats. (This

quest can be completed as a party. Each participant increases rat kill count requirement by 20)

Frequency   Daily (Repeatable)

Rewards    25 Experience. 75 Coins.

 

I was currently allowed to offer a hundred XP for a repeatable daily quest. I converted seventy-five of this into coins. I could offer more but would be expected to provide fifty percent of the extra from my accounts. It was something I was considering for later, but it wasn’t something I wanted to do for an easy quest like this.

The primary purpose of this quest was to put a bit of extra coin in the adventurer’s pockets. Coin I then hoped they would spend buying stuff from me on the Auction House which would, in turn, allow me to continue to improve the facilities I had available, encouraging them to stick around.

That it meant they would need to spend an extra thirty minutes chasing rats around the basement wing, adding to the experience I would get from their runs was just gravy.

Happy with my work, I confirmed those external purchases and using the viewer on the DDD watched as they were summoned from the ether. Rising from the earth fully formed, emerging as if they had been long buried and were now being forced into the light of day by some tectonic shifting from below.

Their emergence triggered much excitement from those few who had remained at the campsite during the rest day. I would have to see if putting them up had the desired effect of increasing the number of who remained next week.

My attention was taken from the hubbub outside by the flashing blue icon letting me know I had new messages to read.

Rooms Unlocked!

Your building activity has unlocked the Pathway, Defences and Guild subsections of the City structures.

Achievements Gained!

City Builder 1

You have built three or more City structures outside of your dungeon and you gain a minor perk. Cost of building City rooms reduced by 10%.

Pathfinder 3

You have gained access to Paths and Roads before rank 11, 21 and 31 and you gain a minor perk. Cost to build Paths and Roads reduced by 10%, 20%, 30%.

Not a bad haul, achievement wise. I didn’t get anything related to quests, although I wasn’t really surprised. My early crafting and resource achievements were for building the rooms I had to provide myself. The Quest Giver perk gave you that building for free, and I didn’t expect there to be an achievement for creating it, but hopefully, I might get something once adventurers started handing it in.

Jessamyn and I were now rank four and I bumped my Strength to twenty-five and put the other four points in Mana taking it to fourteen. For Jessamyn, I just put all her rank up points into her Mana raising it to twenty-five.

Karragh did not quite have the experience to make rank four yet, but now she was stationed with Jessamyn in the ‘Lair’ she would pick up an equal amount of XP from lost soul marks. She would be getting one hundred and thirty-five a day from her sexual activity with me and I was confident she would be rank four before the end of the next week.

I would be funnelling her upgrades into Mana or Spell Power too as her physical attributes would be enhanced by the gear I would be providing. As she wouldn’t be wearing that gear during the usual dives, it would keep the difficulty of the ‘Lair’ down except for challenges and invasions.

The last thing I wanted to do was purchase a Kitchen for the inactive part of the dungeon I was now coming to think of as home. It would have been twenty thousand coins, but my new perk was already in effect and reduced the cost to eighteen thousand. Leaving me fifty-five thousand in my accounts, and very wealthy by dungeon standards. As I was confirming the purchase, a stray thought hit me and I decided to run it by Tenzing as he was sitting next to me.

“Tenzing, can I use dungeon creatures in the kitchen I just built?” I said to him.

“In what manner? Daxas,” he asked back.

“I mean, I know they can fight if I order them to do so, but can they do other things like cook?”

He took a moment to think it over before answering.

“It is not part of their standard behaviours, however, if you were to combine it with your other recent discovery of knowledge transfer you could write instructions for them to prepare specific dishes. Their work would not be spontaneous, they would simply repeatedly create whichever meal or meals you had taught them.”

“Food for thought,” I said. Tenzing smiled a moment later as he acknowledged the pun.

I would have to pay for them in XP as even if you wanted dungeon creatures for the inactive floor there was just no facility to buy them with coins. I decided to leave it as an idea on the backburner.

My final act before I forgot was to expand the passage network leading from the ‘Lair’ and it would now intersect with every room in the dungeon, allowing us to reach any part of the dungeon with ease. The cost of the environmental changes I had to make to each of the rooms to hide these portals drained the remaining XP I was willing to spend this week. I was sticking to my guns of only using up what I had earned the week prior.

As an added security feature the passage was interspersed with heavy-duty doors or gates. The simple slide locks could only be accessed from the dungeon side of the doors. Therefore, should any group discover the hidden entrances they would only be able to go back easily, if they wanted to go forward, they would have to break these doors down.

With the paperwork dealt with, Tenzing and I joined the ladies in their gathering endeavours before I took us all out for a picnic in the sunny glade. Nightfall came before we knew it and for the second week, we had what was now becoming a traditional film night in front of the DDD, and I opted for a few animated films this time around. These went down better than the fantasy films I had introduced Jessamyn and Tenzing to first. I think as they were obviously not real it made it a bit easier for the group to visually digest them.

Popcorn remained universally unpopular, though. I couldn’t blame them too much, the bits of husk getting stuck in your teeth are a touch aggravating. Crisps and wine gums were received warmly, though. It wasn’t long before midnight was approaching, Tenzing rose and made his goodbyes. I genuinely enjoyed his company, but I was a horny bastard and had only snuck away for a quickie with my girls three maybe four times and I was getting impatient.

My blue buddy pulled his pumpkin act as the clock struck twelve and I was seconds away from putting Jessamyn and Karragh over my shoulders when something else blue grabbed my attention. I had a new message blinking away on the DDD, it had popped up the instant the new week had begun.

My curiosity got the better of my libido for once, it should only take a moment to read it after all.

New Dungeon Alert!

You are receiving this alert to inform you the following rank one dungeon has opened within your sphere of influence.

The Forest of Xanathia is a Life domain dungeon of the Flora sphere and has the Verdant speciality. The dungeon master is Nessa Fiveleaf, and she is an oakheart dryad.

Well, this was unexpected. A new life dungeon near my own and its owner was female. I was sporting a grin the Joker would have been proud of.

Despite my obvious interest there was little I could do about the situation, but I could see the entrance to this new dungeon was on the other side of the glade. It was a mound rising from the earth, like mine except hers was covered in a blanket of colourful flowers. Interestingly, the glade had expanded outward to accommodate the new arrival.

I couldn’t leave my dungeon, except on a rest day which was now over and besides even if I wanted, I wouldn’t be able to go in during the first three weeks anyway. I did try my best to put it to the back of my mind, concentrating on the here and now. I couldn’t help it if a little part of my mind continued working feverishly on a plan in the background. A secret plan, and no, I’m not telling you yet either.

There was an expected stir among the few hundred adventurers that either remained behind to safeguard the camp or had set out early from the City, a little because of the new features I had added, but mostly because of the Forest of Xanathia.

It didn’t take long before the Black Hills Brigade had assembled a team of twelve to go in. They emerged intact a couple of hours later, and I found this to be mildly comforting. I did have a small concern with the proximity of a second dungeon, there would be a temptation for adventurers to delve both. I didn’t have any objections to that in principle, but I did worry if the Forest of Xanathia had a high casualty rate it would hurt my bottom line. Dead adventurers couldn’t test themselves against me and provide that precious XP.

As the week passed, groups did enter and from the eavesdropping I performed, learned the general opinion, the Forest of Xanathia was more dangerous than the Wolf King’s Lair when it first opened, but on a par with my dungeon as it was now. There were considerably fewer rewards, so the advice was if you could only complete one a day, mine was still the better choice. That was probably a fair assessment, after all, I’d gone out of my way to make my dungeon enticing.

I didn’t have everything go my way that week. As I had predicted, people would be people no matter where they were and at some point, the Black Hills Brigade had got wind that there was a camp of orcs and goblins in the northern part of the forest. They had been using the secondary entrance at the north end of the glade I put there expressly for them to use.

The dwarves, apparently, couldn’t abide their presence and halfway through the week launched a night-time raid. The relative peace between the two groups meant the green-skinned warriors were caught unawares. The orken only numbered about thirty and the dwarves brought twice that number. The fight, if you could call it that, was short and brutal, the dwarves killed every orc and goblin and only sustained a single casualty of their own. After destroying the camp, they coerced some of the hopeful guildless to perform sentry duty in that part of the forest with the promise of re-evaluating their requests for guild membership.

This pissed me off. So badly I was raging about my Home floor for the rest of the day. Those groups choosing to chance the ‘Arena’ that day bore the brunt of my anger, especially if they were a dwarf. Those orken were worth three and a half thousand experience a day to me and in one fell swoop, the Black Hills Brigade had wiped out most of the extra experience my rat killing quest was generating.

The orcs and goblins weren’t dead, not for good, but it was now much more difficult for them to get into my dungeon. Possibly difficult enough they will try their luck elsewhere. Once I calmed myself, I had a long talk with Jessamyn and Karragh about guilds and how they worked. It was time to enact a secret plan I had been brewing up. Not the secret plan I alluded to earlier, a different secret plan, you didn’t know about it because it was a secret.




Chapter 13

Simeon Reedwhistle

I must be crazy, I thought to myself for the hundredth time. I couldn’t believe I was doing this. I pulled the rough blanket back and sat up, my feet now hanging over the edge of the cot. My feet didn’t touch the floor, of course, they didn’t, the cots were sized for dwarves, not halflings. The dwarf dominated guild wouldn’t provide anything else. It was this or the floor, and the floor was fucking uncomfortable, but it could have been worse. The cots were too small for the humans and elves that shared this tent.

It was still a half-hour before dawn, and I’d already been awake for an hour but getting up any earlier would arouse suspicions. I donned my rest day clothes, a simple brown woollen tunic, and matching trousers. I slipped the ring I had managed to get from the lottery this week on. I was sorely tempted to put on every piece of armour I’d been able to accumulate, considering where I was planning on going. Again, I had to put the thought aside, this was supposed to be a clandestine meeting and walking about camp geared for a delve when the dungeons were closed would be noticed and reported back to the likes of Varandar. I knew the bastard was watching me closely, looking for any excuse to have me kicked out.

I wouldn’t have to worry about him in person today, all the Lodungr, Drottinn and prominent dwarves of the Black Hills Brigade had returned to the City for a big guild meeting. They wouldn’t deign to inform a mere halfling as to why, but I could guess. With a second dungeon opening in the glade, and the Wolf King’s Lair becoming a rank four dungeon last week they were thinking about staking a claim.

There was no official way for guilds to stake a claim on dungeons, but over the centuries an unwritten agreement between guilds had been established. It wasn’t foolproof, but most understood the need to prevent self-destructive conflicts erupting as guilds fought for the best dungeons for advancing their members.

You didn’t technically claim a dungeon, you claimed land and you had to pay for a guild building to be constructed to do so. Guild buildings had varying radii of effect, the bigger and more expensive the building, the farther it affected. The established agreement was every dungeon within the area was for the exclusive use of your guild.

There were limits on how many and how often a guild could claim fresh plots and still have those claims acknowledged. However, if you followed these unwritten guidelines, other guilds would respect your claim and were technically honour bound to help you defend it if other groups or guilds tried using it without your guild’s express permission.

There were exceptions, of course. The orken ‘tribe’ guilds completely ignored this unwritten agreement and did as they pleased. That is part of what I was sure they would be discussing today. The cost of building even the smallest guild beacon was high, ten thousand coins. On top of that beacons needed to be linked to the main thoroughfare to the City, to be directly connected to the main guild house. Otherwise, they wouldn’t activate.

Guilds didn’t usually bother with a single dungeon away from the main clusters in the centre. The Wolf King’s Lair was different, though, it provided easy experience, plenty of rewards and looked to be sticking around. Now there was a second dungeon close enough to be covered by a small beacon the Black Hills Brigade had a decision to make.

Having a temporary camp presence meant nothing, without the beacon one of the other two guilds in zone seven, or even possibly one from zone six, might decide on taking the risk of claiming this glade. It was still a risk, even I realised that and not just because of the mercurial orken tribes nearby. Word was spreading that many of the new supplicants had been given personal objectives to challenge and destroy the Wolf King’s Lair. Rumours were spreading thick and fast it wasn’t just some, but all. The Lords wanted it gone, and the dungeons’ days were numbered.

Yet, it still stood and advancing in rank no less. A few weeks in the past, the camp had been destroyed and the orken had gone in, but seemingly few if any had come out. Then there had been the troll and his group from last week. No one saw them come out, but the Brigade was convinced they must have left through the new northern exit.

I pushed all that from my thoughts as I surreptitiously made my way out of the encampment, passing the billets the remaining guildless were sleeping in. There were many more staying behind this week than last, the appearance of a bank, auction house and advancement booth lessening the need for any of them to return to the City.

I had used this as an excuse to stay behind myself. Varandar hadn’t missed the opportunity to make some caustic remarks about me being a laggard, regardless of that neither of them wanted to spend any further time together travelling or in the same camp.

I didn’t necessarily need to sneak; those new buildings were all behind the main dungeon entrance and I was headed in that direction. If I were asked, I could say I was visiting the auction house, albeit I would need to wax lyrical trying to explain why I felt the need to do it in the dark. Overall, it would be best if I wasn’t seen.

Once again, I thought I must be a bit loopy, and maybe my imagination was playing tricks on me. It had happened during my run yesterday, when we had been crossing another chasm room, using ropes above our heads. It had been one of the rooms updated during the last rest day, there was now a troop of red-arsed baboons roaming around at the bottom of the pits. The dwarven Lodungr had ordered me to go last, something about me being too nimble or some such reason, I hadn’t really been listening. One dwarf giving me grief sounded much like another these days, all that mattered was I almost had enough experience for rank five.

As I’d been standing there waiting for the clunky dwarves to huff and puff their way across, I was shocked by a voice just behind me.

“Good morning, Simeon, I hope the day finds you in high spirits,” the voice said.

“What the fu…” I mumbled as I’d whipped my head around, looking for the speaker, brandishing both daggers, weaving them in the air in front of me.

“Haha… No need to be alarmed Simeon, I’m not there with you. I’m just using the dungeon to speak to you. It is I, your host and long-time adversary, Daxas, the Dungeon Master of the Wolf King’s Lair,” the voice spoke again.

“Huh, I’m not sure I understand, and could you be any more pompous,” I answered, my naturally prickly nature showing its edge.

“Not much to understand really, I’m the dungeon, and I’m talking to you, the rest of your group are far enough away they can’t hear us if that concerns you,” the voice said. “Also, yes, I could be more pompous,” it chuckled at the end.

“I’m not concerned, just…surprised,” I’d managed to whisper in reply. “What do you want?”

“Straight to the point I see, probably for the best. I have an offer to make you, one I think you’ll be very interested in hearing. One that could solve a mutual problem that is developing for both of us,” Daxas said.

“Hmmm…ok I’m listening,” I whispered. The last of the dwarves had made it to the opposite platform, freeing the rope for me to use.

“Not here, too many other ears. I’m inviting you for a sit down at my place, tomorrow,” Daxas said.

“Tomorrow? During the rest day, I can’t come into the dungeon on a rest day or risk coming alone.” I whispered back.

I hopped up on a handy boulder making it easier to get hold of the rope which would otherwise be out of reach.

“You can if I invite you. Go around to the left-hand side of the main entrance, and you’ll see a new way in. You’ll be safe alone and won’t be entering the dangerous part of the dungeon, I guarantee your safety. Come whenever you like, but don’t leave it too late in the day, my offer is time-sensitive and I will need your answer before the end of the rest day,” Daxas finished.

That was yesterday, and I’d barely got any sleep after sundown, trying to decide if I should do this or not. I’d never heard of a dungeon talking directly to supplicants. I was sure it wasn’t allowed, but a part of me was intrigued. Intrigued, unhappy with my current lot and willing to take a chance, if I hadn’t been, I would still be in my cot.

I approached the large, vaulted doors in the raised grassed mound leading into the dungeon. After taking a moment to scan the surrounding area for any possible watchers I veered left as Daxas had instructed me to.

Sure enough, as I walked around to the left of the grassy hillock, there in the side was a second doorway. Smaller than the primary entrance but obvious to all, not in any way hidden. I wasn’t sure how nobody had seen this already, had it only just appeared? Would it disappear once I went in? Worrying questions fluttering out of my mind once I got a bit closer and the large oak doors swung open.

Standing inside was a wood elf woman. She was the commander of the wood elves in the lair at the end of the dungeon, but I almost didn’t recognise her, despite the long auburn hair. Her garb was unusual, and not what she wore during the dungeon run. She had on tight-fitting blue trousers that seemed to fade in places to white. Her midriff was bare, and her breasts ensconced in a black leather halter top. It was a much more revealing ensemble than the green robe I was used to seeing her in. She spoke then, confirming it was the same woman who delivered the message to supplicants when they had to choose the lair or the arena.

“Welcome Simeon, we’ve been expecting you. My master, Daxas, is pleased you have heeded his invitation. If you would come this way, I will take you down to meet with him,” she said.

She spoke in an enticing melodious voice with a mischievous smile on her face. If they intended to get me to lower my guard, they achieved their goal as I unthinkingly stepped forward, following the tall lithe elf down the stairway. I was shocked back to my senses by the resounding banging of the door as it closed behind me and I let out a rather unmanly yowl of fright.

“Don’t be afraid, Simeon,” she said gently, pausing in her descent and looking back at me. “Daxas has no desire to do you harm. You have delved into this dungeon many times, more than most have you not. Have you ever lost a mark?” she asked me.

“That may be true, but it’s not like you haven’t tried,” I said.

“We have to try,” she replied impishly. “We just haven’t tried very hard. Come along it is not much farther to the bottom.”

Once we got to the bottom of the steps, there were two corridors, the wood elf taking us down the left-hand passage it curved around so I couldn’t see where it led. The passage on the right, however, was straight and I could see through. On the other side was a large throne on a dais, similar in style to the throne in the lair but much larger and I thought I saw shadows of figures moving about in the faint emerald glow.

“What’s down there?”

“Hmmm, Oh, that corridor leads to the dungeon’s core room. It is part of the dungeon proper, best not to go down there without Daxas accompanying you, the defenders are…zealous in the execution of their duties,” the auburn-haired wood elf answered.

I thought myself to be a pretty good judge of people, and the wood elf’s words struck me more as a warning than a threat. I found that to be oddly comforting.

It wasn’t long before we reached our destination. We rounded the curve in the corridor and walked through an open door into a large banquet hall. The walls were the same grey granite most dungeons seemed to be made of and in the centre of the lengthy room was the biggest wooden table I have ever seen. It had to be big enough to seat fifty, if not more, I’d been brought up in a halfling enclave, feasting was the norm, and I was used to large tables, but nothing so grand.

The next sight drawing my eyes was at the far end, where there were a dozen or so platters of breakfast items laid out. Plates of sausages, bacon and assorted other meats, bowls of fluffy scrambled eggs, fruits, and a board with a half-cut loaf of sweetbread and much more.

Behind the mountain of food sitting at the head of the table, bare-chested with a cocky grin on his face was a rugged-looking man, with mussed spiky black hair. His eyes boring into me, the piercing yellowing amber colour giving away I was looking upon my host. I should probably have spotted him first, but there was all that food, and I was a halfling after all.

“Simeon, welcome to my not so humble abode. I’m so glad you accepted my invitation. Please, take a seat,” he said affably, pointing to a chair on his right in front of all that food. “Feel free to tuck in, it’s there to be eaten.”

I approached cautiously; I could see the elongated canines of the man as he spoke. As it became clear the Wolf King wasn’t about to launch himself from his chair and tear out my throat, I pulled out the tall, backed chair the Wolf King had indicated and took a seat. I hesitated briefly, but with growing confidence and saliva almost drooling from my mouth, picking up the silver fork that had been laid out and started heaping various cuts of meat onto the plate in front of me.

“Would you care for something to wet your whistle?” The Wolf King asked me.

I already had a mouthful of sausage so only managed an affirming nod.

“Karragh, if you would be so kind, could you pull our guest a tankard? One of the stouts I think,” he requested.

Belatedly I recognised there was a blonde dwarf woman with short-cropped hair sitting opposite me.

“Of course, Master,” she said.

When she got up from the table, I could see she was also clad in a style of clothing I hadn’t seen before like the wood elf. She had the same faded blue bottoms, although hers had been cut short, very short. They showed off all her muscular yet curvy thighs. She had a blue and white cotton top that fitted snugly about her ample bust showing off her abdomen.

Realising I had stopped chewing and was rather obviously ogling the dwarf woman I lowered my eyes back down to my plate. I hadn’t seen women comfortably showing off so much skin since my Pa had taken me to the rough side of town to celebrate my coming of age many years ago. I couldn’t mistake the chuckle coming from my host at my embarrassment. My wandering eyes hadn’t gone unnoticed but at least he didn’t sound angry.

“Where are my manners, Simeon. I am Daxas the dungeon master of the Wolf King’s Lair, we’ve met before, but I was a bit bigger and had a lot more hair,” Daxas spoke, tapping himself on the chest, and letting out another chuckle.

“The lovely Jessamyn greeted you at my door,” he said pointing to the auburn-haired wood elf, who now took a seat beside him on the other side of the table. “…and the just as lovely, Karragh, is the ironskin dwarf who is so kindly getting you a drink,” he finished his introductions.

Karragh returned to the table, walking around the back of his chair. Placing a full tankard, with a frothy dark, almost black ale in front of me. As she was walking away, returning to her seat. Daxas hands darted out quicker than I thought possible, grabbing her by the hips and pulling her into his lap.

He kissed the dwarf woman on the lips deeply and I could hear the wet sounds of their tongues tangling. I glanced over at Jessamyn, and she looked ever so slightly proud and envious at the same time. I, on the other hand, was feeling a bit awkward, and this was not the meeting I had been expecting or fearing. I took a deep draught of the dark ale trying to hide my discomfort. It had a rich roasted barley taste, with a hint of sweet vanilla coming later, smoothing the initial bitter tones. I couldn’t help but smack my lips as I finished that first tasting, and greedily chugged back a second mouthful.

I wiped the froth from my upper lips and looked up, and three sets of eyes were on me now, Daxas grinning ear to ear.

“Good isn’t it. I do like the vanilla stouts,” he declared, confirming what my taste buds had detected.

He lifted Karragh from his lap and with a gentle smack to her ass, sent her back to her chair on the other side of the wood elf Jessamyn.

“Sorry about that, hazards of the job I’m afraid. Being a sex dungeon does make one a lusty fellow,” he remarked.

I spat out a bit of the stout I had been drinking as I snorted with laughter. A further round of laughter pealed about the table at my misfortune, and I could feel myself relaxing. I was actually beginning to enjoy myself, eating a little more of the delicious food and the dwarf, Karragh, was kind enough to refill my tankard with the intoxicating brew.

“This has been an unexpectedly pleasant morning, and I don’t wish to be rude, but I am curious as to why you would ask me here. Dungeons and supplicants don’t usually interact this way,” I said.

“No, they don’t, but then I’m not your usual dungeon, as I’m sure you have by now gathered. I was not born in the Realms; I was brought to them by some idiots who couldn’t cast a ritual properly,” Daxas related scornfully.

“Oh shit! You mean you’re a drooler?” I asked him without thinking. The look he gave me left me cringing. “Ahem, sorry, I didn’t mean to offend,”

After a moment, he waved it off.

“For your information, plane shifting has dire consequences for any person who hasn’t put in place the proper magical safeguards, or so I’m told. Those brought to the Realms against our will often suffer serious neurological damage, hence the drooling,” he explained to me.

I only understood about half of what he said but didn’t want to offend him further, asking for elaborations.

“Anyway, that is so much ancient history. What concerns me, us, is the here and now. Which is why I have asked you to come to see me today, to hear my proposition,” Daxas said.

I sat up a bit straighter, giving him my full attention.

“We both have problems, and our problems might be different, but they share the same source. The Black Hills Brigade,” he said in a serious tone of voice.

“I’m not sure I follow, I’m part of the Brigade, they aren’t a problem for me,” I responded.

“Don’t bullshit me, Simeon. I can see and hear everything you do in the dungeon and surrounding area. I can even move around out there, unseen to all,” he revealed.

That shocked me and creeped me out just a bit.

“Relax, I’ve better things to do than watching what people get up to in the privacy of their cots at night,” he sniggered. I felt the rush of blood to my cheeks, my blush giving away my embarrassment.

“What I’m talking about is how the dwarves in the Brigade are reaping all the benefits of your hard work. You take the risks, and they take the rewards, and you’re fooling yourself if you think they aren’t going to dump you once you get to the higher ranks. You’ll be looking for pick up groups again, taking even greater risks while they swan off with the gear and all the support,” he said.

“I’m getting some decent gear…” my voice tailing off, I wasn’t even convincing myself.

“The gear you have, including the enchanted ring on your finger, is because my dungeon…” he stressed, “…is so generous, but it won’t always be. As I gain ranks, my generosity will go hand in hand with increased difficulty, I can assure you of that, assuming I’m still around, of course. The fucking Divine Lords really want to fuck me over, good and proper,” he finished with a grumble.

“OK, let’s say you are right…” I started.

“I am right,” he interrupted. “Would it interest you to know the dwarves are fixing the lottery,” he continued leadingly.

“How?” I couldn’t help but ask. I’d long suspected they were, maybe Daxas knew how if he could spy on us as he claimed.

“In each lottery bag, two of the coloured round stones have an almost imperceptible difference in texture. Something that might not be felt by most, but a race of miners would be able to tell. All they need to do is make sure a dwarf is assigned the colour of those stones and they can rig the draw to favour themselves,” he said.

“Those dirt-grubbing shit-eaters,” I yelled.

I was out of my seat and pacing towards the way in and back to the table again.

“I knew those fucking bastards were cheating us, I knew it,” I finished banging my fist on the hard oak of the table. The jolt of pain reminded me of where I was, and I mumbled an apology for my language to the ladies.

“We’ve heard worse,” Jessamyn said.

“We were saying worse an hour before you came in,” Karragh followed up with a lascivious grin at Daxas.

“Alright, I see why the Brigade is a problem for me, why don’t you like them?” I asked, turning back to Daxas.

“Apart from my keen sense of fair play, you mean,” his yellow eyes lit up with mischief as he said this. He raised his hand to forestall my response.

“I understand their presence may seem beneficial, at least superficially but as I said before, the Divine Lords are actively seeking my demise. I’d rather not have the means to enter my dungeon controlled by a bunch of greedy corrupt bastards, that will happily drain my soul dry to appease their gods once they’ve milked me for all I’m worth,” he said.

“I’ve heard some of the new arrivals are being tasked to see you removed from the Proving Grounds,” I said.

“Not some, all,” he replied quickly.

“Shit, that’s bad. Why would the Lords target you? What did you do to offend them?” I asked him.

“Don’t know, and to be perfectly frank, I don’t much care. This whole setup stinks to high heaven. I was sent here because I didn’t have time to kiss one of their asses, not that I would have. Jessamyn, because she wanted to see her home rather than cloister herself away from the world. Karragh, fuck, she, and her entire people, even if most of them are wankers, were sentenced to this because their ancestors wouldn’t fluff the ego of a Divine dickhead. How about you Simeon, what great sin did you commit earning this?” Daxas pointedly challenged me.

“I stole…it’d been a harsh winter, and we lost Pa, the harvest failed…” I trailed off.

These were painful memories. I knew I’d been hanged, and I remembered some of the night before. The waiting, the sobbing in the darkness emanating from the other cells, the smell of piss, shit, and vomit, then nothing.

“Most of us don’t deserve to be here, Simeon. I can’t change that, but I intend to survive, just as much as you do and I think we can help one another do that,” he said.

“How?” I asked, pulling myself together.

“The answer to that is I need a guild which is friendly towards me, one that wants to work with me, not use me and cast me aside at their convenience. You need a guild that cares about you and its members, wants to see you make it to your salvation and it seems to me, the same solution should fit both of our needs,” he said.

“Uhh…The Gleaming Towers and Blue Pennant, the other two guilds in zone seven aren’t much better than the Black Hills Brigade. I don’t know too much about the guilds in zone six and eight but from what I’ve heard they operate in much the same way, and then there are the orcs. The problem is they are orcs, and the tribes won’t listen to reason, they won’t listen at all,” I told him.

“Ha! You misunderstand me, Simeon, I’m not talking about throwing ourselves out to the tender mercies of another guild. I’m talking about founding one of our own,” he said.

I sat there in stunned silence. He couldn’t be serious surely? Did he not know how difficult it was to form a guild? You needed serious backing, a lot of people all willing to cooperate, and there were far too many obstacles to overcome. A moment later I heard a nervous laugh and recognised the laughter as my own.

“I’m sorry, Daxas, but it can’t be done,” I said. “If it were that easy, I’d have done it myself already.”

“Simeon, I wouldn’t have brought you here, revealing myself, risking giving away some of my secrets if I wasn’t confident. No, wait, confident is the wrong word, if I wasn’t certain, it could be done,” he said.

He had leaned forward as he spoke and now sat back in the chair, lounging casually.

“You have doubts, and I don’t entirely blame you for that. What you don’t know, is that I’ve made a habit of thinking outside the box,” Daxas went on, I was a bit confused by what he meant, what box?

“It means my background has equipped me to apply innovative solutions to the difficulties the Proving Grounds has thrown my way. In short, I am very good at bending and breaking the rules,” he followed on, intuiting my confusion.

He turned to the wood elf, “Jessamyn, would you grab the guild formation scrollwork from the bar, please.”

“Of course, Master,” she responded dutifully.

Jessamyn rose smoothly from her chair and walked over to the far end of the bar, returning shortly with a scroll in hand, which she handed to Daxas. He examined the scroll briefly before leaning back over toward me and handing me the parchment. I took it from his outstretched hands, noticing the sharpness of the claws at the end of each digit.

I couldn’t read but with most things here in the Proving Grounds, I knew what it meant. I understood instantly this application had been correctly completed. Daxas and I were attested as joint Guild Heads of the Dark Moon Rising guild and Jessamyn and Karragh Dvarhold were listed as guild officers. It would need confirmation by ten persons before it could be ratified, and we would need six more signatories.

There had been some custom clauses Daxas had added to the guild laws, a few were eyebrow-raising to say the least.

The first few entries related to Daxas and his disciple’s involvement with the guild. Their membership would be a secret to all apart from other Dark Moon Rising guild officers. Acceptance of a guild officer position would bind those officers to keep this secret, even if they subsequently resigned from the guild. Keeping guild secrets was a standard clause most guilds instituted, but it was just unusual to be keeping the existence of some guild members undisclosed, even from the rest of the guild. In this case, though, it made sense.

Whenever Daxas took on a new disciple, they would automatically be added to the guild as guild officers. I was officially named as the Guild Chief, Daxas as the Guild Master, the positions were essentially identical apart from the name and secrecy on his part.

For every guild officer, Daxas had as Guild Master, I could have an equivalent as Guild Chief. This was important as our joint agreement was needed for any important guild decisions and if we disagreed it would be put to a vote amongst the offices to break the deadlock. I felt I needed to say something about this.

“This may seem equitable, but the balance of power is in your favour because your disciples will always follow your lead. Plus, you get them added automatically, I would have to take time to vet potential new officers,” I pointed out.

“Contrary to what you may believe, those claimed as disciples by dungeons are not blindly loyal puppets, they can choose to disobey if they wish,” he said.

I looked over at the two women and could see the adoration in their eyes.

“But they aren’t going to are they,” I scoffed.

“True enough,” he chuckled, shrugging his shoulders. A moment later he relented.

“Give it here,” he said, beckoning with his hand for me to pass back the scroll.

I did so, he closed his eyes briefly and returned the parchment a moment later. The offending clause had been updated, and I could now have one extra guild officer for every two he had. I was instantly suspicious.

“Why so generous? You gave in pretty easily there,” I said, my eyes narrowing.

“What can I say, I’m a trusting sort…and I want this to happen. I can be flexible if needs be,” he replied casually.

I went back to absorbing the details, checking along the way for any other changes. Most of it was standard, setting guild dues, establishing what the guild would and would not provide. He’d set both to be far more generous than any other guild I’d heard of.

That could be a problem, as even the smallest guild buildings were expensive, and I wasn’t clear on how we’d pay for any of this. Before I could raise it as a concern, I picked up on something else that surprised me.

“You haven’t set any entry criteria. Did you want me to do it?” I asked him.

“No, that is deliberate,” he answered.

“What?” I sputtered. “You must have entry criteria, otherwise we’d have to accept anyone.”

“That’s kind of the point,” he said calmly.

“Anyone! But…but you’ve also said we would feed all members and we’re only charging guild dues of ten coins a week, half of which goes to you. We can’t do that, it’s unsustainable.” I practically yelled at him. These terms were impossible to fulfil.

“Every guild building comes equipped with kitchen facilities,” he said. Retaining his cool demeanour in the face of my consternation.

“The basic meals those kitchens produce cost a coin each and they can’t be used to churn out that free slop the poor houses do. Even if we limited members to a single meal a day, the guild would be losing two coins a week per member. Oh, but you’d still be getting your five a week until it all collapses. Was that your plan? Is this just some scheme to try and fleece us like the fucking dwarves,” I finished, disgust in my voice.

I threw the scroll onto the table. I forked and chomped on another sausage, just to spite the cocky bugger.

“So cynical,” he admonished, with a light chuckle. “However, my suspicious young friend, the meals from guild kitchens are free to guild members if the materials, which would be the food, is supplied and not woven from the ether. Now, if you only had a dungeon handy with a suite of resource rooms you can farm for food. Oh wait, you do, mine,” he replied, with light-hearted sarcasm.

I had to ponder his words for a second, I hadn’t thought of supplying the food, we’d always just paid for it, it was easier. There was still a wrinkle in his plan.

“Yeah, ok, but the rooms change with every run, the farms are the only ones that would supply enough to make that work,” I pointed out.

“I can change that, make it so that some of them would always be set as farms,” he said.

“You can do that?” I asked.

“Yes, I can, it’s not guaranteed but the failure rate is low. About one in ten runs, each room would go with the default. If you make food collection a requirement for advancement to full membership you shouldn’t have a problem feeding the masses,” he said reasonably.

“Alright,” I said. “That’s a reasonable explanation.” I picked the scroll back up.

“We could still have trouble you know, with no restrictions we could even have orcs ask to join up,” I joked with him.

When he didn’t laugh along, I knew something was up.

“Like I said before, that’s kind of the point,” he said unperturbed.

“You can’t be fucking serious! Orcs!” I sputtered incredulously.

“Orcs, goblins, whoever, from wherever if they want in, we won’t turn them away. It just so happens; I want you to actively recruit from the orken if you can. This is a diversity dungeon, so it won’t seem too unusual. There was a group camping out to the north which seemed more interested in running the dungeon than causing a ruckus until the Black Hills Brigade ran them off. They would be a good starting point for said recruitment activity,” he said, then continued.

“It’s one of the reasons I’m pissed at the Brigade and unwilling to work with them. My experience is directly related to activity in my dungeon. Those selfish pricks cost me three runs a day. It’s why I’m doing this, Simeon, contrary to what the Lords would have you believe we need each other to grow.”

“Does that mean you’ll be sparing guild members?” I asked. It was a question that I’d wanted to ask for a while but was afraid of the answer.

“No, Simeon. There are some rules I can’t break, and I’ve already bent that one as far as I’m willing. There will be no special treatment for guild members when in the dungeon beyond my current generosity,” he said.

“Supplicants must run dungeons to get out of here and Dungeons must try and stop them to get out themselves. The reality is there are some sent here who simply do not have what it takes to survive. Unlike others, I’m offering all who come to me a genuine fighting chance. All I’m taking in return is my due from those who can’t or won’t make it. A little selfishness is helpful, it’s only when you let it run rampant it truly becomes destructive,” he said, before continuing.

“Which brings me to my second request on recruitment, I want you to recruit as many women as possible. The female affinity of my dungeon should suffice to explain why.”

My eyes swivelled to the two women sitting across from me and my thoughts filled with dark suspicions once more.

“I’ll not be a party to betraying any girls to you, Daxas,” I told him boldly, meeting his eyes. He snorted, flashing me a sardonic grin.

“You won’t,” he said, letting out a menacing low growl.

His hands gripped the arms of his tall-backed chair, claws scraping the wood. I audibly gulped and shrank back. An instant later his demeanour shifted, and he was chortling loudly, Jessamyn and Karragh laughing along with him.

“Sorry, I couldn’t resist playing the big bad wolf for a moment,” he said as his laughter subsided.

“I’m not asking you to sacrifice anybody, Simeon. It’s simple if they fall here, I can save them, if they fall elsewhere, I can’t. You have my word I won’t disproportionally target any female guild member, unless they are down to their last soul mark, or if they want to become mine. You can ask Jess and Karragh, they’ve not been complaining,” he said, winking at the women.

“It is the best thing that has ever happened to me,” Jessamyn said quickly. Karragh nodded her agreement.

Her words seemed genuine, and it assuaged my misgivings. I was still a little wary of the ‘unless they are down to their last soul mark, or if they want to become mine’ remark.

I had to be honest with myself, though. Ashamed as I was to admit it when he pulled that growling stunt, I was on the verge of taking everything back and promising him whatever he wanted. He may seem affable on the surface, but there was a dark edge to him. I feared if he chose to, he could have forced his will upon me, leaving me as little more than a puppet.

I knew now why he was willing to change the guild terms so easily. He wasn’t ceding the balance of power to me, only the illusion of it, he could take it back whenever he wished.

I could decline his offer, which might even be the safe, sensible, thing to do, but he wasn’t wrong. I wanted out of the Proving Grounds and wanted to survive and if hitching my fate to his improved those chances then I would be a fool to turn him down.

“I see, well, that only leaves the delicate conversation of finances. A guild application can only be ratified at a vacant guildhall. That is the true obstacle to founding a guild, even the smallest one costs two hundred and fifty thousand coins,” I said.

“That is where you are mistaken my short but stout friend, it can be ratified in any guild building, which includes vacant guild outposts,” Daxas replied.

“I’m not an idiot and know that. However, you need to place a beacon first to claim the territory around a dungeon, only then can you build an outpost and only established guilds can buy beacons. This means you need to found your guild first, in a hall you’ve built in the City. The only way to use an outpost is if you discovered an abandoned one, but you won’t find any of those. Guilds don’t bother to make them as once you have the beacon placed, the territory is yours, so you don’t need the additional expense of building an outpost,” I explained, a touch exasperated.

His grin just got wider, showing off those pointed canines.

“Oh, ye of little faith, Simeon. Have you already forgotten? I am a self-proclaimed rule-bender extraordinaire,” he chuckled. “Everything you have just said is true,” he paused then for dramatic effect. “For you.”

“Go on then, explain,” I said.

“Simeon, come now, you’re a smart fellow, do I really need to spell it out? Think about it, and I’ll even give you a hint. What have I been doing recently? Why haven’t you gone back to the City?” Daxas teased.

I hadn’t been back to the City because I was coming to this damn meeting you smart-arsed bastard, is what I wanted to snap back at him. I held my tongue and furrowed my brow in thought. I stayed because I could, now there was a bank, an auction house, and an advancement booth, I could justify remaining behind. You didn’t need to go back now unless you wanted accelerated healing from the City and guildhall.

I saw his reaction as the pieces fell into place, my eyes must have widened to give me away. His cocksure grin somehow managed to get even deeper. He built those buildings, and built them here, without a link back to the City.

“You don’t need a beacon, as your dungeon is the beacon,” I said, sounding my thoughts out loud. “This is all your territory, and you can build what you want, you don’t even need a road link back to the City. Which means you can build an outpost without a guildhall.”

“…and bingo was his name-o,” he said in a sing-song voice.

I didn’t understand the reference but got the gist. I sat there stunned for a moment, I’d half convinced myself I wouldn’t have the pressure of making this choice once the issue of funding reared its head.

“Still, a rank one outpost is what? Fifty thousand? I don’t have that kind of scratch, even if I could convince the others outside to pool their coins, we’d probably fall well short…” I said, voicing my continued doubts.

“I’ll be fronting the coin to build the outpost, it’s the least I can do as this was all my idea. It won’t be rank one, I can make you a rank four outpost with a road network connecting to the main thoroughfare to the City, making it easier for new arrivals to get here,” he said.

“Rank four, really, that would be, well, that would be fantastic,” I said.

It would be fantastic, there was a huge difference between those ranks. The rank one outpost was little more than a large meeting room. It had a small office for guild officers and basic kitchen facilities. Its biggest benefit was it doubled guild member healing rates in its vicinity.

A rank four facility on the other hand had far more to offer. A spacious meeting hall for announcements, an expanded kitchen and mess hall for eating. A dozen private rooms for guild officers. An armoury and a barracks large enough to sleep two hundred and the healing bonus was improved too, providing almost treble the rate instead of just double.

It wouldn’t be as large or as plush as even the smallest official guildhall in the City, but there would be nothing to match it out here amongst the dungeons. This would draw folk in for sure.

“We might be so popular that the two hundred beds won’t be enough,” I joked.

“I’ll leave that to you to organise, but my only advice is, be fair. People will nurse resentments like that and besides, in a few weeks, I should be able to upgrade it to the top tier, rank eight. That will increase the bunks to five hundred, and you can repurpose the officer quarters that would normally be designated to my disciples as we won’t be making use of them. Although do keep an office for me, we can make use of it for a weekly meeting when I pop by to chat on rest days,” Daxas said.

“You’re upgrading it?” I said hesitantly.

“Most assuredly,” Daxas answered. “I would have done so straight away, but alas my resources do have limitations. In an ideal world, I would have waited a couple more weeks before approaching you. Unfortunately, the Brigade’s pow-wow of head honchos today has forced my hand a wee bit earlier than I’d prefer.”

“They probably won’t commit to placing a beacon next week, but if they did, it would inherently complicate forming the Dark Moon Rising. If we act first, then the guild convention supports our claim. If they claim this land first it could start a guild war you might lose and that would be disappointing for the both of us would it not?” he asked.

“Yes, having the other guilds annihilate us would be a great disappointment,” I responded to his huge understatement.

“We are really going to do this aren’t we,” I said, nervous excitement building within me.

“Yes, Simeon, we are,” he beamed that toothy grin at me.

“I can’t wait to stick it to those fucking dwarves. Imagine the look on Varandar’s face when we kick him and the rest of those corrupt bastard leeches from the glade,” I told him with glee.

“Ah, on that front I’m afraid I’m going to disappoint you, Simeon,” Daxas cut in.

“Eh? What do you mean?” I asked, surprised.

“We aren’t going to deny the Black Hills Brigade access to the glade,” Daxas said.

“We aren’t, but why not? What is the point of forming our guild if we let them stick around? You know what will happen, right? They will be so pissed at what I’ve, um… we’ve done, and they’ll try and destroy the dungeon just to spite me if we let them in,” I tried reasoning with the Wolf King.

“Precisely,” he answered in a low snarl.

I shrank back, I couldn’t help myself. I just felt the wave of menace emanating from him at that moment. There was a glint in those yellow lupine eyes, reminding me, this man was a predator. He was used to hunting and being successful doing it. Taking a deep gulp, I was suddenly very glad I was on Team Daxas.

“You’re going to destroy them, aren’t you?” I asked, even though I knew the question to be redundant. It was obvious from his demeanour.

“Them and any others who get in our way, Simeon. Maybe they will be smart, but I doubt it,” Daxas said. Sitting back in his chair and steepling his clawed fingers in front of him.

“OK then, anything else before I head out and get these signatures?” I said.

“Two things only Simeon. First, once you are up and running, I need you to get some of your low ranked members to prepare a detailed report of the contents and trials in the Forest of Xanathia,” he said.

“The Flora dungeon that just opened. May I ask why?” I said.

“You can, and you did. I want to know my neighbour, Simeon,” Daxas chuckled.

“No problem,” I answered.

“Good, the second isn’t a request, more like information. I will be making plain armour and weapons suitable for fledgeling adventurers available through the guild outlets, and these will be heavily discounted in comparison to City prices. You should probably add a guild law about not reselling them on the auction house. The rewards for completing the Wolf King’s Lair will be changing soon and the gear provided for completion will be better, but there will be less of it. My discounted prices should allow fresh unranked recruits to adequately equip themselves, assuming they haven’t blown their coins they get upon arrival,” Daxas finished.

“That will be good news, even more reason for people to join up,” I said.

“Exactly, turn no one away. Then get them running my dungeon, daily if possible,” he asked me.

We chatted away for thirty minutes more, Daxas encouraging me to eat as much as I could, I obliged him on that front. Then Jessamyn escorted me back up the stairs to where I came in. The doors opened before me, and the sun shone through the widening gap. I’d lost track of just how long I had been in here, long enough to be well past dawn it would seem.

Trying to be stealthy in the summer sun had a low chance of success, so I decided to take the brazen ‘I own the world’ approach. It wasn’t long before I was back at the encampment and I found Arash and Pacclo, drawing them away to a quiet corner to make my sales pitch. I was ready to lay down the hard sell, but I needn’t have bothered, they were both on board almost as soon as I mentioned, ‘new guild’.

An hour later I had four more Black Hills Brigade associate members ready and willing to make their mark. The Wolf King must have been watching, as soon as the fourth agreed the outpost started to rise from the ground at the southern end of the glade.

The treeline retreated as it emerged, it was always strange to watch this happen. Within a minute the four-storey structure was complete, and I could see on its southern side the roadway was being cut through the forest. The camp was understandably abuzz with this development.

It wasn’t clear if anybody could go in and make use of the outpost or whether Daxas as the owner and builder would be able to dictate who could enter. Not wanting to find out the former was the case I motioned the others to follow me and we went in. Five minutes later, I had registered the Dark Moon Rising as an official guild and registered the glade and much of the surrounding forest as our guild’s territory.

I was now a Guild Chief and joined Arash, Pacclo and the others at the entrance of the outpost. There was a throng of excited people outside. Arash and one of the others helpfully hoisted me up onto their shoulders and putting my little fingers on each side of my mouth, I whistled loudly grabbing their attention.

“Settle down folks,” I yelled, addressing the crowd.

“I understand you must have questions. I just have something quick to tell you while I have your attention. First, as you may have guessed there is a new guild in this zone. It’s called Dark Moon Rising and has officially claimed this glade. Second, we are recruiting. We are turning no one, and I do mean no one, away. We don’t care what your rank is, or what experience you have, if you’re willing to follow our rules, you are welcome,” I said loudly to the crowd.

A wall of sound assaulted me when I finished and was barraged by a hubbub of further questions. I had to whistle three more times to quieten the crowd down.

“Form an orderly queue to the left. We will answer your questions when you apply to join,” I told them.

Finishing my statement, I climbed down from the shoulders of the two humans. Then as a group, we turned, walking back into our guild headquarters. We put a few tables in place, and Arash admitted the first of the eager recruits.

It was going to be a long day and my voice, no doubt becoming parched, repeating the regs to these newbies, but I couldn’t be happier.




Chapter 14

The establishment of the Dark Moon Rising guild was the talk of the camp. The guildless were soon lining up around the new guild outpost for the opportunity to sign on the dotted line and it was good to see my plans coming to fruition.

As dusk fell, the line had reduced to a handful, and they were mostly newcomers arriving at the camp later in the day. The real fireworks were reserved for the next morning when the command group of the Black Hills brigade returned to the Glade.

Describing them as miffed would be severely underselling their discontent. Upon hearing the news, they didn’t even wait for a full situation report, marching on the Dark Moon Rising’s headquarters, beards bristling with fury, weapons drawn. Spoiling for a fight.

Simeon met them on the doorstep of the outpost, flanked by a cadre of his most trusted associates. The yelling commenced, spittle soon flying, cursing, and accusations. The commotion drew the attention of everyone in the glade.

Simeon and his lieutenants stepped forward from the HQ’s threshold. By doing so, letting the assembled new guild members troop out and assemble behind them. They were joined from the left and the right by more new members, those who’d had to bunk in tents when the barracks filled.

The dwarves were oblivious, initially. It didn’t take much longer before the growing number of DMR, short for Dark Moon Rising, members penetrated their fury-fuelled tunnel-vision. The Brigade, finally beginning to recognise how woefully outnumbered they were, switched to more conciliatory language.

Except for Varandar. His anger was uncontrollable and if it had been anybody other than Simeon Reedwhistle standing before him, maybe he would have calmed down. A slaughter was prevented when a few of his own guild, reading the room accurately, brained the arrogant prick before he started a war.

I didn’t stop laughing for several minutes and once I recovered, I could see things had calmed down. Simeon was in the middle of explaining he wasn’t barring the Brigade members from using either of the dungeons. The territory the outpost claimed incorporated the Forest of Xanathia on the other side of the glade and the Brigade members, placated, for now, returned to their camp inside the palisade they had built for themselves.

They were much fewer in number now and almost entirely dwarf. All the associate members had already jumped ship before the command group returned. They were going to find this tougher than they had previously.

This was compounded during the week when the first dwarven defections started. The twins, Gorbrukken and Garbrakken, were the first to switch, and they were followed by a dozen more over the course of the week. The Brigade’s numbers at the glade were reduced to a little over thirty, down from one hundred and twenty the week before. Made up solely of the die-hards and those more vitriolically opposed to non-dwarfs. There was lots of muttering of ‘good riddance’ and ‘this is how it should have been’ and I was happy to let this continue. The greater the poisonous hate in their hearts, the easier it would make luring them to their richly deserved demise.

Time flew by, and the week was done before we knew it. The Wolf King’s Lair would be moving to rank six.

I was sitting down in a plush office in the DMR HQ, Jessamyn and Karragh were sitting on either side of me. Tenzing was with us, but he couldn’t be seen by our hosts. Simeon was on the other side of the room with Arash and Pacclo, and we were assembled for the first of our planned weekly guild debriefs. We started with the social niceties, introductions, that sort of thing. Simeon then gave me a quick rundown of the first week. Member numbers, number of runs, etc. and we were just finishing up, Simeon handed over the dossier compiled on the Forest of Xanathia I’d asked for.

“If that is everything, we’ll be making our way home,” I said.

Simeon fidgeted in place for a moment, something was on his mind. Despite what I just said I made no move to leave. I wanted to give him enough time to make his mind up, to talk or stay silent. After a few moments longer, he gave sideways glances to both his lieutenants. Pacclo simply shrugged his shoulders, Arash contemplated for a moment longer, and finally nodded.

“Your dungeon is advancing to rank six next week, right?” he asked.

“Yes, Simeon,” I replied.

“Well…and you weren’t lying about, you know, saving women. Those who were down to their last mark?” he said nervously. I could smell his concern wafting across the room.

“If I’d been lying, I’m not sure why you’d think I would suddenly confess it,” I chuckled. “…but, no, Simeon, I wasn’t lying. Why do you ask?”

I was trying to play this cool as I remembered our conversation from last week. Simeon had shown some defiance to my will, and my reaction had been instinctively aggressive. I would brook no challenge to my authority, and I almost blew the whole meeting as a result. I managed to pass off my power play as a joke with Jessamyn and Karragh playing along, after a little prompting from my invisible blue friend, Tenzing.

“We have a recruit arriving later tonight, her name is Fiadh. She is someone Pacclo knew in zone six. She is…” Simeon trailed off.

It was a bit weird. Simeon pronounced her name Fee-a but I simply knew it was spelt Fiadh. The Proving Grounds at work once more.

“She is cursed,” Pacclo interjected.

“Cursed? How do you mean?” I asked. I was very curious now.

“Fiadh is from one of the human tribes in the Northlands of my home. They are famed for their battle frenzies. Traditionally, her people need to drink a special brew prepared by their shamans, followed by performing a ritual invoking the blessing of their god Kriger, allowing them to frenzy,” Pacclo said.

“Not only does Fiadh not require the potion or ritual, she can’t help but frenzy whenever her passions flare. She fights until either she or her enemies are dead,” Pacclo, the catkin man finished.

She sounded like a berserker, and I was no longer curious. I had graduated to intrigued.

“That all sounds very interesting, but why are you telling me this?” I asked.

I was playing dumb. I knew why they were telling me, but I wanted them to admit it. This would all go more smoothly once they accepted my expectations of them, funnelling me potential disciples.

“She only has one soul mark left,” Simeon said resignedly.

“Good, then you will be sending her to me tomorrow?” I half asked, half ordered.

Simeon blanched as I spoke plainly. Arash shifted nervously in his chair, unable to meet my gaze.

“Is there a problem?” I followed up with.

“No, but…I mean, isn’t there another way. We can…we can,” Simeon stuttered.

“No, there isn’t Simeon,” I cut in. “She isn’t going to make it. You can’t nurse her through ninety-four more ranks on a single mark, especially if she can’t control herself,” I told him bluntly.

“Maybe we can, though. Your dungeon is a great source of experience and gear. She can delve there exclusively,” the halfling argued.

“That won’t work, Simeon. This floor might be easy, but higher-ranked floors will not be. If they were, I would be destroyed and I’m not dying to make you feel better about this. This, Fiadh, she will not make it. That is a fact. Delaying her fall, for moral reasons, serves no one’s best interests but the Infernal Lords,” I said before continuing.

“It is better I claim her tomorrow. I will grow stronger, and she will grow stronger at my side. The guild and its members will grow stronger as I do, we can all win here. You have my word, if I can claim a soul, saving them from the Reaches, I will,” I said, softening my tone.

I pointed to the inlaid script above the office door. It was the Dark Moon Rising’s guild motto, ‘We turn no one away’.

“That applies to me as much as to you,” I told him.

“He is right,” Pacclo addressed the halfling. “I would not have told you about her if I did not think Daxas was her best chance.”

I nodded to the catkin. Simeon sighing audibly.

“You’re both right and I know that. It is just not easy,” he lamented.

“If doing what was right, was easy. The world wouldn’t be the shitshow it is,” I said wryly.

The collective laughter of the group brightened the previously sombre mood.

 

The next day I was watching Fiadh’s group as they moved through my dungeon. I was lucking out again, Fiadh was a very attractive woman.

She was tall and athletic, with long fiery red hair, another red-head, people might begin gossiping I had a type. Hers was a more orange hue than Jessamyn’s darker auburn. She had the sides and back of her hair shorn short, tying the top in a tight braid that rested down her back. Her skin tone was pale, more akin to the shade typically associated with redheads. Jessamyn’s skin was unusually lightly tanned, a by-product of her wood elf heritage.

She had piercing blue eyes and had daubed her face in white paint. The streaks crossing her eyes and nose in a diagonal direction. Apart from the pieces of armour, she was robed in furs, she carried and fought with a pair of daggers. Although observing her during a fight she would often drop or discard the daggers, kicking, punching, and biting her opponents in uncontrolled fury.

After each rage, Fiadh was visibly weakened. In her fury she gave no thought to defence, taking damage in every fight, forcing her to quaff health potions following each encounter. Trying to mitigate the difficulties her condition presented, she would often hang back from the group, letting them take the lead, particularly if she had raged recently, which was every combat. Regardless, if she became aware of fighting ahead of her she couldn’t help herself.

Her eyes would widen, the blue of her iris receding as her pupils dilated. Then she would charge head-long into the fight, only regaining her composure once it was over. Fiadh did not attack her comrades in arms, provided they didn’t get in her way. The first time she started stabbing the ranged members of the group blocking her path to the melee fight ahead, was the last. They gave her a wide berth after that.

 Pacclo was leading this group, but they didn’t venture into the ‘Arena’, so I wouldn’t personally be involved in claiming her. The group left the decision chamber and made their way towards my ‘Lair’. I wondered how Fiadh would approach this final room and got my answer quickly. The excitement of the end of the dungeon must have got to her, any thoughts of hanging back fleeing.

In rage mode Fiadh charged through the entrance first. Karragh was now alongside Jessamyn, but Karragh was the first person the berserker woman saw. Heedless of waiting for support she bellowed an unintelligible war-cry and launched herself at the dwarf woman.

Fiadh was hit by four arrows from the wood elves and a crossbow bolt fired by Jessamyn before she reached her target. I had talked to both my disciples at length about how best to disguise our actions today, but we needn’t have bothered, with her running into the ‘Lair’ solo. Turning the sole target in the room into a pincushion was entirely reasonable.

Pacclo played his part too, ‘hesitating’ for a moment before ordering the rest of his party to follow Fiadh. The two dual-wielding women were already locked in a life or death struggle when the rest of the party entered the room. We let the wood elves switch targets, they wouldn’t be much help with Karragh and Fiadh intertwined anyway. Karragh was in no danger from friendly fire, but they were unlikely to contribute much additional damage to the fight.

When the melee fighters in the party started approaching Karragh she responded by backing up with Fiadh following her. This allowed her to remain trading blows with the savage human woman, without any of her unaware companions interfering. The adventurers continued closing the distance, but Karragh had withdrawn far enough, bringing the elves into melee range.

As we had discussed earlier, Jessamyn ordered them to engage, running interference. Jessamyn stepped up with them, while passing the girl-fight she quietly cast Heal on Karragh. By this point, as I had observed from the run earlier, Fiadh’s battle madness had reached fever pitch. She dropped her daggers, favouring to claw and kick at her rival.

We had discussed what to do in this eventuality as well. Karragh utilising an advantage we had as dungeon denizens, that adventurers lacked, a suicide play. Dropping her hand axes, she moved in grappling with the red-headed berserker. Clinging on, regardless of the rain of elbows and knees pummelling her, she lifted Fiadh and drove forward, towards and over the edge into the pit. Karragh lost her grip on the wildly struggling woman as they fell, splitting apart to land separately on the spikes below.

The melee fighters made short work of Jessamyn, and her wood elf escort and they ran to the side of the drop to see what had happened to Fiadh.

Both they and I were utterly stunned by the sight before us. Fiadh had picked herself up and was sitting astride the prone form of Karragh wailing upon the dwarf woman with her fists. Fiadh was breathing hard, spittle flying, her teeth clenched in fury and there was blood seeping from a dozen spike wounds. The fall hadn’t killed either of them, but Karragh had just been fully healed by Jessamyn moments before the fall. Fiadh had not, but still recovered the quickest.

Ignoring the imploring calls of her compatriots to stop and drink a health potion, Fiadh continued pounding her bloody fists into Karragh beneath her. Eventually, the inevitable happened, Karragh was unable to fight back or properly defend herself and her health pool hit zero, ending the fight.

Jessamyn and Karragh’s awareness had returned to their bodies with me at the DDD. They heard my cries of shock, anguish, and disbelief. As far as I was concerned, Fiadh was already mine and I was being thwarted and I didn’t like being thwarted. Not at all.

What happened next was both interesting and a great relief, for me. With Karragh defeated I saw the blind fury in Fiadh’s eyes fading. For a moment she was aware of herself and her surroundings, but then her blue eyes crossed, her eyelids drooping, and she toppled forward. Fiadh slumped on top of the dwarf below her, still and unresponsive.

Pacclo, still playing his part, ordered a few members of the party to climb down into the pit and check on her. They tried forcing a potion down her throat, but it was already too late. She flopped bonelessly to the floor when they let go of her, a meat puppet whose strings had been cut and she was gone.

I heard the distinctive swishing sound of a portal opening. After taking a moment to ensure Karragh was ok from the brutal fight she’d just been in. I rose from my black leather couch, my two disciples rising with me. Time to take my place upon my throne and greet my newest conquest.

 

My excitement was off the charts, as it usually was during these moments. I was advising myself to calm down, and I didn’t want to make a pig’s ear of this as I had with Karragh. Thinking about that highlighted a smidge of a concern for me.

Karragh had fallen during a challenge, so despite my cock-up I had time to mend fences before a new group came in, but this was a regular run. I wasn’t sure how long I had to encourage Fiadh to accept my authority before I lost the chance to claim her as a disciple. Jessamyn’s run had been a similar situation, but after a few minutes of being upset, she practically jumped at the chance. My best guess, I had until the next group completed their run.

“Here she comes, Jessamyn, Karragh time to make a good impression,” I said unnecessarily.

“Yes, Master,” they responded in unison, no hint of ant eye-rolls, I think.

We watched as the red-headed woman walked proudly through the portal, looking about her and taking in her surroundings. She was fully aware as Karragh and Jessamyn had been before her, unlike those I couldn’t claim. They were sightless puppets.

Finishing looking at the chamber, Fiadh turned to regard me. She looked me up and down, I flashed her my best rakish grin, my go-to move, it seems to have worked before. I was also topless, only wearing my black jeans, which was typical for me now. I may have flexed my pecs, just a little. I was trying to make a good impression. Which, if the scent of arousal I was picking up from her, was any indication I was successfully achieving. A very good start I thought.

“Welc…” I started.

I didn’t even manage to finish the word. I saw the blue in her eyes recede, pupils dilating, just as it had in the dungeon. In the blink of an eye, her entire demeanour shifted. One moment she was softly licking her plump and pretty lips excitedly and the next, those lips were pulled back in a rictus grin, a guttural snarl emanating from deep within her throat.

As her snarling completed, her body shifted from standing to battle-ready, coiled and prepared to strike.

“Now we…” I said, trying to forestall and reason with her.

I was as successful as everybody else had been, which is to say I failed completely. She unleashed the coil and sprung directly at me, screaming obscenities I couldn’t understand. Indicating they were likely meaningless sounds of her fury

I may have grossly overestimated how good a start this had been.

She ran up the dais, towards the throne, charging me. I wasn’t wearing any of my gear but was agile enough to get out of my seat and meet her head-on. This didn’t go as planned either, as I’d expected her to bounce off me as I braced my shoulders for her charge. Fiadh hit me so hard I was knocked backwards, colliding with the throne behind me. This hurt, a lot and unlike the throne in the ‘Lair’ I’d made the one in my core room out of marble because it looked pretty. Pretty it may have been, it also didn’t have any give to it.

I was prompted with a damage notification, 10%/90%. I recovered from the surprise quickly. It was time to cheat, and I swivelled my hips and rolled off the throne towards the doorway to my bedroom.

“Run to the bedroom,” I ordered Karragh and Jessamyn.

They both obeyed me with barely a nod and ran ahead of me. I followed their retreating behinds, Fiadh hot on my heels. I couldn’t help but perv on their butts, just a bit, regardless of the current circumstance. Seconds later, I was through the door, down the short corridor, taking a few steps into the bedroom before turning to face the closely pursuing Fiadh.

Fiadh ran face-first into my raised tower shield with a thudding clang. That was my cheat, as the bedroom was not part of the active dungeon. While in the core room I was limited to the armour I used in a regular run, which was none. Here I could call whatever I wished from my inventory.

I was now fully clad in the most powerful gear loadout I had at my disposal. Where before I’d given ground at Fiadh’s furious charge, now it was her bouncing from the shield, falling prone on the floor. I followed up swiftly, swinging my double-headed maul down upon her.

Karragh and Jessamyn replicating my example, doffing their challenge mode armour sets and joining in the fight. Between the three of us, we prevented Fiadh from regaining her footing and it wasn’t long, but longer than I’d thought before she ceased struggling and went still.

“Master, I apologise,” Karragh said. “I should have forewarned you, she is much stronger than she appears. Had Jessamyn not healed me, I may not have survived long enough to get her in the pit.”

Jessamyn spoke quickly on the back of Karragh’s comment.

“Master, I take full responsibility for this mistake. I knew how much I had to heal Karragh and didn’t tell you either, I’m sorry,” she said. Her head bowed low in shame.

“Enough,” I chuckled. “I agree you’ve been naughty and will be using my rod to discipline you both vigorously later.”

“First, we have this mess to contend with,” I said. Looking down at the body of Fiadh.

From the various bouts of full contact sparring we had engaged in over the past few weeks, I knew we had about three minutes before Fiadh regained consciousness. When she did, her health would be back to full, unless we dragged her back into the active part of the dungeon. Then Fiadh wouldn’t recover until the end of the next run, but that wasn’t a viable plan, not if it meant I lost the chance to claim her as a disciple.

I decided to just wait it out, see if her temperament improved this time around and when she came to, she seemed in control again. For a moment at least and then she was overcome with rage once more and we were forced to put her down. We tried two more times with the same result.

After the third attempt, I produced a set of sturdy chains and cuffs and we trussed her up while she was recovering. Being bound made no discernible difference, and she flew into a similar rage state shortly after becoming conscious and we watched her for ten minutes. Every few minutes her rage would dissipate, as she ran out of steam and her eyes would close with exhaustion. By the time she re-opened them and was cognisant to speak, her eyes would dilate a second later, and we were back to snarls and incoherent screams.

“Jessamyn, take Karragh and do some resource gathering. Maybe if there are fewer of us present, we might seem less threatening,” I told them.

“Yes, Master,” they responded. Heading off to follow my instructions.

I didn’t hold out much hope this would work, and I checked the progress of the current group of adventurers running my dungeon. I confirmed I had forty-five minutes at most, a little longer if they went via the ‘Arena’. While I was sitting at the DDD, pondering my next move, I remembered I could view Fiadh’s stats sheet. I brought it up, maybe there would be a clue as to how to fix my current problem.

 

Name: Fiadh Longclaws

Species: Savage Human

Rank: 6

Strength: 15

Agility: 15

Stamina: 15

Mana: 16

Spell Power: 16

Health: 300/300

Experience: 23,400 / 28,000

Unspent Points: 0

Skills: Mining 0, Hunting 4, Gathering 4, Farming 0,

Battle Frenzy: An ability that allows a person to channel Mana to increase their physical attributes by 100%. The ability duration is 1 sec per point of Spell Power. It costs 1 Mana for each activation.

Note 1: Once activated Battle Frenzy will continue to renew until all enemies are defeated or Mana is exhausted.

Note 2: If the person’s Mana pool is exhausted before the battle’s completion Battle Frenzy will continue. This will result in a 50% debuff to all physical stats at battles end (duration min*mana that should have been used).

Note 3: As Stamina increases, so does the person’s health pool. When the ability is deactivated, their stamina and health pool will revert to its original size (or lower if they run out of Mana). If their current damage exceeds the new lower health pool, they will die without immediate healing.

Passion’s Fury: [Scourge of Kriger] The afflicted are unable to control the activation of Battle Frenzy. Whenever the passions of the afflicted are roused the ability will trigger. A side-effect is their Mana will recharge at a rate of 1 per minute when not in a state of Battle Frenzy.

 

By the time I finished reading her sheet, Fiadh was back with me, and I turned to regard her. She was raging already, as before.

Having read her sheet I had a better idea of what was going on, she was raging when she saw me until her mana ran dry. I could only conclude restraining her counted as the end of the battle, otherwise, her fury would continue unabated.

The only thing continuing to confuse me is why ‘Battle Frenzy’ was activating whenever she set eyes on me.

I could be a bit dense at times, and this was one of them.

It took a few minutes before the penny dropped. Passion’s Fury didn’t discriminate between what was getting her pulse racing.

My mind replayed those first few moments when Fiadh stepped through the portal. The unmistakable smell of her sexual interest before the distraction of her trying to tear my throat out with her teeth. Taking in a deep breath through my nose, I inhaled the scents she was giving off.

Foremost was the cold fury, that smell was almost sterile, but it lacked any feeling behind it, no genuine hate or anger, it smelt manufactured. Underneath, there was a very different layer of scents and now I was focussing I detected the lust. Red-hot, passion-fuelled lust.

My aura was hitting her like a freight train and inadvertently setting off the ‘Battle Frenzy’. The ‘Battle Frenzy’ was in turn, preventing her from accepting my dominion, which stopped me from finalising my claim on her. It was a conundrum, and I had maybe half an hour to resolve it.

The problem was the scourge of Kriger because the curse is what was stripping her control of her ability. Karragh had been similarly afflicted with a curse laid down by Ironhammer, and I had somehow managed to override it and replace it with a blessing of mine. I still didn’t understand how I had managed to do that exactly, but my only clue was the connection we established during our first bout of sex play.

A lascivious grin spread across my face as I looked upon the struggling redhead. It’s worth a shot I thought, purely for the benefit of science, of course. One must experiment to prove a hypothesis, after all. If this worked, I would be saving her from a terrible fate, and it was virtually a saintly act, one done in the spirit of helping others. Me wanting to add another sexy lady to my harem had absolutely nothing to do with it, didn’t cross my mind, not at all. The last part is true, mainly because I’d stopped ‘thinking’ after it’s worth a shot.

I rose from the black leather couch, walking over to the divan where we had propped the chained Fiadh up. I had resumed my dungeon casual outfit, pressing my hand to my black jeans I sent them to the inventory. I reached Fiadh, quickly setting about removing her armour in the same manner. Now we were both nude, the scent of her lust and ardour overpowered the cold fury, her ‘Battle Frenzy’ was still active, it was simply secondary to her lusty needs.

Lifting her from the divan, I carried her around the four-poster and lay her face down on the dark blue silken sheets on the bed. Her hands were bound behind her back and I could leave those in place. Her legs were currently chained together, those bindings would need to go.

Fortunately, in my enthusiasm, I didn’t forget Fiadh was stronger than me in frenzy mode. I mentally equipped my strength enchanted adornments and a few other pieces of leather armour that wouldn’t get in the way. Now I was prepared and removed the chains from her legs while holding her in place. Her legs split apart giving me a perfect view of her lady flower. The darkly pink lips were pouting and dripping with her precum, her clitoris engorged and inviting.

I drank in the sight of her, Fiadh switching between frantically trying to pull loose from my grip, wanting to murder me, and bucking her hips towards my hard cock, physically begging to be taken. The two differing drives, fight or fuck, warring with each other. Holding her by the back of her upper thighs firmly, holding her on the bed, I knelt before those pouting pussy lips.

I buried my face in her hot, inviting snatch, kissing, and tonguing her labia and clit, slurping up her tangy juices with relish. Having finished lapping up all that was available outside her cunny I forced my tongue inside her canal. I worked her inner tunnel for a few minutes, letting her runny juices flow into my greedy mouth. At some point, my ministrations succeeded in helping the drive to fuck overpower the drive to fight and all I could hear from Fiadh was lust-filled panting and moaning. Her body was still jerking away from me at times, but this was a reaction to the pleasurable sensations washing through her body, she no longer wanted to kill me.

No connection between us yet, so I decided to up the ante. Pulling my tongue out of her quivering vagina I stood back up. My hands slid upwards to her hips and sharply pulled her towards me, her legs now over the edge of the mattress, with her bent over the bed.

Taking her tightly braided fiery-red hair in my right hand I wound it about my wrist, pulling her head back and arching back in the process. With her hands still bound behind her back, she was helplessly at my mercy. Having got her in the desired position, I took my cock in my other hand. Manoeuvring the head of my dick to her sopping entrance, rubbing her labia and clit, soaking the glans of my cock in her flowing fluids.

Suitably lubricated I thrust forward without warning. Filling her quivering quim with the length of my rod, Fiadh screaming out in pleasure and shock. Her well-muscled hips ramming backwards in response forcing herself on my plunging cock, burying it to the hilt of the velvety furnace of her cunny.

I pulled back a little before slamming home again, I wasn’t gentle, but I could smell she didn’t want that. I built up a rhythm, pounding my cock into her tightly gripping pussy hard, but regularly. No sweet-honeyed or dirty words from either of us, just grunting and keening moans as we mated furiously.

I’d been hammering her pussy for over ten minutes and I could feel we were both nearing the orgasmic crescendo when I sensed what I’d been hoping for and I forged a psychic connection between Fiadh and me. The link between us was the same as I’d had with Jessamyn and Karragh and I felt the same pulse building within my soul, I was ready to flood the beauty beneath me with both my seed and my soul energy.

As I set myself to release both, I detected a blockage. My soul-born sixth sense feeding back information that my blessing would fail. Concerned and angered I reacted instinctively, my mind travelling through the conduit connecting our souls and I could observe Fiadhs. It was indescribable, literally, my brain was incapable of forming an accurate image, merely aware of how it made me feel. It was something of luminous beauty, trapped by a malignant spidery cage.

The cage was not my doing. More, I could now sense some of my soul and it had a similar luminosity, but magnified a thousand, ten thousand, maybe more, times. Had I truly been looking upon my soul it would surely have burned the retinas from my skull. Pulled away and examined the cage with this new sense available to me. I knew then I had encountered and overcome something similar during my connection with Karragh. However, where the cage on her soul had been clumsily and loosely applied, easily pushed aside with raw brute force, what clutched at the very essence of Fiadh was more intricate, more deeply interwoven into her being. This would take finesse to remove.

I instantly understood the difference between the curses, Ironhammer laid his down on a people, it was passed down generation to generation, its hold on them tenuous. Kriger’s had been applied personally to Fiadh, with care and attention to guarantee its efficacy.

No matter, with understanding, came resolve. A weaker man may have faltered, but I knew I could undo what had been wrought upon her. I fashioned my energy into the equivalent of a soul scalpel and went to work. Severing each tendril, wherever they had taken root, cutting and slicing, unravelling Kriger’s work. Finally, after what felt like hours of delicate surgery, I detached the last of the grasping hooks binding the curse to her.

Without delay, my pulse of energy flowed through our connection, sweeping all vestiges of the ‘Scourge of Kriger’ away. My energy wrapped itself around Fiadh’s soul like a comfort blanket, covering every inch, filling every nook and cranny forming its own symbiotic bond. Unlike the scourge, this bond pulsed with glorious light, supportive and nurturing, not malignant.

With the bond forged, I returned my consciousness, quickly recognising it had taken less time than the blink of an eye. I could see the blue flashing from the DDD, my message about the change to Fiadh. I had other concerns right now, quickening the pace of my thrusts I felt Fiadh’s quim clenching my cock as she succumbed to a powerful orgasm.

“Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes!” she shrieked.

The first words she’d spoken since we met almost an hour ago. The smell of the underlying cold fury was gone, only our intermingling lust remained. I forced my shaft in as deep as it would go, releasing my second pulse. My cock flexing and twitching as gouts of my thick pearly cum spilt from its eye. Her pussy walls clenching, milking my shaft of every drop, depositing it deep inside her.

She lay breathlessly under me, and I pulled out my length. Lifting her I threw her into the centre of the bed, crawling on the bed and then on top of her. Touching the bindings on her wrists, sending them to the inventory, and I rolled her onto her side and leaned into her ear.

“Welcome, Fiadh. I am very happy to take you as my third mate,” I whispered, my voice still thick with desire.

She was a little overwhelmed by the turn of events. Taking her face in my hands, I looked deep into those sky-blue eyes and pressed my lips to hers. Soon, our tongues were battling one another, this time in a good way. She smiled up at me as our mouths broke contact.

The sound of giggling at the foot of the bed drew our mutual attention away from one another, Jessamyn and Karragh had returned from the resource rooms. Once they had our attention, they both began disrobing, and it was very presumptuous of them. I’d enjoy giving them a thorough spanking later, teaching them to wait upon my commands. My grin grew wider, I hadn’t thought that possible.

“Time to introduce you to your sister-mates,” I whispered to the redhead.

We could afford to let the autopilot handle the group a few minutes away from the ‘Lair’. After that, we could tag-team in and out.

 

The day’s runs were done, and I was lying in the large four-poster bed with three beautiful naked women draped around me. We were taking a short break from initiating Fiadh into the ‘Family’. There hadn’t been much in the way of conversation, but it’s hard not to form a bond with people who have caressed, teased, and licked every inch of your body. Fiadh had accepted Jessamyn as the alpha female and she was going to fit in just fine.

I wanted to check out my notifications, but I didn’t want to disturb the ladies. My eyesight was acute enough, and I probably could have read it from here, but it was a faff. I flexed my mental muscles and a moment later managed to summon a display screen hovering in the middle of the bed. Much better I thought.

The message was the same I had received for Jessamyn and Karragh. A permanent change had been made to her soul, and I checked the relevant box on her stat sheet.

Passion’s Fury: [Scourge of Kriger] The afflicted are unable to control the activation of Battle Frenzy. Whenever the passions of

the afflicted are roused the ability will trigger. A side-effect is their Mana will recharge at a rate of 1 per minute when not in a state of Battle Frenzy.

 

Wolf King’s Passion: [Daxasian Blessing] The activation and deactivation of the Battle Frenzy ability is now controlled by Daxas, the Wolf King. Mana will always recharge at a rate of 1 per minute provided Fiadh has no other spell abilities.

 

I chuckled out loud as I read the fresh information. Gone was Kriger’s curse which I kind of knew would be the case as I’d unpicked it from Fiadh’s soul. I could trigger her Battle Frenzy at will now, and she recovered mana all the time and I was going to abuse the shit out of that. When I got her spell power to sixty, she would recoup her mana at the same rate it was used to fuel Battle Frenzy. With all my other cheats and exploits that wouldn’t be difficult to achieve. Then I would concentrate on her physical stats turning her into a furious whirlwind of DPS.

My chuckling roused the girls, and they were a little surprised to see the screen floating above us but took it in stride.

“This is your stat screen, Fiadh,” I said. Pointing out the obvious to her.

“It is strange, Master. I understand everything that is written, but I couldn’t read before, only the tribes’ shamans could. Why are there lines through my curse?” she asked.

Fiadh had adopted addressing me as master as Karragh and Jessamyn already had. Thrilling me to no end.

“I’ve purged the curse from you, Fiadh. Replacing it with a blessing allowing me to control when you rage and how long you rage for. You will never lose control again,” I said.

She sat up straight, dislodging Karragh from my lap. The dwarf woman shot her a slightly annoyed look.

“Truly?” she whispered hesitantly. There were tears welling in the corners of her sky-blue eyes, her lip quivering with emotion.

“Yes,” I answered simply.

The dam burst and the salty rivers flowed down her cheeks. I could smell these were tears of joy and relief but still making women teary-eyed or angry was becoming a habit of mine. If I wasn’t so in control of the situation, I might start developing a complex. She moved towards me then, hugging my body tightly.

“Thank you, Master. Thank you,” she managed to sniffle. “I don’t think you know how much this means to me.”

Her sobbing intensified as whatever pent-up emotions were unleashed without restraint. Jessamyn crawled across me to her other side, holding her close, cooing soothingly in her ear. I pulled Karragh back into my lap surrounding my new mate with reassuring intimacy. Letting her cry it out, Fiadh’s heaving sobs diminishing after a few minutes.

“Sorry, I feel so foolish and weak bawling like a newborn babe,” she said.

“There are no judgements here Fiadh,” I said. Planting a soft kiss on the crown of her head.

“Yes, it can’t have been easy living with a curse like that,” Karragh said sympathetically. She could relate having lived under a similar burden herself.

“Indeed,” I said. “Do you want to talk about it.?”

“It might be best, yes,” Fiadh said slowly.

Gathering the will to tell us her painful memories.

“I lived with this throughout my life. Flying into rages as a child whenever I grew upset. Thankfully, I was too young to truly hurt anyone, and my tribe soon learned to keep sharp objects well away from me.”

“I don’t know why I was cursed so. The elders of the village would not speak of it, but I would hear murmurings on cold winter nights when they thought I was asleep. Some whispered, my mother, who died birthing me, angered our god in some manner and the curse intended for her fell upon me instead.”

“It was difficult for me, and it took time to understand I was different. I was left alone a great deal as it was safest for all concerned but my troubles intensified as I came of age. You see, Master, you uh…you weren’t my first man…nor my second,” she said, hesitating at the last part.

  I picked up on the small emphasis she placed on man, figuring it was something akin to husband in her tribal societal structure. There was a flare of jealousy, which I tamped down. Now was not the time to get in a huff and I diffused the tension with attempted comedy.

“We all have a past,” I chuckled. “I’d tell you mine, but I don’t want to bore you.”

My mates were kind enough to laugh at my false modesty. Rubbing her stomach and thighs, I encouraged Fiadh to continue her tale.

“I was promised to a young warrior from another tribe we were friendly with. The elders did not tell them of my history. His name was Trant, and he was a fair warrior, but not handsome like you, Master. A man who could provide for a family, though. I was happy for the first time in years, nervous and excited too. Until our first night together,” she said. Her voice caught a little. Fiadh paused before continuing.

“I don’t remember what happened, I rarely do when I frenzy. All I know is I lost control and stabbed him to death in our nuptial bed,” she said in a small voice laced with shame.

“My tribe supporting me or covering for their own deceit, claimed he must have tried to hurt me, and I defended myself. I think all of us here know this is not what happened. There was much arguing, and blades were drawn, several men were killed, and our friends left that night with bad blood between us.”

“The bad blood developed over that summer into a bitter feud. My tribe sought allies with our former friends’ rivals, and it was during such a meeting that Ragniss, son of one of these tribes’ chieftains, saw me. I can’t tell you why, but even knowing the cause of the feud, he insisted on having me as his woman. He made it a condition for their aid,” Fiadh said.

“I can tell you why,” I interrupted. “You are an incredibly gorgeous woman, Fiadh. Any real man would be willing to take the risk, if it meant having you as theirs,” I growled out.

The growl thick with my lust and need. Fiadh blushing furiously, her face going as red as her hair and freckles.

“Yes, well, yes. There is not much more to tell. The elders of my tribe argued against it for many hours, but he remained firm, and they were desperate. The conflict with our neighbours was going poorly for us and finally, they agreed. He was large, powerful, and seemed caring if somewhat brusque. The elders may have told themselves that Trant brought my rage upon himself, but I did not believe them. I did not want to be Ragniss, or any other man’s woman, but the elders demanded it of me. They said I owed it to the tribe for starting the war in the first place.”

“The next night Ragniss took me to his chambers. He was reassuring, promising me he would be gentle and not mistreat me as my last man had. The last thing I remembered was being terribly afraid, not of him but of what I might do. When my memories returned, the camp was in turmoil. Ragniss was dead, I had throttled him with his own belt, and he had beaten me bloody during our struggle. My nose, cheek and jaw were broken as was my arm, but it hadn’t stopped me. My tribe was being slaughtered and it was all my fault. There were dead people everywhere I turned. I fled into the night, and that is the last thing I recall before I ended up here.”

Tears flowing freely again as she relived the horrific memories.

“It wasn’t your fault, Fiadh, it was Krigers,” I said, rubbing her shoulders.

“Yes, it was the Divine Lords,” Jessamyn and Karragh said on top of one another.

“You don’t have to worry about those wankers anymore,” I reassured her. “They are going to get theirs,” I followed up confidently.

I didn’t know how yet, but I was going to exact vengeance for all the wrongs they had done to me and those I cared for.




Chapter 15

Time seemingly flew by, the next rest day came and went, with me transitioning to the seventh rank and Fiadh settling into life in the Wolf King’s Lair. I added her to the ‘Lair’ room along with Jessamyn and Karragh and reassigned two of the wood elves to keep the encounter balanced. We quickly learned I could leave Fiadh standing orders allowing her to activate her Battle Frenzy ability when she chose. Jessamyn and Karragh were given similar permissions including deactivation, so they could switch it off when necessary to maintain my no wipe policy. In most cases, unless the group matched her rank, Fiadh didn’t turn it on, and she faked it. I think she found faking it mildly therapeutic and she was enjoying herself, at least.

The Dark Moon Rising guild was enormously popular, and Simeon had added the dwarven twins Gorbrukken and Garbrakken as guild officers. Sindar the wood elf, who ran my dungeon with Simeon had also joined up and been added as a fifth officer. Simeon was jumping the gun slightly, but Sindar had been doing well with the Brigade in other dungeons and an officer position helped seal the deal, so I let it slide.

Recruitment was going so well, that even after I upgraded the outpost to rank eight, the five hundred bunks weren’t enough. Simeon had been smart and sent his recruiters to the City for the start of rest days when newbies pulled themselves from the arrival pool. They were signing up a big chunk of these new arrivals with the benefits we were supplying. Membership was over six hundred already, and we were on course to add a hundred each week just from zone seven.

Foremost of those benefits being the adventurer starter package I was offering for nine hundred coins and I’d decided to be even more generous than originally intended. I was throwing in a pair of STA +1 rings along with the full set of leather armour, sword and shield or bow with a quiver of arrows. I was clearing over ninety-thousand coins a week on those packages as the supplier and the guild was getting a system-generated ten percent finder’s fee. That was nine-thousand odd extra coins, half of which came to me, on top of what I was making from potions. Guild dues netting me a further three thousand and I had a few more ideas on how to make even more.

Apart from the outpost upgrade, I spent most of my coin on resolving potential bottlenecks for my new outfitting business. I expanded the size of my existing workrooms and purchased extra workstations. I bought one more of everything and four new smelters, forges, and enchanting stoves. It was another mini exploit, there was no limit to how many stations you could operate simultaneously, and I was now scaling up for mass production.

Dawn was breaking in the Proving Grounds on the rest day at the end of the eleventh week. I’d read my notifications, confirming my movement to the eighth rank, but a quick check of the rank leader board showed I wasn’t at the top for the first time. Challengers had been in short supply since I established the Dark Moon Rising guild, but I wasn’t worried yet.

I was continuing to eavesdrop on the Brigade. They weren’t happy but were waiting for me to make a few more ranks before making their move. This wasn’t a tactical choice; my guild had gutted them of lower-ranked adventurers, and they simply didn’t have the numbers at my current level.

However, they had several strong groups of adventurers ranked nine through eleven who were on standby to act. They needed to finish me off in a single day, otherwise, they feared the DMR would ban them from the glade. Most of the outcast orcs were giving the glade a wide berth, but a few had been responsive to the olive branch I asked Simeon to put forth.

That didn’t mean there hadn’t been other orken activity. Representatives of the Jagged Boar Tusks, the tribe which had robbed Jessamyn of her soul marks, had visited the glade. They were all rank one and did not come into my dungeon, as if they had I would have wiped them out with relish, their whole tribe was on my shit list. Unfortunately, they were here to go after the Forest of Xanathia.

She was fortunate they brought only enough orken for seven groups and the survivors of those challenges returned in a celebratory mood. Most of the goblins included in their parties did not make it back out, and I suspected this was by design, on the orcs part. Using the goblins to take all the risks, not caring if they died and then choosing not to resurrect them, so they could take their share of the XP.

The Tusks’ success prompted the Brigade to send a group of ten rank one dwarves to do the same and they came out intact, each of them boosted to rank nine. I wonder what they might be planning on doing in the near future? That was sarcasm, I knew they would be challenging me next.

I could tell you these events provoked what I’m about to do, but it would be a lie. I’ve been waiting for this day since the Forest of Xanathia opened and it was time to enact my secret plan. Yes, this time it’s the secret plan I alluded to earlier and not a different secret plan, keep up, will you.

I’d said nothing to Tenzing or my disciples in case the Lords were watching. I’d heard nothing from Alyssa in weeks, and she probably suspected what I was going to do and was helpfully not broaching the subject either. I gathered my team in the Banquet Hall.

“Anybody fancy a stroll?” I asked nonchalantly.

“That would be delightful,” Jessamyn exclaimed, her sister-mates nodding in agreement.

“Of course, Daxas, are we visiting the guild HQ? It’s a little earlier than when you usually meet them,” Tenzing said, a moment after them.

“No, not the guild, we’ll wander over to the HQ later this afternoon. I was thinking of paying our neighbour a visit,” I said, keeping my tone casual.

“The Forest of Xanathia? Daxas, she won’t have a concealed external entrance yet. If you recall your development, it takes time and you would need an invite, you can only ‘visit’ if you were to invade her,” Tenzing pointed out.

“Excellent points, Tenzing. I’d forgotten those little details. Hmmm, we’d best go ready for battle if we are forcing our way through,” I said.

I hadn’t forgotten, of course, but one must keep up appearances for the peanut gallery. I was quite proud of my acting job.

“Daxas, do you intend on destroying her? She hasn’t threatened you, and this is unusually aggressive of you,” Tenzing said with concern.

“No need to worry, Tenzing. We’re just popping in to say hello while we have the chance. She got hit hard by challengers this week, and she may not survive another week. She’s bound to forgive me when I explain the sitch, I’m a charming fellow, after all,” I said.

“Daxas, I must warn you. If you invade her dungeon, regardless of your motive, she is unlikely to be forgiving. Do you want to make another enemy when you have so many already?” he said.

“Chillax, Poppa Smurf. I’ve got this all in hand. If she refuses to be reasonable, I can revert to the nuclear option, but I’m confident it won’t come to that, though,” I said.

“Very well, Daxas. Although if I’m honest I think I only understood half of what you just said,” Tenzing said ruefully.

“No worries chap, we’ll watch a few Smurf cartoons later to clue you in,” I said, winking at him.

I glanced over at my harem and was gladdened to see they were already equipped for kicking ass. I had plenty of time to outfit Fiadh, designing her some specialised gauntlets with inbuilt copper knuckles and claw extensions on each finger. The claws utilised her agility when scratching, the knuckles her strength when punching.

Her knee-high boots also bore sharpened edges on the toe, piping, and spurs for when she would be kicking and kneeing in her fury.

“Ladies first,” I said, gesturing to the corridor leading from the banquet hall to the stairway up to the concealed exit.

A few minutes later and we were marching across the glade in the summer sun. Normally, dungeons needed to be linked by a road or path, but the Forest of Xanathia was so close it was within my area of influence, and we could just walk over unannounced.

“Tenzing, fill me in again of what Nessa’s verdant speciality does. I just want to be sure,” I asked him as we walked.

“Yes, of course, Daxas. Verdant confers the Fecund Abundance ability upon the dungeon. Health regeneration for all living creatures is doubled in the dungeon. That is especially helpful for you, with your resilience you will heal fifty points every minute,” Tenzing started.

“Ah, yes, I remember. Doesn’t seem useful for the dungeon, but that’s not my problem,” I said interrupting him.

I was play-acting. I’d been paying close attention the first time I asked Tenzing what Verdant meant, but I didn’t want any potential Lordly spies guessing my intentions until it was too late.

“It has other effects, which you should be aware of. Growth rates are also doubled, and this is significant for a Flora dungeon as most plant-based dungeon creatures are quite weak when initially bought. However, they grow stronger over time, without any requirement to spend additional experience enhancing them. This dungeon’s plant creatures will therefore be stronger but defeating them should still be well within your party’s capabilities,” he said.

I should think so, I thought to myself. I was at rank eight now, Jessamyn at seven, Fiadh six and Karragh had advanced to five. That was a combined twenty-six ranks. Groups clocking in at only twelve combined ranks were getting out relatively unscathed and that wasn’t even taking account of our exploit-ridden equipment. We were certainly over-dressed, but I didn’t believe in taking unnecessary chances. I expected that to be coming later, but not yet.

“Finally,” Tenzing continued. “The ability will have unlocked several advanced rooms. The Jungle, Forest, and Meadow varieties. Unlike the resource rooms which look similar, there aren’t any nodes for gathering. These room types confer bonuses for plant monsters and of course, make it easier for them to blend in,” he said.

“Hmmm, I recall reading about those when I thumbed through the dossier, I had Simeon compile. I think the last seven of the twenty rooms are one of these types,” I mused, more fakery.

By the time our conversation was finished, we had reached the entrance to the Forest of Xanathia dungeon. The entrance gate was in a grassy mound much the same as mine but covered in flowers. When I approached the gate, I was prompted with the dungeon rules.

This is a Life Domain, Flora Sphere Dungeon with the

following specialities. Verdant. The following Dungeon Laws are in effect.

Party of Six: A minimum of 6 adventurers is required to form a party to enter this dungeon.

 

Daily Lockout: Adventurers may only enter this Dungeon once per day.

 

Over Six Penalty: Every party member over 6 will contribute a cumulative 10-minute time penalty to the 3-hour time limit. (Per rank)

 

Fecund Abundancy: Health regenerates at twice the rate of normal.

 

As we were not adventurers, the Party of Six law did not apply to us, so we were good to go. My women drew their weapons, preparing themselves, each giving me a nod when they were ready.

“OK, let’s do this,” I said.

“I wish you the best of luck, Daxas. I shall see you when you return,” Tenzing said, stopping me in my tracks.

“When we return? Is there a rule I don’t know about preventing you from coming with me?” I asked him.

“Well, no, Daxas, but I can’t help, and I might distract you, it’s best I stay out here,” Tenzing responded.

“Can’t help? What do you mean bud? If I’m not mistaken, you can’t be seen or harmed by anything in there,” I said.

“Yes, that is correct, Daxas,” he said, still a bit bemused.

“Well, congratulations are in order, you were just unanimously elected as party scout,” I said, slapping him on the back. “Don’t you agree, girls?”

“Yes, Master,” the trio responded in unison. With a mixture of smiles, nods, and giggles.

“Cool, you can go ahead of us, checking out the chambers before we go in. Confirm nothing has changed from Simeon’s report, which I’m confident you remember, as you remember everything, even the stuff I wish you’d forget,” I laughed good-naturedly. Tenzing’s face lit up with a genuine grin of pleasure.

“I am honoured you consider me part of the team, and would be happy to be your scout,” he said.

“Of course, you’re part of the team, bud. Always and forever,” his smile grew even wider.

It’s funny how things work out. I was only thinking about adding another exploit to my arsenal and I hadn’t thought it would mean so much to Tenzing. Making my best friend happy was far more valuable, though. With that, we pushed open the gateway walking in and commenced my first official dungeon invasion.

According to the report compiled by Simeon, the layout of the forest of Xanathia was quite simple. There were no tricky agility-based obstacles to overcome as there were in mine. The first thirteen rooms were rectangular with the default slate grey granite walls, all the minimum size.

The first three of these had two thistle-folk warriors and the remaining ten had two thistle-folk warriors and a thornspitter sprite for ranged backup. After that, you got to the seven advanced rooms and they were larger, roughly twice the size. The first two were jungles infested with assassin vines. The last five were all forest and these started with carnivorous plants called Bloodthorn bushes. The penultimate room added a treant into the mix and the last room had another treant, four more thistle-folk warriors and Nessa Fiveleaf herself.

Simeon had helpfully supplied feedback on Nessa Fiveleaf and she had some spellcasting ability, centred around healing the plant monsters which fought with her. Simeon didn’t phrase it this way, but she was built purely for a support role, and she posed very little threat herself. She wore leather armour and a short sword, but she spent the fight evading attacks and keeping the treant in the game. Apparently, once you cornered her, she went down very easily, suggesting a low stamina score.

The first chamber was exactly as reported and two thistle-folk warriors standing in front of us. They were maybe five and a half feet tall, resembling an artist’s pose doll. Their skin was dark green, wrapped in spiky thistle leaves, tufts of bright purple ‘hair’ on their heads and solid black beady eyes. They weren’t armed as such, but each hand had four serrated leaf blades protruding from their wrists, two above the fist and two below. They attacked as soon as we stepped through the gateway.

Being the party tank, I stepped up intercepting them. Attacking rather than defending allows me to take advantage of the dungeon creature’s lack of sophistication. They veered towards me as the closest target, no need for any taunting ability and I fended the first off with my shield bashing it away. The second stabbed my right arm with its leaf guard blades.

My current DR against piercing was forty-eight, thirty-one provided by my leather armour and seventeen from my resilience. The thistle-folk warrior’s strike to my arm inflicted no damage on me. When you got to higher damage levels damage reduction wasn’t an automatic one-to-one offset, some minimum damage thresholds came into play. It wasn’t something easy to calculate on the fly, but it boiled down to you taking one auto damage for every full ten stopped by your DR, unless your DR was more than double the ‘ten’ range in which case you took nothing. What did this mean for DR of forty-eight, anything up to twenty-four inflicted zero damage. Twenty-five to twenty-nine did one, thirty to thirty-nine did two and forty to forty-eight did three. Anything over forty-eight did three plus the excess.

I’d perused the dungeon manuals before beginning this adventure and knew the thistle-folk leaf blades did five plus their strength in damage. Their strength started at ten, but they would have been growing and evolving since the opening of the dungeon. Nessa’s dungeon hadn’t been open long enough, even with the verdant boost for them to have improved much and I would estimate them to be strength fifteen at most, hitting for twenty piercing damage.

This has been my long-winded way of explaining the thistle-folk couldn’t hurt me unless they hit my body or my head. Even then it would be a handful of health, and I was sitting on a nine-hundred and sixty.

The thistle-folk warrior who struck me got close enough for me to bite into the flesh of his exposed purple-haired head, but I didn’t fancy cutting my tongue on his spiky body, though. I swiped low with my maul, hitting it around its knees, knocking it from its footing and forcing it to fall behind me. In my peripherals, I could see Karragh and Fiadh advance on the downed plant man, ready to finish it off.

I switched to the second warrior I had knocked away with my shield. He had regained his composure and was moving in towards me, intercepting his first few slashes on the shield and swinging my maul powerfully into its midriff. I saw the 40%/60% damage graphic, my jowls pulling back in a wolfish grin, which is a literal expression for me.

The power of my swing knocked the warrior to the ground, stepping in I brought a swift overhead strike down upon the prone creature, 40%/20%. I lifted my maul again and brought it down for one final blow, killing the thistle-folk warrior. Turning, I saw my girls finishing off his companion.

“Good work, ladies,” I said to them. Switching my attention to Tenzing, “you’re up now bud. Have a quick gander and report back if you would, please.”

Tenzing nodded before running through the doorway into the next room and I addressed the women again.

“I know we’ve already been over this, but one final reminder. I’ll take the lead and draw the mobs in, Fiadh you can hit them from the sides, feel free to rage after I have attracted them. Karragh, stick with Jessamyn, intercept anything that gets past me. Jess cast Bless on Fiadh once Tenzing returns and throwing in a Heal if anyone starts taking hits. We should be overpowered for this dungeon, but I want us developing good habits from the beginning,” I said.

A chorus of, “Yes, Master,” followed my pre-raid speech. I probably should have given it before we stepped in, but things rarely go perfectly the first time. It’s why this should prove useful as a practise run even if it isn’t my reason for doing this.

Tenzing came back in then.

“It is the same in the next chamber, Daxas,” he said.

“Cool, well let’s move,” I ordered. Jessamyn blessed Fiadh and we proceeded to the next room.

I won’t bore you with details of the grind. The next two rooms went just as smoothly as the first. The fourth offered a slight uptick in interest with the thornspitter sprite, but mostly it was target practice for Jessamyn with her crossbow and Karragh throwing the hand axes of hers.

We’d been in the Forest of Xanathia for maybe ten minutes, and we weren’t hurrying but each of the battles was so one-sided they were lasting thirty or forty seconds. We had established the dynamic that Tenzing would head off to review the next room while we were dealing with the contents of the current one. Having just cleared the eighth chamber, my blue wrinkly adviser returned with a look of puzzlement and mild concern on his face.

“Daxas, there has been a change. The room ahead, it’s empty,” he told me gravely. I shifted to my humanoid form, as it was easier to talk without all the teeth.

“Hmmm, empty isn’t necessarily bad. I tell you what, Tenzing, we’ll play safe. The girls and I will chill here for a few minutes, and we have loads of time. Can you reconnoitre to the end of the dungeon and report back? Let’s solve this mystery before we head in blind,” I asked him.

“Of course, Daxas. That is a wise plan, and I shall return soon,” he said. Then he headed back the way he came.

“What do you think is happening, Master,” Jessamyn asked me. She had moved up to my shoulder as I was watching Tenzing leave.

“I’m unsure, but I have my suspicions. If this were my dungeon and I was observing how easily the invaders swept aside my first few pockets of resistance I would be changing my game plan for defence. I’d have ported into the dungeon and run as far forward as I dared, ordering the warriors and sprites to the end of the dungeon and have them back up the treants,” I told her.

“Yes, I can see the wisdom in such a move,” Jessamyn noted. “Do you think this is what she has done?”

“Honestly, I hope so. It would provide a bit more of a test for our team without it being insurmountable. It also means she is smart and adaptable, which bodes well for her survival, but we shall have to wait for Tenzings return to know for sure. The more important question is what are we to do with the ten minutes it’s going to take him to get back,” I said, my voice thickening with arousal.

It didn’t take much to stoke my libido at the best of times, and I had made my ladies armour super sexy, leaving nothing to the imagination.

“We should probably keep our armour on, Master, just to be safe,” Jessamyn giggled. “…but I think we can manage a blow job,” she suggested, biting her lip.

“Good,” I growled, “Well you’re my alpha mate, you should choose who gets on her knees for me,” I said. I was stroking her back as I whispered to her and smelling the spike in her excitement.

“Fiadh, get over here and suck our master’s cock,” she ordered firmly.

The red-headed berserker was taken aback, clearly surprised, her mouth gaping like a fish for a second or two before being replaced by a lewd grin. She eagerly rushed to me, dropping to her knees, and pulling my ‘He-man’ pants down, freeing my stiffening python. Seconds later the head of my cock was ensconced in the heat of her mouth, slurping and sucking sounds echoing across the chamber, but Jessamyn wasn’t finished.

“Karragh,” she barked. “Get over here and tend to my pussy,” she ordered the dwarf woman.

Using her fingers, slipping her panties to the side, revealing her glistening pink folds. Karragh grinning lewdly, as Fiadh had before her, scrambled over to bury her face in Jessamyn’s muff and soon the room was filled with the lusty cries of four horny people.

That is how Tenzing found us, maybe ten minutes later, as he ran back into the room. We lost track of the time, so I can’t be sure.

“Daxas, I have mu…for fuck’s sake,” he muttered in exasperation.

“Tenzing, I’m shocked. Do you kiss your mother with that mouth?” I chuckled at his expense. It was a bit surprising to hear him swear, he was picking up on my verbiage obviously.

“Is that truly necessary?” he asked rhetorically, pointing at our sexual activity.

“Turn around, you prude, we’re almost done, right?” I said, addressing the last part to the girls.

“Unh-mmm,” Fiadh mumbled. I think that meant yes.

“Yeeeessss, almost there, Maaaster,” Jessamyn moaned.

Karragh was too busy with her face in Jessamyn’s mound, frantically frigging her own with her fingers. I couldn’t help but laugh, I don’t think she’d even realised Tenzing had returned and was watching.

In short order, there were a few screams, some moaning, and the disgorgement of much bodily fluid, which was eagerly lapped up by my beautiful lovers. After giving each a deep kiss I finally turned to my embarrassed friend.

“Was it a successful mission? What did you learn?” I asked as if we hadn’t just made him wait for us to finish with our oral sex.

“Ahem! Yes,” he coughed. “It was. I made it to the twentieth chamber, and all the mobile creatures have been recalled there by the Dungeon Mistress. The only ‘mobs’ remaining are the assassin vines and bloodthorn bushes,” he said.

“Excellent, it’s as I thought,” I said. “Did you confirm where the vines and bushes are located?”

“Yes, Daxas, I am ready to guide you through, if you are quite finished,” he answered with a hint of snark. My little Tenzing was growing up, hitting his teenage stage.

“Yeah, sorry about that bud, it won’t happen again,” I assured him.

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Daxas,” he said wryly.

“Point made. I’ll try not letting it happen again, well not too often anyway,” I said with a soft chuckle. Tenzing rolled his eyes in response, yep definitely developing his teen angst.

“You heard, Tenzing, ladies. Onwards, this should be over shortly,” I said.

With Tenzing leading the way, we headed deeper into the Forest of Xanathia and with my advisers’ aid the assassin vines were easily evaded. They were technically living traps and not creatures. The vines would grow from the trunks of the jungle trees wrapping themselves about branches and waiting to lash out and strangle passers-by. Their utility was the vines would move with each reset, so you needed to find the source, giving you a general idea of where the vines will be lying in wait.

Having Tenzing scout opened another superb exploit. Unlike the rest of us who were relying on our eyesight and other senses, Tenzing, being of the ethereal plane, simply knew what greenery an assassin vine was and what wasn’t. We moved through the two jungle rooms evading them as it was quicker than cutting them up.

The bloodthorn bushes were static monsters. They had thorny tendrils that would snake out, grabbing any victims and dragging them into the bushes’ embrace. There they would be pierced by specialised hollowed out thorns, draining the blood of the entangled prey. They were easily evaded too as they couldn’t move, not that they would have caused us any difficulty had they managed to ensnare any of us.

While we were walking through, I was pondering about these rooms and how they would be more dangerous with a few other mobs to distract and drive adventurers into the bloodthorn bushes grasp. Presently, she was relying on delvers falling into the clutches of the second or third bush if they were surprised by and trying to avoid the flicking thorny tendrils of the first.

In less than ten minutes, we were at the exit of the penultimate forest room. Tenzing completed a quick return visit, confirming nothing had changed. Nessa was in there with two treants, fourteen thistle-folk warriors and five thornspitter sprites.

“OK team, time to take down the dungeon boss, are you ready?” I asked quickly. My girls nodded in unison.

“Good. We’ll keep our tactics simple. I’ll go in first, making a lot of noise and that should attract the warriors to me. They can’t hurt me much, so I’ll just wallop them till they drop. Jessamyn Bless Fiadh, and once we’re inside use your crossbow on the sprites. Karragh cast Stamina Boost on Fiadh, once inside stick with Jess if anything approaches, intercept it and keep it away from her, always protecting the healer. Fiadh, when I’ve drawn the warriors off, neck a Lesser Flame Brand potion and you can go berserker on one of the treants. Jessamyn mark Fiadh, if she starts taking damage, cast a few low mana heals on her. I’ll yell if I need any healing,” I rattled off.

“Lastly, don’t forget Nessa is inside, like us she can issue orders to her mobs, so, be prepared to adapt. We’ve been training hard over the last few weeks and I trust each of you will perform admirably. That should be it,” I said, laying out the plan and some last-minute encouragement.

Karragh and Jessamyn cast their buffs on Fiadh, and we were ready to rumble.

“Damn, I almost forgot,” I said. Turning to Fiadh I cast my new freshly added buff spell, “Electro Claws.”

Electro Claws 1 (Lightning)

Cost: 10 Mana

Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes

Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 2 electrical damage each time it deals damage. The duration is (spell power/10 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of ten.

I had taken lightning as my primary element and with my gear boosted spell power the buff would last four minutes. It should last to the end of this fight unless something went unexpectedly awry.

With our final buff spell cast, we confidently strode into the slate grey corridor ahead. Approaching the entrance, I shifted to my warwolf form and started jogging, bursting through into the forested area beyond. Running out, I repeatedly banged my double-headed maul on my tower shield, all the while letting out a snarling roar. Leaving no creature in doubt as to my arrival, I wasn’t being subtle, but that was the point.

I was either taking Nessa by surprise, or she hadn’t developed the tactical nous to order her warriors to stay where they were. Instead of remaining hidden in the thickly forested room, taking advantage of the trees to ambush us or at least conceal their movements, they charged wordlessly from where they’d been ensconced. The lack of war cries was a bit creepy, but then they didn’t have mouths, and they just made this icky scratching sound of rough leaves rubbing together as they moved.

I waited until I counted all fourteen thistle-folk warriors, before taking off to my left and heading for the corner of the room, that way they couldn’t get behind me. My rabble-rousing had drawn in the sprites too, and the treants may be on their way also.

I had looked up the treants bios before coming in here, and they were strong and tough. A high natural DR against piercing, but not as much against impact and none against other types. It’s why I made sure Fiadh had been buffed up with electrical, heat, and sanctified damage increases. Hopefully, she would keep enough combat instincts to punch with her gauntlet knuckles rather than slash with the claws. They also had the lowest agility I had seen on any creature. Ergo they were slow as shit, so the team had a few moments before they could get here.

I started swiping about my right side with the maul, keeping the thistle-folk warriors on my left away from me with the shield. They were piled in so thick trying to get to me I wasn’t even aiming. To be honest I was barely moving my arm, just flicking my wrists to whip the maul back down into the pack. Hitting heads and backs, pounding them for ninety-five to one hundred and twenty-six damage a time depending on which I hit. After twenty seconds, I could see I had dropped two or three of them already.

The sprites were flitting around above me firing their thorns in my direction. Between the warriors and sprites, I’d taken fifty points of damage, mostly one or two points per hit. Without my armour, even at rank eight this tactic I had adopted wouldn’t have been as effective. I’d be losing too much health and would have needed Jessamyn to keep an eye on my health and not Fiadh’s.

Speaking of my ladies they had come through into the forest and were waiting by the entrance. Jessamyn had fired her crossbow bolt at a sprite, drawing it to them but Karragh stepped in as we discussed, intercepting, and despatching it in short order with her hand axes. Jessamyn had reloaded and was firing at a new sprite. It seemed I wouldn’t have to worry about the sprites, Jessamyn and Karragh were going to pull them from me, one by one.

As the second sprite flew away from the melee in front of me, the trees of the forest shook, their leaves rustling loudly and the first of the treants lumbered into the clearing where we were fighting. What can you say to describe a treant? They look like a tree with legs. This one was twelve-foot tall and looked like a silver birch. Its bark was a dirty white, with thick dark cracks running up and down its limbs. Fiadh wasted no time, quaffing a potion and then lunging for the creature.

She was already in her battle frenzy, launching powerful fist strikes at the treant’s legs. That was an advantage I hadn’t considered the tree creatures could possess. The treants were so tall the only person in our team with enough height to reliably target their vital spots was me. However, what Fiadh lacked in height and strategic planning she made up for in sheer speed, her fists were flying so fast, blink and you’d miss them.

One minute later and the treant which had been desperately trying to fling the warrior woman away collapsed under her onslaught. I was spared the need to deactivate her battle frenzy when the second treant, looking the same as its fallen brother, stepped into the clearing. Fiadh spotting the tree monster sprinted across to engage it like the first.

I was down to seven thistle-folk warriors in front of me, but now there were fewer targets, and they were more spread out, my hit rate was dipping. I was unconcerned, I may have lost one hundred-odd health, but I still had over eight hundred more. In the corner of my eye, I saw something else appearing from the forest, Nessa had joined us.

She was short, barely five feet, if that. I didn’t get a great look at her, as she was zipping in and out of the underbrush, staying mobile. I could tell she had long, thick, brown hair and her dark skin had a definite odd green tinge to it. She had a pair of daggers in her small hands and was clad in leather armour. I was about to shift my full focus back to the remaining thistle-folk warriors, intending to handle Nessa afterwards, when I saw her reach her hand out. She was pointing it at the fallen treant, and there was a brief flash of green energy around her outstretched hand. I watched in horror as the defeated treant stirred and rose from the ground, attacking Fiadh from behind.

“Nessa must be using a spell such as Regrowth, and it allows her to bring plant-based creatures back from the dead,” Tenzing yelled.

He had come into the room alongside Jessamyn and Karragh.

“Karragh, pull the resurrected treant off Fiadh, and Jess heal her. I’ll handle the dryad,” I shouted orders to my team.

I needed to deal with the threat Nessa posed straight away. Forcing my way past the handful of thistle-folk warriors I moved forward. They could have my back, I didn’t care, I had already regenerated fifty of my health and wasn’t far off fifty more, even with my back exposed it would take them five or more minutes to finish me. I cast my Summon Beasts spell, summoning four wolves in the forest behind the dryad, ordering them to advance on her and attack.

While they rushed her position, I dropped my double-headed maul and pulled a mana potion from a pouch I had attached to my belt. Thumbing the stopper from the neck, I knocked the blue brew back restoring my Mana to twenty. My wolves had done their job and flushed Nessa from the underbrush. She was too swift for them to catch, she was jinking about, twirling, and ducking with the grace of a ballet dancer.

Unfortunately for her, it was time to unleash my final surprise. Electro Claws wasn’t the only Lightning element spell I had taken.

Lightning Bolt 1 (Lightning)

Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana

Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used.

Description: Throw a bolt of lightning at a target. On a successful hit, the target takes electrical damage (spell power/4 rounding down) per point of mana used. A missed thrown spell costs 1 mana regardless of the original channelled amount and has no cooldown.

 I raised my tower shield as I’d made a small change adding a crosshair sight at the top. Spells were quite versatile, most people cast them through their hands, but you could channel them through anything. I was using my shield, mainly because I thought it was a suitable way of concealing, I was about to cast a spell. I powered up a lightning bolt, choosing to channel all twenty of my mana into the attack. Lining Nessa up in my shield’s sight I waited until she paused to look around her, trying to locate my wolves and then I released my bolt.

It flew across the clearing as fast as, well as fast as lightning, which is pretty fucking fast. My aim was true enough, I’d been aiming for her centre mass, but it went a little high and left, connecting with her right shoulder. She was flung backwards by the bolt and landed unmoving on the grass-covered ground.

With my enchantments my current spell power was forty-two, each point of mana I pumped into the lightning bolt spell did ten electrical damage. I used all twenty mana, so my lightning bolt was powered to do two-hundred electrical damage. Add to that the shoulder counts as your body so it would be increased by fifty percent dealing three-hundred damage. Unless she had something special to ward off electrical damage the feisty little gal was down for the count.

Meanwhile, Karragh was striking the resurrected treant and had successfully drawn it away from Fiadh. Fiadh, of course, had barely noticed she was even being hit from the rear and was continuing to pummel the second treant before her. Satisfied my girls had the tree-men well in hand I turned around to handle the annoyances frantically stabbing me in the back. Pulling my jowls back revealing my toothy grin, I let out a roar of victory. Dropping the shield, which I didn’t need any longer, I picked up my double-headed maul and went to town on the remaining thistle-folk warriors.

A few moments later, I had killed the last of the warriors and both treants were down. There were two thornspitter sprites left, but they were out of thorns and were now essentially harmless. As amusing as it was watching Fiadh fruitlessly jumping about the clearing trying to get her hands on the flying creatures which wisely remained out of reach we had a dungeon to finish. I deactivated her frenzy.

With Fiadh back to her senses my ladies formed up around me and we made our way through the leafy forest. The advanced rooms were bigger to start with, but they weren’t that much bigger, so we got to the far end quickly. There was a chest, like the one I had in my dungeon for rewards.

“Tenzing, are we eligible for the rewards, even if we aren’t adventurers?” I asked him.

“Yes, Daxas, you have completed the dungeon,” he answered.

Out of curiosity I opened the chest and inspected the contents. There was a pair of plain leather gloves and boots, and I received a message I had been awarded two-hundred and fifty experience. My share of the one thousand given out for completing a rank one dungeon. I left the boots and gloves and closed the chest.

There were two exits before us. The one on the right led out of the dungeon, a last chance to choose against pushing on to the core. The exit on the left leading into Nessa’s core floor and we were taking the left option, heading down that corridor. As we were walking, I did think the right door option opened another potential exploit. What was to stop me and my team from running other dungeons, taking the completion rewards, and then not continuing to the core floor, food for thought.

I walked out of the corridor cautiously, and we were in another forest room. My girls trooped out behind me prepared for whatever might be awaiting us, we stood there for several seconds and nothing. Absolutely nothing, no creatures came haring out of the forest to attack us. I focused my senses, listening intently and inhaling deeply to see what I could pick up. Nothing again, well I smelt and heard plenty but what I could smell and hear was what you would expect in a forest, earthy tones, and the sound of rustling leaves.

“Tenzing, I’m not picking anything up, but caution is the byword of the day. Could you do a quick run through and have a look for us?” I asked my blue friend.

“Of course, Daxas, I’ll be right back,” he answered.

“Dude! don’t jinx it,” I said with mock sternness.

“I’m sorry, I don’t think I understand,” he said, stopping in his tracks.

“Never say, ‘I’ll be right back’ before going off alone. That’s like horror movie rule number one,” I laughed.

“Ah, a film reference, very good, Daxas, I shall remember this rule from now on,” he said, before heading into the underbrush.

Shaking my head, he didn’t get it, which was understandable, I’d kept their introduction to Earth cinema strictly PG-13 so far.

Freddy, Jason, and Pinhead might be a bit too much for them. Tenzing returned to our starting position a minute later.

“I have run through the whole room, Daxas. There are no threats or further chambers. The dungeon’s core crystal is directly ahead of us,” he said.

“OK, let’s move then,” I said, and we moved as a group to our final destination. What? I was thinking about horror films.

Nessa’s core crystal was nestled in an organic pedestal like mine. The crystal pulsed emitting the same faint emerald light, it was even the same tapered-baguette style shape.

“Tenzing, her crystal looks almost identical to mine, maybe a little smaller but the same,” I asked him.

“Yes, Daxas, all Life domain crystals are formed in this style. The crystals of different domains come in different shapes and colours,” he answered.

“Is there anything special I need to do to conquer the dungeon?” I asked.

“No, Daxas, just place your hand on the crystal,” he replied.

I shifted back to my humanoid avatar and walked up to the pedestal, reaching out I wrapped my palm and finger around the pulsing green crystal.

Blink.

We were back in my core room, and I was sitting on my throne, my girls and Tenzing arrayed around me. Kneeling in front of me, eyes filled with defiance, was Nessa Fiveleaf. I was able to get a good look at her for the first time. She had a slight build, dark skin with a faint green tinge, reminiscent of mossy bark. Her thick hair wasn’t hair at all, but something organic, my best description would be they were vine-like dreadlocks. The sclera of her eyes was the colour of green chlorophyll and her iris a purple so dark it was almost black. A small button nose and a dainty mouth, her lips squeezing tight in anger as she regarded me with fury.

I simply stared at her saying nothing. My yellow lupine eyes locked on her green and purple ones. Nessa broke first.

“Well, what are you waiting for? You’ve won, conquered my dungeon. Why don’t you get it over with you bully?” she sneered at me.

I couldn’t have that. I rose from my throne quickly and jumped from the dais landing in front of her. My unexpected movement caused her to jolt back, knees bending as far as they would go and her butt hitting the floor. Before she had a chance to try and crawl away my hands whipped out and took hold of the vines she had for hair. They were surprisingly warm, soft, and smooth to the touch. With my hand in her dread-vines, I hauled her to her feet. I was careful not to yank on them and hurt her unnecessarily but left her in under no illusions, she had to do as I bid.

“You would give me orders, in my own dungeon? While at my mercy?” I whispered to her menacingly, never breaking eye contact. Nessa met my gaze for a brief time before crumbling. Tears beginning to form at the corners of her eyes.

“No, I didn’t mean to offend you,” she started sobbing. “Please, I’ll do whatever you wish, accept whatever terms you demand. I don’t want to die,” she begged.

“Better,” I muttered. I wasn’t being a dick on a power trip for the sake of it. I needed to be sure she accepted my dominion before I showed my hand.

“Nobody is dying here today,” I said in a softer soothing voice.

Then standing to my full height and adopting an air of formality, I prepared to deliberately break the system. Not just bend it as I had before but break the fucker wide open.

“Nessa Fiveleaf, I cla…” I started but didn’t finish.

Blink.

Interlude 2.3

I was in Alyssa’s library sitting on her green leather couch as I had every other time I had been brought here. There were some differences this time around. First off, Alyssa was standing in front of her mahogany desk looking down at me, peeking over her black-rimmed glasses artfully placed halfway down the bridge of her nose, so she could shoot me her trademarked flirty smile. Usually, she was sitting behind it on my arrival. The grey business jacket was still absent, but disappointingly the grey skirt had made a return.

Secondly, to my left, there was a set of grandiose double oak doors leading out of the library. The doors were closed, but they were very much a new addition to the room. It belatedly penetrated my brain the library-cum-study never used to have a way out. I had to wonder if my lack of observation was on me or had my awareness been deliberately dampened in visits past.

“Afternoon, what brings me to your neck of the woods?” I opened with.

Alyssa let out a deep laugh, her ample bosoms filling out the white blouse she was wearing, nipples pointing through the fabric.

“My big bad wolf is so modest,” she teased as her laughter faded. “You know exactly why you are here, and why there is a door which you are trying ever so hard…to pretend isn’t there.”

“I suppose so,” I chuckled. “I take it that way leads to the arbitration.”

“You suppose correctly. Claiming another dungeon as a disciple, even if she meets all of the requirements isn’t something I can ignore when the Lords call foul.”

“Are you going to stop me?” I asked.

“Heavens no, I’ve known this was inevitable from the moment she placed her dungeon so close to yours. Technically, you can still back down, you haven’t finished claiming her, but we both know you aren’t going to,” she said.

“You’re right about that. Why hasn’t the arbitration begun already?” I asked her.

“I might be unable to refuse their request, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want you to get the best you can from them. For that, there are a few things you should know, and I thought it might be nice if we chatted about those first, don’t you think?” she queried mischievously.

While Alyssa was talking, she sauntered over to the couch sitting next to me and crossing one glorious leg over her knee, resting her hand on my thigh and giving it a comforting squeeze.

“I’m unsure we’ll get much chatting done if you keep this up, not that I’m complaining,” I said huskily.

Some vestiges of the force holding me in place previously remained and I couldn’t get off the couch, not that I wanted to, but I could move my limbs freely. My hands whipped out grabbing Alyssa by the nape of her neck and I moved her head towards mine, our lips crushing up against one another.

Our lips parted and our tongues got to work fighting a war for territorial control. My hand pulled away her hair scrunchy releasing her chocolate brown hair from its bun and letting it fall to her shoulders. We kept at this for several minutes until our mouths finally parted and I kissed her plump lips several times as we regained our breath.

“Yes, it could be an impediment,” she giggled, referencing my earlier question. “The real fireworks will have to wait, though,” she finished with a mock pout. “…but will be all the better for the wait,” she promised.

She pulled away from me and rising from the green leather couch, made her way to the bookshelves, leaning nonchalantly against them. Her hair and clothes back in place as if we hadn’t been playing tonsil hockey with one another for the last ten minutes.

“Shortly you will be meeting representatives of the Lords, but I have limited them to send only two of their number. They were unhappy, but they have no choice and must accept it. If I hadn’t it would have been a free for all, each of them trying to use their powers to eke out an advantage. There is one you have not heard of or met before you need to be aware of, his name is Timian, and he is a god of prophecy. As his title suggests he has moulded his power specifically into giving him precognitive abilities,” Alyssa said.

“He can see the future. So, he will know everything I’m going to say before I say it? That sounds rather unfair in a negotiation,” I said.

“Yes, quite. However, his power is not limitless. The farther ahead, or away from himself, he tries to see the more taxing it is upon him. You can use that to your advantage, should they choose to send him as part of their team,” Alyssa said.

“Oh, how so?” I asked.

“It will require patience on your part, my dear. He can see a few minutes into the future relatively easily, hours on the other hand will drain his reserves of power. If you are willing to wait hours before you say anything and then hours more before you respond again you can effectively nullify his power,” Alyssa answered.

“OK, good tip, will you be in there with us? Watching you might make that a manageable strategy,” I said.

“You are an incorrigible flirt,” she giggled sexily. “…but to answer your question, yes, I will be there. I shall be acting as the neutral arbiter and as much as I do love your honeyed words, it would probably be for the best if we behaved as if we didn’t know each other,” she advised me.

“Another good idea, if far less fun. Is that all you needed to tell me, or shall we proceed to tweak the Lordlings noses?” I asked, rising from the couch and walking over towards the double doors, but Alyssa did not move to join me.

“Not quite, Daxas my love. I think it’s time I answered your perpetual question,” she said.

“What question would that be?” I asked.

“Why ‘didn’t the Lords just send me back’, of course,” she said merrily.

“Ah, yes, that question. Do I need to sit down again? Is this going to be a ‘Daxas smash’ moment?”

“No, I don’t think you are going to be very happy, but not rage-inducingly so,” she laughed again. The woman could probably find the humour in a beached and dying whale.

“Well, it’s your office, not mine,” I laughed back. She walked over to me taking my arm in hers, leaning in close.

“Simply put it’s all about energy, your soul has it in abundance and they want it. Soul energy is what all of this is about, it is why the Infernal Lords left the Reaches and invaded the Realms. They sensed what the Divine Lords had and wanted it for themselves. The Divine Lords created the Realms and its denizens for the express purpose of harvesting this soul energy.”

“In this respect, the Divine and Infernal are no different from one another. Oh, the Divine are gentler with the process, draining those in their heavens slowly over a thousand years. The Infernal, on the other hand, are impatient and greedy, extracting it suddenly and painfully, but at least it is quick. Their methods are the only real difference between them,” she confided to me quietly.

“That is horrifying, I admit, but surely I can’t be worth that much to them. Does it surprise me they are energy vampires? Not really, but there must be millions in the Realms. Why go to so much trouble for me?” I asked.

“The answer to that is Devantus Drakonis,” she said quietly. I could smell a spike of fear from Alyssa when she said the name. I was both intrigued and concerned. She had never smelt of fear before.

“Devantus Drakonis? Is he one of the Infernal Lords? His name suits the type,” I said.

“No, he is not one of the Lords. He is a dark sorcerer. Some say the supreme dark sorcerer, and he is indirectly responsible for the Realms existence. It is he who showed the Lords how to make sentient peoples with souls to harness the energy they crave. I suspect he is also responsible for making the Infernal aware of the Realms, precipitating their invasion. He is inscrutable and acts upon his own whims, and it is impossible to know his true motivations until it is too late,” she said.

“OK, he sounds like a bad dude. Someone to avoid, and not piss off, has he told them to do this to me?” I asked.

“No, he rarely orders, he makes offers and watches what happens as those he approaches damn themselves,” Alyssa said darkly.

“It affects you as the souls of the denizens of the Realms were fabricated by the Lords. They based what they made on the souls of your people, Daxas, but they did so imperfectly. The capacity of the Realms-born souls for collecting energy works but not as well as those of your world, which being naturally occurring are three perhaps even four times more efficient,” she said.

“OK, I’m a tastier treat than their average snack, but only one of them will get me, are they so selfish they would risk everything on the off chance they’d get a four for one deal?”  I said in return.

“Actually, as a dungeon your energy would be distributed amongst all the Lords, both Divine and Infernal equally,” she said.

“That makes even less sense, surely?” I said.

“It would, but haven’t you guessed it yet, you’re different Daxas, you are special, even more so than being from Earth,” she said.

“Well, I am pretty spectacular,” I said with mock modesty. Alyssa batting my chest with her hand before continuing.

“You are a soul siphon,” she said simply.

“Come again? A soul siphon, what is that, because it kind of sounds like you’re saying I’m an energy vampire too,” I said with a touch of concern in my voice.

“You are not a vampire. Vampires are parasites harming those they feed upon, but it is an apt description for the Lords. Even what the Divine Lords do is inherently damaging to the souls they are draining, preventing them from generating or absorbing the soul energy ever again. They are forcing something your soul does naturally. You absorb the energy from other souls around you and store it within your own, those souls then passively replenish what they have lost. Where you milk, they butcher,” she explained.

“You’re saying I’m a soul farmer,” I snorted a short laugh.

“Yes, you farm and store. So, you are more than just a tasty treat,” she said smiling up at me, her eyes twinkling with mirth again.

“Soul siphons are exceptionally rare even for your world, there is one maybe every thousand years. Had you been a run of the mill human from Earth, they likely would have agreed to send you back, but you weren’t. Even now, you are unconsciously siphoning from the supplicants and dungeons in your zone, the City, and the surrounding zones,” she said.

“Wait, the whole zone and beyond. Alyssa, how big a range does this affect?” I asked, surprised.

“The more energy you accumulate the greater the range you siphon from. An accurate measurement is difficult, but it would be roughly a forty-mile radius,” she said, her voice growing quiet again.

I stepped away from her, running my fingers through my hair as the ramifications of what she was saying began sinking in. When she first told me, I’d assumed the range was localised, people I was in a room with, no more than that.

“Alyssa, how much of this energy am I absorbing from people?” I asked.

“You would drain all that a person contains, if they remained close enough to you, in a year. You shouldn’t worry for them, as the energy replenishes quickly, they wouldn’t even register its absence,” she assured me.

“Fuck!” I yelled, pacing the room. “That’s not what I’m worried about, and you know it, Alyssa. I lived in London for fuck’s sake, a forty-mile radius, shit, that’s not just the city but a huge chunk of the South-East of England. Oh, fuck me, that has to be close to fifteen million people I’ve been draining my whole life,” I said.

“Not your whole life, the range would have been smaller when you were young,” she tried reasoning with me.

My withering look shut down any further attempt to do that.

Sighing loudly, I sat back down on the couch. “What am I worth to them, Alyssa? How many Realms born would they need to drain to get the equivalent amount of energy,” I insisted.

I wasn’t sure if I wanted the answer, but I needed to know it.

“An exact figure is difficult but roughly a little over a billion,” she said.

“A billion, with a B?” I said incredulously.

“Yes, that’s right,” she replied.

I sat there struggling with the enormity of it. It explained everything, why they wouldn’t let me go? why they wanted to see me fail so badly? However, before despair overwhelmed that sliver of light, the silver lining, shone down upon me. I could use this, as they didn’t just want to hold me back, they actively wanted me to fail, and what if I let them think they could get their way in the upcoming discussions.

Yes, I would have to change my approach, I’d planned on just pleading my case, trying to force it through, arguing it wasn’t expressly against the rules. I’d hoped I could get Nessa as a regular disciple after her dungeon was destroyed. Now I think I could get a great deal more than that, and I knew what to offer them to get it.

Alyssa walked behind me and started massaging my shoulders.

“It is not all bad news, my love,” she said.

She was back to her old seductive self, no longer nervous now she had told me what she needed to.

“There are benefits to the energy you contain, both for the upcoming negotiations and in your dungeon. The latter of which you have already experienced,” she whispered in my ears.

“The Daxasian Blessings,” I said.

“Yes, what you have done for your three disciples, boosting them and undoing the Lords own meddling is only possible because you are the repository of such power.”

“How will that help in the negotiations?” I asked her.

“Under normal circumstances, your auras would not affect beings as powerful as the Lords. You may be unable to easily access the power within you, but it does have passive benefits. You are as strong as them, if not stronger, and that strength means your auras will work upon them, though you will be contending with theirs in return,” she said.

“That’s all I needed to hear,” I said, rising from the couch, walking around it and taking Alyssa in my arms. Kissing her deeply, I let my fingers wander up her thighs, confirming she wasn’t wearing any panties and was moist.

“Naughty girl,” I whispered to her, before breaking off suddenly, heading for the door.

“Shall we,” I said gesturing to the door ahead, ignoring the daggers she was glaring at me after leaving her wanting.

Revenge is sweet.




Chapter 16

Jezebel the Silver Lady

We had been waiting in the antechamber for over an hour waiting for the arbitration to begin. The others were getting frustrated I could tell, the petty squabbling having already begun. Not that petty squabbling wasn’t commonplace whenever they gathered in numbers, but they were supposedly presenting a united front today.

Ironhammer was quarrelling with Kriger and Garvax, and the latter two’s noses were out of joint because Ironhammer had been chosen to go into the meeting with Timian, while they had to remain outside with the rest of us. The blasted fools didn’t even realise Timian had chosen Ironhammer precisely because he was an oafish blowhard. Ironhammer’s selection was an insult, not a reward, regardless of how the god of the dwarves saw it.

I remained on the periphery as I usually did, not wanting to get involved in their tiresome pissing contests. The other divinities thought me haughty and aloof I know, and they certainly didn’t bother hiding their unflattering opinions. They simply misunderstood the depth of my resentment towards each and every one of them.

It had been forty-five millennia, and I still couldn’t shake the bitterness I felt whenever I thought about how I was screwed over and marginalised at the beginning. I mean, the goddess of chastity and temperance, who the fuck would want to be that.

Having to listen to the sanctimonious false piety of my followers sickens me. I could barely abide spending a moment in my demesne of the heavens, so filled it was with arrogant, cancerously repressed harridans. The temptation to emulate our Infernal cousins and just drain all those bitches was almost too much for me to resist. Dictating the vestments of my clergy be as revealing as possible may have been spiteful, but I had to do something to express myself.

The sound of a chair being smashed against the wall brought my focus back to the present. Timian, the god of seers and prophecy, was standing with shards of the broken chair in his hands, his face, a thundercloud of anger.

“What the fuck has swum up your arse?” Merrock asked.

He was one of the sea gods, like the rest of his ilk he stank of rotting fish but at least he didn’t leave slimy gunk everywhere like Cthulhu. I counted my blessings he hadn’t bothered to show up, the only upside to us being limited to two participants for this arbitration. I only came because if I didn’t these pig-headed bastards would never tell me what was agreed.

“Somebody…” Timian started, his eyes roving across the assembled divinities accusingly. “…has warned him about what I can do and its limitations.”

“How so?” Merrock asked with feigned casualness.

He just had to keep poking the bear, didn’t he.

“He knows…” Timian said through gritted teeth. “…because he just sits there. It takes him a fucking hour to say hello, and then he grins like a loon chuckling to himself while he gets off on frustrating me,” he bellowed.

“Is that it? So, it’s going to take a bit longer, I don’t see how that qualifies for furniture breakage,” Merrock mocked.

“If you think I’m wasting fucking days on this, you’re sorely mistaken. I run the Realms in case you’ve forgotten,” Timian said vehemently.

Forgotten? Not likely when you never pass up an opportunity to remind us, I thought.

“Jezebel, get over here, you’re taking my place,” Timian barked at me.

“What? Me? Why am I going in, that wasn’t the plan?” I sputtered in surprise.

“Because I can see the future you ungrateful cow, and the oversexed fucker won’t be able to stop leering at a slut like you, and I want him thinking with his little head,” Timian sneered at me.

My eyes narrowed, the arrogance of this cocksucker. I was ready to unleash a torrent of abuse, but he knows what you are going to do or say before you do it. Timian was the most powerful of us all and he knew it. His abilities meant he knew I would hold my tongue out of fear, and he knew what he could get away with using the knowledge ruthlessly.

“Problem?” Timian said. “No? Good, now get over here.”

I walked over slowly, standing before him.

“Change,” he ordered, “put on something like you make your priestesses wear. Make sure it’s skin-tight, shows plenty of cleavage and barely covers your hips or legs.”

I reluctantly followed his instructions and changed my attire to a split-leg silver dress.

“Better,” he said as he examined me. “Lose the bra and panties and apply some make-up to your cheeks and lips, he’s supposed to want to fuck you.”

“There’s no need to be so crude,” I said with a bit more sulk in my tone than I’d intended.

He leaned into my pointed ears and whispered with unconcealed menace. “No backtalk, you miserable slut. Tolerating you and the other useless fuckers’ existences is the only courtesy you deserve. You live because letting you do so is slightly less of a ball ache than doing away with you. Don’t forget that,” he said with unconcealed hate.

“Now you remember what was discussed,” he said, lightening his tone but retaining the contempt. “I know you were listening in, as you always do, and I always know,” he said, leaving the unsaid warning loom.

“Yes,” I responded softly.

It was best to just get through this. If my meek compliance was the surest way of doing that with a minimum of shit from Timian then that is what I would do. I’d had plenty of practice over the millennia.

“Good,” he said quietly so he wasn’t overheard. “Let Ironhammer waffle on as he does. It shouldn’t be long until the supplicant shows his hand and when he thinks he is getting away with it, speak up and turn the tables. Even you should be able to outwit this weak-minded fool,” he said.

Taking me by the shoulders, he forcibly turned me around, pushing me towards the door. I stumbled forward catching myself at the last moment, preserving a sliver of my dignity.

“Ironhammer, it’s time. Don’t fuck it up,” Timian barked at the dwarf deity.

“Ye can rely on me, Timian,” the dwarf god said. He missed the eye roll from Timian his assurance elicited.

Ironhammer marched up beside me, when he drew level with me the black iron double doors ahead began swinging open inwards.

“Ye nay need to worry lassie, ye just let old reliable do the talkin’,” he said, patting himself on the chest as he did so.

Forty-five millennia and this pompous buffoon’s completely unjustified sense of self-importance hadn’t faded a single iota. If anything, with each colossal screw-up, he thought more highly of himself. Even now I could see he was misinterpreting my bafflement of his continuing ignorance as some kind of relief he’d be there to ‘rescue’ me. Turning away from him I stepped forward through the door.

Blink.

The shift to another part of the ethereal plane could be a bit disorienting for the unprepared. I handled it with aplomb, Ironhammer stumbled about like a drunk, humiliating both of us.

We had been brought to a simple room with green carpet and a large circular table in the centre surrounded by odd black leather chairs with wheels attached to the bottom. It took me a moment to place and then I recognised the décor was from his world, this Daxas.

Speaking of the devil, he was lounging in one of these chairs as we arrived, topless if you could believe it. His chiselled and well-defined musculature on display, flashing us a mischievous grin, his yellow eyes twinkling. Damn, but he was fucking gorgeous, I thought as my eyes roved his body, lingering on his abs. Wait, what was I thinking, this man is the enemy, you need to collect yourself and focus Jezebel. He rose from his chair and walked around the table towards us.

“This must be the mighty Ironhammer I’ve heard so much about,” he exclaimed loudly as he approached.

Ironhammer predictably preening at the praise, taking the proffered hand for a firm handshake, trying to out-squeeze Daxas I had no doubt.

“As for the lovely lady, I don’t think I’ve had the honour,” he said. Releasing Ironhammer’s hand and leaving me an opening to introduce myself.

“Jezebel, the Silver Lady,” I said as coldly as I could.

He started slightly as I said my name with a hint of a smile on his lips, which he suppressed swiftly.

“Something wrong?” I asked, laying my first trap. I was supposed to stay quiet, but my reaction to his appearance had flustered me.

“Not at all,” he answered quickly.

“You are a bad liar, Daxas. I know your people think of Jezebel as a whore and I’ve no doubt you do as well,” I said. Scoring my first point, or so I thought.

“I confess the name did throw me a bit. Her promiscuity is a common misconception, it’s true, but in the bible, Jezebel wasn’t a whore. She was a queen who angered God and was punished for it. The ‘old testament’, very fire and brimstone,” he answered me, before going on.

“I don’t think anyone could confuse you as anything but a queen,” he said, taking my hand.

He leant down, raising my hand to his lips, and kissing it gently, looking up at my eyes after and grinning again. My heart fluttered as I stared at those yellow orbs, he was so fucking sexy. I tried resisting, and this gallantry was undoubtedly fraudulent, but I couldn’t control my sex and felt it dampening with arousal. I could see his nostrils flare, and he inhaled deeply, his smile growing even wider. Fucking hell, he could smell my ardour, and I needed to stop this now.

“Apology accepted, let’s get on with this,” I said, pulling my hand away from him.

He stood back up, and I couldn’t help but glance at his package and how it was straining against the black material of his trousers. His trunk was massive, and I couldn’t pull my eyes away despite my words. I heard his chuckle, only regaining my composure when he turned away to retake his seat. I lowered my eyes to avoid looking at him and deliberately went to the other side as far from that maddening man as I could be, taking my seat.

Now I had my second surprise of the session as I belatedly apprised the arbiter. It had appeared to us a human female, an undeniably gorgeous brunette with plump kissable lips. Fuck, fuck, fuck get a hold of yourself you shouldn’t be thinking of her this way or him, especially not him. Something is very wrong, I thought to myself, or very right another part whispered in the depths of my soul.

Timian’s foresight was limited when he wasn’t directly involved, he couldn’t have seen very far into this meeting, and he couldn’t read minds. As Ironhammer finally sat too, I couldn’t help but think Timian you have made a very grave error in your anger, followed just as quickly by and you’re going to blame me.

“Hello and welcome to this arbitration meeting. I am the arbiter, for convenience, you will call me Alyssa,” the arbiter opened introducing herself.

“We are here to discuss Daxas desire to claim another dungeon as a disciple following his conquest of her dungeon…”

Alyssa started saying.

I’m not sure when I passed from hearing but not retaining what was being said to fully not listening at all, but her opening words were all I could honestly and reliably recall. My eyes were locked on the rippling muscles of the Wolf King opposite me and I was helpless to prevent inappropriate fantasies running through my mind. At some point a few minutes in, I realised the front of my dress, resting between my legs, was sodden. I was literally gushing, being in the same room as this man and my cheeks were burning with shame. Blessedly, my focus was brought back to bear when Ironhammer slammed the table with his fists.

“Ye cannae be serious laddie, we can’t allow that!” he bellowed.

“I don’t see why not?” Daxas replied calmly. “Nessa becoming my disciple shouldn’t change her nature as a dungeon and as I keep pointing out the Accords don’t forbid it.”

“What the Accords forbid is nay the point, we cannae allow it,” Ironhammer responded.

“I understand there need to be some provisos put in place, as it is an unforeseen circumstance, after all. However, I’m sure with a bit of give and take we can hammer out an acceptable compromise, in the interests of balance, of course,” Daxas said.

He directed the last part towards the arbiter, it had been their insistence on balance and adherence to the Accords which created this problem in the first place. If they had just let us harvest the deliciously handsome man with his dreamy yellow eyes and thick black hair. She could spend days just running her fingers through his hair, grooming her man while he pleasured her puckering pussy. Damn it, she was doing it again, fantasising and losing her focus. What had they been saying? How much of the conversation had she missed? All she was aware of was Ironhammer wasn’t angry any longer.

“…if that be the case laddie, ye will need to share a core floor,” Ironhammer said.

“Agreed,” Daxas replied immediately, to what, she wasn’t sure.

“I was nay finished and give her a share of ye soul shards to equalise ‘em,” the dwarf deity said.

“OK, but if we do that, we should have a shared XP pool, I think that would be balanced,” Daxas argued.

His voice, even that was mesmerising. How divine it would be to listen to him whispering sweet words to her after they’d made love. How much more satisfying than listening to the endless hate-filled prostrations of the devotees she was forced to take responsibility for.

“…absolutely not,” Ironhammer roared, breaking her sex-filled daydreaming. “Ye cannae be allowed to do it again.”

“Hmmm, I understand your reticence and accept this is a line you can’t cross. I suppose that is all we have left, bar the signing,” Daxas told him reasonably.

I could tell he wasn’t being genuine, but I doubt Ironhammer would realise. I was supposed to step in at some point, turn the tables once he had played his hand, but I had no idea what they had been discussing and asking for a recap would expose my ignorance. Then the Wolf King stud started talking again, and I was so happy it wasn’t over yet. I must listen carefully this time, as my life could depend upon it.

“It’s a shame I couldn’t move you on the last point, though, but I respect your position. You drive a hard bargain, demanding a good deal. I was warned you would, and you haven’t disappointed,” Daxas said good-naturedly.

He had to be buttering the oaf up for something, as he was being far too conciliatory.

“I’m sure I can find other ways to press my advantage, I suppose. It won’t be long before Karragh’s Metalworking skill is high enough I can start selling skill books cheap on the Auction House,” Daxas mused aloud.

Ironhammer’s face grew red with repressed outrage. Oh, well played Daxas I thought. Playing on the dwarf’s biggest weakness, Smithing.

“Ya can’t do that,” Ironhammer raged.

“I can’t? I’m fairly sure I can. Of course, if you’d like me to agree to a precedent where I can’t, that can be arranged. If you’re willing to give me a little of what I want in return,” Daxas said, re-opening the negotiations.

For what I wasn’t sure, it was just one of many things I hadn’t heard. He was so clever, so devious, the kind of man and leader a powerful, refined, and dignified queen could love, even…dare she even think it…marry. The ceremony, the dresses, the giggling and appreciative bridesmaids and of course, the wedding night.

“…Jezebel,” whispered her lordly husband.

“Hmmm,” I mumbled, my brain clearing enough of the fog from my umpteenth daydream since this meeting started. I managed to focus, seeing Daxas smiling kindly at me. He was tapping himself on the chest, his manly fingers getting oh so close to rubbing his glorious pecs.

“Is this what you want Jezebel,” he whispered softly, staring deeply into my eyes.

“Oh, yes,” I whispered back, unconsciously licking my lips.

“Excellent,” Alyssa announced as she stood from her seat. “Then as arbiter I recognise the terms of this arbitration as ratified by all parties. The arbitration is now suspended until another event justifies its resumption.”

Alyssa walked over placing copies of the updated arbitration in front of both myself and Ironhammer. Doors then appeared on either side of the room, Alyssa sauntering over towards Daxas and him smiling up at her.

“Until next time. I shall be looking forward to it Jezebel. Pleasure doing business with you Ironhammer,” Daxas said, before turning and blinking away after walking through the doorway with the arbiter.

Had the arbiter been standing a bit too close to him, I thought. Was she fucking him? That bitch I bet she is, how fucking dare she.

I shook my head dispelling my lust-fuelled jealousy, and it was easier now the object of said lust had left the room. This had not gone well at all, not that my companion thought that.

“Muhahaha,” Ironhammer cackled. “We got him Jezebel, we got him. Tha’ cocky fucker’ll be dead before tha’ weeks out. Ye mark my words, ye cannae get one over on Ironhammer,” he guffawed loudly and slapped his knees in glee.

I wasn’t so confident. I picked up the documentation, the arbiter, Alyssa, the greedy cow. Damn it, stop it already. That the arbiter had left, leafing through it to find out what I had missed. It didn’t make for pleasant reading, and Daxas hadn’t got just ‘one’ over Ironhammer, but many.

I sat there dumbfounded. How could Ironhammer have fucked this up so badly? How could he possibly have thought this would make Timian happy? Why did I say yes? The last question I embarrassingly knew the answer to but could never admit to Timian.

I knew the answer to the earlier questions as well, Ironhammer was a fool. For the love of the Realms, not only did he let Daxas take over a second dungeon he explicitly lets him do it again, as often as he wants, and he thinks this is a good thing.

This was Timian’s fault, when he decided not to come himself, he should have abandoned the whole turning the tables plan and sent in Merrock. He would have just said no, repeatedly, to everything.

But it didn’t matter, Timian would never accept fault, never admit he was too busy being a misogynistic prick to think things through. He’d blame her.

Maybe I could shunt the blame on the arbiter? No one expected it to be a her, that had to be a conflict of interest given Daxas nature. Yes, I would have to argue that and hope Timian doesn’t slaughter me in anger anyway.

 

Tenzing

“Nessa Fiveleaf, I claim you as a disciple,” Daxas said.

Only I detected the flicker mid-sentence as Daxas made his proclamation. This had happened several times before, and I knew what it meant. He had been called away to treat with another part of the entity or the Lords themselves, likely both considering what he had just done. I wasn’t angry he hadn’t told me in advance, but I was a little disappointed. This was a new development for me, I think the humans would refer to it as personal growth.

Before he could say anything more, I experienced my own flicker as I was updated with the terms of what had been agreed and how it would change the way Daxas and now Nessa’s dungeons would operate.

There were many changes, some of which even surprised me. It opened him up to far greater danger, yes, but afforded him many opportunities also. Considering his reputation for exploiting loopholes, this was uncharacteristically foolhardy, even for the bickering Lords. I would have to prod Daxas into explaining what happened.

I ceased my pondering and regarded my charge. He was holding the dryad girl up, her legs wrapped around his waist, mouths pressed together, kissing passionately. Seconds ago, the poor girl was distraught and scorning him for being the architect of her demise, now she was caught as helplessly as the others in his web of lust. Not for the first time I wondered what possessed me to make him a Wolf King. It was inevitable the combination of the sexual magnetism aura and the nature of his dungeon would make it overpowered.

“Sorry Tenzing,” Daxas said. “I’ll try and keep the sloppy stuff for after you’ve left.”

He often joked about such things. I don’t think he realised just how happy it made me to be included.

“OK, to the DDD, we have much to talk about and plan, not least what we should do about this one’s dungeon,” Daxas said.

Giving Nessa a short slap to her rear causing her to squeal in shock.

Yes, we had much to discuss.

“It’s good to be the King,” Daxas said, passing me on his way to his boudoir.

 

End of Book Two.




Epilogue

Gorvag

I was pacing about my quarters. It had been a trying rest day so far, and I felt there was more angst to come. I glanced across the room at my current and oft-recurring problem, my daughter, Genya. The coming argument was a familiar one, and we’d had it many times before, but my daughter refused to accept the outcome.

Her stubbornness both infuriated me and filled me with pride, even if it was why we ended up here in the Proving Grounds. In life, Genya had refused to accept her allotted role in short-tooth orc society, she did not wish to be a breeder like other orc females, she wished to be a warrior, like her father and brothers.

As chief of their tribe, I knew what I was supposed to do, gift her breeding rights to my most successful raiders. Genya’s opinions on the matter should count for nought, her value to the tribe was in birthing another generation of warriors. I could not do it, I had many sons, any breeding orc did, but she was my only daughter and whenever I tried to do what I should, I felt a pain I could not identify.

My friend and confidant, the gorgon Tamara, explained it was something called love. I loved my daughter and could not bear to crush her spirit in such a way. I suppose I loved my sons too, although not as keenly. During darker moments I recalled that last day, when my failure to act on Genya’s defiance had prompted the tribe to act instead, against me. It still pains me remembering slaying three of my sons that day before I fell.

I had hoped standing against them, and fighting would have given Genya enough time to escape and live her life, but I failed. Seeing her in the Proving Grounds not long after I became a dungeon here broke my heart, but when I managed to take her as a disciple, my spirit soared as we were reunited.

I vowed, that very day, to earn her salvation, no matter the cost, so she could live the life she deserved.

This led to my current predicament, as Genya was no less wilful than before. I had delayed long enough and stopped pacing the room looking over at my daughter, who proudly met my gaze. Seeing that as an opening she spoke.

“Father, if I am one of your disciples then I should be out there with the others, fighting on your behalf, not coddled in this womb, like a helpless babe,” Genya implored.

“An obedient disciple would address me as Chief, as my station befits,” I told her, trying to head off the same argument.

“None of your minions can hear or judge me, because you sent them all on a raid, but not me. If you truly treated me as a disciple, I would be among them, leading preferably, instead of that fool, Runx,” Genya retorted.

She is far too clever for her own good I mused, and far too clever for an old orc like me.

“You should not be so dismissive of him Genya, he is a good orc and an able lieutenant,” I said.

“If by good you mean predictable and in no danger of tripping over an original thought, then yes he is highly competent,” she snapped waspishly.

“Genya,” I barked, raising my voice. “No more, we need them as much as they need us. If changing the minds of our kin were so easy, we wouldn’t be here in the first place.” 

“Sorry, father. I will try to be more understanding, but you should have sent me with them,” she said.

I couldn’t help but smile, even her apologies were just another means to make her case. She was as stubborn as her father.

“I didn’t send you because disciples can be lost in dungeon invasions. They are replaceable, you are not” I said.

“I’m not afraid, and am twice the warrior than any of them,” Genya said exasperatedly. Waving her hands above her head.

I raised my eyebrows at her blatant exaggeration, and she had the grace to at least blush and calm down.

“You need to make use of me,” she pleaded.

“I do Genya, have I not put you as a guardian in the dungeon?” I asked, trying to reason with my daughter.

“Guardian at the end of the wing of certain death you mean,” she said with disgust. “The optional wing of certain death, which parties hardly ever take, and it’s been a month since any have made it to me,” she finished, whining the last part.

Our argument was interrupted by the klaxon sounding throughout the dungeon. I had a visitor coming in through the concealed entrance. I did not need to fear, few had permission to enter through that entrance and I trusted them all implicitly. A few minutes later there was a soft rapping on the door of my private chambers.

“Come,” I called out. The door opened and a figure slithered into the room.

It was Reena, and she was a lamia disciple of Tamara’s, her lower body being thick and serpentine. Her colouration and knobbed tail informing any with eyes of her rattlesnake nature. She slithered to the centre of the room, her scales rubbing giving off a soft susurration sound. She bowed to me as she stopped before me.

“Greetingss, Gorvag. I bring a messsage from my misstresss Tamara,” she said addressing me. Her forked tongue lisping her S’s.

“You are welcome here, Reena. What does Tamara have to tell me?” I asked.

“Sshe hass been contacted by the Lordss. The circumsstances of the Wolf Kingss Lair hass changed. Sshe hass been insstructed to esscalate the timetable. He sshould be vulnerable ssooner than expected,” Reena said.

The lamia remained for a short while longer supplying a brief explanation, but it didn’t really change what I was planning on doing, simply making it easier. She left as soon as she was done, and I forestalled my daughter’s barrage of questions. I sensed my raiding party was ready to return and approved their arrival.

Blink.

I was no longer in my private quarters but in my core room, my gem pulsing its red glow behind me. Runx and the rest of my disciples now standing before me, except for Genya. She would be unhappy to have been left behind and was undoubtedly hurrying through the halls trying to get here to see what was happening.

Runx and my orcs were not alone, kneeling between them growling his discontent was another orc dungeon master. He was spitting and raging, I didn’t bother listening to whatever threats he thought might help. Genya wasn’t wrong, our people were nothing if not predictable. Which is why I knew he’d swallow his pride and accept my orders. I’d picked him because he was a coward, closing all his lower floors, trying to keep challengers out.

“Silence worm,” I shouted. You must play the part at times.

“Do as I tell you and you will live, continue mewling and I will end you and pick another,” I said with intentional menace.

My words had the desired effect, and the dungeon before me closed his mouth and stared at the ground sullenly.

“I have a dungeon that needs destroying, you will go from here and invade those lower than you and enforce these same orders upon them until we have extorted dungeons low ranked enough to enter his. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” he said after a moment. “What is this dungeon called?” he asked.

“The Wolf King’s Lair,” I told him.

As the words left my mouth, I became aware Genya had snuck into the core room, and I hoped to have concluded this business before she arrived. The calculating look on her face told me I had failed at this too and she wasn’t letting this go, but I couldn’t help but smile. She was an ever-present thorn in my side, and I loved her dearly because of it.
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Dramatis Personae & Character Sheets

Daxas: Dungeon Master of the Wolf King’s Lair

Name        Daxas        Race         Lupus Rex

Strength       26             Mana          20

Agility           26               Spell Power     20

Stamina       26            Resilience      25

Health         520/520        Dungeon       8

Power

Rank         8            Unspent       862,480

Experience

Current Soul    352            Fallen Total     219

Marks

Spells and Skills

Mining 10, Hunting 9, Gathering 10, Farming 9, Smelting 10, Butchering 10, Woodwork 10, Masonry 5, Metal Work 10, Leather Work 11, Alchemy 8, Enchanting 6, General Crafting 5

 

Spells:

Summon Beasts 1, Venom 1, Electro Claws 1, Lightning Bolt 1 Special Effects:

Shifter: Battle Form (Warwolf), Passive Form (Lupus Humanoid)

 

Damage Reduction (granted by Resilience): Impact 11, Piercing 17, Heat 2, Cold 2, Necrotic 0, Electrical 2, Corrosive 2, Venom 0, Poison 0, Sanctified 0, Infernal 0

 

Aura of Dominance: (30) specialities and achievements increase this to 120

Aura of Fear: (15)

Aura of Sexual Magnetism: (15) specialities and achievements increase this to 1040


Disciples and Allies

Jessamyn: First Disciple and Alpha Female of Daxas harem.

Name        Jessamyn     Race         Wood Elf

Strength       10             Mana          30

Agility           15               Spell Power     20

Stamina       11            Resilience      0

Health         220/220        Unspent       0

Points

Rank         7            Experience    33,285 /

36,000

Spells and Skills

Mining 11, Hunting 11, Gathering 11, Farming 11,

 

Spells:

Heal 1, Bless 1, Purge1

Special Effects:

Sanctified Spell Affinity

Aura of Dominance: (20) [Daxasian blessing] special effects increase this to 80

 

Karragh Dvarhold: Second Disciple

Name        Karragh       Race         Ironskin Dwarf

Dvarhold

Strength       18             Mana          10

Agility           11               Spell Power     18

Stamina       20            Resilience      0

Health         400/400        Unspent       0

Points

Rank         5            Experience    20,210 /

21,000

Spells and Skills Mining 5, Hunting 6, Gathering 6, Farming 4, Metal Working 5, Smelting 6

 

Spells:

Stamina Boost 1

Special Effects:

Earth Spell Affinity

Magnified Metalworker: [Daxasian Blessing]

 

Fiadh Longclaws: Third Disciple

Name        Fiadh         Race         Savage

Longclaws                     Human

Strength       15             Mana          16

Agility           15               Spell Power     16

Stamina       15            Resilience      0

Health         300/300        Unspent       0

Points

Rank         6            Experience    23,400 /

28,000

Spells and Skills

Mining 2, Hunting 4, Gathering 4, Farming 2 Special Effects:

Battle Frenzy

Wolf King’s Passion: [Daxasian Blessing]

 

Nessa Fiveleaf: Fourth Disciple and claimed Dungeon

Name        Nessa Fiveleaf Race          Oakheart

Dryad

Strength       8              Mana          13

Agility           12               Spell Power     20

Stamina       8             Resilience     0

Health         160/160        Dungeon       2

Power

Rank         2            Unspent       10,120

Experience

Current Soul    27             Fallen Total     36

Marks

Spells and Skills

Mining 0, Hunting 0, Gathering 0, Farming 0

 

Spells:

Regrowth 3 (Life)

Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana

Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used. Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked instantly regains health equal to your spell power per point of mana used. If the target is a life domain creature the effect is doubled. 2) May be used on dead Flora sphere creatures, returning them to

life.

Special Effects:

Fecund Abundance: (Verdant speciality) Health regeneration for living creatures in this dungeon is doubled. Growth for all living things in this dungeon is doubled. The following advanced dungeon rooms unlocked early. Jungle, Forest, and Meadow.

 

Tenzing: A quarantined manifestation of the energy entity that inhabits the ethereal plane that makes the Proving Grounds possible. He acts as an adviser to Daxas.

Alyssa Hadrill: Another quarantined manifestation. Acts as a buffer between Daxas and the Lords.

Simeon Reedwhistle: Halfling Guild Chief of the Dark Moon Rising, a guild jointly founded by himself and Daxas.

The Dark Moon Rising: A guild whose members unknowing contribute to the expansion and feeding of Daxas. Notable surviving members include Arash, Pacclo, Sindar, Garbrakken and his twin Gorbrukken.

 

Enemies and Rivals

Jen’Zadeer Shadestar: The Dark Elf Dungeon Master of the Caverns of Jen’Zadeer. Daxas conquest in his first Gauntlet final.

Ironhammer: Divine Lord of Dwarves and Blacksmithing

Jezebel, the Silver Lady: Divine Lord of High Elves. Her following is devoted to chastity and temperance.

Timian: Divine Lord of Prophecy, a complete arsehole.

Gorvag: Short-tooth orc Dungeon Master. Part of a cabal of dungeons surreptitiously serving the Lords.

Genya: Gorvag’s daughter and disciple.

Runx: Gorvag’s first disciple

Tamara: Gorgon Dungeon Master. Part of a cabal of dungeons surreptitiously serving the Lords.

Reena: Lamia disciple of Tamara’s.

Gerhalt: Halfling Dungeon Master. Part of a cabal of dungeons surreptitiously serving the Lords.

Burstan: Rakshasa Dungeon Master. Part of a cabal of dungeons surreptitiously serving the Lords.

The Black Hills Brigade: A dwarf led guild in zone seven of the Proving Grounds with intentions to destroy the Wolf King’s Lair. Notable surviving members include Varandar, Garbrak and Gordrak.

The Jagged Boar Tusks: A tribe of long-tooth orcs, responsible for draining Jessamyn’s soul marks and Nessa’s core crystal.
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