
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    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 system apocalypse/LitRPG elements including stats and levelling. 
 
    Like many writers I have occasionally borrowed elements of my real life and incorporated them into my characters. Yet the MC is not me and should not be mistaken to reflect me or my actual feelings or opinions. 
 
    I can’t stop you from leaving a scathing review, but if any of the above is the sum of your criticism, you’re wasting your time. I intend to continue writing smutty male erotic harem fantasy set in a sex dungeon. Well maybe some of it won’t be set in a sex dungeon, but it’ll still be smutty male erotic fantasy, or sci-fi, possibly urban fantasy. Scantily clad, sexy women will be a given, everything else is negotiable I suppose. 
 
    I also have a patreon group. Please consider joining it to offer me support, maybe my patron the supreme dark sorcerer himself won’t obliterate me or turn me into a luminescent gerbil if it does well enough.  
 
    https://www.patreon.com/Devantus_Drakonis 
 
    I will also put out my new work, after it has been on my Patreon first, on Royal Road and ScribbleHub before publishing it. 
 
    Check out my second series which is debuting their Corsair & Cataclysms. An RPG Apocalypse series with harem elements. 
 
    https://www.royalroad.com/fiction/47847/corsairs-cataclysms 
 
    https://www.scribblehub.com/series/377700/corsairs-amp-cataclysms/ 
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    Prologue 
 
    Jen’Zadeer Shadestar 
 
    I was sitting on my cushioned obsidian throne regarding the two creatures before me. I had them on their knees as is only fitting for the vanquished. One was my own kin, another dark elf, but a male, so he barely counted as such. The other, a minotaur, was impressively large even for his kind.  
 
    They were part of a group that had dared to challenge me, challenge my dungeon, the fools. They had failed of course, as had all who had been stupid enough to attempt such a thing. I had reached rank six already, my rise had been positively meteoric. This was to be expected, as I was of the dark elf nobility, a daughter of the Matriarch of Shadestar spire. 
 
    Regardless of my dungeon’s deserved reputation as a spire of fright and merciless destruction, the arrogance of these males was enough to ensure a steady stream of willing sacrifices.  
 
    It’s pathetic really, the thought bringing a smile to my lips. Word had quickly spread that there was a dark elf woman dungeon mistress, and these worthless creatures couldn’t help but try and conquer me. The dark elf males out of jealousy and spite and the humans, dwarves, and elves out of some misplaced desire to see me pay for my people’s ‘crimes’. 
 
    I clucked my tongue as I stared down at the pair of wretches. The minotaur at least had the common sense to lower his gaze. The male dark elf stared back defiantly but held his tongue. Defiant, yes, but not utterly stupid. These two, both rank six supplicants, had been the only two to have reached my inner sanctum.  
 
    Thinking about this, I looked over my shoulder at the throbbing ruby-red gem in a pedestal behind me, bathing the chamber in a soft scarlet glow.  
 
    I had held off on taking a disciple for some time. I hadn’t deemed any who had fallen before worthy of such an honour, and in truth considered these two to be the best of a poor selection. I would have waited, but the message I received at the start of the day had changed my mind. 
 
    I glanced to my left where my design mirror rested. The message was still clearly visible, and I scanned through it again, likely for the hundredth time. 
 
    For the attention of all Dungeons! 
 
    An event has occurred setting a new precedent that affects all of you. After a successful dungeon invasion, you may now claim the fallen dungeon as a disciple, but only if the conquered dungeon fits your disciple criteria and you have a position available. 
 
    Doing so will merge your core floors, and you will be forced to share soul shards equally with the dominant dungeon keeping any odd shard. Your experience pools will also be communally shared. The regular dungeon floors will remain separate and operate as they did before with the following exceptions. 
 
    Each dungeon will now have two rank designations. The first will be their individual rank. This will determine the rank of the original owner of the dungeon as well as what is permitted in the dungeon. The second is the combined rank of the collective dungeons. This new rating determines what ranks are permitted to enter the dungeon, be they supplicants or invaders.  
 
    Your handbooks and copies of the Accords have been updated with the details for you to familiarise yourselves. 
 
    The Wolf King’s Lair, a rank 8 Sexual Life Dungeon has conquered and claimed the Forest of Xanathia, a rank 2 Flora Life Dungeon in zone 7 in this manner. They now have a collective rank of 10. 
 
    I grit my teeth in anger as I thought back on the humiliation that beast put me through in the Gauntlet. I’d been satisfying myself with thoughts of what I would do to him when I had the opportunity, now I was stronger. Conquering his dungeon, breaking him, and having him beg for my mercy, which would never be forthcoming.  
 
    Somehow that piece of shatzah was two ranks higher than I was. I didn’t know how; I never saw him on the rankings but then I hadn’t been looking for him above me. I gathered myself and stopped grinding my teeth.  
 
    The male dark elf had picked up on my displeasure and seemed far less confident or defiant than he had before. He was not unattractive and could make for a serviceable bed toy once he was sufficiently broken. He would make a suitable alternative for Daxas I thought cruelly, wetting my lips, up and below.  
 
    As quickly as the thought crossed my mind, I dismissed it. For all the dark elf’s bravado he was weak, undeserving of observing my glorious beauty. There was only one worthy of sharing my bed. 
 
    I spat in shock and rage at the treachery of my thoughts, dismissing the dark elf to the Infernal Reaches with an imperious wave of my hand.  
 
    “You,” I snapped at the minotaur. “What is your name?” 
 
    “Marux…Mistress,” he said, his voice a deep rumble. 
 
    I was pleased with his form of address; it would appear he was both strong and intelligent.  
 
    “Marux, you now belong to me. Loyalty will be rewarded, disobedience punished harshly, do you understand?” I commanded. 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” he said, with suitable deference. 
 
    “You fought passably well in my dungeon. What did you do before you came here?” I asked him. 
 
    “I was a gladiator in the pits of the Serene Blade spire, Mistress,” he answered. 
 
    The Serene Blade was a middling spire, a far cry from the glory of the Shadestar’s. My family was one of the great houses of the Nether Kingdoms, and they would rue the day they betrayed me. When I returned to the Realms, I would put all the Matriarch’s of all the spires on their knees before me. 
 
    First, I needed to ascend in ranks here in the Proving Grounds. Marux, the powerful minotaur, would be useful in that regard. This was why I dismissed the dark elf; he would be of less use to me. 
 
    It wasn’t because I was saving myself for another. 
 
    It absolutely wasn’t.  
 
    

  

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

  

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

  

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

  

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

  

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

  

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

  

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

  

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

  

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

  

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

  

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

  

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

  

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

  

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

  

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

  

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

  

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

  

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

  

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

  

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

  

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

  

 
   
    Afterword 
 
    Thank you for reading. I would like to say a special thanks to my patrons for their support of my writing endeavours.  
 
    In particular Jalil Hayes and ItWasIDIO!! for their extra support. 
 
    Thank you. 
 
    I hope you have been enjoying the books so far, book 3 marks the halfway point of Daxas story in the Proving Grounds.  
 
    Once again the story took on a life of it’s own and ended up swerving in a few directions I hadn’t anticipated when I put fingers to keyboard. The whole of book 3 only covers a single week of time PGT but expect that to change with the next instalment. This book wasn’t meant to just be a single week in the life of Daxas and his harem but that’s how things ended up.  
 
    I can’t really say what you should expect next. As of right now the story isn’t where I expected it to be so I will be spending a bit of time plotting out the second half of this tale before starting work. As well as putting in a bit of time on some other projects. Check out my Patreon for early access and sneak peeks. More Details below. 
 
    https://www.patreon.com/Devantus_Drakonis 
 
    If you are interested in Gamelit and Haremlit consider joining the below Facebook groups 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/Dungeonstories 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremGamelit/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGrebels/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGforum/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgfantasyaddicts/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/TheFantasyNation 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGReleases 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGAdventures 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgguild 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/540394709678045 
 
    If you want to find more great LitRPG Books, check out the Amazon store - https://www.amazon.com/litrpg 
 
    I have a Facebook group too, which you can join for a heads up on when Book 2 and future additions drop. 
 
    www.facebook.com/groups/disciplesofdevantusdrakonis/ 
 
    I also have a patreon group. Please consider joining it to offer me support, maybe my patron the supreme dark sorcerer himself won’t obliterate me or turn me into a luminescent gerbil if it does well enough.  
 
    You will get early access to whatever books I am writing up until the point they are published. Then I have to pull them as per the terms of KDP Select exclusivity.  
 
    https://www.patreon.com/Devantus_Drakonis 
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    Dramatis Personae & Character Sheets 
 
    Daxas: Dungeon Master of the Wolf King’s Lair 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Daxas 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Lupus Rex 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  26 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  26 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  26 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  520/520 
  
      	  Dungeon Power 
  
      	  8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Unspent Experience 
  
      	  2,875,000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Soul Marks 
  
      	  737 
  
      	  Fallen Total 
  
      	  239 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 15, Hunting 14, Gathering 16, Farming 14, Smelting 16, Butchering 16, Woodwork 15, Masonry 8, Metal Work 15, Leather Work 17, Alchemy 14, Enchanting 14, General Crafting 9 
    
  Spells: Life Affinity 
  Summon Beasts 1 (Life) 
  Cost: 10 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes. 
  Description: You may summon power level one beasts to fight by your side. Number of beasts summoned equals (spell power / 10 rounding down). The beasts will remain with you until slain or for ten minutes 
    
  Venom 1 (Life) 
  Cost: 10 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 2 minutes. 
  Description: You imbue a weapon with a magical rank one venom. The next successful attack by that weapon will inflict a venom effect on the target. Rank one Venom: Causes 10 venom damage initially, and a further 5 venom damage every thirty seconds until purged. If purged, target can’t be affected by a rank one venom for one hour. 
    
  Electro Claws 1 (Lightning) 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 2 electrical damage each time it deals damage. The duration is (spell power/10 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of ten. 
    
  Lightning Bolt 1 (Lightning) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used 
  Description: Throw a bolt of lightning at a target. On a successful hit the target takes electrical damage (spell power/4 rounding down) per point of mana used. A missed thrown spell costs 1 mana regardless of original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shifter: Battle Form (Warwolf), Passive Form (Lupus Humanoid) 
    
  Dungeon Dominator 2: Dominance aura x3 
    
  Damage Reduction (granted by Resilience): Impact 11, Piercing 17, Heat 2, Cold 2, Necrotic 0, Electrical 2, Corrosive 2, Venom 0, Poison 0, Sanctified 0, Infernal 0 
    
  Aura of Dominance: (30) A born leader, those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. Those affected will instinctively defer to you, making them more likely to submit to your will. Its effect is enhanced the longer they are in your presence. Holding a position of authority over a person will also enhance its effect. * (Passive and Battle Forms) 
    
  Aura of Fear: (15) You possess a fearsome form, reputation or natural fear inducing intoxicant. Those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. There is a chance their actions will be weaker, or slower, or may struggle to accurately verbalise spells or abilities. (Battle Form only) 
    
  Aura of Sexual Magnetism: (15) You possess a comely form, reputation or natural arousing intoxicant. Those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. Affected members of the opposite sex will view you more positively and be more inclined to accede to your requests. There is a chance that affected members of the same sex will view you negatively and be more inclined to refuse requests or act aggressively. ** (Passive Form only) 
    
  *As this dungeon has a Dominance speciality this effect is x2 
  **As this dungeon is of the Sexual sphere this effect is x2. 
  As this dungeon has a female affinity speciality this effect is x3 for females. 
  As this dungeon has a fertility affinity speciality this effect is x3 for fertile creatures.  
  As this dungeon has a lust affinity speciality this effect is x3 for if either party would be sexually attracted without its effect. 
  As this dungeon has a polyspecism speciality those affected by the aura who would usually object to a sexual relationship with another species are less likely to do so (auras strength determines efficacy). Magnetism x2. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Jessamyn: First Disciple and Alpha Female of Daxas harem. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Jessamyn 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Wood Elf 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  11 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  220/220 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  9 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  55,600 / 55,000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 19, Hunting 19, Gathering 19, Farming 19 
    
  Spells: Sanctified Affinity 
  Heal 1 
  Cost: channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked instantly regains health equal to your spell power per point of mana used. 
    
  Bless 1 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked inflicts an extra 2 sanctified damage each time it deals damage. The duration is (spell power/ 10 rounding down) minutes, to a maximum of ten. 
    
  Purge 1  
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: None 
  Description: Any target you can see or have previously marked, is instantly purged of the effects of any rank one poison, disease or venom. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sanctified Spell Affinity: Sanctified spells cost half as much mana than usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost. 
    
  Aura of Dominance: (20) [Daxasian blessing] A born leader, those without a similar/opposing aura, or of a lesser strength may be affected. Those affected will instinctively defer to you, making them more likely to submit to your will. Its effect is enhanced the longer they are in your presence. Holding a position of authority over a person will also enhance its effect. * 
    
  *Granted as the Alpha female of the Wolf King’s harem, its effect is x2 on other harem members. 
  As this dungeon has a Dominance speciality this effect is x2 
    
    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Karragh Dvarhold: Second Disciple 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Karragh Dvarhold 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Ironskin Dwarf 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  18 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  11 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  18 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  20 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  400/400 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  15 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  38,600 / 45,000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 10, Hunting 11, Gathering 11, Farming 9, Metal Working 14, Smelting 15 
    
  Spells: Earth Affinity 
  Stamina Boost 1 
  Cost: 10 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 minutes 
  Description: Stamina stat is increased by 5 for (Spell Power/2 rounding down) minutes to a max of ten. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Earth Spell Affinity: Earth spells cost half as much mana than usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost. 
    
  Magnified Metalworker: [Daxasian Blessing] Metalworking and Smelting skills are treated as twenty ranks higher than current skill ranks. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Fiadh Longclaws: Third Disciple 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Fiadh Longclaws 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Savage Human 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  16 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  16 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  300/300 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  15 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  9 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  45,950 / 55,000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 8, Hunting 11, Gathering 11, Farming 8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Battle Frenzy: An ability which allows a person to channel Mana to increase their physical attributes by 100%. Ability duration is 1 sec per point of Spell Power. It costs 1 Mana for each activation.  
  Once activated Battle Frenzy will continue to renew until all enemies are defeated or Mana is exhausted. 
  If the persons Mana pool is exhausted before the battle’s completion Battle Frenzy will continue. This will result in a 50% debuff to all physical stats at battles end (duration minutes*mana that should have been used).  
  As Stamina increases, so does the persons health pool. When the ability is deactivated their stamina and health pool will revert to its original size (or lower if they ran out of Mana). If their current damage exceeds the new lower health pool, they will die without immediate healing.  
    
  Wolf King’s Passion: [Daxasian Blessing] The activation and deactivation of the Battle Frenzy ability is now controlled by Daxas, the Wolf King. Mana will always recharge at a rate of 1 per minute provided Fiadh has no other spell abilities. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Nessa Fiveleaf: Fourth Disciple and claimed Dungeon 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Nessa Fiveleaf 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Oakheart Dryad 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  13 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  12 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  15 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  160/160 
  
      	  Dungeon Power 
  
      	  2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Soul Marks 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  Fallen Total 
  
      	  136 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 4, Hunting 4, Gathering 4, Farming 4 
    
  Spells: Life Affinity 
  Regrowth 3 (Life) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Any target you can see or have previously marked instantly regains health equal to your spell power per point of mana used. If the target is a life domain creature the effect is doubled. 2) May be used on dead Flora sphere creatures, returning them to life.  
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fecund Abundance: (Verdant speciality) Health regeneration for living creatures in this dungeon is doubled. Growth for all living things in this dungeon is doubled. The following advanced dungeon rooms unlocked early. Jungle, Forest, and Meadow.  
    
  Life Finds a Way: [Daxasian Blessing] Life seeds from this ‘Mother’ have a chance to be masterwork items (based on dungeons % chance). A masterwork Life Seed, if charged with 1000 soul marks, can grant true life to whatever dungeon creature it is used upon. If uncharged it can be used as standard Life Seed. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Jen’Zadeer Shadestar: Fifth Disciple and claimed Dungeon 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Jen’Zadeer Shadestar 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Dark Elf 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  200/200 
  
      	  Dungeon Power 
  
      	  6 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  7 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Soul Marks 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  Fallen Total 
  
      	  148 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 2, Hunting 2, Gathering 2, Farming 2 
    
  Spells: Frost Affinity 
  Ice Blast 3 (Frost) 
  Cost: Channelled, min/max 1/20 mana 
  Recast Cooldown: 30 seconds per point of mana used. 
  Description: 1) Throw a blast of ice at a target. On a successful hit the target takes cold damage (spell power/4 rounding down) per point of mana used. A missed thrown spell costs 1 mana regardless of original channelled amount and has no cooldown. 2) Hit targets have a chance to be paralysed by the cold. Base chance is 100% less targets resistance. Paralysis lasts Spell Power x 2 seconds. There is a 30-minute cooldown before the same target can be affected by paralysis again. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Concealed Casting: Opponents will be unaware of the first spell cast, catching them by surprise. They will actively misinterpret the casters words or gestures.  
    
  Frost Spell Affinity: Frost spells cost half as much mana than usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost. (granted by Spellcraft perk) 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Tabitha Greenfields: Sixth Disciple 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Tabitha Greenfields 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Hare-kin 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  14 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  13 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  27 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  13 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  16 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  320/320 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  6 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  24,950 / 28,000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 2, Hunting 2, Gathering 4, Farming 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wind Spell Affinity: Wind spells cost half as much mana than usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost.  
    
  Frith’s Fleetness: [Daxasian Blessing] When being pursued Agility is doubled for thirty seconds. This ability can only be activated once every thirty minutes.  
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Gretsch Vaggarlesgh: First inherited disciple 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Gretsch Vaggarlesgh 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Mountain Goblin 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  7 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  9 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  180/180 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  15 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  13,500 / 15,000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 5, Hunting 5, Gathering 5, Farming 5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mob Rule: Damage dealt is increased or decreased depending on the numerical superiority or inferiority over the opposition in the current room. This change is proportional to that advantage or disadvantage. Increase maximum is 100%, decrease maximum is 50%. (Only affects Piercing or Impact damage depending on the weapon used) 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Marux Splithoof: Second inherited disciple 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Marux Splithoof 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Infernal Minotaur 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  21 
  
      	  Mana 
  
      	  16 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  16 
  
      	  Spell Power 
  
      	  16 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina 
  
      	  21 
  
      	  Resilience 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health 
  
      	  420/420 
  
      	  Unspent Points 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  6 
  
      	  Experience 
  
      	  22,550 / 28,000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spells and Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 0, Hunting 0, Gathering 0, Farming 0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Effects: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Infernal Spell Affinity: Infernal spells cost half as much mana than usual. Remainders rounded down. Recast Cooldowns are based on original spell cost and not discounted cost. 
    
  Spells: 
  Blood Rage 1 (Infernal) 
  Cost: 20 Mana 
  Recast Cooldown: Can only be cast when health drops below 50% 
  Description: Strength and Stamina stat increased by (Spell Power/2). 
Duration: Until no living enemies are visible. 
No other spells may be cast while Blood Rage is active.
As Stamina increases, so does the persons health pool. When the ability is deactivated their stamina and health pool will revert to its original size. If their current damage exceeds the new lower health pool, they will die without immediate healing. 
    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Tenzing: A quarantined manifestation of the energy entity that inhabits the ethereal plane that makes the Proving Grounds possible. He acts as an adviser to Daxas. 
 
    Alyssa Hadrill: Another quarantined manifestation. Acts as a buffer between Daxas and the Lords. 
 
    Simeon Reedwhistle: Halfling Guild Chief of the Dark Moon Rising, a guild jointly founded by himself and Daxas. 
 
    The Dark Moon Rising: A guild whose members unknowing contribute to the expansion and feeding of Daxas. Notable members include Arash, Pacclo, Sindar, Garbrakken and his twin Gorbrukken, Krista Belhoff and Piotr. 
 
      
 
    Enemies and Rivals 
 
    Ironhammer: Divine Lord of Dwarves and Blacksmithing 
 
    Jezebel, the Silver Lady: Divine Lord of High Elves. Her following is devoted to chastity and temperance. 
 
    Timian: Divine Lord of Prophecy, a complete arsehole. 
 
    Gorvag: Short-tooth orc Dungeon Master. Part of a cabal of dungeons surreptitiously serving the Lords. 
 
    Genya: Gorvag’s daughter and disciple. 
 
    Runx: Gorvag’s first disciple 
 
    Tamara: Gorgon Dungeon Master. Part of a cabal of dungeons surreptitiously serving the Lords. 
 
    Reena: Lamia disciple of Tamara’s. 
 
    Gerhalt: Halfling Dungeon Master. Part of a cabal of dungeons surreptitiously serving the Lords. 
 
    Burstan: Rakshasa Dungeon Master. Part of a cabal of dungeons surreptitiously serving the Lords. 
 
    The Black Hills Brigade: A dwarf led guild in zone seven of the Proving Grounds with intentions to destroy the Wolf King’s Lair. 
 
    The Jagged Boar Tusks: A tribe of long-tooth orcs, responsible for draining Jessamyn’s soul marks and Nessa’s core crystal. 
 
    The Gleaming Towers: A high elf guild conspiring with the Black Hills Brigade. 
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