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Prologue


Aburst of holy light filled the dungeon. The flash of radiance revealed black and twisted trees for an instant before the dungeon’s darkness cloaked them again. Celibate Purity flinched, welcoming the light but mourning its quick passing in the same breath. She edged forward with her group, each step fraught with risk. Gnarled roots lined the narrow path and threatened to trip her should she lose her concentration for an instant. Those in front of her stopped including Celibate Bright directly ahead of her, causing the column of The Magnificent to bunch together.

While Purity waited, she tucked a stray hair under her helmet, cuffing icy sweat from her brow. A frigid breeze brushed her flushed skin, seeking out every joint in her armor, finding its way inside and chilling her bones. The dungeon’s cold was such a contrast to the blistering summer heat outside. Ahead, The Magnificent engaged the boggart hordes. The pathetic creatures shouldn’t have stood a chance against the seasoned sisters, and the first dungeon floor meant nothing to them. But the boggarts fought with fury, unbecoming a level one mob, tearing at The Magnificent with utter savagery.

If this is the easy floor, what the hell is the rest of the dungeon going to be like?

But Purity knew in her heart of hearts the battle had only just begun. Her sisters would find their rhythm. As if reading her thoughts, the column moved on, soon trotting along the treacherous way.

Ahead, Celibate Bright slipped, the narrow path muddy, wet and slick with boggart guts. The girl screamed, her boot sinking into the slurry. She overbalanced as Purity grabbed her instinctively. A shove from behind nearly sent them both into the dungeon swamp, but Purity dug her heels in, pulling Bright back from certain death.

“Get a move on!” Celibate Sunrise growled, her hulking frame looming over the pair, lit by another flash of holy light before the dread dark green eldritch glow returned.

“Thanks,” Bright whispered as she sniffled.

The initiate inhaled hard, then turned and raced to catch up. Her sisters would look dimly upon any that lagged behind.

“Go fuck yourself, Sunrise,” Purity shouted over her shoulder, then followed Bright farther into the dread swamp.

As the forward column vanished into a tunnel, the echoes of battle wafted back. Purity gulped, her nerves rising. She tried to rally, to tell herself that this was what she’d trained for, but the pervading dark green light, the heavy stench of rot and cleaved flesh served only to increase the fear cramping her guts.

“Holy Mother, protect us!” she muttered, and she wasn’t alone. Was something wrong with the dungeon? The creatures fought too hard for their doomed master.

There was a good reason why Dungeon Lord Emberbane was the last of his line. He was the worst of the worst. The holy sisters had told Purity–they’d told everyone–how he tortured innocent women, by beating and abusing them. Rumor had it that he and his Guardians worshipped The Dark Goddess Ellara, offering human sacrifices to her to increase his arcane might. He embodied the evil that men represented, and lustful women flocked to his side, having no shame.

At least, that’s what the Holy Sisters said.

But he is a man, she thought. The last of them…

She cast such heresy from her mind, the tunnel looming. When a boggart reared from the swamp, the creature’s blazing eyes bathed her in red. She planted her feet instinctively, lifting her sword across her as she tried not to think, instead falling back on her years of training. Its claws reached for her, its intent to knock her straight off the path and into the thick, filthy water obvious. She sidestepped, bringing her backhanded stroke down on the creature. Holy light lit her sword’s edge, passing into the foul beast, who screeched in shock and pain. Her blow split the boggart in two, its corpse tumbling back into the murky depths.

“Well, don’t stand their gawping,” Celibate Sunrise said. “It was only a fucking baby bog rat. The sisters sorted the big ones.”

But Purity trembled with shock. If that was small, she’d hate to think what a full-grown one was like.

Sunrise shoved her. Purity pushed her back. “Fuck you!” she cursed, her anger quelling her shock. Then Bright pressed her onward, and they raced into the tunnel. Purity fumed.

I’ll sort that bitch out later!

The eerie green dungeon light filled the passageway. Webs clung to folds in its black rock, draping, reaching, swaying with the breeze of their rapid passing. They soon came to a set of downward steps. Purity wondered when it would all end. Have I made a mistake trying out? Will I ever be a real Magnificent? But those thoughts vanished as they climbed down, the thump of fifty pairs of boots filling the shaft with thunderous pounding.

Then the line stopped. Sunrise barged into Purity causing her to topple forward into Bright. Growls and curses rang out, snuffed out by hurriedly barked orders, shouts, and screams. Steel grinded as The Magnificent drew their blades. The dread timpani of hundreds of spiders skittering on stone completed her horror.

“Fucking spiders,” Sunrise growled. “Let me at them eight-legged fuckers.”

More cries filled the shaft as Purity’s sweat glands went into overdrive. She wanted to shout and curse like Sunrise. Perhaps it might quell her fear too–bolster her bravado–but in the end, it meant nothing. They were at the back for a specific purpose. They were mere novices getting blooded–earning experience in the worst possible place. With each flash of holy light, the skittering subsided, and the thump of boots on steps returned.

“You okay, Bright?” Purity asked while they waited.

“So fucking far away from okay, it might as well be across the Silent Sea.”

At least she’s honest…

“Only a few spiders,” Sunrise said from behind. “I’d slaughter spiders naked. Eat the fuckers for breakfast.”

The thought of a Sunrise without any clothes on turned Purity’s guts. With her lumbering demeanor and a face resembling a blacksmith’s anvil, the woman was far from graceful. Before she cast the unwelcome image from her mind, Bright began jogging down the twisting steps, and Sunrise barged into Purity from behind. She elbowed her back, before catching up with the Bright.

At the bottom, two of The Magnificent sat against the tunnel wall. The spiders had torn one’s arm clean off, and the other had a horn protruding from her gut. Both were as pale as corpses, although defiance filled their expressions. Fortunately, a healer bent over them, wafting potent incense from a burner suspended by a golden chain. Purity’s stomach cramped as she pressed her thumb to her forehead and then each of her breasts, making the holy sign.

“May Fellora save you,” she whispered.

Magnificent warriors wounded on floor two? What is this place?

Everything she’d heard—the tales she’d listened to—carried the same tune. The Magnificent were invincible. They should be able to beat a dungeon without breaking a sweat. Foxes in a rabbit warren—that’s what she’d been told. Yet here there were two foxes, beaten, bloody, and broken.

The tunnel widened, and a stench similar to burned cloth wafted over her. Crisped webs clung to the rising rock as they entered a low cavern pocked like a honeycomb. A pathway wound through it, splitting multiple times, sheer drops on every side. There, a dozen spider corpses lay burned and riven, their flesh steaming with the heat of the holy light. But that radiance had long gone, replaced by the evil eldritch light of the dungeon lord. A path snaked away with dark dropoffs on either side.

“Don’t slip here, Bright,” Sunrise whispered.

Bright turned, her eyes wide with fear, and her sweat-soaked brown hair plastered against her face. She scowled. “Why don’t you go fuck yourself, Sunrise?” Then she pulled her leather helmet straight, gasping for air.

“Fellora’s tits, that’s a foul mouth you’ve got on you!” Sunrise said, a tad too cheerily for Purity.

“Quiet!” one of the rear troops shouted. “Keep your eyes peeled. We ain’t seen the last of them spiders yet. Remember your duty!”

They had one task, and that was to protect The Chosen One. Purity didn’t know her, but she felt sorry for the woman. Celibate Joy’s task was a little too singular for Purity’s liking, but she’d been told numerous times it was one to be celebrated. However, getting blown to pieces by a holy orb wasn’t a cause for celebration in her book, no matter how beautiful the bomb was.

Joy’s was made of etched gold and had a Fellora’s likeness standing atop it. One twist of the goddess’ outstretched hands would detonate the explosive, and that would be the end of Celibate Joy, the dungeon lord, and much of his seat of power. It was their favorite trick—playing to the dungeon lord’s vanity and offering him a gift in return for their lives. But to bear witness, Purity had to live through the dungeon levels first, and that appeared to be no easy feat.

She had her eyes peeled so hard she was in danger of them popping out. Spiders didn’t bother her, but she had strong feelings about anything that was a hundred times the size it should be, especially if it had fangs and venom. And was that really a horn she’d seen sticking out of the stricken Magnificent? Next time she prayed to Fellora, she vowed to bring that up. Not that the Goddess listened to Purity’s prayers. If she did, the Initiate’s nipples would be symmetrical, and her boobs might match a little better.

“Incoming!” someone shouted, which was the last thing anyone wanted to hear, apart from one idiot.

“About time,” growled Sunrise. “Fill yer boots, ladies.”

There was only one thing liable to fill Purity’s boots, who watched in horror as dozens of spiders leaped from the honeycomb holes. Silken strings suspended them, streaming from their spinnerets. She readied her sword, its tip shaking, and then began her breathing, just like Sister Pavoir had taught her. But the promised harmony didn’t come. More panic filled her as the spiders closed, their fangs dripping with venom, jaws open and beady eyes staring straight through her.

They crashed into the fragile line, and Purity’s sword sang just as Sister Pavoir had promised her it would. Holy flames coated its edge, carving through the chitin with ease. Blue spider blood splattered her as Purity found her rhythm, each stroke silken and devastatingly effective. She was at the top of her class for a reason. The best and the one to watch, Pavoir had said. Maybe that’s why Sunrise held a grudge against her.

Celibate Bright grunted, an enormous beast shoving her back with an outstretched leg. She fell, her sword clattering onto the path. Bright reached for it, but the creature pounced. Purity finished her spider off, sliding her blade through its head and kicking it away, then severing its cord for good measure. Then she struck Bright’s attacker without pause, carving a chunk from its thorax, ichor spewing over the fallen novice.

“It’s dead!” Purity shouted, spinning around as Sunrise howled in pain.

Two spiders closed on the hulking bitch. Purity took the back legs from one, advanced and split the creature in half with her next stroke. Sunrise ran hers through, booting it off the path but letting it dangle over the chasm.

“Nice of you to get to your spider, Purity. Take two of you to finish Bright’s one off?”

“I killed three spiders!” Purity spat. “Three to your one!”

Sunrise leaned close. “Not what I saw. Not what I’ll tell Superior Charm.”

“Move out!” a voice cried from the rear. “Party’s over with worse to come.”

Purity glared at Sunrise, but the bitch just stared back, her sneer saying it all.

“Why do you hate everyone?” Purity asked.

Bright dragged her away. “Come on. She’s not worth it.”

But Purity heard Sunrise say, “I don’t hate everyone. Just you.”

“Move on!” A voice from the back filled Purity with dread. “That was nothing but a skirmish.”

It belonged to First Light Serene. She was normally right about most things, and the dungeon was one of them. There was worse to come.

By the time they reached Dungeon Lord Emberbane, the support sisters had stretchered away Sunrise, and Bright boasted a deep cut on her cheek. Purity sealed it with a simple healing spell.

Fifty warriors had ventured into the dungeon lord’s lair, but only twenty-two faced him. However, twenty of them were The Magnificent. Towards the end, Purity and Bright fought close to them, called from the back to fill their ranks. Both understood where they got their name from. Both knew what it was like to face the darkest, evilest monsters.

“One day, I’m going to be one of them.” Purity nudged Celibate Bright.

Then they faced the dungeon lord himself. Thorne Emberbane sat upon a throne made from bones. He was younger than Purity had expected, although why she’d placed an age on him, she did not know. His beard fascinated her. She’d never seen anyone with one before, because no man walked the streets of Vernaster, and none had existed in Asantia for years.

The lord wore a high-collared, red velvet cape, and his tunic was a fierce blue. Purity felt something stir deep inside her, sending fire through her body as unwelcome thoughts coursed through her–unholy thoughts about what that man might do to her. Those thoughts would see her banished from her order or her hauled up before the Scratcher.

Eldritch light sprayed from a spinning orb hovering above the dreadful man. Purity knew it to be the dungeon’s core, the source of the glowing green that coated the dungeon’s wall. Its guardians stood on either side of it, proud women, part of his disgusting harem—slaves to the bitter man. Yet, even summoned to face their inevitable death defending the core, each woman wore a smile, and each stood proudly as if their lot was inspired by a greater divinity, by pure service.

It was when Emberbane finally spoke that Purity’s legs nearly buckled. His voice thrummed through her, making her knees weak and her heart race. She understood during that moment why men were so bad–why they had to be eradicated and why Goddess Fellora had ordered it so. They were charmers, usurpers–they were the bringers of conflicts, the agents of chaos.

The Witch of Vernaster had done well to kill them with her curse.

“Let me tell you this.” Emberbane rose, his gorgeous guardians by his side. “A plague, my plague, will fall on your house, for that bitch-witch of Vernaster is not the only one who can curse. You want a land without men, then have it. May your womb dry and your eggs shrivel. Your moonblood will no longer run, and your order will wither. This is no idle boast. This is my curse–a gift from me to you.”

The Magnificent roared with deep-throated laughter. If there were no men, then his curse was in vain. They advanced, swords drawn. In reply, Emberbane sent forth his guardians: a fierce-looking blonde in golden armor, a raven-headed witch with barely a stitch on, and his archer’s silver bow sang, her breasts spilling from her green tunic, while a hammer-wielding orc-woman thundered forward, each footstep making the ground shake. The Magnificent stood their ground proud and defiant, while the dungeon’s guardians looked tired and weak. Could they have possibly used the place’s flux to power the levels and stir the monsters, leaving little left for themselves?

Even so, her sisters braced, their name not purely based on their bright silver armor and stunning helmet plumage. They had their own moves. Holy light flashed across the hall, plowing through the guardians and upending the orc. Streaks of blue ice magic reduced the witch to guts plastered on the hall’s intricate cornices and vaulted ceilings. Fire discs carved the archer into tiny pieces that dropped to the floor like fat rain at a storm’s end. The golden-clad warrior fell to a devastating axe blow, her head sagging to one side as she slumped to her knees.

When The Magnificent retreated, doubt crossed Purity’s mind. Surely victory was close. But, a guardian and a dungeon lord were two different opponents. Lord Thorne Emberbane sat back on his throne, the hint of victory flashing across his deep-set eyes and a smile hatching on his chiseled jaw. What did the bastard have up his sleeve?

As his grin grew wider, Celibate Joy strode through the ranks. She held her head high with her shoulders straight and sported a smile to match the dungeon lord’s maniacal grin. Purity wondered what it must be like to be so brave, but when Joy’s words rang out, the tremble in them told Purity the woman was truly terrified.

“We are not here to kill you, dungeon lord. We merely wanted to negotiate and give you this as a gesture of good faith.” Celibate Joy glided toward Dungeon Lord Emberbane, holding the sacred golden orb out.

Only a man could be so vain as to believe the truth of that statement. The dungeon lord slouched and folded his arms, legs parted, and three-pointed hat set at a jaunty angle. His dungeon staff sat across his knees like Joy was beneath any meaningful defense. “Come, my child, come to pay homage to me, a man!”

Joy reached his dais, climbing the few steps up and kneeling before him.

“Our Mother Fellora sends her regards.” Celibate Joy twisted the figurine atop the golden orb.

As one, The Magnificent crouched, and white magic settled over them in a shimmering shield. The explosion vaporized Celibate Joy, Dungeon Lord Emberbane, his throne, the dungeon core and much of his dais. The hall’s great vaulted ceiling cracked and fell, and debris, misted flesh, and stray body parts fizzed on their holy light.

Celibate Purity saw it all. She’d witnessed the destruction of the final dungeon lord, a sight never likely seen in Asantia ever again. But while crouching and still gripped with fear, a tug came at her heartstrings. Someone was watching her. She looked up at the cavern’s ceiling. Was that a man? It was! He stared down through a funnel of bright light. His youthful face showed concern for her instead of anger towards her sisters for the dungeon lord’s destruction. And a smile graced his lips, a caring smile.

He wants to help me…

Despite everything, the man wanted to help her.

In which case…

Could men really be that bad?


Chapter
One



It was a beautiful day, the type that made John want to whistle as he walked down his garden path. While he wasn’t ready to whistle, he was surprisingly awake for so early in the morning. Being self-employed allowed him to have control over his work hours, so he’d fallen into the trap of getting up later and later. Lazy habits were hard to get out of, and he’d decided he’d get back on track. Which was why he’d risen with the sun. Well, a couple of hours behind. But it was best to ease into these things.

“John?”

He sighed. The voice came from Elsie Jacobs, his elderly neighbor who was…a little challenging.

“Elsie! Good morning,” he said, waving and walking on, hoping beyond all hope it would be that easy.

“Oh, John! Can you spare a moment?” She glanced around the leafy street. “It’s kind of embarrassing.”

He sighed. Another reason he’d started early was to finish in plenty of time. He had a mysterious date that evening, and he wanted to look his absolute best. The trouble was, he did not know who it was with and couldn’t remember making the plans. All he knew was her name, Ellara, and that her profile pic looked…delicious.

Inhaling, he crossed the street and marched up Elsie’s path. The poor elderly lady lacked independence, yet her tenacity made it difficult to refuse her requests. She was an adorable battleaxe.

“What can I do for you, Elsie?”

“Well.” The old woman blushed, retracting into her fluffy dressing gown like a tortoise withdrawing into its shell. “My toilet is overflowing. No, not overflowing. It’s doing funny things.” She leaned forward, whispering. “It’s not taking it away.”

John cringed but kept a cheerful face in place. “It’s no bother, Elsie. I’ll look now. Can’t have you worrying all day.”

He followed her in.

Jesus Christ! That’s fucking gross! How did that even…

“It’s blocked, alright, but let me have a quick look outside before I go home and get my plungers.”

Crestfallen, John went outside, battling his way through the overgrown hedges to get to her vent pipe. He looked up, his heart leaping when he spotted a bird’s nest blocking its open end.

“Thank fuck for that.” He fought his way back. “Just a bird’s nest, Ellie. I’ll get my ladder and move it to a nearby tree. Everything should work fine after that.”

Elsie sighed, relief flowing through her. “Thank the Gods. My care worker’s coming by later, and the Lord knows what she gets up to in there sometimes.” She chuckled. “You must let me pay you this time.”

“What are neighbors for?” John said. “And I’ve a spare afternoon this weekend. I’ll cut your bushes back and tidy your yard.”

“Then I’ll cook you a nice blueberry pie.”

[image: ]


John still couldn’t recall how he had a date with–he checked his phone again–Ellara. In fact, he couldn’t place her at all. He’d checked his various dating apps, his message logs, WhatsApp, Snapchat. Hell, he’d even looked up his Facebook Messenger. But he could find no trace.

The choice of restaurant was concerning. He never dined out at the swanky ones. While he had plenty of money, it was mostly due to luck rather than skill, and it hadn’t changed his simple lifestyle. To spend ridiculous amounts on a steak or caviar made no sense to him.

But the profile picture that accompanied the appointment in his schedule intrigued him. Ellara was beautiful. Her face had a healthy glow, reminiscent of an aura surrounding an old film star. She had long, full blonde hair and deep, green eyes, and a smile to die for. But there was more. It was like she leaped from the screen—as if it couldn’t hold her presence back.

Money had given John the ability to be a player, and John loved playing the game. He arrived at the restaurant on time and the waiter showed him to a window seat where Ellara waited patiently, not gawping at her phone like most of his dates did. His clothes looked smart but casual. His trainers brilliant white, and his shirt neatly pressed.

“I have to ask,” he said as soon as he’d sat. “How do we know each other?” He believed in being direct and to the point.

“We don’t,” she said. “I inserted the date into your organizer myself.” Her pout turned into a devious smile that made John’s heart race. “Call it hacking, but I prefer to say it was opportunistic. I just had to meet you, and this was my last opportunity.”

“Your last chance?” He flashed his best grin.

She smiled, hers as disarming as his. “Very last chance.”

“Why?” he asked.

“I’ll get to that. First, tell me. There’s something about you that makes little sense.”

“What?”

“I’ve studied you.”

John quirked his eyebrows. Just a few minutes into the date, something seemed off about the woman. Not her body–that was mighty fine. He’d allow at least thirty percent crazy in her for the chance to unwrap her magnificent breasts. Nor was it her gorgeous, full lips, or that strange aura that was as powerful in real life as in her profile picture. There was no doubt about it. She was as close to perfection as he’d ever seen. But something didn’t add up.

“You’ve studied me?”

“Yes. You made your money from Bitcoin–a rather fortunately invested twenty dollars, I believe.”

“Hold on!” he said. “No one knows how much I put in!” He’d kept it a secret. Folks assumed he was a canny investor, not some drunk idiot who’d brought a bunch of weird internet currency on a whim.

She lifted her manicured hand and waved his protests down. “Let me make myself quite clear. I know everything about you, barring one thing.”

“What?”

“Your motivations. You’re rich, so you could travel the world, see fantastic sights, and bang a girl in every port! But you don’t. You unblock your neighbor’s toilet on the way to mend a fence for a few dollars. Why do you help so many people?”

He shrugged, delving deep within himself for an explanation, but as always, it boiled down to something absurdly simple. “I enjoy helping others and fixing things,” he said.

She snapped her fingers and pointed toward him. “And that, John, is exactly why I need you.”

The waiter served wine, and then a waitress came with two large steaks and generous portions of fries, mushrooms, and grilled tomatoes. John inclined his head, not about to complain, but pretty mystified by the whole affair. More so by the waitress’ shaking hands, chipped nails, and a nervous smile. He tried to focus on Ellara, but the waitress consumed his attention. She was frightened, but of what?

“You ordered for me?” he said as the girl backed away.

“It’s your favorite meal, and it’ll be your last chance to have it for a while. I thought I’d order it for you in case you chose to be polite and go for something dainty to impress me.”

“You don’t know me that well, but you somehow got my meal right,” he joked, then sobered as he digested her words. “My last chance?”

Ellara snapped her fingers, and a golden shroud enveloped their table. “Please, don’t get up and attempt to leave. You won’t be able to.”

John reached for the shimmering curtain; his fingers pricked by its static. He tamed his rising temper and carved a piece of steak, lifting it on his fork and regarding the woman. “I think it’s about time you told me who you are.”

He imagined the FBI or the Secret Service, some spy agency or the other with tech beyond the reach of regular folks. But then he discounted it. The shimmering golden curtain had to have an explanation. This was a prank and a potential post on some social media channel. He acted cool as she spoke.

“My name is Ellara, and I am a goddess, a deity, a creator–call it what you will.”

“A god?”

“—ess,” she corrected.

“A goddess.”

“Yes. Fellora, my sister, and I are the deities of a land far from here. But that’s not important right now.”

“It sounds pretty important,” he said, eating the superbly cooked beef.

She did the same.

“So what is important?” he asked when she offered nothing.

“This. In approximately ten minutes, a bus will turn the corner of the street. Unfortunately, the driver, a slightly overweight man in his early fifties, will be unconscious, having suffered a catastrophic stroke. He will crash into this restaurant and kill you.”

“Then we’d best warn everyone here and leave.”

She reached for his hand, resting hers on it. “John, you can’t avoid Fate’s wish. He’s by far the most powerful of us. You die tonight, one way or the other. If you leave and miss the accident, another will find you or your heart will stop, or you’ll fall and hit your head.”

He sawed at his steak. “I get the picture. I don’t suppose you have any ID? Something that’ll identify you as a god.”

“Have you never heard of faith?”

“I’ve heard of it, but I think it’s a sack of shit. No offense.”

“None taken.”

“So?”

She laughed. “No, I’m afraid we don’t carry ID.”

“Well, we’ll never get to know if you’re a goddess or not.”

He leaned back, confident that this was just a sick prank he could foil by staying calm. Then she snapped her fingers, and his imagination went haywire. One moment, he was in the restaurant; the next, a hall opened before him, and his sight had altered as if looking through night vision goggles.

A group of women stood at one end of it, dressed in gleaming if bloodied, silver armor, and most had swords drawn. At the other end, seated upon a throne made from what looked terrifyingly like human bones was a character resembling Johnny Depp in Pirates of the Caribbean. An orb sat over him, spinning, shedding an eerie green light. Four powerful warrior women flanked the man, but before John could fully appreciate them, they burst forward. The other group of women attacked, slaughtering the warriors in their tracks.

“My God!” said John.

Then one of the group of women broke ranks. She held a golden orb with a figurine atop it and marched up to the pirate-looking character.

And then she blew herself, him, and the strange-looking throne up.

John flinched as a bloody mist hurtled towards him. “What the actual fuck?” he said as his attention fell on one soldier. She dressed differently; her armor was made of leather rather than gleaming steel. As she locked eyes with him, she bit her lips, her confusion clear. He smiled to reassure her, entranced by her subtle beauty and desperate to solidify their connection. In that moment, he understood a new purpose: to fix her, to bring back her joy, and to clarify her purpose. The vision faded, and their connection broke off. “What the actual fuck?” he repeated, returning his attention to Ellara.

“What?” she responded, setting her chin on her hands and smiling. “Have your previous dates never made you witness the downfall of the last Dungeon Lord of Asantia?”

“Dungeon lord? Like in the games?”

John had played a few. He’d had some downtime after unexpectedly discovering that the twenty dollars he’d invested in Bitcoin one drunken night was worth a substantial amount. He’d taken time out to digest his new status.

Going from a regular existence to riches, his future remained in limbo for a period. During that time, he’d found himself addicted to women–both quality and quantity–and he could have easily ended up a drunk, or worse. But his hard upbringing and the frugality that his father had instilled in him rode to the surface, and he’d eventually thrown himself into work. If only he could wake up early enough.

“The games play a passing resemblance to real life, but nothing can beat the exhilaration of staking one’s life on an outcome,” Ellara said.

He paused his attack on his steak. “How would you know?”

“How would I know what?” she asked with a smile, nearly blinding him with the whiteness of her teeth. She was undoubtedly an angel.

“Aren’t Gods immortal? Isn’t that their deal?”

His comment drew a chuckle from her. “No,” she replied, “we aren’t immortal, just very long-lived. It is hard to kill us, but I have enemies.”

“Please share,” he said, hoping to change the subject and cope with this new reality.

Is she telling the truth? If so, fuck–just fuck! No, she can’t be. I’m missing something…

“My sister Fellora despises me. She would see me driven out of my land.”

“Out of…What did you call the place?”

“Asantia. It is an island, but to call it that doesn’t do it the justice it deserves. It is a world in its own right.”

“She wants to drive you out of there?”

“She does. She wants to deny me my faith while keeping all hers to herself, but she’s chosen a rather drastic way to go about it. You see, men tend to worship me, while women favor my sister.”

“So, she wants all the faith.”

“Indeed.”

“And men like you, not her?”

“It’s mutual, she doesn’t like them either. We have very different beliefs when it comes to them.”

“Which are?”

Ellara dipped her head, stabbing fries with her fork. “We don’t have the time. The driver, Edward Perry, his stroke won’t wait for me to tell a lengthy tale. But you will no doubt hear the story, although it will be slanted against me. The dungeon lord was my last remaining follower of any standing, so my power is waning as my faith is non-existent. You see, my sister exterminated all the men and has nearly won.”

John glanced around the restaurant, trying to spot someone filming them. The waitress drew his attention again. She was a small, nervous girl–clearly terrified of the head waiter, skulking away from him whenever he came near to her. She bit her nails and picked at her hair. John wanted to understand her story–to discover what drove her to work in a place where she lived in fear.

Then his attention returned to the strange woman, and he asked the question that had been nagging him. “So, what do you want from me?”

Might as well play!

She held his gaze, her lips pressed into a line, then answered after a long pause. “I want you to replace my vanquished dungeon lord.”

He nearly spat his steak out.

“To be murdered by a bunch of babes dressed in silver armor?” John scoffed. “Getting blown up by a suicide sister isn’t on my list of ambitions.”

“The Magnificent would have retreated after their successful mission. You will have time to establish. It won’t be easy, but Lord Emberbane made a fatal error. He didn’t reach out to the local women. He kept to his dungeon, believing his power would win out. It will take more than that to defeat Fellora. The land is broken, John. I want you to fix it.”

He inhaled long and hard, then exhaled slowly while he assessed his options. “Let’s say I play along–let’s say that. Let’s agree this golden shroud isn’t some sleight of hand and that Edward truly will have his heart attack. I’m leaving all my wealth, my privileged–” He paused. “Yes, a privileged lifestyle, and I’m going to some medieval land where Indian cotton isn’t a thing, and crappers are holes in the ground. Tell me, what do I get in return?”

She arched her eyebrows. “Everything you’ve ever wanted. A land that needs fixing, and a land packed full of young, beautiful women where you are the only man alive.”

Well, that’s quite an interesting argument!

“Nevertheless, I want a few things. I don’t want to start off a complete noob.”

“You’ll have to start at the beginning. There is no other place to start.”

“Then no deal. There’s no point in living for a few extra minutes just for a monster to rip me apart. Best get it over with now.”

She pursed her lips and nodded slightly, which he took for agreement. Then she leaned forward. “How about this? I give you a mechanism to progress quickly.”

“I’m listening.”

“You’ll need to prove to me you can handle it–that it won’t make you drunk on power.” She paused and exhaled. “Okay, here’s what I’m thinking. You get some skills and talents to start with–more than a newborn would. In Asantia, you get two skills and talents when born, then one for each for every five levels attained. How about I start you with three of each, but you must progress before I seed the means to boost your power above that of a normal man?”

“Why wait?”

“Because there’s nothing worse than someone who doesn’t understand his own power–I believe you call them paper castles.”

“Four of each. Double the norm. I’m a dungeon lord, after all.”

She inclined her head. “I’ll allow it, but you’re stretching the limits of what I can do.”

“In which case, stretch this as well. I’ll need the dungeon semi-operational so I have a safe zone.”

“I can’t fix the dungeon for you. That’s on you, John.” She sat back, lifting her wineglass to conceal her smile. “There has to be some risk. But there will be two capable guides. You fix it, John, not me. That’s nonnegotiable.”

“Conceded. Okay, first things first. I can’t charm the locals if I smell bad. I want a spell that makes me immaculate.” He grinned, holding up his wine. “I like to be clean.”

“So you want magic?”

“I do.”

“Asantia only has two types of magic. Light magic draws its power from mana, a force usually associated with good. So, my sister favors it—or so the land thinks.”

“Your sister.”

“Yes, her.”

“And the other type?”

“Is dungeon magic and powered by flux. It oils the joints of monsters and demons. It builds the levels and traps. Some call it dark magic but think of it as the lubricant that greases the dungeon’s cogs.”

“Can’t I use the other type as well?”

“A dungeon lord is a fluxmaster. You’ll need the mana manipulator talent to perform spells. But you won’t need mana if you don’t leave your dungeon.”

“What if I want to leave? I don’t want to live in a hole my entire life.”

“But you’d have no protection. All would try and kill you.”

It sounded pretty bleak, but it was only a preamble until they got into the sack and down to real the point of the night. So, he continued playing the game. “I’ll defend myself with my spells.”

“What are you going to do? Wash your enemies?”

“Give me more spells.”

A devilish smirk teased her lips. John’s heart quickened, relishing the thought of unpeeling her dress and discovering the body that lay within it. The game was great, and the date was fantastic, albeit a bit unconventional. He leaned forward. “I wish we could take this game back to my apartment. It would be so much fun there.”

Ellara cocked her head. “Game? Oh, how delightful! You really don’t have any faith. Well, that suits me. Fellora positively bathes in the stuff while I have none.” She set her glass down. “You may have mana magic. Fuck it. Let’s both step out of our comfort zones.”

“Good–and don’t forget my hygiene spell.”

“I won’t. There’s nothing worse than a smelly man. But it’s the only spell I’ll grant you. You must get the rest in the usual way.”

“Which is?”

“Slowly.”

In any negotiation, there had to be give and take.

“Agreed. Second. Are you aware of schematics?”

“Of a building?”

“Yes.”

She nodded.

“I want the ability to see the dungeon in 3D–like a gaming interface. I want one of those.”

“A dungeon builder? A dungeon lord can see his dungeon through the dungeon core.”

“I want to do it on the fly,” he said. “No orb–the information in my head.”

She sighed. “You’re using up most of your talents. Anything else?”

“I want a fighting skill. I don’t want to be taken out by the first saber-toothed bunny I come across.”

“That’s fair, and they’re horned like the spiders. Rabbits don’t have fangs.”

He smiled and sat back, truly enjoying their date. “Well, that’s a relief.” He frowned. “No, I want saber-toothed bunnies.” He lent her an evil smile. “Make sure I can have them.”

She cocked her head. “Granted. If you like vicious little animals, you’ll love the squirrels; they have a bite on them. Are we agreed? A little magic to start with, but the potential to become more powerful. We’ll add a fighting skill and toss in your cleanliness spell.”

“And the dungeon core inside my head. Yes, that’s about it.”

“Then I have a few conditions. I don’t think you’ll object to them, but if you want mana magic, then you must agree.”

John grinned. He prayed for something a little kinky–not too extreme. He wasn’t into anything…painful. It would be a good night. He pushed his empty plate away.

“Go on.”

Ellara then appeared to grow. Not incredibly so. She didn’t tower above him or anything like that. It was a more subtle inflation of her power. Her cheeks became sharper, and her eyes burned with power.

“You will worship no other gods or goddesses apart from me and take in my minions as if they were your own family. Your power will not be like previous failed dungeon lords. We will root it in you and others. You are to form a harem, selecting those who can offer you the abilities and power you lack to defend your dungeon and its core. Your guardians will be everything to you, not just mere sacrificial trinkets that stand by your throne. They will be the path that drives you to victory. You may bed none other than your guardians, and they, in turn, must earn the right to bed you through their devotion.”

“That it?” John asked, smiling. If this was a negotiation, she wasn’t very good at it. She’d just given him every man’s dream. “If it is, I accept.”

“There is one more thing.”

“Fire away.”

“You must kill The Witch of Vernaster, and you must do so in my name. Restore my faith., John, that is what I command.”

John frowned. She’d taken things a little too far with that.

“Time presses, Mr. Davidson. Do you accept?”

Ellara had taken on a more sinister guise. Her fiery red eyes looked a little demonic, and her simple dress had turned into a black basque, which shoved her breasts close to her chin. She was sexy, alright, but in an illicit mistress kind of way. A screech of tires on the tarmac made him turn. His heart stopped. A bus raced toward them; the driver slumped over his wheel.

“Oh, fuck!” he cried. “You weren’t kidding, were you?”

“Decide, John. The clock’s ticking. Death or a new start.”

He panicked, his gaze settling on the waitress. “One more request before I accept.”

“Name it.”

He pointed to her. “She gets all my money!”

“Do you accept my bargain?”

“Yes!” he cried as the restaurant’s frontage exploded in, and Edward’s bus plowed into him.


Chapter
Two



John woke in a small cave with a boarded-up entrance. Light filtered through the rough planks in flat beams filled with dust motes. He stood momentarily before his legs collapsed and forced him into a crouch. Snatching at his breath, he tried to calm down, knowing a panic attack was on its way if he wasn’t careful.

Holy Mother of fucking God!

Was it true, all true? The cave entrance, the planks–a tunnel leading underground? And the smell? The place reeked of dampness and rot, reminiscent of a mud bank at low tide. The faint tinge of gunpowder mixed with it like someone had once set off a bunch of fireworks.

Is this the dungeon?

He edged toward the tunnel but thought better of it. His jeans and trainers, shirt and jacket, did not seem like dungeon diving attire. It appeared she’d taken him from the restaurant and dumped him straight in the thick of it. But did that mean she hadn’t upheld her part of the negotiations?

No, she wants something from me. It was a two-way deal.

He’d demanded a dungeon map. A schematic and progression. Would he have menus? Did he have an office with progress charts and flow diagrams? No, that would be too out of sync with the land. She’d promised it would be in his mind–that he could consult it on the fly.

It’s in my head.

He was about to sit and root around his mind’s eye when he heard a shuffling sound, followed by scraping and sniffing.

My advisors?

“Master? Is that you, Master?” a voice said from beyond the planks.

John froze.

“Master? I can smell you, Master. It’s your servant, Delacor.”

Servant? He edged toward the planks. He had a servant? So, she had upheld her end.

“Master? It’s okay if you don’t remember me. It’s okay if you’ve changed. You warned me you might.”

“Who are you?” John asked.

“I said. It’s Delacor. Your servant.”

John steadied his breath, scanning the cave for a weapon. He picked up a broken plank. “How do I know you’re a friend?”

“Friend? You’ve never thought of me as a friend. I am your servant, Delac–”

“Delacor. Yes, you keep saying. Stand back from the planks.”

“Certainly, Master.”

John peered through a narrow gap. Delacor was a dog, but not quite a dog. Dogs rarely stood on their hind legs. Nor did they wear clothes—well, most didn’t. John knew his dogs, and Delacor had a bit of Basset Hound about him. His face was mostly white, with a black patch on his nose and floppy, tan ears.

“I’ll boot one plank off, then you can slip inside.”

Delacor’s tail wagged, and his tongue draped from the side of his mouth. John kicked the lowest plank, loosening it and then kicked it again. “Get in, quick.”

“Master!” Delacor said, slipping under the remaining planks and then launching himself at John. “Master, forgive me. I didn’t believe you when you said you’d be reborn. But here you are!” He licked John’s face, then withdrew, panting, his tail whipping up a breeze.

John wiped his face and let slip a grin. “I’m going to level with you, Delacor. I’m not your master. Lord Thorne Emberbane is dead. My name is John, John Davidson.”

“I beg to correct you, sir. You are the dungeon lord, and my Master foretold the dungeon lord would return. Therefore, you are he.”

“But just so we’re clear, I am not this Thorne character.”

Delacor cocked his head. “As you wish, Master.”

John peered through the planks again. A path led away from the dungeon, vanishing into a lush, deciduous forest that lined a narrow valley. He watched for a while, trying to catch his breath and straighten his mind. “Does this place have a control center?”

“A what?” Delacor asked.

“Did Thorne have an office, a center of operations?”

Delacor gave him a blank look, his tail still wagging. “A what?”

“Did he have a place he went to often?”

“Yes,” Delacor said.

John waited.

Delacor wagged his tail.

“Well?” John asked.

“Well, what?” Delacor said.

“Where is it?”

“What?”

“The place!” John shouted.

“Oh, that. Hidden in the swamp. First level.”

“Could you take me there?”

“Yes, Master. Some light?”

“Light?”

“Yes.”

John inhaled sharply, trying to control his fragile temper. This was not the deal he’d forged. He’d told Ellara that he didn’t want to be a noob. But then he recalled the last moments of the previous dungeon lord’s life. He thought about the soldiers. The Magnificent? Was the army called The Magnificent? Had she told him that?

“The white light was Holy Light,” he muttered, and Delacor shivered at John’s words.

But there had been another light–ominous and green, like radioactive slime coated the dungeon walls, and it had come from the spinning orb above the dungeon lord. “Eldritch light!” John shouted. “You mean eldritch light! Do I have to repair the dungeon core?”

As he thought it, a sultry female voice sounded in his head and a chat box appeared in his mind’s eye.

Welcome to Eerie Glen Dungeon. Would you like to reactivate the dungeon core and commence rebuilding, Dungeon Lord John Davidson?

His heart raced. The voice had confirmed it was all true. He composed, taking a breath, wanting to take the first step and begin his new life.

New life, the words stunned him. He had to get his shit together. Delacor stared expectantly at him.

Yes, he said in his mind.

The dark tunnel altered, black replaced by subtle green. But where before, during the vision, John had thought it like looking through night vision goggles, this was the most natural glow he’d ever seen.

“That’s it, Master,” Delacor said. “That’s more like home.”

The dog bounded deeper into the cave, skidding to a stop at the tunnel’s entrance. “I apologize, Master. You commanded me to always walk on my hind legs when in the dungeon.”

“Delacor, I’m not the same person. Consider that rule revoked.”

“Thank you, Master. Thank you for your consideration. I will serve you to the very best of my abilities.” Delacor beamed.

Delacor’s loyalty has risen. He has passed from Steadfast Ally to Devoted Protector.

“Hold on, Delacor, did something just happen to you?”

“Something, sir?”

“Did you get a notification in your mind? Anything?”

“A notification, Master?”

John waved his query away, squeezing his temples between his thumb and forefinger to cover his confusion. “Nothing, Delacor, nothing. Lead the way.”

“Oh, my increased loyalty. The dungeon assesses that. Neither I nor you can control it. It senses how I feel about you and sets my level of loyalty so that you can always trust your minions.”

Delacor bounded into the tunnel, and John followed a little behind. He reached inside himself, trying to root out more information like he would in a game. If he could just trigger the menus, then he might get a better idea of what was going on. It had been a notification similar to a chat box, and a soft, female voice reminiscent of Ellara’s had read the text. But as soon as she had finished reading, the chat box had vanished.

What are the levels of loyalty I can expect from a dungeon servant? he asked his mind’s eye.

When an answer came, it took him by complete surprise.

There are nine levels of minion loyalty. Would you like me to list them?

Please.

Level one: Fickle Follower. Minion is unreliable and may switch loyalty easily.

Level two: Casual Supporter. Minion shows loyalty occasionally but isn’t deeply committed.

Level three: Steadfast Ally. Minion is a loyal companion who stands by the dungeon lord through thick and thin.

Lever four: Devoted Protector. Minion is fiercely loyal and will go to great lengths to ensure the dungeon lord’s safety.

Level five: Unwavering Confidant. Minion is completely loyal and trusted with the dungeon lord’s deepest secrets.

Level six: Loyal Champion. Minion will fight and sacrifice themselves for the dungeon lord’s cause.

Level seven: Blind Devotee. Minion’s loyalty borders on the obsessive. They will perform any task for the dungeon lord.

Level eight. Fanatical Zealot. Minion’s loyalty outweighs any consideration for themselves or others.

Level nine. Undying Worshipper. Minion cannot be compromised. Their loyalty is akin to religious fanaticism.

Note: The minimum level of loyalty to assign the soul-bound role of Dungeon Guardian is six.

Thank you.

Politeness, he thought, cost nothing.

“Master?” Delacor prompted.

John hadn’t realized he’d stopped in the tunnel.

“Is everything alright, Master?”

“It’s fine, Delacor, but I have one question for you. Would you say you were Lord Emberbane’s most loyal servant?”

“Among them, certainly. But he sent me away in the end. His guardians remained loyal and stayed with him, but then they had little choice in the matter. I was to await his return.”

John pondered the list the voice had just read out to him. If Delacor was one of Dungeon Lord Emberbane’s most loyal servants, then the old lord’s following had been quite fickle. The women that had stayed until the end might have been level six or above, but that was only four people in an entire land.

I wonder if Emberbane relied on the dungeon to defend himself rather than his friends and allies.

The stench of mud banks and rot grew. John covered his nose with his fingers, struggling to breathe until he controlled his need to heave.

“Fuck, that’s awful.”

“It’s festering,” Delacor explained. “Once the old lord died and the core shattered, the power behind the dungeon failed, so the swamp partially drained. It’s been rotting ever since.”

“How long ago did Emberbane die?”

“Many years ago.”

“You’ve been waiting years for a dungeon lord to return?”

“Goddess Ellara picks her minions carefully.”

“I’m no minion, Delacor.”

“Not to me, Master, no. This way.”

He bounded along the path, then tore down a much narrower one, branching left at a fork, then right, right, then left.

“This is the part where you simply have to place your trust in the dungeon, Master,” he said as he left the path and walked on air until he vanished through a wall.

John followed, feeling but not seeing a path under him. He walked straight to the wall, closing his eyes at the last moment. Coldness rippled over him, coupled with a feeling of sliding through oil. Some of it clung to him, immediately leeching into his body. Strange power seeded, focusing on his center, but not one he understood–not his gut, his brain or his heart, but his mind.

It seeded in my core!

He dropped to one knee as more of the power radiated into him, and when he opened his eyes, he was different.

“I feel like I’m home,” he said as a room resolved around him, lit by flaming torches rather than the green eldritch light of the dungeon.

And then a shrill scream scared the shit out of him.

He screamed himself. Delacor almost screamed, but almost barked as well, cowering back.

A woman sat on a bed, a rough spun blanket sliding from her as she shuffled back against a cavern wall. She recovered, but the fires of hatred ignited her eyes, and she glared at him, pulling the blankets up and covering her ample breasts. Her long, brown hair fell over her shoulders but also stuck out at weird angles. She twitched her button-nose and curled her lips up. “Who the fuck are you?”

“My name is John Davidson. I am the new dungeon lord.”

An awkward moment followed where John thought he’d introduced himself a little too much like a new teacher and not enough like a dread power about to rip the world asunder. He’d fixed his gaze on her covered breasts, which didn’t help either comparison, but did add a huge dose of pervert.

The room was comfortably sized, with a bed that could easily accommodate a queen-size mattress on Earth. It was central to the longest wall, with two tables on either side. Her folded clothes sat on one, a pair of scuffed boots tucked under. John turned his back on her.

“If you want to get dressed, now is the time,” he said.

“Not wise to turn your back on strangers, dungeon lord.”

That is a very good point!

“This is my dungeon. I can see all,” he lied.

“Horseshit,” she said. “I’ve been around this place since I was born. The old man didn’t have eyes in the back of his head, so I doubt you have.”

“Were you his lover?” John asked.

She screwed up her face. “The fuck I was. I was his witch’s understudy. You don’t screw your witch or her understudy, or they’ll lose their powers. Everyone knows that. You can turn around now.”

He did, breathing a sigh of relief. She still looked like she’d been dragged through a hedge backward, but at least she’d dressed. “What a waste,” he said absently.

“What is?”

“Nothing.” John paced the room, wanting a little more distance between him and the young witch. He eyed her again, trying to see through the scruff and dirt. She was attractive, in an earthy sort of way, but her stern expression robbed her of the cuteness her small nose, dimples and wide eyes should have loaded her up with. “What’s your name?”

“Ellie. Look, you won’t kick me out, will you? I kind of…” She covered her emerging smile with her hand. “I kind of burned my bridges with the locals.”

“Is there only one bed?”

Delacor coughed. “There are a couple more rooms through that door, Master. However, I am duty bound to point out Ellie isn’t your witch, so you are fully entitled to kill her or throw her out.”

“Why you dirty fucking mutt!” Ellie said. “I suppose you’ve sworn loyalty already, have you? I should turn you into a boggart and put you straight by the entrance so you die first every time someone enters.”

“My loyalty is currently to the dungeon and, therefore, its lord. My fealty is unwavering no matter who that lord is,” Delacor said, his nose in the air.

John’s gut clenched. “No one is going to turn anyone into a boggart. I have enough problems as it is. First, I have to figure out how to run this place, and second, I have to work out how to improve it so when those holy soldiers come back they don’t turn me into bloody Jello.”

Ellie laughed. “Have the bed. I’ll use another room. I’ll be back in this one soon enough.” She sat on the bed and slipped on her boots. “I can’t fucking believe she sent a noob.”

“Who?” John asked, momentarily confused.

“The Evil One, the Seer of the Silent Ways, the Herald of Chaos–the one Fellora’s worshipers call the Dark Bitch.”

“Ellara?” John asked, a sinking feeling growing inside him.

“That’s her. May her minions march and inflict eternal suffering on all who follow The Light.”

John cocked his head. “So, I’m on the side of…”

“Chaos and darkness,” Ellie said and cackled like a mad wench.

After a slightly awkward silence, she walked from the room deeper into the old dungeon lord’s quarters.

Or rather, my quarters, John thought.

“Let’s get some lunch,” Ellie said. “Finding out you’re an agent of Darkness has got to boost your appetite. Can’t go about torturing and killing on an empty stomach, after all.”

John picked up his pace, catching up with her and grabbing her shoulder. “There’ll be no torturing or murdering, not while I’m dungeon lord,” he declared.

She turned slowly, almost horror-film speed, and he fully expected her eyes to have rolled to the back of her head and a bunch of green goo, like mushy peas, to be spilling from her mouth. Instead, mischief confronted him.

“You’re a dungeon lord. What about that name doesn’t scream murder?”

He conceded the point. “I’ll admit, I haven’t thought my entire strategy through as yet.”

“Well, I’ll tell you what, you peel the potatoes while I skin the hare Delacor caught earlier, and we’ll chat about it.”

As she continued down the passage, the sweet taint of tallow from the light bowls filled his nostrils.

“Is there another way into the dungeon?” he asked.

“Apart from?”

“Apart from the entrance.” John could tell Ellie would not be the easiest to get on with. “Only if Delacor brought you a hare, then he can obviously come and go as he pleases. But he was waiting outside when I appeared, so I had to boot out one plank to let him in.”

“There are ways,” Ellie said.

“There is an escape passage, Master.”

“Oh, well, that might come in handy.”

“I was in the forest when I sniffed your scent, Master. I came running right away,” Delacor explained, drawing aside John. He squeezed past and bounded up the short passage before vanishing through one of its doorways.

“Is he all dog or part human?”

Ellie stopped, thrust her hands on her curvaceous hips, and sighed. “You really are a few quarts short of a barrel, aren’t you? Delacor’s a dog. He does dog things. Throw a stick, and he’ll bring it back. I don’t know what else I can tell you.”

“Are you sure?”

“An old Asantian saying tells you all you need to know. If it looks like a dog and is as dumb as shit, it’s a dog. Just because Emberbane…altered him…a little, doesn’t make him part human.”

“How come he stands on two feet and talks?”

“Because the previous Dark Lord was a twisted fuck who wanted a dog butler. I hope that clears it all up for you.” She continued on, following Delacor through the doorway.

He tried to process everything that had occurred but was overcome by its sheer magnitude. It felt like 3 a.m. on Earth, and he was about to have lunch.

Maybe I have portal lag?

He chuckled, but it was the type of laughter that sat on a knife edge of emotion. His sardonic humor at his rather morbid position could have easily plunged him into despair. Fortunately, he was a cup-half-full sort of guy, and while he appeared to have a slightly duplicitous boss in the Dark Bitch, he already had a dog who thought he was human as a minion, and a slightly mad witch was about to cook him lunch.

Not sure a dog butler is a bad thing…

“The potatoes won’t peel themselves!” she shouted.

The cluttered room he entered was a stark contrast to the dungeon lord’s rather spartan bedroom which was a fine example of the cliché “less is more,” if less meant fuck all.

“Is this your kitchen or where you brew your potions?” he asked.

Her answer could have gone either way. A huge central cauldron, raised on a low brick furnace-like affair, pointed to a witch’s lair. But an abundance of hanging herbs, baskets of wild garlic, onions, carrots and parsnips hinted kitchen. The hare carcass could have swayed it in a darker direction. As could the bloodied knife in her hand, which she pointed straight at him.

“Let’s get one thing straight. I’m not your servant, cook, wankmistress, or housekeeper.”

In fairness, it was probably best to draw lines and get things straight from the outset, but one thing piqued his interest.

“Do I get a wankmistress, then?”

She creased her forehead, and her eyebrows fell to a menacing V-shape. “You are the dungeon lord. If you become powerful enough, you can have anything you want.”

“Right now, apart from the usual world peace, I think I’d like to explore my head, see if I can’t root out some menus or something.”

“Sounds the perfect thing to do while peeling potatoes.”

“But, just before I start,” he said, his tone quiet but threatening. “Let’s get another thing straight. This is my dungeon, not yours. So, you can cut the attitude or fuck off.”

A sharp breath hissed through her teeth, but then her shoulders sagged, and she sighed. “Yes, Master.” She paused, clearly thinking through the recent turn of events, and when she looked up, she was a little cheerier. “It’s good to have a dungeon lord back. I hope you last a little while.”

Ellie’s loyalty has risen. She has passed from Fickle Follower to Casual Supporter.

John picked up his first potato. Ellie handed him a knife. It was his turn to furrow his brow, but not because peeling potatoes was beyond him, more the recent notification. For her loyalty to rise, she surely had to be a minion. Yet, she hadn’t appeared to be subservient, and neither Delacor nor Ellie had sworn service to him.

“Tell me, how come you are my minion already?”

She turned, but this time, rather than anger or compliance in her eyes, a cold, blank serial killer stare confronted him.


Chapter
Three



Blood dripped from her outstretched knife as she narrowed the gap between them. “What?”

John held his knife up, too. But his was short and stubby, likely suited to peeling potatoes, whereas hers was long and sharp, more suited to disemboweling dungeon lords. He thought he ought to say something.

“I just received notification that you are now a Casual Supporter, which, if I’m honest, isn’t very loyal but is better than before. It tells me you’re likely to show me loyalty occasionally but aren’t deeply committed.”

“Well, it got the last bit right. One slip up, and I’m showing you my heels.”

A thought struck him. He reached and brushed her knife away. “Don’t threaten me. You can’t follow through, so there’s no point. Nor can you leave this place. You’re tied to it like Delacor.”

John had dated his fair share of crazy during his explosive youth. He’d even returned to them occasionally because going out with a girl who was mad as a box of frogs had side benefits. Crazy was always the best lay in town. So he knew what was coming when a kaleidoscope of emotion twitched over Ellie’s face, and she went from incandescent anger to crying in the time it took him to peel one potato.

“He cursed me. The bastard cursed me because I kept running away!” she wailed, falling to her knees and then shuffling to him, knife ominously still in hand. “He made me a ward of the dungeon so I would be his when I ripened. Chained me to it like a fucking dog.”

Delacor coughed, but no one took any notice.

John set his potato down on the very small peeled pile and laid his pathetic knife next to it. He teased the blood-coated murder knife out of her hand, only for her to grab his leg and sob on his knee.

“Waiting for you to ripen? You’re not a fucking banana,” he said, more on instinct than with the careful thought a psychiatrist might have taken. “Did he?” He stuttered over the remaining words as his brain told him to stop. He hadn’t known the girl long enough for that talk. Unfortunately, his mouth had no such boundaries and continued. “Did he have his way with you?”

“No,” she wailed. “He died before I bloomed, murdered by those fuckers from the church. Murdered by The Magnificent.”

John’s mouth continued speaking in direct opposition to his brain’s caution. “Well, you’ve certainly bloomed now.”

She looked up, tears filling her eyes and magnifying their deep steel-colored irises. “Did you like what you saw when my sheet slipped away?”

While John knew a get-in-there-and-poke-her moment when he saw one, but he wasn’t about to take advantage of crazy when it was at its most vulnerable. While it might catapult her from Casual Supporter to Undying Worshipper with loyalty akin to religious fanaticism, he knew the recipe for obsessive stalker was dangerously close to cooked and putting the mix under the grill to brown it off wouldn’t do him any long-term favors.

Plus, wasn’t there some kind of clause in my harem contract?

He lifted her chin, smiling in an off-kilter kind of way, but it was the only move he had at hand. At least it matched her. “I think you are very beautiful, Ellie, and any man would be proud to have you at his side.”

Tension hung between them, so palpable it almost formed a bridge. Or perhaps there was one. She was, after all, a dungeon minion, so there had to be some connection.

“You think so?” she said.

While her tear-blotched eyes did little for him at that point, they couldn’t undo the beauty Mother Nature had sewn into her fabric.

“I know so,” he said. “You are extremely beautiful.”

“That means so much to me,” she said, and her smile nearly dazzled him.

Ellie’s loyalty has risen. She has passed from Casual Supporter to Steadfast Ally.

He pursed his lips, marveling at how easy it was to sway someone’s loyalty. But then, going from one to three was probably an easy transition, and slipping back to level one would likely happen just as quickly. And wasn’t that why he was here—to fix things? That had to include people, too.

“Shall we get on and prepare our meal? If I’m going to be a dread dungeon lord, then it’d be easier to do with a full stomach. How about you tell me how magic works while you’re skinning the hare?”

She sniffed, wiping her nose on her sleeve and leaving a pretty silver trail. “I can do that.”

John breathed a sigh of relief as she retrieved her bloodied knife and, for once, didn’t point it at him. She was soon back chopping the hare carcass with happy abandon.

“Well?” he asked. “Magic?”

She sniffed again. “How much do you know?”

He had a rudimentary knowledge of how magic worked from watching Harry Potter, but now he considered it, the film hadn’t delved into the mechanics of it all. Which was odd, given that it was based in a magic school.

He shrugged. “Assume I know nothing.”

“That’s not much,” she noted.

“No, no, it isn’t.”

“First, you need the magic talent. A talent gives you access to spells. But spells come from a thing called Mastery. Mastery is the measure of your spell attraction. I’ve been a witch since my tenth birthday, and I’m close to influencing the spells I get.”

“What are you going to aim for?”

“I’m thinking demon-oriented spells or maybe summoning. It depends on you now. Both would be good for the dungeon.”

He grimaced. “I’d suggest leaning toward summoning, if I have a say in it.”

No good could come from demonology. It had to be like playing with an Ouija board–all innocent fun until you belch black blood and recite Metallica tracks backward.

“I suppose I could summon demons,” she said and crushed John’s hopes of a quiet life. “So, you start off with low-tier spells, and you can only cast so many a day.”

“Why?”

She screwed her face up. “Actually, it might be different for you. It’ll certainly differ from your dungeon magic.” She paused again. “Not sure I’ve heard of a dungeon lord with normal magic before. You’re usually the Fluxmasters, and that is restricted to the dungeon.”

“Could explain it?” He dug a stubborn eye out of one potato that already resembled a battered French fry.

“The dungeon runs on flux.” She shrugged as if that was that.

“Okay, so…” he said to fill the awkward gap that followed, then remembering Ellara had mentioned it and been slightly more expansive than Ellie.

She stared at him. “You know absolutely nothing, don’t you?”

He swayed a little on his stool and agreed.

“Gonna be a big ask to keep you alive.” She sighed. “Once The Magnificent come, you’ll be dog food.”

“Don’t worry, Master, I won’t eat you,” said Delacor, who’d stretched out, warming his belly on the fire.

“Let’s just say I have normal mana magic. How does that work?”

She stabbed the hare’s heart and held it up. “Magic has spells dependent on your level because that dictates the amount of mana you can produce. The Holy School of Magical Arts calls a novice a Luminary Weaver, which sounds quite pompous.”

“What do we call them?” John asked, siding with Darkness like it was his football team.

“Knobs, mostly. Useless fucking knobs.”

“I think I prefer Weaver. Especially if I’m one.”

“So, a knob will have a handful of mana, so tiny they can only cast one spell, two if they’re particularly pathetic incantations. Next step up is an Astral Acolyte. You can get a nasty nip off one of them. After that, you’re in the shit. We’re talking fireballs, ice cones and all manner of pain.” She stopped abruptly.

“Is that it?” John asked.

“What else do you need to know?”

“Well, I was kind of hoping to understand the mechanics of it all. You know, the nuts and bolts.”

She blew her hair from her eyes and then cuffed it back for good measure, raking the guts out of the splayed hare and chopping the meat from the bone. “You say the spell. It takes the mana and does what it’s told. What else do you need to know?”

John sat back. “Nothing. Never in the history of magical explanations has there been one so comprehensive as that! I can’t imagine what that school spends the second day teaching. The first should get you straight from Knob to Astral Acolyte.”

She picked up the hare meat and dropped it in the cauldron. “Delacor, some guts and bones for you.”

Delacor shot up, paws on the table and snout hoovering up the hare guts before Ellie could say, “You’re taking the piss, aren’t you?”

“I was hoping for a bit more,” John admitted.

“Well, I never went to some fancy school, did I? I had to learn off Three Fingers.”

“Three Fingers?”

“Thorne’s wizard. He was a little erratic.”

“Blew his foot off, too,” Delacor added.

“How did he die?” John asked.

“Suddenly,” Ellie said but didn’t expand on it. She grabbed the peeled potatoes and threw them in the pot, then diced up half a carrot before grabbing the lot and tossing them into the stew.

“Not a fan of cooking?” John asked.

“Hate it.” She slumped onto her stool. “Look, why don’t you look up your menus and see if you’ve got magic? If you have and you really want to know its guts, then there’s an elf up in the hills. She’ll tell you all that mystical shit elves like.”

“Won’t she tell the Inquisition about me?”

“Nah. Venx is cool. She hates the bitches.”

“My menus!” John said. He slipped off his stool and ambled over to an armchair. “I’ll look up my menus.” He sat, closed his eyes and tried to will the chat box back into existence.

“What the fuck are you doing now?” Ellie asked.

“Trying to look up my menus.”

She sighed. “This is like pulling teeth.” Then she thought about it. “Like pulling them out through your own asshole,” she added. “Just invoke your dungeon core. If it’s anything like Swamp Breath’s core, it’ll appear in front of your face and show you what you need.”

“Swamp breath?”

“Emberbane. I hated every bone in his body. It’s just a shame the sisters vaporized him, or I would have stomped his muggy face flat.”

“Oh,” he said and commanded his core to appear.

Which it duly did and caused Ellie to point and then fall off her stool. Delacor barked, then growled at John while backing away.

“What’s wrong now?”

“Your head! No, your whole body. It’s glowing green! I can see your bones!” She got up. “Oh, this is good–so good!”

John lifted his hand up. It glowed like a cross between a luminous Halloween skeleton and an X-ray. “Is that cool? It’s kind of cool but also kind of gross.”

“Trust me,” Ellie said. “That’ll scare the shit out of your enemies.”

John didn’t doubt that. It scared him badly enough.

“Where’s your orb?” the witch asked.

“I think it’s inside me,” John replied, wondering if he’d made a terrible mistake.

Then, his awareness split in two like he was seeing in stereo. Which made no sense at all. He could still see the room. Delacor lay by the fire warming his belly again. Ellie held her hand over her open mouth and eyes wide. Every detail remained like it had before he’d summoned his core. But, another screen, yes, screen summed it up, had appeared, and it sat alongside his vision, not inhibiting it at all.

It gave him two options.

Dungeon menu

Dungeon Lord

He selected Dungeon Lord. The screen changed to a character sheet–his character sheet.

John Davidson

Level 0

Experience:10

Flux:100

Mana:22

Passive Mana Collection: 2 P/H

Claimed Dungeons: 1

Battle reports: 0

Attributes

Strength:8

Dexterity:6

Stamina:7

Intelligence:6

Charisma:7

Mastery:1

Weave:1

Skills - 4

Swordsmanship: Expert. You are highly proficient with a sword. You can execute precise strikes, parry attacks successfully, and hold your own in combat, but you are no master.

Stealth: Proficient. You have honed your ability to move quietly and remain unseen. You can sneak past guards, hide in shadows, and eavesdrop on conversations without being detected, but you are no expert.

Survival Instinct: Expert. You have a keen sense of danger, and your survival instincts will keep you alive in many situations. You can sense impending peril and make quick decisions to avoid it.

Leadership: Novice. Represents your ability to motivate people or creatures to perform your bidding. You will be fearless in battle, charging in where others fear to tread, yet cautious when needed to preserve your followers. It is imperative that a dungeon lord excels at this. You do not.

Talents - 4

Hearthrall Core: Your Dungeon Core allows you to view your status and powers. It allows you to monitor the dungeon and view its floors, chambers and rooms. It will list all your minions and allow you to view their character sheets, direct them, or dismiss them.

Construct Creation: Allows you to build and control constructs to make and repair your dungeon. Once formed, you may use the construct for dungeon upkeep and personal service. Constructs are formed using flux, but will then draw their power from the dungeon’s embedded eldritch power.

Fluxmastery: Allows you to manipulate the dungeon according to your will, to form its levels and to harvest and store its flux overspill.

Mana Manipulator: This is your ability to use magic. Your magic is tied to your mana storage. You can only gather the mana associated with your level.

Spell List - 1

Immaculatus (Instant): Returns target to an immaculate state. May use on others. Mana usage - 8 mana.

“I have magic based on mana,” John said.

“No way,” Ellie said. “That’s so cool.”

“Is it? Why?”

Ellie made to say something, but the words stuck in her throat. She scrunched her face up and looked confused. “What do you mean, why?”

“Why’s it cool that I have magic that runs on mana?”

“It just is. All light magic runs on mana. You shouldn’t have it. That makes you–” She curled her lips up into a snarl. “No, it doesn’t, does it? Or does it?”

“What?”

“Have you got fluxmastery?”

“Yep.”

Then her face brightened. “You’re unique–first of a kind. The only Dungeon Lord to ever have Flux and Mana.” She snapped her fingers and exhaled. “I fucking knew you were cool.”

“Well, I’m glad we cleared that up.”

She kneeled by him, giving him an eyeful of cleavage. “What spells have you got?”

John wondered if he should tell her, seeing as she wasn’t the most loyal of minions. He still wasn’t clear on how much her increased loyalty really meant. But then he only had her to learn from–apart from the elf on the hill. What was her name? Venx, that was it. Venx.

“Just the one at the moment. It’s called Immaculatus, and it cleans me.”

“Immaculatus?” she repeated, recoiling like John was a bog monster.

“I requested it. I assumed you didn’t have baths and toilet paper and the like.”

She began nodding. “That’s so cool,” she said.

While everything appeared to be cool, her genuinely pleased, if slightly deranged, expression was much better than the blank serial killer one, so it lifted John’s spirits. “Which is something we can both agree on. What sort of spells have you got?”

“Instant stew is one of them,” she said, snapping her fingers. “Fucking handy if you hate cooking.”

A spark sped from her finger and enveloped the cauldron, which turned red hot for a moment before cooling. “There, stew’s ready. Let’s eat.” She jumped up, spinning around and sashaying off. “Oh, by the way, I might let you lay with me and take my innocence. I can’t promise I will, but I’m edging toward it.”

“Wuh, wuh, why–” John stumbled over his reply initially, but then his words came easily. “Why? Why do you suddenly think that?”

“Because you’re a dungeon lord, and I’m your servant, and I’ve been ripe for ages now. I don’t see what other way we could go. Plus, the Dark Goddess Ellara gave you mana magic for a reason. You might just last long enough to ravage me a few times.”

“But are you my servant, or are you the dungeons? Do you use mana to power your magic? If there are two types of magic–light and dark, flux and mana, surely you should use flux if you’re a dungeon minion?”

“Woah there! One question at a time! Flux, as far as I know, is what powers a dungeon. I’ve never even got a sniff at Fluxmastery, so I can’t alter the fabric of the dungeon. I guess that’s your job as dungeon lord.”

“Granted,” John said. “So, mana-based magic–is that considered good if dungeons are considered bad?”

“Well, I think it could be either. If I used my mana-based magic to shrivel your dick to the size of a worm, then you’d think that was dark magic, yes?”

“The worst,” he said.

“But if I used it to make you as hard as steel, then…”

“Good magic,” he said.

“So, there you go. Just because I use mana doesn’t mean I’m on Fellora’s side.”

John retraced her argument and found no flaw in it.

“That’s the best dick-based explanation for good versus evil I’ve ever heard.”

“Fantastic,” Ellie said. “Now, can we eat?”

“Why not?” he said. “Well, Ellie, I think that after a shaky start, we’ve got onto the right track together pretty quickly. I can see us being good friends.”

She stared at him; her big brown eyes full of wonder. “I can see that too, John. There’s something about you that makes me warm inside.”

Ellie’s loyalty has risen. She has passed from Steadfast Ally to Devoted Protector.


Chapter
Four



Alarms blasted the sleep from him. He leaped from his bed, glaring at the plain gray room. Confusion punched through the fog of his waking, questioning where he was, what he was doing, and why he wasn’t in his proper bedroom. Reality ripped through his confusion, crashing its party with talk of dungeon lords, dog butlers and mad witches, and the unerring feeling he was in the shit–severe shit.

Survival instinct! It was that. He had Survival Instinct, and it was expert-level. But as he’d never experienced it before, he had no idea how bad things were. All he knew was that he was in danger. He spun around and came face to face with Ellie. She had her murderous eyes open. As he’d gone to bed on his own, her presence scared the living crap out of him, and that was without considering the snarl curling her lips.

“Argh!” he screamed.

Ellie scrambled back, fell out of bed, and screamed as well.

Delacor, lying across the end of the bed, scrambled and barked, his hackles up and teeth showing, dousing John in a healthy dose of spital.

“Well, that’s fucking nice,” said Ellie as naked as the day she was born.

This posed a fantastic question: How were children born? Given that Asantia allegedly had no men, one of the great mechanics for childbirth was missing. But it wasn’t the time to clear that up.

“What are you doing in my bed?” John asked.

“It was my bed before you turned up,” Ellie quite rightly pointed out. She reached for her neatly folded dress. “You can stop gawping whenever you want.”

Unfortunately, John couldn’t. Whenever a beautiful, naked woman stood in front of him, his automatic gawping reflex kicked in, and it appeared being a dungeon lord in a strange land hadn’t affected it. “Why? You’re quite beautiful.”

She half-pulled her tunic up, freezing in position with her breasts dangling behind a curtain of her draping hair. Her head rose slowly.

This could go either way, he thought.

They locked eyes. Delacor settled.

“Are you shitting me?” she said.

“Absolutely not.”

“Good.” She pulled her tunic up and reached for her boots. “But don’t forget. You can’t lay with me, or you’ll strip me of my power.”

He eyed her up and down. “But you said you might. Only yesterday, you said you might.”

Might as well start flirting. Her loyalty’s rising faster than a morning boner.

She sniffed the air. “I was leading you on to gain favor with you. So, why’d you scream?”

“Something told me I was in danger. It was probably just you in my bed when I wasn’t expecting it.”

She paled. “Not possible. Me and Delacor are dungeon minions, here to maintain the dungeon and prepare it for the return of the dungeon lord–that’s you in case you’re too dumb to put it together yourself. We aren’t a threat unless you dismiss us.” Her even temper vanished, and her eyes boiled with rage. “Did you dismiss us?”

“No!”

Sweetness returned instantly. “Well, that’s alright then.” She placed her finger on her lips. “Or is it? How do you feel now?”

“Like someone is about to sneak up on me and smack me over the head with a hammer.”

“Then we’re in the shit. You need to pull up your dungeon menu and see what’s going on.”

John delved into his core, its power immediately lighting his body.

“Wow, that’s just plain freaky. I can see every bone in your body. I could so jump you now,” Ellie stared at him like he was a pile of sugar, and she was a diabetic.

He couldn’t help but wonder about the mixed signals, but it was a well-known drawback of crazy.

Focus on the prize, he thought, and whether he liked it or not, Ellie was the prize.

The moment he selected the Dungeon Menu, an alert popped up, blanking out all the other information.

Intruder alert. Floor 1. Dungeon Entrance. Hostile unknown, flux levels are too low to give further information.

“We have an intruder,” he told Ellie.

“Fantastic,” she said and kneeled, reaching under the bed and bringing out a sword. “This was his, but you might as well have it now. Time to fill the flux reservoir and get this dungeon up and running.”

I wonder if I could call it a flux capacitor.

He took the sword, accustoming instantly to the grip. It fit him perfectly. He tried a practice stroke, finding he moved his feet into position on instinct, his balance perfect.

“These skills are something else,” he exclaimed.

“No way! You got swordsmanship straight from the get-go? How’d you wangle that?”

“What? Can’t you see my sheet?” He’d assumed she could but had no idea why. Probably an Earth gaming thing.

“No, my intel must be lower than yours.”

“Figures,” he said, dashing for the door.

“What do you mean, figures? You saying I’m dim?” she yelled.

“No, I…” He had no way to get out of it. “Come on. The dungeon’s being attacked.”

“Well, smart ass, perhaps you can kill the creature with one of your spells. Oh! Wait a minute. All you can do is give it a good wash.”

John scowled, then raced along the invisible path and through the swamp. He came to the tunnel, pausing and inching forward. Ahead, grunts and sniffs, scraping and clawing, hinted a substantial creature awaited them. “Let’s focus on our intruder. What type of monster are we liable to face?”

She recoiled, breathing hard. “Monster? You said nothing about a monster!” Ellie backed away.

“I’m with you, boss,” said Delacor as he stood on his hind legs and pressed his back against the wall. He yawned, then shook his head, coating John and Ellie in more drool.

“I wish you’d stop doing that,” John said.

He glanced behind him. Ellie stared back, her eyes wide and head shaking a little like she was about to have a fit or break and run away. Doubt crossed his mind, too, but he pushed it to the back.

Probably my crap leadership rank. Well, you got that wrong, Ellara. I will be a great leader!

He set his mouth into a grimace and charged, immediately skidding to a halt and reassessing. A creature rooted around the cave, reassembling a cross between a T Rex and a kangaroo. It sensed him and rose onto its powerful hind legs as it glared in his direction, eyes like molten emeralds. Spines coated its back, glistening in the golden light spraying in from the tunnel’s entrance. Its elongated head was almost monkey-like, but with a skeletal quality to it that made it extremely sinister. Raising its much smaller forelegs and extending razor-like talons, it attacked before John could try to appraise its stats.

He instinctively activated his dungeon core, his entire body glowing. The creature hesitated, checking its strike and giving John a chance to raise his sword and adjust his body into an unfamiliar stance that seemed so natural it was like he’d known it all his life.

“It’s a fucking chupacabra!” Ellie shouted in her usual eloquent way.

While clearly terrified, she was drilled enough to appraise the creature before engaging. She probably even knew some of its weak points, unlike John, who took the creature’s hesitation as a signal to attack.

He lunged forward, stabbing with his sword and praying the body shot hit home. The creature struck, evading his lunge by bending its body around John’s blade and spinning to one side.

It’s fucking monster Neo!

It sprung forward, taloned paws ready to rake John’s face to shreds. Fortunately, he had moves of his own–strangers to him, admittedly, but they were there all the same. He dropped to one knee, stabbing upward as the creature lunged over him.

Hot blood coated his blade, splattering across his face, hissing and steaming as it touched his eldritch aura. The chupacabra let fly a shriek that filled the cave and almost split John’s eardrums.

Before the creature could recover, John dove to one side, drawing his sword in and rolling before coming to his knees and springing onto his feet. The beast charged, giving him no time to set himself. It smashed into him, bowling him over. He slammed against the cave’s wall, sword falling from his hand and clattering to the cave floor.

In one smooth motion, John booted the beast straight in its chest, sending it flying backward and giving him time to scramble for his weapon.

“A spell would be nice!” he screamed at Ellie.

“I haven’t got any prepared,” she cried back.

“Eh?” It was his understanding that you just said shit and shit happened, but then, he had no grounds to think that seeing as magic still confused him. Before he could question its logic further, he picked his sword up and jumped at the creature, meeting it mid-cave and getting his face gouged for good measure. He shoved the creature back, trying to free his sword from whatever had trapped it.

The chupacabra drew back his paw, talons extended and gleaming with golden sunlight. John tried to wrestle his sword free but became acutely aware his smile was about to be extended by another slash. Releasing the sword, he shoved the creature back, then punched it with all his might. The blow landed on its snout, snapping the beast’s head back. John was instantly in familiar territory. Where his sword fighting had been one hundred percent skill-based, street fighting was his bag.

He followed up his first strike with an uppercut, the next already on its way, connecting with the side of the chupacabra’s extended jaw. Without a single thought, he kicked it squarely between the legs, and as it bent over, he raised his knee and brought his fists down on its back, driving its head down and snapping it back.

Sidestepping, he let the creature fall forward before jumping behind it, grabbing its head and snapping its neck. With one victorious kick, he shoved the dead beast forward. It slammed into the opposite wall as he bent double, gulping for breath.

“That was as horny as hell,” Ellie said. “Have to say, I’m a little wet.”

He glared at her, deactivating the core as the threat notification vanished. “What do you mean, prepare a spell?”

She laughed. “I use ritual magic for some. So I have to prepare my attack spells in advance. You know, I’d have gotten some ready if I’d have known we were going to be monster meat.”

He grimaced, biting back his retort in favor of some encouragement. “Well, Ellie, I think we can safely assume someone or something will be attacking us regularly. I’d be grateful if you prepared for that scenario.”

“Will do,” she said, closing the space between them. She reached up, cupping his cheek. If her eyes were a measure of the crazy inside her head, the needle would have pointed to full. “That was awesome. When you lost your sword, I thought you were done. Then you got it back, pulling the bastard onto your blade and leaving it in there. That was plain awesome. Then bam! Bash! You slugged it good, and when you snapped its neck, my knees nearly folded.”

She backed away, kneeling by the corpse and pulling his sword free. Running her finger along its bloodied blade, she daubed some on her forehead and cheeks and notched her madness up a peg or two.

“You can’t beat the stench of death. Are you looking forward to slaughtering folks with your dungeon beasts?”

Delacor sniffed at the corpse. “That’s lunch sorted.” He bit down on its neck and tried to drag it into the dungeon. Unfortunately, the head snapped clean off, and Delacor catapulted away.

“It’s okay,” Ellie said. “I’ll get the axe.”

John left them to their morbid task and walked to the cave’s entrance, inspecting the planks. The chupacabra had pried off two more, leaving it open for anyone to come in.

“We’re going to have to do something about this. Are there lots of monsters out there?”

“More now,” Ellie said, then added, “but less, too,” just to confuse him.

“Why?” He ignored the last bit, afraid the rest of his sanity might slip away.

“When the daft bitch Fellora had The Witch of Vernaster curse all the men, she didn’t think it through too well.”

“In what way?”

Ellie drew beside him. “Simple numbers, really. Men did most, not all, but most, of the monster culling. Take them away, and fewer monsters get killed. Not forgetting she halved the population, and it ain’t getting any bigger.”

That answers that, then. No children.

“So, more monsters?”

“Loads, and them dirty bastards interbreed. All sorts of abominations roam the forest. Mind, it’s quite funny when they get it wrong.”

“Get what wrong?”

“The interbreeding. A giant duck with a bear’s head attacked Delacor once. How the hell that happened is beyond even my imagination, and that’s pretty sick.”

“Couldn’t hold its head up–too heavy.” Delacor chuckled.

“We dined well for a month. Duck sandwiches, duck roast, duck stew–you name it, it had duck in it.”

“What’s one of these taste like?” John indicated the chupacabra.

“A bit like a human,” Ellie said, ducking through the planks and stretching.

“Tell me you aren’t a cannibal,” he growled, coming behind her, ready to snap her neck if she said yes.

She spun around, facing him, her chin upturned. The beast’s blood suited her like some macabre makeup, and John found himself oddly attracted to the unhinged woman. Her lips invited a kiss, but he resisted. Going from about to kill to about to kiss at the same moment was a little too odd for him.

“Don’t be daft. There aren’t enough of us around to feed off each other. Really, John, you’ve gotta lighten up. You got a second chance at living. I don’t know anyone else who’s got that gift.” She sashayed away, her hand trailing through nettles until she reached the closest tree, where she turned, her head slightly cocked, her long hair falling over her eyes. When she spoke, her words came softly. “I think you might last a week. Your swordplay was sharp, and you didn’t hesitate.”

He approached her. “I’m going to release you and Delacor from the dungeon’s service.”

Her mild mood vanished as she tensed. “You’re throwing us out?”

“No, I’m releasing you from your service. If you want to rejoin, then you join me. I don’t know much about Lord Emberbane, but it strikes me he relied on the dungeon rather than surrounding himself with capable people. So, at his end, he had no one to rally for a final push.”

“Lord Emberbane despised most folks. Dungeon lords tend to be very full of themselves.”

He pondered Ellara’s words.

You will worship no other gods or goddesses apart from me and take in my minions as if they were your own family. Your power will not be like previous failed dungeon lords. We will root it in you and others. You are to form a harem, selecting those who can offer you the abilities and power you lack to defend your dungeon and its core. Your guardians will be everything to you, not just mere sacrificial trinkets that stand by your throne. They will be the path that drives you to victory. You may bed none other than your guardians, and they, in turn, must earn the right to bed you through their devotion.

“Your Goddess told me I must surround myself with capable people–that it would be my path to victory. I only want those who want to fight with me.”

“What else did she say?”

John stuttered over his response. How do you tell your only woman companion that you’ve been told to start a harem? He shrugged his concerns away. She was barking mad and would probably show him some toes the minute he released her from her dungeon oath.

“That I was to select several capable women, form a harem, and that would be my path to victory. They must be my guardians, and I can bed no other.”

He let his words settle and waited for her to either hurl abuse at him or dissolve into fits of laughter.

She did neither.

“That is probably the soundest advice I’ve ever heard.”

“It gets better. You have to earn the right to bed me through increased devotion.”

“How increased?”

“Loyal champion at least.”

She tilted her head one way, then the other. “I could do that.”

His jaw dropped open.

She grabbed his hand, leading him deeper into the forest and changing the subject. “You haven’t seen much else apart from the dungeon. Let me show you Asantia.”

“That would be…nice,” he said, staring around and letting the tension flow from him.

Large deciduous trees spread over them, dappled sunlight softening the morning glare. He filled his lungs, the air free of the dungeon’s taint–laden with the heady smell of bark and mulch. He became conscious of Ellie’s proximity–that they were alone. But the blood on his trainers, the splatter up his jeans, shirt and jacket brought him thumping back to reality. He pulled her back. “Is it safe?”

She turned, her eyes wide with excitement, not glazed with their usual unhinged insanity. “Safe from what?”

“Monsters.”

She laughed. “Not at all, but you’ve got a sword, and you know how to use it. I think most will be more scared of you than you are of them. And you stink of chupa blood and guts, so they’ll steer clear of you for now.”

“Aren’t you worried?”

“My dungeon lord will protect me.” She ran off, climbing a rising slope, then inching to a run-off and running up its gravelly bed.

They came to a rocky promontory. She scrambled up it, crawling atop and sitting on its edge with her feet dangling over.

“There you go, Asantia in all its glory.”

He sat next to her, his chest heaving as he recovered from the climb. Before him lay a green land of rolling hills and craggy ridges, blanketed by forest with the occasional break for a river, lake or grassy vale. Patches of gray smoke signaled hamlets and villages, and in the distance, a larger, angular and drifting cloud perhaps pointed to a city.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many trees,” he said.

“What’s it like where you come from?”

“It’s not all big cities, but it seems that way. If there is a belt of rural land, then it’s usually farmland.”

“You talk odd sometimes,” she said.

“So, where’s the nearest village?”

“Eerie Glen? Along this little valley and round the bend. You can’t see it from here. The dungeon is at the head of the glen. That’s where it gets its name from.”

“So my dungeon’s name is…”

“Eerie Glen Dungeon. Or it was once. Now it’s just a broken dungeon.”

“Then it’s lucky that’s one of my specialties.”

“What is?”

“Fixing things.”

John lay back. He loved every single thing about the land, or at least for that small moment. It was crisp, the rising sun warming him. Wafts of summer flowers, the buzzing of waking bees, scraping, grunting–birds chirping and somewhere, a stream burbling by. He cleared his mind, trying to organize his thoughts.

“Could you indulge me for a moment? I want to make sure I’ve got everything straight in my head.”

“Sure,” she said, settling back.

He glanced across. She was definitely a little less crazy outside the dungeon.

“First things first. The woman I met is a goddess called Ellara. Her sister is Fellora. A witch called Vernaster–”

“From Vernaster,” Ellie corrected.

“The witch from Vernaster…What’s her name, then?”

“The Witch of Vernaster.”

“Hmmm. The Witch of Vernaster cursed the population of this land, called Asantia, and the curse killed the males. The rest were hunted down no matter where they hid. Then a group of female knights called The Magnificent went around and destroyed all the dungeons.”

“Sounds like a brutal land when you put it all like that.”

“I haven’t got to the monsters yet,” John said.

“They’re pretty simple.” Ellie turned, propping herself on one elbow. “Like the future.”

“What future?”

“The one where the doomed land of Asantia then withered without the cocks of men until a great dungeon lord called John came along. He took the women of a village called Eerie Glen as his own, forming a fearsome harem which he plowed nightly with his mighty glowing dick. The Magnificent came to destroy him, but they fell under his spell as well. By the end of summer, half of Asantia was in his harem, and they marched on The Witch of Vernaster and hung, drew and quartered her, freeing Asantia from her terrible curse.”

John laughed. “Is that what’s going to happen?”

“Depends,” she said.

“On what?”

“Whether you’ve got a mighty cock.”

John chuckled, but it tapered away as another thought came to him. The Magnificent would come to destroy him, but would she come? Would the girl from his vision be the one to kill him?

Bright light blinded him, and a vision gradually clarified, one of manicured lawns and fashioned topiaries, and her, the girl.


Chapter
Five



The girl sat on a park bench. John had last seen her in the dungeon, and she hadn’t aged a day. She’d cut her blonde hair short, into a bob of sorts, its ends sitting on her shoulders and curling under. A woman sat next to her. Compared to the other, she was plain, but John thought that was an unfair thought. Few could compete with the woman of his dreams.

“He was pathetic, wasn’t he?” the blonde girl said, stretching and looking up at the clear blue sky.

She wore a tight bodice, pastel, green and blue, the latter matching her eyes. John became desperate for her to look toward him as he stared from the heavens. He wanted to reestablish the connection they’d had before, but she turned to her friend, doubling down on her point.

“I said he was pathetic, wasn’t he?”

The other girl sighed, running her fingers through her brown hair, letting her short fringe fall back into place. “Not this again, Purity.” She slumped, holding her chin in her hands. “Men are like that. They pretend to be one thing, but they’re actually another. Emberbane was more dangerous than he made out to be. We had to blow him up.”

Purity! John grinned. He had a name for her. Purity! Oh, how it suited her. She was pure, but in a mixed-up way.

“Come on, Bright! Fifty Magnificent to kill one man, and we nearly failed. Nearly a whole guild of The Magnificent—the supposed Delvers Division—the dungeon specialists, and they nearly failed. I’ve changed my mind. He wasn’t pathetic. He couldn’t be bothered. They should ask themselves why.”

So, John thought. The other is called Bright.

But he didn’t care about her. He only had eyes for one of the two.

“Of course, he cared,” Bright said. “I just don’t know why you do. All the dungeon lords are dead. The Delvers now hunt monsters. If we get into them, we hunt monsters and live in their fancy guild hall. That’s what you ought to think about, not a dead man.”

“It’s not him I think about,” Purity said, but her words drifted away as another woman approached.

“Inquisitor Just, what can we do for you?” Bright asked, shading her eyes from the sun.

John likened the inquisitor to a nun, both in dress and in her severe looks. He made a mental note to ask Ellie what role they played but could have had a damn fine guess.

The inquisitor drew to a halt, standing straight, her hands clasped behind her back. “As you know, Initiate Sunrise resides in the sanitarium, still to recover from the horrors the last dungeon lord of Asantia inflicted on her.”

“We are aware she dribbles and drools a lot,” Bright said with a smile. “But if you expect us to shed a tear for her, then you’ll be waiting a long time. She hated us.”

“That’s as maybe,” Just said. “But High Inquisitor Shade bids you to join her in a visit to the sanitarium. It appears the poor woman is shouting a name over and over.”

“What name?” Purity asked, and John held his breath.

A bad feeling knotted his gut.

“Dungeon Lord John Davidson.”

John’s jaw dropped as Purity turned her gaze upward and finally locked eyes on him.

“So that’s your name,” she whispered as the vision faded.

John sat upright, drawing his legs in and trying to make sense of his vision. Was it just that, a dream? Or was it a real vision? Had Purity discovered he existed? He scoffed at the idea, ridiculous as it was.

Ellie jabbed him. “Come on you! I’ve got monster meat to cook. Do you always do that?”

“Do what?”

“Sleep with your eyes open. It’s weird, that’s what it is. Is it common in your land, or are you a freak?”

“Sorry,” he replied, but as she pulled him up, he regretted it. “No, I’m not sorry. I just landed from another world—pulled through a fucking portal. You should have some consideration for that. What’s an inquisitor?”

She rippled her eyebrows, screwing her face up, her mouth twisted, not quite a frown but not a smile. “That’s fair, but you don’t get too much time to mope. You’ve got a dungeon to build, and my ass to save.”

John stared at her butt as she walked a few feet away. “And a mighty fine butt it is, too.”

She turned but then looked away. “So, an inquisitor is like the old sheriff. They uphold the law, but not just stealing and stuff. They know what you’re thinking.” She tapped the side of her head as she walked down the slope. “They get hold of me, and I’m history. They don’t care for dungeon minions.”

“Morality police,” John said. “We had them in some countries, in others they were just the church. So, there’s no sheriff?”

“Nope. The strongest wins. If you’ve got a castle, it helps.”

She walked back down to the dungeon. John trailed behind, but he had difficulty getting the girl from the vision out of his mind, even though his gaze locked on Ellie’s swaying ass.
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Ellie dumped the monster meat into the pot.

“The idea is,” she said, “that we keep adding more to it and it will be a never-ending stew.”

“I think I’ve heard of one of them. I distinctly remember some restaurant that had a stew going for like a hundred years or something.” John stretched and yawned. Having to fight for his life was hard, but not getting ripped apart by a monster was a fantastic reward. “Don’t know how I feel about it, if I’m honest.”

“It’s good,” said Delacor. “Stew’s nice. Chupacabra’s nice. Things are on the up.”

“Need to start fixing the place up, though,” John said. “That swamp is rank.”

“Have you looked at your dungeon menu yet?” Ellie stirred the stew for a while but got bored quickly and sat. “You might have enough flux to repair it.”

“About that. Are you absolutely sure there are two types of magic?” It still bugged him.

“Flux and mana. Dungeon magic is flux. Outside the dungeon is mana magic.”

Her answer bothered him. “I don’t see how that can be. Surely, magic must be based on a single system. Are you sure flux and mana aren’t the same, just used slightly differently?”

“Who cares?” she said and yawned. “As long as it works, why look into it too hard?”

“I just like to know how stuff functions. You can’t fix something if you don’t know how it goes together. Who told you flux and mana differed?”

“Three fingers. He said the dungeon runs on flux, and the world outside a dungeon runs on mana.”

John ambled over to the armchair and sat. It was much as they’d discussed already, but he wanted to fix it in his head, and it wasn’t there yet. “So your character sheet says mana, while mine says flux and mana?”

“Have you looked up my sheet? It’s rude to look up someone’s sheet without asking.”

John doubted it was. She was just ashamed she wasn’t an evil, flux-using witch. “But I’m an evil dungeon lord. Isn’t that the type of thing I’d do?”

“I suppose.” She pushed her bottom lip out.

“Don’t worry, I haven’t looked…yet.”

She stared at him, then looked away quickly, performing an in-depth inspection of her filthy fingernails. “If I’m going to be your minion, then you can do whatever you want with me.”

He coughed. “Yes, well…”

“Look,” she said. “Did you know how everything worked in your world?”

“Not even close,” he said.

“Did you question everything or just use them?”

He shrugged. “I guess you’re right. But it makes no sense.”

Perhaps it was like electricity. That came in two types—one that would fry you if you touched it, and one that would give you a nasty jolt. He never understood that either, nor amps, watts and all that jazz. “No, you’re definitely right. One powers the dungeon, and one is magic. That’ll do.”

“Thank fuck for that. You were making my head hurt.”

John shut his eyes, mostly to evade her constant staring, but also so he could focus on his Dungeon menu.

Dungeon’s currently controlled - 1

Eerie Glen Dungeon

He selected that.

Dungeon Type: Cave-Based

Dungeon Status: Broken

External Defense: Broken

Internal Defense: All Floors Broken

Unused Flux:182

Production - None

Upgrades in Progress - None

“Well, that looks pretty bleak.”

“What does?” Ellie asked, sitting on the floor by Delacor.

“The dungeon menu. It’s all broken this and this and none that. I have a notification. I’ll look that up.”

“It’ll be from the battle.”

Eerie Dungeon Log

Alert: Intruder Alert

Battle: Dungeon lord Battles with Intruder

Outcome: Dungeon lord Defeats Intruder

“And that didn’t tell me much, either.”

He was missing something, but quite what, he had no clue.

“What did your battle report say?” Ellie asked.

“Battle report?”

“From the monster battle.”

“Ah, yes, that.” He switched to his personal menu and then scrolled to Battle Reports where one waited.

Battle Report

Chupacabra vanquished.

You have gained 32 flux.

First battle bonus! As this was your first battle and you successfully defended your dungeon, the Goddess Ellara grants you a boon. 

Flux plus 50

Dexterity plus 1

You showed great leadership, jumping straight in and defending your dungeon and its minions. Goddess Ellara admits she might have erred when assessing your leadership. 

Leadership Skill increased to Proficient.

End Report

He was about to scroll away when another notification flashed.

Eighty-two flux gained. You have one hundred and eighty-two flux unused. Dungeon upgrades are now available. Would you like to inspect your viable upgrades? Y/N.

He selected yes.

Dungeon Upgrades Available - 2

Floor One

Fill the swamp!

Your swamp is empty. Holy Magic cracked your swamp’s bed, and rockfall diverted its water supply. Two builder constructs could repair the damage.

Cost: 75 flux per construct. Total 150 Flux.

Duration: 1 week.

External Defenses

Repair your defenses!

The Magnificent destroyed all external traps and monitoring devices. Build them back. Build them better. One builder construct and one trap smith construct could repair the damage.

Cost: 75 flux per builder construct. 100 flux per trap smith construct. Total 175 flux.

Duration 4 days

John mulled over the choice. He needed both defenses against intruders, but with only one hundred and eighty-two flux, he could only select one.

“Swamp or external defense? We can’t afford both,” he asked.

“Swamp,” said Ellie.

“External defense,” said Delacor.

“Thanks for the help,” he muttered, about to ask them why when he decided it was his responsibility. “I’m going with Ellie.”

“Because she’s got tits,” said Delacor. He covered his head with his paws as if expecting a smack.

“Not correct,” John said, “but highly plausible, I’ll admit. I’m going to choose the swamp because I’m assuming a hundred and fifty flux is nothing much in the scheme of things. The swamp takes a week to repair, so if we set that build in motion, then we can gain some more flux while the constructs grind away. Plus, I think the swamp will generate flux somehow. But that’s just a guess.”

“Who cares what it produces? It gets us boggarts. Delacor, remember how we watched them kill the forest’s creatures that strayed into the dungeon?” said Ellie. “It was awesome. They ripped them to pieces.”

John clicked his fingers before Delacor could answer. “That’s how it produces flux. The dungeon acts like a Venus flytrap.”

“A what?” Ellie said.

“A Venus flytrap. It’s a plant that attracts animals to it, then springs a trap and eats them.”

“Oh, a murder bloom. We had them on the seventh floor. I think there’s a cluster of them up in Dead Man’s Glade. We could go pick some, tie them to the dungeon, and plant them outside. That might earn us some flux.” She furrowed her brow. “Flux sure sounds like mana.”

John shrugged. “Yeah, it’s just dungeon lord’s mana. I’ll bet it’s a squabble between the sisters. One wanted to call it mana, one flux, and they both got their way by using flux in the dungeon.”

“What if it’s not?” Delacor asked. “What if it’s much more sinister than that?”

Ellie dished up the stew. “So, are we going or what?”

“To Dead Man’s Glade?” John asked. “Why not? But I’m not going covered in monster guts.”

He set the dungeon build going and cast immaculatus on himself. A white shimmer rippled over him like static spiders pricking his skin. He shivered, shying away from the magic, writhing as if he was trying to avoid a cold shower.

“I feel absolutely great!” he announced. “That was fucking awesome!”

Ellie jumped up, pointing at him. “What did you do? Your weird shoes are gleaming white, and those strange pants haven’t got a single bloodstain on them. You’re clean!” She closed on him, sniffing his head, then his armpits.

“Can I join in?” Delacor asked, bounding over. “Hmm,” he said. “Smell of nothing but human male. That’s no good.”

“He smells fantastic. I could unwrap him and–” She backed away, sitting at the table and stabbing a fork into her stew.

“And?” John asked.

“And nothing.”

“I can cast it on you as well, I think,” he said, then looked up the spell. “Yeah, I can give you one.”

“Do it,” she said. “I haven’t had a bath since the stream got blocked.”

John quirked his eyebrows. “You bathed in the swamp? It mentioned something about a blocked stream.”

“Don’t be a dick. Of course, I didn’t. The swamp filters out all the shit in the water. It dribbles out through the rock and collects in a pool under the first level. There’s a secret geode cave there where I used to bathe. It was out of view of the dungeon’s All-Seeing Eye. Didn’t want that perv Emberbane watching me bath, or he’d have realized I’d nearly ripened and would have forced me to bed him.”

John blinked at the wealth of information that had just hurried his way. “You just said all that without taking a breath.” There was a fair bit to dissect from her tirade. “First of all, what age are you? Ellara said you were all stuck at eighteen?”

“Yeah, I’m old enough now, but back then, I was nearly old enough, and that would have been good enough for him. A bit of blood and he’d have been on me. Fucking perv.”

“Okay, fortunately, that didn’t happen. All-Seeing Eye, what’s that?”

“Ah, that. Well, when the dungeon’s functioning correctly, the dungeon lord can see everything through the All-Seeing Eye. It’s broken at the moment, so you can see fuck all.”

“Got it.”

She finished up her stew. “So, we going to pick some murder blooms or what?”

“I think so,” he said. The thought of spending the rest of the day sitting around her cauldron didn’t appeal to him. “How far is it?”

“About an hour. You can see Eerie Glen village from one part of the trail.”

“We go then. You coming, Delacor?”

“Does a nine-legged spider eat flies?” Delacor replied.

“Ahem!” said Ellie. “The spell?”

“Oh, yeah.” He cast the spell on her by mentally throwing it at her. He assumed he knew how to do it in the same way he understood sword fighting.

She squirmed and wriggled like she was under a shower. “Fuck that’s good. Can you teach me it?”

“Not sure I can. I kind of had Ellara make it just for me.”

She smiled, her teeth sparkling. “Start tossing that around a village full of grimy women, and you’re going to get your cock shined regularly.”

John made to reply, but he caught his breath instead. He wanted to compliment her, to tell her how beautiful she was. Her hair, once a little lank and lifeless, was full, shining and flowing around her magnificent breasts like silk. She inclined her head as he studied her, open-mouthed. He tried to tell her how fantastic she looked, but his mouth had slightly less lofty ambitions.

“You scrub up well.”

She poked her tongue out. “Well, aren’t you the charmer?”

“Do me,” said Delacor.

“No,” John said. “You’re a dog. You can…You can lick your own balls. Don’t need any help from me for that.”

“True,” Delacor acknowledged.

“Would you mind showing me how you prepare spells?” John asked her.

She sighed. “Right after you tell me you’re not teaching me yours?”

“Can’t teach you. There’s a difference.”

“You’re the boss.”

She reached for a tall clay pot and set it on the table, then rummaged through a drawer, bringing out a pouch. “Right. This is a fireball spell. I can do four a day. After that, I’m out of mana if I haven’t stored any up.”

“What’s in the jug?”

“Bat shit–some call it guano. Some being Three Fingers, but then he was a pompous asshole. It’s shit–call it shit. We take out a ball of batshit and dump it on the table. Then we add a pinch of sulfur. It’s a bugger that I can only do a few a day as batshit is plentiful on floor eight, and there’s sulfur pits on floor ten–when they’re not borked, that is.”

She folded the two together, kneading them until the sulfur had mixed with the guano. Then she rolled it into a ball.

“Right. All I need to do now is dribble the right amount of mana in.” She scrunched her face up, straining. The ball vibrated some and emitted a dull glow. She brushed it aside and made another. “There. That’s all there is to it. Now, all I have to do is mutter my spell as I throw them and presto! Fireball. Simple, huh?”

“Simple.” He jumped up, stretching, ready for their adventure. “Say, did Emberbane have a belt for this sword?”

“Under the bed.”

“Then I’ll pop it on and let’s go harvest some murder blooms. Words I never thought would spill from my lips.”
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The moment John felt the sun on his face, his mood lifted. Not that he was unhappy. For a new life, discounting all the people who likely wanted him dead, it hadn’t been a bad start. While erratic, Ellie was quite personable, and Delacor had slowly become more dog-like and less dog-pretending-to-be-a-butler.

If the spell Dungeon Lord Emberbane had put on Delacor was slowly fading, John hoped the mutt wouldn’t forget how to speak. His company was all the better for it. Ellie led them toward the bluff, then followed a trail along the hill as it mirrored the glen’s path toward an intersecting valley.

“We’ll use the nature trails to steer away from people. The longer we can keep you a secret, the better.”

It was clearly a baited line designed to draw a response from him, which, after a couple of moments of resisting, she got.

“Why do we need to keep me a secret?”

He had half an idea, of course, but while he expected some resistance to his presence, he wouldn’t have been a man if he hadn’t already pictured a whole village of beautiful women eagerly sucking on his cock to prove their worth in his harem.

“You’ll get stronger, and the dungeon will up its defense.”

It was another obvious attempt to bait him that once again worked.

“So, you think they’ll be hostile?”

She spun around, walking backward like the trail wasn’t criss-crossed with knotty roots. “Ten gold a bollock and a score more for a tallywhacker is what the poster says. I’m guessing you’ve got two balls, so that’s forty gold to whoever shops you to the Inquisition. Then there’s the immortality thing to consider.”

“Immortality thing?” That didn’t sound good.

“Of course. All the while the curse is in place, we’re immortal—stuck at the age we were when the curse struck or at eighteen if we were younger when it hit.”

“Ah, yes. That immortality thing. I hadn’t quite added up the importance of that bit.”

“Yeah, if you screw the curse up, you end our immortality.”

“Your clock starts ticking,” John said.

“What?”

“Ermm, your sundial starts moving again?”

“What?”

“You age!”

“Yes! What the hell is up with you and your riddles? I thought Delacor was hard to understand sometimes. Put it simply, and yes, a land full of young women will start getting older because you screwed everything up.”

“Fantastic,” John said. “So, they all hate men?”

She turned and walked on. “Not saying that. Not saying that at all. But forty gold would see Eerie Glen survive the winter without a hint of starvation and despair. Can you compete with that?”

If ever a nail was hit on the head, it was then. Ellie had driven it clean into the wood and left John under no illusions about how large his problems could become. After a while, the path curved as Eerie Glen joined a larger valley. Ellie ducked through the undergrowth to another rocky outcrop and sat.

“There. Our little village. The way I see it,” she said, unwrapping some cold chupacabra meat, tossing Delacor a leg bone, and laying the rest between them, “we have two choices.”

Ellie appeared to enjoy leaving her statements hanging to elicit a response from him. But it made conversation easy, so John didn’t pick her up on it. “Which are?”

“We can go down into the village, take them by surprise and slaughter the lot, or we can imprison them in the dungeon and get them to work for their upkeep.”

He stiffened. “I’m not sure I like either option.”

She sighed. “It just takes one to want the reward, and you’re done for.”

Whether he liked it or not, she was telling the truth. Perhaps he was being naïve? But if he was, that was fine by him. He would not start his new life slaughtering innocent women.

“We’ll have to find a different way.”

“Thorne had a hundred years to prepare, and he failed,” Delacor pointed out and then went back to savaging the chupacabra bone.

John pondered the problem, not sure it was so cut and dried. “But did he? The whole thing about the curse, the witch and the men dying blew up quickly. This is a remote spot. He might not have known about it for a while. Did he prepare?”

Ellie and Delacor swapped glances. “Not really,” said Ellie after a short while. “He kind of laughed in their faces and told us that a bunch of women were no match for him.”

“I see,” said John and withdrew into his thoughts. “But if they find out I’m not a typical dungeon lord, that I’ve got the mana magic usually associated with the Light, will they think again or assume I’m weird?”

“Weird, I guess. Forty gold is forty gold, though.”

“But weird is good. Weird beats the norm, and The Magnificent slaughtered the norm last time they were up here, and I won’t look down on them like he did. I need the village women.”

“Riddles again.” Ellie rolled her eyes. “Do you mean you might last until winter?”

“I’m hoping for a little longer than that, and my gut tells me this Light magic gives me a chance.”

“How much are you harvesting?” she asked.

“Two an hour.”

Ellie laughed. Delacor laughed. John frowned. “That’s not much, is it?”

“About enough to power a low-level spell a few times a day. Shit, you’re a noob!” she said. “She’s really hung you out to dry.”

John ground his teeth and looked up Ellie’s character sheet.

Ellie Fantlarvo

Minion to Eerie Glen Dungeon: You may pass into the named dungeon and be unaffected by traps, monsters and enchantments.

Level 3

Experience:324

Mana:326

Passive Mana Collection: 16 P/H

Battle reports: 10

Attributes

Strength:6

Dexterity:7

Stamina:7

Intelligence:5

Charisma:7

Mastery:4 (+2 Dungeon Minion)

Weave:2

Skills - 2

Arcane Alchemy: Proficient. You are highly proficient at mixing substances to produce the necessary mixtures to facilitate your spell casting. You will get it right most times with minimal failures. Risk to life and limb moderate. Get better to live longer.

Basic Healing: Proficient. You can heal minor cuts and abrasions, open wounds and sores. Increase proficiency to heal greater wounds.

Talents - 2

Mana Manipulator: This is your ability to use magic. Your magic is tied to your mana storage. You can only gather the mana associated with your level.

Spell Modification: You may change the outcome of spells by altering ingredients as long as they are compatible. Changes of successful modification linked to the level of arcane alchemy.

Spell List - 4

Fireball (Preparatory): Creates a fireball that you can throw at your target. Range dependent on throwing power. Effect dependent on skill level. Mana usage - Average - subject to mixture size.

Disclight (Instant): Refers to the ability to create light in even the darkest places. Users can create a disc of pure light that will follow or precede them at a prescribed distance. Mana usage is minimal. Duration is infinite, inhibited only by mana store and passive harvesting.

Thorny Vine (Preparatory): Grows a thorny vine from the surrounding soil that curls around the target and restrains or trips. Effect dependent on skill level. Mana usage depends on duration.

Quick Cook (Instant): Can decrease the duration of cooking food to perfection by half. Can be stacked. Mana usage is minimal.

“You finally looked up my sheet,” she said. “I’ll be honest. I thought you’d die before you got around to it.”

“Why are your stats so low?” he asked with zero tact.

“What?” Her lips formed a thin line, and her eyes took on her glazed and maddened look. He kept his eye on her hands, making sure they didn’t stray near the prepared fireballs.

“They just seem a bit low, that’s all–for someone who’s been around. You’re only level three.”

“Let me put you straight. They’re not bad for someone who’s been locked in a dungeon for most of her life and forced to wait hand and foot on a useless wizard. For your information, the only way to progress your experience is to do something exciting. Mopping up an old wizard’s turds doesn’t quite cut the mustard.”

“But it’s been a while since he died.”

She looked away, her cheeks reddening. “I might have been treading water and hiding from monsters.”

“Oh,” he said, once more thinking that Dungeon Lord Emberbane might not have motivated his minions to be the best they could be. “Did you get anything from the Chupacabra fight?”

“Yeah, it gave me the keys to Vernaster Palace for pressing myself as hard as possible against the dungeon wall while shaking like a leaf and shitting myself.”

“So, that’s a no then.”

“A big, fat one.”

“Then we’ll have to do something about it. What’s the lowest-level beast you can fight against here?”

“Streamslime, I guess. It just latches onto exposed skin and tries to eat you.”

“Fucking hate streamslime,” Delacor said. “Gets in your paws and gives you a nasty burn.”

John closed his eyes and resisted the urge to scream. This was why Ellara had chosen him–to fix things and to improve the tools he had at his disposal.

“I’ll tell you what we’ll do. We’ll get the murder blooms today, then tomorrow we’ll go kill a load of streamslime.”

“We won’t have to if we avoid the stream,” Ellie pointed out.

God, give me strength!

“But you’ll gain experience, and once you’re comfortable killing them, we’ll move on to harder targets to gain even more. Before you know it, you’ll be a killing machine!”

She gasped. “You sure know how to get a girl wet,” she said and then planted a kiss firmly on his lips before pulling away, red blotching her cheeks. “Sorry.”

“What’s to be sorry about? You’re a very attractive–” He stopped himself. “Attractive and off-limits girl.”

“Why off-limits?” she asked, then looked away quickly.

“Because you’d lose your power, and you’re not my guardian.”

She hesitated. “Oh, yes, that. Look–”

“Yes?”

She pursed her lips, shaking like she was about to boil over. Then made a strange growl-like scream and snapped, “We’d best move on, or we’ll get stuck out here in the dark.”

John stood, giving her a queer look, then leaned over the bluff and glanced down at the little village of Eerie Glen. He counted eight houses, all crammed behind a small stockade. “Just eight people?”

“Around that, plus the elf in the woods.”

“It’s smaller than I expected,” he replied.

“That’s because half the population snuffed it.”

She had a point. Whoever this Witch of Vernaster was, she’d screwed up Asantia. No wonder Ellara wanted her dead.

“Let’s go,” he said, snapping his fingers and rousing Delacor.

“I love it when you command me, Master,” Delacor said, prompting another strange look from John.

“And tomorrow we’re going to make you into a fearsome dog so that next time a monster attacks the dungeon, you’ll be alongside me fighting just as hard.”

“I will, Master, I will!” Delacor puffed his chest out, his tail wagging as he trotted alongside John. “You sure know how to make a dog feel good about himself.”

Delacor’s loyalty has risen. He has passed from Devoted Protector to Unwavering Confidant.

“Careful, Delacor, if your loyalty goes up much more, I’ll be able to screw you,” John said and immediately regretted it.

Ellie scrunched her face up in disgust, but then her expression suddenly uncreased and turned to anger. “Why you brown-nosing mutt. I’m our dungeon lord’s number one fan!” She huffed, her hands fisted on her waist. “I’ll fight beside you, John. I’ll use my fireballs to save you. In fact, I vow right here and right now to never hide again—to always battle with you.”

John suspected Ellie was trying to play the system and get her loyalty up. “Ha,” he said. “I doubt you can fool the dungeon like that.”

She winked at him. “How do you know? How do you know what I can and can’t do? I spent a long time ducking Emberbane’s attention. I got good at suppressing my loyalty.”

“Well, it didn’t work.”

She pouted, then blew him a kiss. “Shows what you know.”

Ellie’s loyalty has risen. She has passed from Devoted Protector to Unwavering Confidant.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” John muttered, but Ellie appeared displeased.

“Dammit. I feel so much more loyal than that!” Ellie growled.

She was unhinged, that much was clear, and that she might be able to play the system concerned him. He sighed as she winked at him and walked off. Ellie was mighty fine, but a real box of tricks.

***;

They reached Dead Man’s Glade by mid-afternoon, which was surprisingly devoid of trees. A shallow valley, edged on both sides by low but rugged, gray cliffs, it rose to a point and from there dribbled a stream. Long grass rippled in an eddying breeze, and large, white blooms dotted the verdant scene, their petals open and majestic pink stamens rising, reminding John of erect penises.

“It looks like a field of dicks,” he said, hands on hips and mouth aghast.

“Not the type I’ve seen,” said Ellie. “Three Fingers’ cock looked like a shriveled beetle larva.”

“Pleasant,” he muttered. “Are they the murder blooms?”

“The very same.”

“And this is called Dead Man’s Glade.”

“It is,” said Ellie, walking in.

“Why? Because the flowers killed a load of men, or because the flowers make it look like a load of men are lying down with an early morning boner?”

“Neither,” she said sweetly and grinned. “Because when the curse struck, the thirty or so men that worked up here mining tin and copper died instantly. They reckon you could hear their screams down in the glen when their bodies blotched, boils burst and blood streamed from every orifice.”

John cursed under his breath, crouching down to pick a blade of grass. He sucked on it while he pondered her words, feeling oddly disconnected from the fate of the men. “Copper and tin make bronze. Bronze makes good-quality weapons. We should investigate the mine.”

“Oh no,” she said. “Oh no, no, no, no. We collect some murder seeds, then get on our way.”

“Collect seeds. Get on our way,” Delacor agreed. “This place is cursed. I heard that if anyone enters the mine, the dead will rise and smite them.”

“Or worse,” Ellie warned. “Kill them.”

John stood, striding toward the mine. “Don’t be so daft. Dead is dead. With me, gang.” He drew his sword. “If there’s any smiting to be done, we’ll be the ones doing it.”

Ellie fished for her fireballs. “Mad fucker’s going to get us killed, Delacor.”

She looked around.

“Delacor?”


Chapter
Six



“Are you mad?” Ellie shouted after him.

“Not mad, no. Not mad at all. It’s perfect,” John replied.

“Perfect for what?” She caught up with him, tugging on his coat. “Perfect for getting us eaten by zombies. It’s perfect for that, alright. Perfect for getting torn in two as the undead fight over who gets to chow down on our spleens.”

“Perfect for a dungeon.”

“Eh?”

John paused, staring at the vale’s head and the narrow crease with a central fissure. “Looks a bit like a woman’s lady parts,” he said as eloquently as possible, “but I could live with hiding out in one of them.”

“If you don’t mind me saying, what the fuck are you going on about?”

He thrust his hands on his hips, which was rapidly becoming his thinking pose. “Let’s face facts. I’m no seasoned dungeon lord, and I’m not about to become one overnight. Hell, it’s going to take a week to get a swamp going, and I’m guessing The Magnificent carve through boggarts like a knife through butter. So, assuming you’re right, and one of the villagers takes the reward, we have the time it takes for her to alert them and them to march here and kill me. You follow?”

“It was the scenario playing out in my head, plus I thought long and hard about how long they’d keep you alive and torture you.”

“Torture?” he recoiled. “Why wouldn’t they just blow me up with one of those orb bombs?”

“They’re reserved for powerful lords.”

“Well, I have to be one of those, then.” He paused, thinking it was a strange land where one aspired to get blown up by a suicide sister rather than tortured. “But in the meantime, I have a better plan.”

“What’s that?”

“Run away.”

He expected her to deride him, to punch and slap him and tell him how dishonorable his plan was and how it shamed all dungeon lords who had fought for darkness and chaos.

“Fucking awesome plan. One I can finally get on board with.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Thank you.”

“Only one problem. They’ll hunt you to the ends of the land and then some, and that’s if you escape the throne room.”

He grabbed her shoulders, pulling her close so her breasts touched his chest. “Not if they think I’m dead.”

If ever there was a time to do a plan laugh, it was then. But as he filled his lungs and prepared his index finger, she reached up on tiptoes and kissed him hard.

When she broke away, he asked, “What was that for?”

“Because you might just live long enough to get to know better.” She pulled away from him and headed toward the fissure with a healthy sway to her pert buttocks.

“What about the undead?”

“If you claim it as a dungeon, they’ll be our undead.”

“Fantastic,” he said, hurrying after her. “Do you really think there are undead in there?”

“No!” She laughed. “That’s just an old virgin’s tale. Dead is dead, remember?”

John drew his sword, nevertheless.

They left behind the glade’s lush grass and walked a stony trail that twisted through heaps of mined rock and reedy grass. The afternoon heat sapped his energy, and the stream’s burble called him, its cold, clear water nearly as tempting as Ellie. The sun shone through her hessian tunic, the shadow of her curvaceous body clear as day. His passion rose as thoughts of them together fired his loins. Blinking, he attempted to rinse the temptation from him and focus on the prize, but that prize had blurred. Was it her or the cave?

She paused at the entrance, conjuring a light disc and throwing it in like a frisbee. “After you.”

“Got your fireballs ready?”

“What girl doesn’t like to hear that?”

She was playing with him. He didn’t doubt that for a moment and was enjoying every single moment. He marched into the fissure with every intention of impressing the fuck out of her. Fissure was, perhaps, a misrepresentation of the facts. Closer, the entrance was six feet wide, easily ten high, and formed from ruddy sandstone rock. A smoothed path led in, taking them past stacked tools, a wheelbarrow, a frayed hat and several pairs of boots that lay scattered about.

“What’s with the boots?” he asked.

Ellie kneeled beside one, picking it up and peering in. “No foot in it.”

“Of course, there’s no bloody foot in it,” he said, then reassessed his logic. “They dropped down dead?”

“Nope, died in immense pain, boils–”

“I remember,” he said, cutting her off. “Boils spewing puss, blood from every orifice. So, I doubt they said, ‘I know, taking my boots off will help.’ So–”

“So, if they died here, where are the bones?”

“Exactly.”

John ventured further in, the light disc hovering a little in front of him. “This will be our dungeon entrance,” he said. “We’ll encourage the murder blooms to cluster in the grass at the head of the glade, then have, I don’t know, some massive spiders or whatnot outside among the gravel mounds. Here, we’ll have a few traps–darts, perhaps one of those huge rolling balls like in Indiana Jones movies.”

“Who the heck is Indiana Jones?” Ellie asked. “And what’s a movie?”

John’s lips curled into a scowl before his thoughts cleared. “Oh, yeah, remind me to tell you sometime.”

The tunnel ended, and a decent-sized cavern appeared with further passages shooting off in all directions. Someone had carved beds into the rock, and in its center stood a massive firepit. More boots lay scattered, tools propped against the walls, several part-rotted trolleys and piles of ore making the place messy.

“Has no one looted this lot?” he asked.

“Dead Man’s Glade, remember?”

John swished his sword about. “What do you think, Ellie? I might be a bit of a novice at this, but I think it’s perfect. Difficult approach, a tunnel entrance, then the first level, with several choices of which tunnel to go in. That’ll get them hesitating and give our guys some time to get to the slaughter.”

“I think you should claim the dungeon right now,” she replied, looking around.

“In good time.”

“Right now!” she pointed.

John squeezed his eyes, following her pointed finger to a small mound of erupting rock. “What the fuck’s that?” he asked, but even as the words spilled from his mouth, a bony finger clawed at the rock, followed by a skeletal hand reaching up. John didn’t need to be an astrophysicist to guess what would follow.

“Holy shit. That’s a dead man rising, that is.”

If ever there was a no-shit Sherlock moment, that was it. Unfortunately, Ellie had never heard of Sherlock Holmes, so simply said, “I told you, you wanker,” and raced toward the cave’s exit.

Unfortunately for her, two miners had already risen and blocked the cavern’s entrance. More erupted from the ground, walking casually over to retrieve their tools before turning and facing the luckless pair.

“Now would be a really good time to turn them into dungeon minions,” Ellie pointed out, holding a fireball at the ready. She edged closer to John as the skeletons formed a circle and then began closing. “I mean, any time now. No hurry, but right fucking now might be the best option.”

It was also around that time that a huge sense of imminent doom swamped him as his survival instinct kicked in. He couldn’t help but think it was a little too late but had to admit he wasn’t quite used to it yet. From the growing feeling, it was quite possible he might not get to become accustomed to it either.

“Okay, okay. I’ve never done this before,” he said, snatching at his words.

John summoned his core, his skin immediately glowing with eldritch light.

“I, Dungeon Lord John Davidson of Eerie Glen Dungeon, do claim this place as my own and secondary dungeon!” He waited, thinking he’d made a damn fine stab at it.

“They’re still coming,” Ellie pointed out. “They look even worse now they’re covered in your green.”

“Hold on, I’ve got a notification.” He pulled it up.

Do you wish to claim this place as your second dungeon?

“I do!” John said. “Dead Man’s Dungeon!” he declared.

“Good choice,” Ellie said, cocking her arm back, ready to launch the fireball.

In order to claim Dead Man’s Dungeon, you need 500 flux.

“Bugger,” he muttered, quickly checking and finding he had thirty-two to play with.

Ellie stared at him, her lip quivering. “Bugger? Bugger’s not good. Bugger’s normally bad. Are you going to get me killed? You are, aren’t you? I knew it. Delacor knew it. Fan-fucking-tastic–the dumb dog outsmarted me.”

“Not enough flux to claim the dungeon.”

“What?”

“Will you cut your moaning and launch a fireball at them? We’re going to have to fight our way out.”

He jumped forward, launching a fearsome sword attack on the closest skeleton as Ellie chanted her spell. His blade cut through the undead, severing its head. The skeleton collapsed, but John didn’t have the time to appreciate his strike, whipping around on instinct and just about parrying a spade as it arced toward his head, sharp-side on. Its partly rotten handle snapped on his sword. John kicked out automatically, sweeping the undead’s legs away before using his momentum to spring to his feet and face the next.

Meanwhile, Ellie’s fireball crashed into another skeleton.

“Bugger!” she cursed.

“Bugger doesn’t sound good,” John said.

“Resistant to fire,” she said, her fireball having passed right through the skeleton.

“Bugger,” John agreed, his next strike shattering a pelvic bone and taking out another one of the dead miners. “Use the light disc!” he cried. “We adapt, Ellie! We adapt!”

“Use it for what?” she asked, picking up a wrecking bar instead. “Making sure we can see our heads rolling around on the ground?”

He parried a pickax, its pointy end coming too close for comfort. “Fly it into their necks and have it sever their spines!”

“Will that work?” she asked, shattering one with the bar but swinging around like a pin before falling in a heap. “This thing’s too fucking heavy.”

“The light disc!” he screamed, taking a hit to the back from the flat of a spade.

The hit launched him forward, sending him falling toward the rock. He sensed a killing blow coming from behind, twisted in midair and held his sword across his body. Another pickax dropped toward him. His sword clashed with its shaft, but its head plunged close, stopping an inch away from his eye. He pulled his legs in, kicking the skeleton back, then jumped up and followed the stumbling undead.

“Take this, motherfucker!” he growled, smashing it once, twice, and three times before it shattered into a thousand pieces.

“It’s working,” Ellie shouted as a skull flew past John.

He ducked, narrowly avoiding a beheading-by-crazed-witch before growling, “Not me!”

More skeletons poured from the entrance. John darted across to head them off and keep them bottlenecked. He engaged, working furiously to stem the tide while hoping Ellie would mop up those behind him.

Their press grew, forcing him to concede ground. He redoubled his efforts but felt himself tiring. Thirst ripped through him, and his sword arm ached. His thighs screamed at him, unused to the strange posture he fought in, the springing, lunging and retreating.

Just as he was about to retreat some more, Ellie cried, “Duck!”

The light disc flew over his head, nearly scalping him, then plowed straight down the line of attackers before returning and taking their ankles.

“Jump!” Ellie shouted.

The disc passed under him, narrowly missing his heels.

“Duck!” she screamed again, but John had got the gist of it and rolled to one side, coming up on one knee and parrying the dying blow of a falling undead.

Within a moment, quiet settled in the cave, and John stared at the ground, catching his breath, barely able to believe he was alive.

“That was awesome,” Ellie said.

She was on her back, her chest heaving. “How did you know that the light disc would shatter bone?”

“I didn’t,” he admitted. “But when you’re out of options, you’ve always got to think outside the box. Mana powered the disc. Mana powers spells. Something had to happen.”

“Hang on,” she said. “I’ve never been able to move it around, let alone fly it around like that. It’s just moved in front of me.”

John jumped up, walked over, and sat next to her.

“Perhaps you assumed you couldn’t, but you could. Sometimes our beliefs stop us from doing what we’re capable of doing.”

She mulled over his words. “We make a good team, you and me.”

“We do,” he said. “Did you make any progress?”

“Fuck, yeah!” she said. “I got some experience, harvested a bunch of mana!” She furrowed her brow. “Well, fuck me backward. I progressed my spell, too. I can control two light discs.” She rolled onto her elbow. “I just gained more in a day with you than in a year with Three Fingers. What about you?”

John looked up his stat sheet. “I got experience–up to seventy-eight. No flux, but then, this isn’t a dungeon yet. A load of mana, same as you. I got a point in stamina, too.”

“Shit!” Ellie said. “I got a point in weave–I never even saw that.”

“Weave?” John had no clue what weave was. In any of the games he’d played, he’d never seen it as an attribute. “What’s it do?”

“Weave?” she grinned. “It’s for combat spell casting. The higher the score, the faster you can cast spells. I heard spells are nearly instantaneous when you get near one hundred.”

“Then I won’t have to worry about that for a while. I don’t think casting immaculatus quickly will help progress it.”

“Can you convert the mana to flux?” she asked, draping her hand on his lap as she sat.

“I can’t see anywhere I can.”

“Then we need to go gather some murder blooms and start harvesting some. I like your plan. It gives us a chance of a future.”

For an instant, he thought she might be mellowing a little, but then she jumped up and walked away like she’d overstepped and wanted to get away from the moment as quickly as possible. John followed, collecting his sword and striding out into the late afternoon sun.

He couldn’t see Ellie anywhere initially, but then he spied her in the lush grass, approaching one of the flowers. She dipped her head into its blossom, grabbing its phallic stigma and diving in. The petals immediately clamped shut, trapping her, her legs kicking but the rest of her inside the flower.

“Ellie!” he screamed, racing toward her. He drew back his sword, his following strike sweeping through the flower’s stumpy stalk and toppling it to the grass. Dropping his sword, he tore at the petals, exhaling as her smiling face looked up at him.

“Did my lord come to my rescue?” she asked, offering him her hand.

“What the fuck are you playing at?” he cried. “You could have died!”

“Nonsense,” she said, holding up a green purse. “You gotta go deep to get the seeds.”

“But it’s a murder bloom!”

“Yes, but it’s not instant. It grabs you and then holds you. After a while, its juices eat you, but that’s like days, and you’ve suffocated by then.”

“Well, that’s alright, then.” He pulled her out, glittery pollen coating her hair and shoulders.

“Your turn,” she said.

“Isn’t one enough?”

“We need to catch as many creatures as possible and feed them to the dungeon. It’s the only way we’re going to get that flux without adventurers to kill.”

“You’ll get me out?” John asked.

“Of course I will. I lov–” She paused, a blush instantly turning her face red. “I love spending time with you.”

“Okay,” he said with a confident grin. “And I love spending time with you, too, Ellie Fantlarvo.”

“Then get in the flower and grab some seeds,” she said, pushing him toward a bloom.

“I don’t get into a murder bloom for just anyone, you know,” he said, diving in.


Chapter
Seven



“There,” Ellie said. “All done.”

They’d harvested a dozen murder bloom purses, and each had five or six seeds in. Delacor dug the holes while John cut the purses open, and Ellie planted the seeds, then took a small bucket to the stream and watered them. It took until the last dregs of sunlight slipped over the horizon to finish but was worth the effort.

“So, what happened to you?” John turned to the dog as he sat at the dungeon’s entrance, once more covered in dirt and grime.

Ellie hadn’t asked when they’d returned. She hadn’t said a thing, treating the dog’s desertion like it was the most natural thing in the land.

“What?” Delacor asked as Ellie shot John daggers.

“Why did you run away?”

“John…” Ellie warned.

“Hey!” he said, holding his hands up. “I’m not judging. Just want to know who I can rely on in a tight situation and who I can’t. That’s all.”

Delacor squirmed. “I’m afraid I’m not a fighting dog like some. I’ve no skills in that direction at all.”

“But you hunt, so you must have some.”

“I do hunt, but only smaller animals, never anything that might cause me trouble.”

John looked over Delacor’s stats.

Delacor

Minion to Eerie Glen Dungeon: You may pass into the named dungeon and be unaffected by traps, monsters and enchantments.

Level 4

Experience:426

Battle reports: 387

Attributes

Strength:6

Dexterity:12

Stamina:12

Intelligence:5

Charisma:5

Mastery:0 (+2 Dungeon Minion)

Weave:0

Skills-2

Hunting: Proficient. You can hunt prey up to and including animals with your strength and dexterity as long as you can catch them. Become an expert to hunt stronger and more agile creatures.

Stealth: Proficient. You have honed your ability to move quietly and remain unseen. You can sneak past guards, hide in shadows, and eavesdrop on conversations without being detected, but you are no expert.

Talents-2

Hiding: You can hide any item without fear of it being discovered unless sought by a seeker dextrous than you.

Seeking: You seek any hidden item and locate it, providing the seeker isn’t of a higher intellect than you.

“Hold on, you’ve had far more battles than Ellie and I put together, and you’ve got loads of experience.”

“Master, under five hundred isn’t loads of experience. For up here, maybe. But get into the capital…”

“He’s right, you know,” Ellie said. “The Magnificent measure their experience in the thousands–probably the tens of thousands. There’s one Magnificent guild that has a level twenty entry requirement. Delacor has a fair bit because he gets some every time he hunts, but it’s only one or two, as the prey is so weak.”

“Well, Delacor, I can’t afford any passengers. Ellie has already progressed because she stuck with me. You’re going to grow, too. You’re going to be a big, bad killing machine.”

Ellie clapped. “Just like me. Oh, Delacor, it’s going to be so good. They’ll talk about our slaughter for an age. We’ll resist to the last drop of our blood, taking as many Magnificent with us as possible.”

Delacor’s eyes drooped, and he shook from head to tail.

“That wasn’t quite what I had in mind,” John said. He sensed that Ellie’s proclamation had somewhat dampened the evening’s mood. “You have some serious talents we can use in our defense of the dungeon, or rather, our survival. I have the feeling hiding and seeking will be one, although quite how I’m unsure.”

“You still want me even though I ran away?” Delacor said, lying down facing John, then crawling paw over paw to get closer while deploying his saddest eyes.

“Of course I want you. Put it like this. It was dumb of me to lead you into Dead Man’s Glade without properly assessing the danger. But luckily, it turned out great. You were probably right to run away. But say you hadn’t. What could you have done? For a start, you could have jumped at them and wrestled their shovels away.”

“Or,” Ellie said, “you like bones. They had plenty of bones. You could have ripped them apart with your powerful jaws.”

“See? You could have helped.” John crouched by the dog, patting him. “I’ll tell you what we’ll do. Tomorrow, we’ll go back up there. Now Ellie’s got two light discs. She could nearly take out the whole lot of them on her own.”

“Not nearly–I could! I was badass, Delacor, so I’ll defend you while you learn to fight.”

Delacor whined, backing away a little.

“And if Ellie misses any or one comes too close to you, I’ll step in with my sword. We’ll get you some fighting skills, more experience, and increase your level. How about that?”

“I guess,” he said. “But I didn’t just laze around. I got you something while I was waiting. Thought I might as well make myself useful.”

“What?”

“Well, two big fat piglets for the pot,” Delacor lifted his head, his ears back as if he awaited a slap or a pat.

“That sounds perfect.” John jumped up. “I fancy seeing how our constructs have got on today.”

They made their way into the dungeon, and as John’s eyes grew accustomed to the dull, green light, it became clear that work had progressed just fine. The dungeon’s ambient glow was distinctly brighter but way more threatening. Evil bled through its walls, sending chills up John’s spine, but rather than fear it, John’s humor grew, so much so that he finally unleashed his plan laugh. “Now, this is what I’m talking about.”

Rippling silvery emerald coated the bottom of the empty pits as the swamp slowly filled, and the first bogweed shoots burst through the moist mud. The stench of decay remained overpowering, but a new, much more vibrant stink sat over it like a molding veneer. He rubbed his hands together, his chest filling as he tried to resist laughing again.

“What the fuck was that?” Ellie said.

“That, my dear, was my evil laugh. An evil lord should always have an evil laugh.”

“Well,” she said, her smile sunny. “I’m glad you’re coming around to the idea you might be evil. It should make things progress a lot quicker.” She slid past him, blocking the path. “Tell me, are you slaughter-all-the-villagers evil yet?”

“No, and I won’t get there. But I am slaughter-any-who-try-and-hurt-my-friends evil. Will that do?”

She cocked her head. “As long as I’m a friend.”

“And me,” said Delacor.

“Well.” Ellie sashayed away. “I probably won’t need your help. After all, I’m perfectly capable of defending myself.”

“That you are. You were badass.”

“I was, wasn’t I?” She tossed her chin in the air. “Well, I can’t hang around gawping at the help. I’ve some piglets to skin and guts to scoop. Don’t be long.”

She knows how to turn a man on, he thought with a wry smile.

He spotted a construct and walked over to it, keeping his distance initially in case it turned on him. The creature looked exactly how he pictured a clay golem. While it was hard to guess its color in the dungeon’s light, he thought it light brown or terracotta, settling on the latter as it moved smoothly like it was made of relatively soft mud.

It stood at shoulder height to John and ignored him completely as it patched a crack in the dungeon wall. John invoked his dungeon core, and the construct immediately stopped what it was doing.

“Continue your work, please,” John asked.

The construct returned to patching the wall. John stepped around it and continued into the depths of the swamp, nearly stumbling over the second construct who lay across the path, reaching into the swamp’s slowly filling pits. It was busy rearranging some rocks to cover a repaired crack. Looking farther along the endless dungeon level, he could appreciate why it would take a week, but couldn’t help but think it would be greatly accelerated with more constructs and if they had more urgency about them.

He was impatient, but he had no flux to play with, so, shoulders slumped, he walked back to his quarters and through to Ellie’s spellforge. It was only his second day. There was no way he could expect too much progress. He slumped in the armchair while Ellie skinned and chopped the piglets.

“Hey, dungeon lord! Have you forgotten you’re on potato duty?”

He sighed, pushing himself out of the chair and sitting on the stool. “Do all evil dungeon lords have to peel their potatoes at night?”

She shrugged. “I doubt Thorne peeled a thing apart from his prisoners, but then he ended up dead, didn’t he? You don’t really want to follow in his path, do you?”

“I’m glad you’re seeing it that way. We’ll do our own thing and hope it works.” He peeled his first spud as Delacor stretched in front of the fire and began snoring.

Ellie flicked him a glance. “Hey, I’ve got an idea for you. While you peel those potatoes, why don’t you look for a way to release me and Delacor from the dungeon’s service?”

He looked up, surprised at her request. He’d thought they were getting along just fine. “I suppose I can,” he replied. He’d promised them that much, and if they wanted to run, he couldn’t really blame them.

They must have chatted while I was in the swamp.

He pulled up his dungeon menu and then focused on the population.

Population:

2 Humans

1 Dog

He hovered his attention over the word humans, and it expanded.

John Davidson: dungeon lord

Ellie Fantalarvo: Witch. Dungeon Minion.

Focusing on her name, a small box appeared by its side.

Do you wish to dismiss Ellie Fantalarvo from Eerie Glen Dungeon? Yes/No?

“You sure?” he asked the witch.

“Sure as eggs is eggs,” she replied, dropping some piglet cubes into the stew.

“Yes,” he said in his mind.

Ellie Fantalarvo is no longer a minion of Eerie Glen Dungeon. Attribute bonus removed.

“Fuck,” said Ellie. “You did it!” She shrugged and then wriggled a little like she was getting used to her new body. “Shame about the mastery points. They were quite handy.”

“What about you, Delacor?”

“Me too,” Delacor said, without lifting his head.

John released the dog and then focused on peeling the spuds. An awkward silence filled the spellforge. “What’s mastery again?” he asked, to try to break the silence.

“Mastery?” Ellie said, tossing Delacor a bone. “Weave is the casting speed. Mastery is the ability to gain, learn, and master new spells. If your mastery is low, the Gods are less likely to offer you a new spell. If you take it, you’ll struggle to learn it, and you’ll have to practice hard to cast it. Higher, the better. What’s yours?” She bit her lip. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

“One and one,” he replied, his mood souring even more.

“She really didn’t want to give you magic outside the dungeon, did she?”

John thought back. He’d only asked for magic which focused on keeping clean rather than anything important. Perhaps he hadn’t won the negotiation like he thought he had. “No, no, she didn’t. But I got it anyway. I’ll figure it out. Don’t you worry about that.”

She tossed a load of vedge in the pot and came around, helping him with the potatoes.

A notification popped up in his mind’s eye.

Ellie Fantalarvo has offered her services to you and requested she become your minion to serve you faithfully for the duration of her remaining life or until you release her from her pledge. Do you accept? Yes/no.

Then, before he accepted, another popped up.

Delacor has offered his services to you and requested he become your minion to serve you faithfully for the duration of his remaining life or until you release him from his pledge. Do you accept? Yes/no.

“I don’t get it,” he said.

“Well, it’s quite simple, really,” Ellie replied. Delacor rose, ambling over and sitting by John, his snout on John’s knee. She rested her hand on his. “We wanted to serve you, like you said, not the dungeon. How about accepting us rather than keeping us hanging?”

John accepted them.

Minion loyalty level has been reinstated. Additional Dungeon Lord Minion Points allocated.

But Ellie’s hand still lingered. “I’ve been thinking. Now I’m badass, I could protect you–I did wipe out a load of those skeletons, so in theory, I defended you.”

“What are you trying to say?”

“Well, doesn’t that make me a Dungeon Guardian?”

“I guess it kind of does,” John said. “But you have to level six loyalty or above to become one.”

“Level six? I should be level six. I saved your scrawny neck!”

“My neck’s not scrawny.”

She pouted. “Well, as far as I’m concerned, I’ve earned it. I would lay my life on the line for you, John.”

“You would?”

She screwed her face up. “I suppose.” She stamped her feet. “I want to be a damn guardian.”

“Why don’t you try swearing fealty to me like they used to in medieval times?”

“In what?”

He pondered how to explain it, but remembering his vision of The Magnificent taking on the dungeon lord, he realized he was likely in that era anyway. “What do they do in a castle when they swear fealty to a lord, well, a lady here?”

“I dunno, but they used to kneel to old cunt-face, so I’m guessing it was that. But he was sitting on his throne, and yours is still bollocksed.”

“I could sit in your chair. We could try.”

She eyed him suspiciously. “Are you taking the piss?”

“Not at all,” he said, innocently. “You saved my life in the cave. What more must a guardian do?”

She screwed her face up. “Well, technically they defend the core, but I suppose you count.”

“What have we got to lose?” John sat. “Bend the knee,” he said using his best Jon Snow impression.

She knelt, bowing her head, and she took his hand. “I, Ellie Fantlarvo, do swear my life to you, Dungeon Lord John, and promise to defend you and your dungeon cores with my life.”

“Nice,” John said, leaning forward and lifting her chin. “I accept, Ellie Fantlarvo.”

Ellie’s loyalty has risen. She has passed from Unwavering Confidant to Loyal Champion.

Ellie blinked, and John blinked too.

“You did it,” he said.

“Fucking yeah,” she said. “I’m a Dungeon Core Guardian.”

“Should I appoint you?”

“Try.”

I appoint Ellie Fantlarvo Dungeon Core Guardian.

Ellie has been appointed Dungeon Core Guardian to Dungeon Lord Davidson. All hail Ellie Fantlarvo. Dungeon Sorceress.

“You know what that means, don’t you,” John said, his smile turning into a bit of a leer.

“Yeah, I’m going to train to be the baddest badass in the land.”

It wasn’t quite what John had in mind.

“Fantastic,” he said, all the same.


Chapter
Eight



John fell into bed after performing immaculatus on himself and Ellie. She stayed up with Delacor, chatting about their increased minion points and whether Delacor could make Dungeon Guardian too. But Delacor wasn’t as enthusiastic as Ellie about becoming one. It came with some strings attached, and one of them was fighting to the death should the dungeon get attacked. He was quite happy with his extra minion points.

Delacor’s previous points were useless because they contributed to his non-existent mastery. However, his four extra dungeon lord Minion points were evenly distributed between dexterity and intelligence. This affected two talents that John had mentioned - hiding and seeking. Everyone wondered if John had influenced their placement unconsciously, or whether it was the system moving to protect John to the best of each of their abilities.

Ellie’s points, equally suspiciously, had landed on weave and mastery. It meant she had the same mastery as before, but had added two to her weave, making it five in total. John, on the other hand, had received fifty flux for each of them, giving him a hundred and thirty-two flux, still short of the second dungeon.

That was why he had gone to bed. He liked to plan, and his idea was quite simple. If he had a second dungeon underway, he could build one to be a fortress and the other to harvest flux and be a sacrificial dungeon if The Magnificent attacked.

It was the type of strategy he’d used in the computer games he’d played back on Earth. Build a strong battle base with periphery farming bases. While he hadn’t quite got all the pieces of his plan together, it was quite clear to him that The Magnificent would attack Eerie Glen Dungeon the moment the Inquisition got a whiff it was active. Whereas no one knew about his proposed Dead Man’s Dungeon, and between the murder blooms and undead, folk were unlikely to stumble upon it by accident.

And I have two ready-made mobs if they do, he thought.

If he could change the murder bloom to become a more lethal killer, then no one would see his true lair unless he wanted them to. As he pictured The Magnificent succumbing to his evil traps, a picture of Purity entered his mind, and he wondered if he could kill her. The thought prompted her image to resolve as if he was truly looking at her, and before he could comprehend what was going on, a scene resolved before him.

She sat with Bright upon a circular bank of wooden benches. They looked down upon an arena stained with patches of blood. His vision solidified, a white aura bordering the clear picture, and the sense that he looked down on Purity and Bright came to him. He could feel the thirst of the baying crowd, feel their anger. Reluctantly, he followed the line of Purity’s sight as if he looked through her eyes. Her words came to him, too, and he understood her a little more.

“Sand ticks?” Purity asked.

Bright slapped her back, her arms, her cheek. “I feel like they’re crawling all over me. I hate this.”

“Me too. Not long now. There are only three left.”

John followed her pointed finger to three prisoners who stood, head down, defeated, and looking very much like they were waiting for their inevitable death. A large woman stood by them, an axe resting casually on her shoulder. Her oiled bronze skin shone, and she stared at a hunched-over hag, knotty fingers holding a wooden bowl.

“That one,” the witch said. “Hand,” she barked and pointed at one prisoner, who fell to her knees but held out her hand in utter compliance. A knife appeared in the hag’s hand, and quick as a flash, she drew it over the prisoner’s hand, letting the blood drip into the bowl. The witch scratched at the blood, then looked up at a row of Inquisitors sitting behind her. “Guilty!” the witch cried, and one of the Inquisitors rose, nodding slightly.

“Commoner Fresh, the Scratcher has spoken. You are hereby sentenced to death.”

The woman wailed but bowed her head in compliance and let the executioner perform her grizzly task.

John looked away, stunned by the savagery and the utter compliance of the women. He knew such barbarism had existed on Earth, still existed even in his time, but that didn’t prepare him for seeing it firsthand.

He forced his heavenly gaze back onto Purity, who stared at her feet, unable to watch where Bright had a grin plastered all over her face.

“Fuck them, Purity. They’ve done something wrong. You shouldn’t feel sorry for them.”

Purity looked at her friend, her eyes empty. “But wasn’t the witch’s curse supposed to end all of this?”

She looked up, momentarily staring at John, their connection stronger than before, but nothing passed between them, her soul empty, devoid of hope.

The vision faded, and John’s gaze rested on the dungeon’s cold, gray ceiling. He held his breath letting his anger grow, then wane. Whether it was Ellara prompting these visions, or whether he had formed an unwitting connection with Purity he didn’t know, but he was sure he had more to do in the land than merely survive. The Goddess was right. The land was broken. He had a job to do, and it had become immeasurably larger.

But if John was good at anything, it was breaking a task down and knowing where to start, and Ellara had pointed him in that direction. Everything had to focus on his Guardians and the dungeon minions. What he built in Eerie Glen had to be unbreakable.

And it all started with one mad witch and a cowardly dog.

His sleepy mind wandered back to Ellie. That she was a box of tricks was without doubt. He’d had women who’d given off mixed signals before, but she took it to a whole new level. Closing his eyes, his erection grew as he imagined her sliding into bed with him, her warm body pressing into his, her heart pounding and warm breath on his chest.

Me and my Dungeon Guardian…

Ellara had promised him a land of desperate, beautiful women–or at least, that’s how he’d interpreted it. Instead, he’d got a cold dungeon and a mad witch who would lose her powers if he screwed her. His dream deepened, and for just a moment, he thought he heard something, thought he felt the sheets peel back and something slide in next to him. For a moment, he thought a warm, naked body pressed against him and a soft voice brushed his ear.

“Are you awake, John?” Ellie asked. “Delacor’s sleeping by the fire, so we’ve got the bed to ourselves.”

“What?” he mumbled.

“I’m a Dungeon Guardian now,” she whispered. “We could…”

“Wouldn’t you lose your power?”

Her hand encircled his shaft. “Don’t be daft. You think all the old witches were maidens?”

“You,” he muttered, “you said it, not me.”

Her hand stroked his shaft, her fingers tracing the line under his crown, nail raking gently at his slit. “What if I told you it wasn’t true?”

“Then…” he said but could think of nothing more to say in his dreamy state.

“What if I were to tell you our coupling would make the dungeon happy?”

“Happy?” Dungeon dreams were the best, his head still fogged with sleep.

“A Lord and a minion coupling inside the dungeon’s boundaries causes ripples in its arcane lattices. Flux pours from its core, and power etches into its sigils and runes. Ellara only knows what happens when a lord and his chosen guardian make love. Why do you think dungeons are a place of love and lust, of suffering and pain? Why do you think a dungeon lord couples with his guardians?”

“That’s good, then, well, most of it,” he turned to her, opening his eyes and sinking into their glory as his sleep finally receded. “But your power?”

“My power will increase. I said the other to keep your passion at bay. As a dungeon minion, you could have commanded me. As your guardian, I am all yours.”

Her words pulled him to full consciousness, his tiredness receding in direct proportion to his passion rising. “Then it’s my job as dungeon lord to give the dungeon what it wants.”

He rolled her onto her back, kissing her passionately, his tongue immediately fighting for dominance inside her mouth. She gasped at his sudden awakening and pulled away, her eyes sparkling green in the eldritch light. There was nervousness there, the apprehension of someone about to step through a doorway with no idea what lay on its other side.

“Are you sure?” he asked, hoping beyond all hope she’d say yes.

“I’m yours to command,” Ellie said, rising with a challenge in her tone.

“Not in this,” he said, then kissed her hard before she could reply.

He pressed himself against her, grinding his length against her pubic bone. She inhaled fast, her breath hissing and her lungs expanding, thrusting her breasts against him. Her nipples hardened on his skin as her breaths became even more urgent. He reached under her, pulling her butt tight against him pressing her pussy against his hard length. She gasped and moaned out, “Yes, John!” giving him the encouragement he needed. She found a better use for her mouth as her tongue fenced with his, sliding along it, their tips touching as their lips slid over each other. They were the moves of strangers, sometimes dovetailing, mostly exploring, and sometimes plain awkward.

His body quickened, the green dungeon light suddenly coming from within. Its aura spread across him, crawling over his skin from its source deep inside his skull. She jerked away, unsure, before a wicked grin spread across her lips.

“The flux is coming,” she whispered.

“I bloody well hope not,” he said, then checked and grinned. “Not this quick, anyway.”

She gave him a strange look, smiling, but not quite sure.

“First time?” he asked, surprised at the thought, but remembering she’d been on the cusp of womanhood when Emberbane was alive.

She bit her lip, nodding but not saying a word.

“Then I’ll go gently. We’ve all the time in the world to experiment.”

“Well, until we get slaughtered by The Magnificent,” she whispered, her true character too strong not to bleed through. “Sorry,” she said as her virginal nerves grabbed back hold.

He grinned, the dungeon light now fully possessing him as he kneeled between her legs. Her skin glossed with his aura, and he savored her nakedness. She hadn’t an ounce of fat on her, and he wondered at the frugal life she and Delacor had lived through. She curled her legs around his butt, gently urging him to make his move–to take her maidenhood and release her sex. He resisted, wanting to commit every inch of her to his memory, knowing he’d never get to enjoy this moment of innocence again.

So many years had passed since the witch’s curse. How many more young women had been robbed of their rite of passage? The thought threatened to overwhelm him with possibilities. How many times would he encounter this same situation? How many guardians was he expected to take?

“Well?” she asked as she smirked and blushed at his rapt attention to her completely exposed body.

“I’m committing every inch of you to memory. You’re so beautiful; I want to remember this moment forever.”

He reached down, cupping her pussy, his fingers sliding through her hair, teasing her slit apart to feel the wet warmth of her flesh. She held her breath as he slipped his finger inside her, curling it around her pubic ridge, coming to her hymen and resisting the urge to break its ring. His thumb nuzzled her hood, feeling for her clit and gently circling as she urged him in with her legs.

Spitting on his other hand, he massaged the wet into his glowing cock, the eldritch light its strongest there like he wore one of those dayglow condoms. He wanted to laugh, to puff with pride at the magnificence of his dick, standing so proudly, quivering with vitality, but the moment called for something quite different, something gentle and considerate.

Leaning forward, he placed his hands on either side of her shoulders, then whispered, “Guide me in. You control it. I’ll hold back until the pain has gone.”

She looked down through the valley formed by her ample breasts. His luminous cock pressed against her entrance.

“Like this?” she asked, splaying her lips with her thumb and forefinger while grabbing him with her other hand and guiding him home.

“Just like that, baby,” he whispered, his words throaty with strain as his hard cock pressed into her so very tight, wet, virginal channel.

He stopped at her hymen, the spongy flesh of his crown compressing against it. She nodded, her eyes wet, her neck muscles straining. He pushed through, sliding in and taking her virginity with practiced ease, then resting once she’d taken all of him.

“Okay?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. “Yes!” she cried as if released from chains she hadn’t known bound her. “My body’s alive,” she said cryptically, but he understood exactly what she meant.

Every cell in him had awoken, every muscle twitching and waiting to spring into action. His heart raced and blood pounded, powering him to hardness like never before. Urgency gathered within him as he pulled back, nearly exiting her while savoring the feel of his movement within her. He needed to plunge back in, to grind his pubis against hers, to feel their bodies press together, then savor the release as he withdrew.

He established a rhythm, wanting to keep it simple, to let her savor her first time, to understand it, and then build from that. Face to face, there was a tenderness that other positions didn’t allow. This way was better for the first time. He could hold her every expression, micro-expression, her every whimper and moan and commit it to memory.

He grabbed one of her hands, pinning it above her head, following with the other and achieving her total supplication under him. Her lithe figure stretched, her magnificent breasts bouncing with each thrust, and her hair spread out haloing her head. She was perfect as he hit his rhythm, the pleasure of their joining bringing strangled cries and moans to both their throats. As she moaned, tossing her head from side to side, her ecstasy mixed with the pain of accommodating him.

“Fuck,” she cried, over and over. “Fuck me, fuck me, John,” she whimpered, tears falling from the corners of her eyes as he held her wrists in place and came onto his elbows. She faced him, her grin spreading as she grew into the role of temptress, seductress, then accomplice. “Kiss me, John, kiss me.”

He obliged, their lips locking tenderly, breaths mixing, becoming heavier and heavier as both of them tensed, her hips bucking, legs locking around him. A muffled scream broke from her as she ripped her hands free from his grasp and held his head, clawing at his hair and locking his lips in place.

Her wetness bloomed around him, soaking his balls as they slapped against her. They tightened. He tensed and filled; tubes primed. They strained to hold before cum flooded from him as he thrust as deep as he could, arching his back and tearing his lips from hers. He cried out as his power emptied into her and then faded, his energy spent, the created flux washing from him. A luminous mist settled around them, coating her, the bed, the pillows and the floor. John held Ellie as the waves of her orgasms drowned her in pleasure unlike any she’d ever felt or imagined.

He kissed and caressed her as she slowly came back to her senses, allowing him to focus on himself in introspection. His erection still twitched as her hands caressed his body, his body still coursing with flux. He understood it now.

He was the dungeon. It was him. There was no separation.

It was them against the rest of the land, and he would have to cling to his sanity to stop himself from falling into a pit of vengeful evil.

A notification blinked up, but he dismissed it, bringing her close, and eager to enjoy her again.

“You were right,” he said. “We just made flux.”

“Let’s make some more,” she said with a gentle smile.


Chapter
Nine



John woke up late, which was hardly surprising as Ellie had demanded a repeat performance twice, then hadn’t stopped playing with his dick until she’d drifted off to sleep. She’d treated it like it was a brand-new toy, and he had done nothing to dissuade her. He sat up, stretched, and brought up his notifications. They’d begun blinking after they’d first had sex, but he’d dismissed them, certain other things on his mind.

Flux surges detected.

Flux elevated.

Dungeon flux absorbed. 

He arched his eyebrows. If a side effect to making love in the dungeon really was more power, then he’d have to knuckle down and grind some more. He pulled up his character sheet, discounting most of it.

John Davidson

Level 0

Experience:86

Unused Flux:359

Mana:226

Mana Collection: 2 P/H

“Wow,” he said. “I’ve fucked my flux halfway to a new dungeon.”

The numbers nearly tempted him to pull Ellie back to bed to spend the morning completing the job, but the smell filtering through the doorway from the spellforge told him breakfast, or rather brunch, was well on the way. He slipped on his jeans and strolled down the tunnel, joining Ellie and Delacor around the table.

“So, you finally woke up, then?” Ellie said.

If he’d expected her to morph into a doughy-eyed, love-struck bimbo overnight, he’d have been sorely disappointed.

“Yeah, didn’t get much sleep.” He winked at her.

“Well, we’ve got to take Delacor up to Dead Man’s Glade and start his training,” she snapped. “Would have been nice to get there early. Delacor, have you watered the murder blooms?”

“First light this morning. They’ve already sprouted. Fast growers, murder blooms.”

“Handy.”

“You’ll need to extend the dungeon defenses to pull them into the dungeon,” Ellie explained. “That way, anything they catch will contribute to the dungeon flux.”

John recalled the notification telling him the dungeon had absorbed some flux. He quickly pulled up his dungeon screen, but the figures confirmed that his flux and the dungeons were the same.

Eerie Glen Dungeon

Dungeon Type: Cave-Based

Unused Flux:359

Production

None

Upgrades in Progress:

Swamp - Level 1

“My flux and the dungeon flux are the same,” he said. “And we made an incredible amount, too.”

“Of course it is,” Ellie said. “You are the dungeon lord. And the amount? I can’t absorb flux, so anything I generated went straight to the dungeon and then to you.”

“Well, you generated loads.”

“I’m guessing a good portion of that was because you took my innocence. I’ll bet we don’t get as much next time.”

He pondered whether innocence was the right word. Ellie didn’t fit the innocent type–far from it. “So, I’ve just got to keep plowing virgins, and we’re good to go?”

Hymen Hunter would make a good profession…

“Very tasteful.” She stood, bowl and spoon in hand. “But pretty correct. Ellara said you should form a harem. A few more virgins, and we’ve got ourselves our backup dungeon.”

“I’m happy to keep it to just us at the moment,” John said. “A good building is built on a solid foundation.”

“Is that what I am? A fucking solid foundation?” she growled, dumping some stew in a bowl. “Morning stew,” she added with a strained grin, smashing it down on the table and splashing him with gravy.

“No,” he said. “Our relationship is the building, and a firm foundation will ensure it endures.”

“That’s all well and good, but if a Magnificent’s spear goes up my ass, I’ll die. So, since our longevity is now linked, I suggest you start fucking virgins immediately.”

John chuckled, spooning some morning stew into his mouth.

“What’s so fucking funny?”

“I’ve just never had a girlfriend tell me to go around screwing other women before. This land is quite liberated.”

“This land is shit scared of getting hung, drawn, and quartered. Did you know you’re still alive when your guts fall out?”

“That’s morbid,” John said, glad there weren’t any sausages in the stew.

Ellie spooned Delacor a bowl of broth, then filled her bowl, sitting and forcing a smile on her face. “But you do you and take your pretty time.”

“I’ll order the external defense upgrade. Then, the constructs might encourage the murder blooms to get a move on. Do you think we could change their stigmas into four-bladed spikes that secrete poison?”

Ellie’s mood immediately changed as she swooned. “I love it when you talk evil.”

Dungeon Upgrades Available:

Floor One Steps

In preparation for floor two’s renovation, you may repair the stairwell and its traps destroyed by The Magnificent. One builder construct required.

Cost: 75 flux per construct. 75 Total.

Duration: 3 days.

External

Repair your defenses!

The Magnificent detected all external traps and monitoring devices. Build them back. Build them better. One builder construct and one trap smith construct could repair the damage.

Cost: 75 flux per builder construct. 100 flux per trap smith construct. 175 Total.

Duration 4 days.

He had enough to do both but fancied trying to build up a cushion so he could eventually afford the second dungeon. Besides, if he screwed Ellie later, chances are he’d get plenty more, especially if he brought his A-game. So he ordered the external upgrade and left the stairwell one for later.

Polishing off his bowl, John sat back. “I wonder how I get the constructs to change the murder blooms.”

Ellie sat back, shoving her empty bowl away. “I don’t know. We could start by asking them. They might speak.”

A heavy silence fell between them, one John thought he should address. He was, after all, the more experienced of the two of them.

“About last night…”

“What about it?”

“If we have sex again tonight, we’ll have enough to upgrade the stairwell to level two and have a load to spare.”

“Who said romance is dead?” Ellie poked her tongue out. “Still, I suppose I’d best get some practice in. Don’t want to fall behind the others in the cock-cue. Mind you, you’ll have to persuade them to lay their lives on the line for you, so I’ve some time yet.”

“You’ll always be my number one.”

“You better believe it.” She snatched at her words, then looked away quickly. “Not that it matters to me.”

“I think we should have the day off,” Delacor said, breaking the tension. “It was busy-busy the last two, and we could all do with a rest.”

John and Ellie stared at him. “No chance,” John said. “You’re coming to Dead Man’s Glade whether you like it or not. If we’re going to form a team, then we need you, Delacor.”

“And remember mutt, I’m there to protect you with my badass light discs.”

“That’s a point,” John said. “Ditch the fireballs and take some thorny vine spells with you. Have you got the ingredients?”

“Sure have. What use would that spell be?”

“Tripping them up. Seed it by the tunnel entrance, and they’ll fall over as they come in.”

She regarded him, her head tilted to one side. “You’re not all cock and balls, are you, John?”

“Nope,” he said. “And I’m going to knock this dungeon into shape. You just watch me.” He got up. “I’m going to have a chat with the trap smith construct. See if we can’t swing it over to our way of thinking.”

“An immaculatus before you go?” Ellie asked. “I feel a bit…cummy.”

“I can do that,” he said as he turned, taking in her bountiful assets and forgetting what he was supposed to do before exiting the room.

The swamp was looking better every time he walked through. Small ferns had sprouted, and the old, dead trees had budding leaves. A slug dripped from the ceiling, splashing into a pool, quickly gobbled by a sinister-looking forest-green frog. Both constructs had finished patching up the rock and were busy repairing the paths, building bridges and weaving vine islands.

John had a spring in his step. A night of sex with a hot, if slightly unhinged, witch always did that to him. Not that he’d screwed a witch before, but there was that time with the Ouija twins. But that was a different type of night entirely. Although, he still wasn’t sure if it was his best night or the worst. Unique was the only way to describe it.

The rising sun had lost its golden tint. Ellie had been right–he had overslept, but then, he wasn’t on a strict timetable. Even so, it worried him. His issue was simple. John only achieved things if he stuck to a routine. Drifting did him no favors.

As he’d thought, the building construct was terracotta colored. It was busy pickaxing a trench across the dungeon’s entrance. The trap construct stood against a boulder, watching. Rather than terracotta, the more expensive construct was made of black stone and had a satisfied expression on its face.

“Dungeon Lord John?” it said, bowing slightly. “I am Amon, your master trap smith. May I be of any help?”

John stepped back, surprised the trap smith spoke. “You, err…”

“All constructs can communicate with their dungeon lord if they need direction. I took the liberty of commencing work on a standard spike pit to claim any dumb animal that might venture toward the dungeon entrance. Most will spot it. They have an inner survival instinct that we cannot beat with a simple trap, but I’m sure you’ll harvest one a day at least.”

“Fantastic, Amon. Since you speak, I want to chat about these.” He led the construct to the first of the murder blooms, surprised when he saw each had sprouted leaves the size of a dinner plate along with the beginning of a flower stalk and bud.

“Ahh, the murder blooms,” Amon said. “Your doing? Quite inventive, but unlikely to trap many. Most creatures know what they do. Only a few are dumb enough to drop right in and trap themselves.”

“But they try to harvest what’s inside?”

“Indeed, Master. The pollen is quite addictive and has good health benefits, while the stamen can increase virility.”

“Virility? That might be handy,” John admitted. “But I was wondering. What if we adapted them and made the stigma sharper?”

“Sharper, Master?”

“A four-edged blade so that if you dive in, you get sliced and diced.”

Amon’s featureless face brightened. “I like it. I like it a lot. Weaponize the bloom and turn it into a true predator.” He walked up and down, muttering to himself. “I think we need to be a little more covert. A trap’s success is all in the surprise. What if we keep the bloom’s innocence, but as soon as the stamen is triggered, instead of closing the petals, a circle of spikes shoot upward and spear the prey?”

“That sounds…quite dastardly,” John said. “Can we do it?”

“I could change one within the budget, but more will cost flux. We are already stretching the boundaries of our defensive upgrade by incorporating the flower beds.”

“Do what you can,” John said, then remembered his manta.

A motivated worker is a productive worker!

“We’re going to make some wonderful killing machines together, Amon.”

Amon beamed. “I do hope so, Master.”

Ellie breezed out, Delacor by her side. “Immaculatus, please, oh powerful and mighty Dungeon Lord. You conveniently forgot a moment ago.”

He cast it on both him and her, leaving Delacor disappointed again.

“I know. I can lick my own balls,” the dog said.

“I feel great,” Ellie said, stretching, her tunic riding up to reveal the top of a pair of thigh-length boots.

“Where did you get the boots from?” John asked.

“Oh, something’s happened to our quarters. A few doors that were jammed shut have un-jammed, and a whole new passageway appeared. Well, I say new, but it’s old. I remember it now, but it hasn’t been there for an age, so I assume it vanished when Thorne died.”

“We should explore it right now,” Delacor said.

“No!” Ellie and John snapped.

“Is the dungeon repairing itself?” she asked.

John shrugged. “I don’t know. Say, do you think there’ll be any clothes to fit me?”

He stared down at his bright white trainers, jeans, shirt and sports jacket. “These really don’t fit with the whole medieval vibe.”

“I’ll give Thorne his due,” Ellie said. “He knew how to dress early on. Lost his way a bit as he got older, but I really think he gave up caring when the adventurers stopped coming. A good dungeon lord doesn’t have much incentive to get dressed up if there’s hardly any slaughter to be done.”

“Fair point,” John said. “You’ve got to have a reason to get up in the morning.”

“Shall we?” Ellie asked.

She was in far too good a mood. John wondered why for a moment, but then saw Delacor shaking and understood immediately. The poor mutt was going to suffer, and Ellie would enjoy every moment.
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John enjoyed strolling through the vale. He knew what to expect, when to expect it, and how to defeat it. True, he didn’t have enough flux to establish a second dungeon and get working on his Evil Lair, as he thought of it. But he was confident it would come. While his new life wasn’t a game, it had certain similarities. The amount of resources needed at the start was substantial. This was common to all games. But, a few days later, what was unreachable became easily achieved until the amounts needed shifted again. He had no doubts the flux required to repair the lower levels of Eerie Glen Dungeon would be phenomenal.

This was why the plan crystalizing in his mind was to make Eerie Glen a gathering dungeon. One that would pass a cursory inspection and destruction by the Inquisition. It had to be relatively inexpensive to build and the same to rebuild. All he needed to understand was what was cheap and what wasn’t.

He teased the murder blooms, touching their stigmas with his sword and watching their petals slam shut. He swished his blade through the grass and took long, deep breaths. Yes, there was no doubt about it: sex with Ellie had lifted his mood and put a spring in his step.

“Okay, let’s get ourselves a drink from the stream before we go in. Don’t want to be thirsty like I was last time.”

“Chirpy, aren’t we?” Ellie said.

It came across as a cold criticism, but he was okay with that. He recalled a brief fling he’d had with a pretty barmaid. She’d a similar character. All smiles and roses one moment and daggers and snark the next. But she’d captured his heart, and he still held special memories of their time together. Ellie was a little like that. When she opened her mouth, no one, not even the gods, would have a clue what would come out of it.

“I’m chirpy because I’m settling into this dungeon lord role, and I have half an idea of what I’m going to do and how I’m going to survive.”

“How we are going to survive,” she corrected.

“That too.” He bent and cupped some water, then froze as he brought it to his mouth.

He was sure, no; he was positive he’d seen something in the water. No, not in it, on it. A face? Was it a face? It had been so fast that he doubted his own eyes. A woman had stared straight at him like she’d been leaning over.

“Did you see that?”

“See what?” Ellie said, splashing water on her face.

“I thought I saw a woman’s reflection in the water.”

She lent him an odd look. “Have you got anything between your ears? Me! I’m a woman.”

“I know that. But it wasn’t you. This woman had short white hair, kind of spikey and falling over her forehead. Her eyes were slanted like she was scowling, and one had a tattoo trailing from it. She looked badass.”

“Oh, her. No, you couldn’t have seen her.”

“Who?”

“Venx. The elf.”

“No, this wasn’t an elf. Elves have long, white hair and green tunics and are peaceful, tree-hugging folk.”

Ellie fell back in the grass, laughing so hard she had to hold her sides. Delacor stopped lapping at the stream and made some deep choking noises that John took for dog laughter.

“What?”

“Elves are bastard hard,” Ellie said. “They hate everything, fight everything and rip rabbit’s heads off so they can suck their innards out whole and not bother with the cooking part.”

“Not where I come from,” John said, realizing that there was something being lost in translation. “Elves are gentle, have pointy ears and⁠—”

“Look, I don’t know what mystical utopia you come from, but elves are generally regarded as utter bastards here. You don’t fuck with an elf, period.”

“Venx?” he said.

“Venx. She’s one of the few around here. Most buggered off when their males started dropping like flies.” She paused. “She quite nice–for an elf. You saw her in the stream?”

“Well, I thought I did, but I couldn’t have because she’s nowhere to be seen.”

“You really don’t know your elves, do you? She’s cast a spell on you, I’ll bet. Some observation spell where she can keep an eye on you. I’ll bet she was looking out from the stream and didn’t expect you to notice–vanished when you did.”

“I call bullshit,” John said.

“I’d be careful about that,” Delacor said. “We don’t know much about Elven lore. They can do shit that would blow your mind.”

“Well, as someone once said to me, I have little faith. So, until I see it with my own eyes, I won’t believe it.”

Ellie screwed her face up. “But you saw her face with your own eyes.”

He rose. Knowing he’d get nowhere with Ellie. “Let’s go train Delacor.”

“I think we should go back,” Delacor said. “If Venx is around, she could cause us trouble.”

Ellie shot the dog daggers. “Venx only hates one thing, and it’s not us, Delacor. You don’t get out of this that easily.”

“I hope it’s not dungeon lords,” John muttered.

“What isn’t?”

“The thing that Venx hates.”

“That? No, that’s not dungeon lords.” Ellie resumed her habit of leaving her answers hanging.

John ground his teeth. “Well, what is it then?”

“The Witch of Vernaster and any that serve her.”

She could be handy, John thought.

After a long, hard look around, he cast thoughts of an avenging elf aside and strode through the gravel heaps to Dead Man’s Cave.

“Right, Delacor, this is what we do.” He looked around. “Delacor?”

“He’s fucked off,” said Ellie. “Dumb mutt doesn’t realize you can call him back whenever you want.”

“I can?”

“Sure, he’s tied to you now.”

John invoked his core, summoning Delacor with a curt command. The dog slunk around a gravel pile, coming by his side, ears folded back and tail between his legs.

“Better,” John said. “Now, let’s go fight some skeletons.”

“What if it goes wrong?” Delacor asked.

“We’ve done this before,” Ellie said, rolling her eyes. “Nothing can go wrong.”


Chapter
Ten



John fought back the last of the skeletons as Delacor clamped his jaw around its tibia. The dog yanked and yanked, pulling the skeleton over, then bit into its spine, shaking it until it shattered into dozens of pieces. He glared around.

“Come on! Where are you? Surely that’s not all you got!”

John grinned. Delacor had gone from scared out of his wits to an accomplished brawler in the space of five minutes, although, in fairness, Ellie’s vine traps had made the battle a lot easier.

“What’s next?” Delacor asked.

“Next,” John said. “We have a spot of lunch in the glade, then go back to the dungeon and see how the constructs are getting on.”

“Or,” said Ellie, equally fired up from the battle. “I have my two bad-boy light discs and a vine spell left. We could explore some, perhaps see what’s down one of those tunnels?”

John was quite happy with the morning’s outcome, but he sensed no danger from his survival instinct and quite fancied seeing what awaited them beyond the cavern. He approached the ore piles and, to his surprise, received a notification.

Copper ore. Medium quality.

From its positioning, he guessed the three left-hand tunnels led to the copper seams. Another notification informed him the other tunnels held tin. But he was beyond the limit of his geological knowledge, not even knowing if either ores were found in seams.

“Tin or copper?” he asked.

Ellie shrugged. “Don’t care, just want to fight more skeletons.”

“Me too,” said Delacor. “Just got a boost to my strength. Up to four now, and my experience is up to four-hundred and forty-four. Much better than hunting.”

“Well, you’ve got the seeking talent,” John said. “You choose the tunnel.”

Delacor paced along the wall, stopping at each tunnel and sniffing. He eventually chose the middle copper one, pointing his snout while his tail shot straight back. “This one. There’s something down this one.”

“Probably a manky old bone,” Ellie said. “He’s ace at finding them and bringing them back to the dungeon, maggots and all.”

“Lovely,” said John, and marched over, his sword held high. “Light discs, please, Ellie. One to light the way. Hold the other back in case we need something decapitated fast.”

He poked his head into the tunnel, scanning the floor for boots and clawing finger bones even though his survival instinct told him he was in no danger. “All clear.”

Ellie’s light disc hovered over his head. The tunnel led downward, its fall shallow enough that the miners could push the trolley up. Every ten yards, a small alcove had been hollowed out to accommodate a lamp. John paused at one, holding the party up as he listened for disturbances. The air had a metallic tinge to it, but something else underlay it–the sweet smell of…He couldn’t quite put his finger on it.

He set off again, walking another hundred yards before stopping again.

“What was that?” Delacor asked.

“What?”

“That sound, it’s like creaking and raindrops mixed together.” Delacor sniffed the stale air. “Something’s dead down there.”

“Dead’s fine,” said John. “We kill the dead.” He was aware his statement made no sense but shrugged it off and moved on.

“Think that might be far enough,” Ellie said, her bravado clearly on the wane. “It’s creepy down here, and while whatever’s dead might well be dead, something killed it.”

“Looks like the tunnel ends down here.” John hurried along. “Yeah, it definitely ends there. I can see something gleaming. Might be treasure!”

He raced down, skidding to a halt when the tunnel spread wide, and a craggy cave opened up. A large seam of moldy green rock striped the back wall, the gouges and chisel marks telling him he’d reached the mine’s face.

“Well, I’ll be dammed,” he said, spying a small chest, its lid up and gold and silver spilling from it.

“Don’t do anything daft,” Ellie said. “It could be a trap.”

“Good point.” He scanned the lofty ceiling, trying to see into the shadows created by the numerous stalactites. “Park one disc up there,” he said, edging into the cave. “I think it’s too small for a trap.”

Delacor followed. “See! This nose is worth ten diviners. I can smell anything, me. Sniff a trap out at a hundred yards. There’s nothing here.”

He walked up to the chest, sniffing around it. “Smells quite rotten for a treasure chest.”

A bad feeling grew in John’s gut. “Careful Delacor.”

“That’s because it isn’t one!” Ellie screamed. “Get back, Delacor. It’s a mimic!”

“Oh fuck,” said John, who did not know if a mimic was bad or good, but judging from Ellie’s reaction, he came firmly down on the bad side of the fence. He lunged to pull Delacor back as his survival instinct kicked fully in. A large tentacle cast an ominous shadow on the cave wall as it rose from the back of the chest and then plunged down on the confused dog.

“It can’t be a mimic!” Delacor cried. “I would have smelled it!”

“It’s a fucking mimic, alright,” Ellie said, sending her second light disc spinning toward the falling tentacle.

More erupted from the chest, reaching toward Delacor, curling around him and dragging him toward its opening. Except it wasn’t an open chest anymore. A large maw had appeared in its place, fangs dripping with saliva which frothed on the beast’s tongue as it extended toward the trapped dog.

“Do something!” Delacor screamed.

John, frozen in shock, forced himself to react. He lunged at the mimic, stabbing his sword into its side.

“Me hungry!” said the mimic, its voice like a chainsaw getting slowly snagged on a nail.

“Well, you can’t eat him. He’s my dog!” John struck, severing a tentacle, which flapped briefly on the ground before slithering back to the mimic and rejoining the attack.

“That’s cheating!” John growled, wishing he had a spell other than one that would buff its treasure up. He swept his sword down, chopping through three or four tentacles at once. John leaped forward and back like a fencer, keeping his stance as he sliced more tentacles. “Get back, Delacor.”

“Delacor tasty,” the mimic said.

“You can’t have him,” John said, cutting more tentacles and watching them crawl back to the creature.

“I can do this all day,” it said.

“Well, I can do this all day, fucker,” Ellie screamed and sent a light disc straight into its guts.

The creature lit up, its three hearts pumping, intestines empty, and a rather fetching broach dangling around its main tentacle. An eye shot out extended on an elastic-like stalk. “A witch–you’re a witch!”

It whipped around, staring at John. “And a dungeon lord. Where the hell did you come from?”

“Long story,” John said, slicing the eye’s stalk and catching the eye, before putting it in his jacket pocket.

“Hey, give me my eye back.”

“Not before you stop trying to eat my dog.”

The mimic raised its remaining tentacles and then dropped them in a feeble attempt at a shrug. “I’m hungry. What are you gonna do?”

A new tentacle shot from its semi-chest-like shape and slipped into John’s pocket, grabbing its eye back.

Enraged, John lunged and slid his blade straight into the mimic’s guts.

“Fuck, that hurt!” the mimic said, scuttling away from John.

“I have some piglet if you want it,” Ellie said, pulling her light disc from the mimic’s guts. She moved it through a ninety-degree plane, letting it hover close to the creature. “Let the dog go, and I’ll give you the meat. Don’t, and I’ll saw you in half.”

The mimic froze, still holding Delacor but no longer pulling him toward its fang-lined maw. “How much piglet?”

“It’s a pig…let. What the fuck do you think the let stands for? There’s not much, but you can have what I’ve got.”

“No deal,” said the mimic. “The dog’s big, and I’ll bet he’s tasty.”

“Don’t be so hasty,” John said. “We might only have a bit of meat on us, but back in my dungeon, we’ve always got plenty to eat.”

“Rub my face in it, why don’t you?” the mimic shouted. Its harsh voice ground right through John. “Want to know what I’ve eaten since those miners carped it? Let me tell you. A big fat fuck all. Typical of you bastards, coming in here boasting about all your stuff.”

He yanked Delacor, lifting the dog off his paws and holding him over its open maw.

“Say goodbye to fluffy!” The mimic let out a sinister laugh that brought a scowl to John’s face.

“If you eat him. I’ll kill you, you horrible motherfucker, but if you let him live, I’ll make sure you eat every day.”

John was pretty sure there was a parable waiting to burst out from his words but felt he might have got one or two aspects of it wrong.

“Every day?” the mimic said.

“Every day without fail.”

“And not all spiders? I’ve had my fill of spiders.”

“No spiders, but there is one catch.” John wanted to be honest with the mimic right from the get-go.

“What catch?”

“Serve me as my dungeon minion.”

“You had to go there, didn’t you?” Ellie said.

“It’s that, or he dies.”

Delacor popped a sweat bead or two. “Could you all negotiate when I’m not hovering over a mouth full of glistening fangs?”

The mimic hesitated. “Do I get my own floor?”

“You do, but you also get to set traps, too. Everyone’s got to pull their weight.”

“I can do traps. Got you lot, didn’t I?”

“So, what do you say? We go from this to instant slaughter and death, or you get a nice pork sandwich with plenty more when we get to the dungeon. Oh, and before you decide, I’m pretty good at making folk better than they were before they met me. Ellie can vouch for that. She’s upped her witch’s power a lot these last two days.”

“Well?” the mimic asked.

Ellie sighed. “I suppose. But I did the hard work, too.”

“Think of me,” John said, with his nose in the air, “as more a mentor than a dungeon lord.”

“But I get to eat and kill stuff?”

“You do.”

“Might I point out,” Delacor said, “that I’m the one that goes out and gets the meat?”

“You hunt meat for Mawlock?”

“If you let me down.”

“Hummmmm. Tempting.”

John closed on Mawlock, his sword pressing into the mimic’s skin. “What’s it to be, bloodshed, death and mayhem, or the opportunity to hone your craft and get fat killing my enemies?”

“Hummmmm. You make an interesting argument. I choose…Bloodshed, death and mayhem! Muwahahahaha!” The mimic pulled Delacor toward his maw.

Caught unawares, John was late reacting. Delacor squealed in terror, and Ellie screamed. Then Mawlock tossed Delacor across the cavern and shook with laughter. “You should have seen your faces!”

Mawlock McCreaky has offered its services to you and requested to become your minion to serve you faithfully for the duration of its remaining life or until you release it from its pledge. Do you accept? Yes/no.

“Welcome to my service,” John said, recovering his breath.

“I’m gonna serve the hell out of you, Boss. Anyone threatens you; they got me to answer to.”

John truly liked the sound of that. “Ellie, the sandwich?”

“What? Are we really going to keep it? Can’t I saw it in half? I thought that bit was all bullshit just to get it to drop Delacor.”

Mawlock had returned to its chest-like state. It sprouted several legs and skittered up to Ellie. “Sandwich bitch, or I’ll eat you instead!”

“You can’t talk to me like that.” She bent low, her face inches from his open lid. “If you do, I’ll send a fireball so far up your ass it’ll light you jewels up from the inside out while it fries your guts to a crisp.”

Mawlock gulped. “Alright, sister. We’ll call it a truce. You got balls, I like that. Now, sandwich, before I get all crusty.”

Ellie emptied her lunch sack into its mouth, grimacing as its teeth crunched and ground the meal to a pulp.

“Well,” said John. “I think we’re done here. Say, Mawlock?”

“Yes, Boss?”

“Can you carry anything in that chest of yours?”

“That chest happens to be my body, but yes, I can eat ten times my weight again and then puke it up later.”

“Would you mind taking some tin and copper back to the dungeon for me?”

“You got it, Boss. But I’m warning you, manual work sure takes it out of me. I’m gonna be as hungry as a chest that hasn’t eaten in countless years when we’re done.”

“That’s okay. Delacor will hunt stuff on the way back.”

John checked his stats as they exited the cave. He’d gained a few experience points and mana along with Mawlock as a minion, but nothing else had altered. It was much the same story for Ellie, but Delacor had progressed his attributes and his experience. The dog walked with a spring in his step and his tail pointing toward the afternoon sun. He’d periodically dart off, coming back with a hare, grouse, snake or squirrel.

“Quit showing off,” Ellie said, her bag full. “We’ve enough to eat.”

“Sister,” Mawlock said. “Once I unload this ore, my gut’s going to be a whole load of empty, and you’re going to have to fill it.”

Ellie stomped off, turning and facing the chest. “Let me tell you something. I’m not your fucking servant. I’m a powerful sorceress.”

“Lady, I got more magic in one of my handles than you got in your entire body.”

“You got magic?” John enquired.

“Sure. Look it up. You can see, even though I’m way smarter than you.”

Mawlock McCreaky
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Camouflage King: Proficient: You can blend into your surroundings with ease, making you nearly invisible to all but the most perceptive eye.

Mimicked Object Arsenal: Expert. You can store the forms of objects you have mimicked before to allow yourself instant change without the need for gradual adaption.

Talents - 3

Mana Manipulator: This is your ability to use magic. Your magic is tied to your mana storage. You can only gather the mana associated with your level.

Fast Transformation: You may use the fast transformation talent twice a day to double the speed of any shape change.

Hunger Detection: You have the innate ability to detect the presence of potential prey or threats nearby. This sixth sense allows you to stay alert and ready to pounce.

Spell List

Mimic’s Mirage (Instant): Creates a flawless copy of any item, including shape, texture, smell and taste. Can recreate copies of even the most complex of items, mechanisms or magical artifacts.

Mimic’s Insight (Instant): This spell grants the user the knowledge and history of any object so that they might mimic it perfectly.

Echo of mimicry (Instant): Once an object or creature has been successfully mimicked, this spell can send out echoes of itself to create the illusion of movement even when it remains still.

Perfect Mimicry (Instant): This spell allows the mimic to flawlessly create the appearance, texture, smell and taste of any object it touches.

Deceptive Camouflage (Instant): The user can camouflage another object to look like itself hiding and throw a pursuer off its trail. Particularly useful when throwing a sniffer off its scent.

“That’s pretty impressive. How come you were holed up in a cave and not roaming the land doing mimic things? You’re certainly powerful enough, and nearly a thousand battles? You got some pedigree.” John had little idea what mimic things were, but he guessed they involved eating folks and chowing down on anything else that strayed near its lid.

“No reason,” he said.

“There’s always a reason,” John pressed.

“Nah. I just felt like chilling out for a while. Then you came along, and I thought, these look like a bunch of friendly folks. Why not have a play with them, see what they’ve got to offer?”

“Liar,” Ellie said. “I can tell a liar from a hundred paces.”

“I, Dungeon Lord John Davidson, compel you to tell me the truth.”

“Nope,” Mawlock said. “You can’t do that. Not in the contract I just agreed to.”

“Then just tell me.”

Its lid grimaced. “I’ll tell you, but only over a meal.”
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“It’s like this,” the mimic said, sitting on a stool in the spellforge.

It had a large plate of meat in front of it, spilling over the edge, fat pooling on the table and then dripping onto one of its outstretched tongues.

“My memory’s a little foggy, but I’m pretty sure my previous life went like this. I was a mimic created by a powerful wizard called Ramstlenun. He made me patrol his tower, and I circled it day and night, eating everything that came near his front door. Sometimes, I’d be a topiary; others, I’d be a package on his doorstep, a stone lion or a weed on his path. But every time I was called on, I carried out my sworn duty and ate anything that interrupted his studies. Ramstle wanted to become immortal–like all men. He strived for it day and night, refusing to be sidetracked.”

“An immortality spell is a paradox,” Ellie said. “Everybody knows that.”

“How so?” John asked, dropping a slither of rich grouse meat into his mouth.

“To imply something is immortal implies the land is immortal. It is widely known that the land will end, eventually. Therefore, any immortality spell has to alter the fabric of the land itself, or it will fail. If it attempts to alter the fabric of the land, then the land itself will implode and kill the caster, thus making the spell a paradox.” Ellie let a satisfied smirk sit on her face.

“Deep.” John pursed his lips and nodded, needing a joint for the first time in an age.

“You know it, stud.” She gave him a sly wink.

“Well, that explains a lot,” Mawlock said. “Because one minute I was circling the tower pretending to be a magical orb, and the next I was buried in rock–like, thick, squeezy rock, compressing me from all sides. It was a sweaty time, I can tell you.”

“So this wizard tried to cast his spell and broke time, sucking himself, his tower, and his spells into the land to be erased from time and history,” Ellie concluded.

“Let’s say that.” Mawlock tipped up the plate, brushed in the meat with its tentacle, and gobbled the lot down. “So,” he said and burped.

“Man, that’s fowl,” Delacor said, moving stools.

Silence followed.

“That was a fucking joke,” the dog snapped. “It was fowl–bird–get it?”

“Yeah, yeah. Heard it,” said Mawlock. “So, one day, I heard this tap, tap, tapping. Well, my heart raced, but I was on death’s door and still a fake magical garden orb. Holding that form for thousands of years had almost drained my mana. I was at death’s door and trust me, created mimics are hard to kill. Then I see this great big eye looking at me, and I hear these excited words–unfamiliar, some strange, weird language. This man gently chips around me, thinking he’s found a treasure that will feed him and his family for the rest of their lives.”

“So,” Ellie said. “You were buried in thousands of tonnes of rock and, by pure chance, happened to be mined out? I call bullshit!”

“More meat, side chick,” Mawlock said.

“Hey! I have news for you! I’m no one’s side chick. I’m my own self.”

“I can vouch for that,” John said. “She’s definitely no side chick.”

“She’s mad,” Delacor said, then shrunk under the table away from her ensuing glare.

“Carry on with your story,” John said.

“Story’s the right word,” Ellie sighed, spooning more meat from the pot for Mawlock.

“Well, he held me up, the look in his wide, greedy eyes telling me he thought he’d hit the motherlode. Then his head exploded, splattering me in tasty blood and brain. A sledgehammer sat buried deep in his throat, and for a moment, I dreaded what would come next.” Mawlock paused, leaving John hanging.

“Don’t you start with the cliffs,” he said.

“Just wondering when more meat is coming my way.”

Ellie slid a plateful over to him. “Don’t push me,” she said, but with no real threat.

“Well, the blood and brains gave me some energy, but I needed much more to change into a shape I could defend myself with. As luck would have it, as he dropped, I fell into the path of his spewing jugular and blood showered over me. Man, that was a good moment. I don’t think I’ve ever had a better meal. So, the hammer-wielder leaned over, looking at me, reaching to grab me. Then the strangest thing happened. The man erupted in boils and puss. Vomit exploded out of him, and his eyes bled black blood. Before he died, the man cursed me to everlasting death, which made no sense. Famished as I was, I gobbled it all up and was sick as a pig. I soon realized I’d eaten bodies cursed by a second curse. Fortunately, being sexless, that curse didn’t affect me; just made me queasy for a few dozen years. But as all the others in the cavern dropped, I knew I could not eat them and regain my strength. So, I had one hope.”

Mawlock paused, its tentacle sweeping more meat into his open maw, which he chomped away slowly.

“What was the fucking hope?” John screamed.

“I’m getting to it. So, I only had one hope. I had to change into something that would fool an idiot into coming close enough while retaining enough energy to attack. Remember, I had no clue where I was. I could have been miles underground or I could have been a few hundred yards. But how was my luck? The miner’s last words, his curse—not the other one—rebounded from me, settling over the bodies and turning them into undead. No one ventured close for an age until you came along.”

“Nah,” Ellie said. “I’m not having it. That curse can’t rebound off you. It would have to be something more powerful than that.”

“It was the everlasting death curse! Why else didn’t they die properly?” the mimic shouted. “And I got sick. That was part of some curse. Way too many curses at once!”

She rolled her eyes. “Pus, black blood, boils? What do you think made you sick?”

“Pus…good. Black blood…good. Boils…good! What’s not to like?”

“It’s not Mawlock,” Delacor said.

“What’s not?” John asked.

“I said there was something powerful in the tunnel. What if it wasn’t Mawlock? What if something else was protecting him and triggered my seeking talent?”

“Like what?” John said.

“Like a wizard’s tower?” Ellie suggested.


Chapter
Eleven



“Well, there’s no way I’m digging a wizard’s tower out of solid rock,” John said.

But, a small ball of excitement had grown within him. While he knew nothing about Ramstlenun, barring his immortal aspirations, a wizard’s tower had to have something valuable in it. “We’ll look for it once we’ve turned this into a dungeon.”

“Yes!” Mawlock grated. “Yes! You’ll love my old master.”

“Your master will be a pile of dust,” Ellie told the mimic. “No way anyone survives a couple of thousand years encased in stone.”

“I did.”

“Yeah, but you’re a mimic. Turn yourself into an inanimate object, and you’re bound to survive a long time. Lucky you didn’t turn yourself into a dungeon lord. They don’t last long around here.”

If John had thought their recent transition to lovers would blunt her tongue, her comment brought him crashing back down to earth.

“What do you think, Master?” Mawlock rasped.

John tossed the options around before he spoke. “Dead,” he said. “Sorry, don’t want to sugarcoat it.”

“What?” Ellie said. She bent low, whispering to the chest but loud enough that all could hear. “He says shit like that. It means nothing. Delacor thinks he does it to sound clever, but I think it’s just dumb.”

“It means,” John sighed. “That I didn’t want to give him false hope.”

Ellie stood straight, tapping her foot. “Yeah, in your old world. What’s sugar, anyway? Is it like wool?”

“Ah,” said John. “That explains that one.” He walked to the tunnel. “Sugar is a sweetener. You put it on your food.”

“What? Like stew? Why would you want stew sweeter?” Ellie asked.

“You wouldn’t. Stew’s fine as it is.” He didn’t think it was the appropriate time to breech the subject of condiments. Her stew needed pepper, but he wasn’t sure that was a thing in Asantia. “On cake. No, not cake so much. In tea.”

“So you were a rich fucker back on your old Earth. Explains the shoes.”

John closed his eyes and held his breath as he attempted to compose. “What explains the shoes?”

“Wearing white shoes around here is just plain daft. You need boots to stop the mud from getting in, and if you lived in the city, you double-need them for all the shit. While we’re at it, those daft trousers are too long too. They’ll be wet all the time. You’ll catch a death of a cold. It’ll morph into the wheezes, and then you’ll die a slow and painful death unless I heal you or Yethen does.”

“Death by jeans,” he muttered. “Not the way I expected to go out. You paint a bleak picture.”

Ellie thrust her nose in the air. “Well, I’m a Dungeon Guardian now. I have to protect you, even from yourself.”

What the hell have I done?

He gritted his teeth. “And I thank you for that. But we have to improve a little at a time, and at the moment these are all I have.”

“Not quite. You have all bogface’s clothes. Some of the old ones will fit you. The newer ones are a bit bigger. Put a bit too much timber on toward the end.”

“I’ll look, but if I remember the vision Ellara showed me, he had a bit too much pirate going on for my liking.”

“Dashing, that’s what he was before he stopped trying. The land giveth, and the land taketh away,” she said cryptically as they came to the first cavern. She darted off toward the exit before he had a chance to ask her what she meant.

Mawlock scuttled along beside him. “So, what are you? Level a hundred or something? How many dungeons have you got? I’ll bet you have hundreds of minions. I’m gonna be special, don’t you worry about that. Want any of them vanished? You want someone to disappear, it can happen real fast.”

“Actually,” John said, considering his reply carefully. “I’m just starting out. So, before you get all disappointed, I’m no powerful lord, think of the advantages. First, you get to help me make all the decisions—you help me shape our destiny. Second, things are always more volatile at the start of a game…I mean…dungeon lord’s life. There’s more killing to be done. More monsters to fight.”

Even though it was patently obvious it wasn’t a game, he still lapsed into thinking of it like one. It wasn’t a habit he wanted to get out of either. It was already helping him plan more clinically. If he didn’t think of it that way, he’d probably not be looking at a second dungeon purely to supply resources and sanctuary for any that needed it.

“More killing, good,” Mawlock said. “More power, good. But my offer still stands. Anyone, even if they think they’re friends, just say the word.”

While John had no intention of taking him up on it, he filed the mimic’s offer away, knowing that one day, he may well have to call it in.

Ellie had strayed a few hundred yards ahead, while Delacor bounded along in the middle. The dog had done well. Overcoming his fear of fighting something much more powerful than him was the definition of bravery as far as John was concerned. Which was why it surprised him when the dog suddenly froze, then looked toward the forest, before bolting.

John’s survival instinct activated a moment later as a huge troll-like creature raced from the tree line aiming straight for Ellie. The witch walked through the glade, trailing her hands along the tall grass, looking in the opposite direction.

“Ellie!” John screamed. “Troll!”

She turned, her hands on her hips, glaring at him. “Well, that’s fucking nice. That’ll get this dress on the floor and my legs in the air in no time.”

“No, troll!” John said, pointing, drawing his sword and running toward her. “There’s a troll!”

She turned as the troll was almost on her.

“Vine trap!” she cried and tossed her spell at the onrushing monster.

A small row of vines shot up in the troll’s path. The creature crashed into them, its momentum ripping them out of the soft loam to dangle around his legs like green anklets.

“Bugger,” Ellie said, turning to John, fear etched in every part of her panicked expression. John reached her, sliding to a stop between her and the troll and bracing.

The troll slowed, clearly hoping for a quick smash, grab and bugger off. John raised his sword, its tip shaking to betray his fear.

“Stay back damnable beast or you’ll feel the sharpness of my blade!”

The troll slowed to a walk, a gappy grin gracing its hideous green face. “That thing? That won’t even tickle me, human.” His deep voice resounded through each of John’s bones. “Tell you what. As you’re so weak, how about I let you go and just take the witch? She’s a bit scrawny, but I’ll settle for her.”

“I’ll have you know I’m a mean daughterofabastard,” Ellie shouted back. “And that wasn’t my only spell, I’ll have you know.”

“Ah, but trolls have magical resistance.” The troll laughed, spraying them in foul spittle as its death breath flowed over them.

“That’s fucking gross,” Ellie said. “If you think I’m getting in that mouth, you’ve got another thing coming.”

John thought furiously. “Mawlock!” he shout-whispered. “Mawlock, we need you.”

But the chest was nowhere to be seen.

“Mawlock?”

“Your dog ran away,” the troll said, moving even closer.

“Fucking dog outsmarted me again,” Ellie cursed.

The troll crouched, moving to one side, judging his angles, then moving to the other. John pushed Ellie back, moving closer to the giant beast, searching for the mimic. But Mawlock was nowhere to be seen.

“As soon as I attack, run,” he hissed, hoping his expert swordsmanship might get him through.

Unfortunately, the troll chose that exact time to conjure a huge club into existence. “I’m resistant to magic, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t got any.”

John stared at the weapon. “Like your meat tender, do you?”

“On the bone,” the troll replied. “Shattered.”

While John wanted to focus on the problem at hand, he couldn’t help but notice a brilliant, white unicorn had appeared in the glade. It was around the size of a fully grown horse, with a single golden horn growing from its snout.

“Is that a unicorn?” John asked pointing with his sword.

“Nice try,” said the troll. He spat on one hand, then moved the club into it, spitting on the other, then holding it in both. He limbered up like a pro ballplayer. “Time to say goodnight.”

“That unicorn’s golden horn is worth more than me, and if you don’t go for it now, it’s gonna run away.”

John said the words, but the reality was different. The unicorn had circled behind the troll and was pawing at the ground, its head down.

The troll pulled his club back. “Yeah, yeah. I look around and you run away. Times up,” he said, lurching toward John as the unicorn raced toward the troll.

“Run!” John screamed at Ellie, who instead threw two light discs straight at the troll’s eyes.

The troll screamed as they carved into its face, sticking on its thick hide but distracting him enough for the club to sail over both their heads.

A dull thump rang out, followed by a disgusting squelching sound. The troll froze, looking straight ahead, the light discs wedged firmly in its eye sockets.

“Fuck,” it said as the unicorn withdrew, and blood gushed from the troll’s ass. “Unicorn?” it asked.

“Unicorn,” John confirmed as the unicorn charged again.

The troll lurched forward as the unicorn buried its golden horn in its ass again.

“Don’t suppose you could let me off the hook? Become a minion?” the troll asked, in a scene not dissimilar to something out of Sons of Anarchy, if you discounted the unicorn, golden horn, troll, John, Ellie, and a general lack of motorbikes.

“Not a chance, you muggy fucker,” Ellie said, rounding John and punching the troll right on its warty nose.

The unicorn withdrew, its shining white coat doused in blood and troll crap. It circled the troll, charging from the front. John and Ellie stepped out of the way as it embedded its razor-sharp horn right in the troll’s face, powering through and into its brain.

“Fucking hell,” John said as the unicorn withdrew. “That was fucking awesome.”

The unicorn turned and stared at him, its mythical head coated in blood and brain. Then as John wondered if he wasn’t next in line for a good unicorning, the blood, gut-contents, and brain matter all vanished, restoring the unicorn to its majestic self.

“Did you do that? Did you cast immaculatus on it?”

“Nope,” John said.

“Can I eat it?” the unicorn rasped.

“Mawlock? Is that you, Mawlock?”

The beautiful creature morphed into its chest form, its tentacles shooting out and ripping the troll to pieces.

“I guess so,” John said.

“Good. Oh, by the way, I had to dump all the ore. Fat unicorns are no good. I’ll come back and get it soon as I’ve eaten this schmuck. A good-sized troll should go a long way to repairing my power.”

“You mean you were fighting with less power than normal?”

“That’s why I had to plug his butt. Needed the gore to wash over me and keep me going. The laws of supply and demand. I demanded it. He supplied it. Simple.”

The mimic began eating the troll. The sound of it grinding its bones to pulp proved too much for Ellie, who vomited all over the path.

“Save that for me,” Mawlock said. “Something to wash the troll down with.”

John heaved, the stench of Ellie’s vomit proving too much for him. “Do you have to?” he asked as Delacor returned, a partridge in his mouth which he dropped at John’s feet.

“What the heck happened here?” the dog asked.
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John left the mimic sleeping by the fire with Delacor. It appeared to enjoy its treasure chest form the most, facing the fire with its lid up, tongue dangling, and a healthy coating of shiny baubles lining its insides. If Delacor was worried the mimic might turn into a sword and run him through, he certainly didn’t show it. Their trip to Dead Man’s Glade had exhausted the dog, his one-point deficit in stamina to John proving the difference. That and his cowardice. While John had understood why he’d run when faced with a ten-foot-high troll, he told him to ask next time. Delacor had, of course, protested that he was hunting, and proceeded to get even more for the pot on the way back. While the dog had excelled in the mine, he’d shown his true colors outside. John suspected Delacor was a coward, and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.

Ellie had received a smattering of experience for attacking the troll with light discs, but as John hadn’t landed a blow, he’d received nothing. He fancied he might have progressed his leadership skill, but if he had, it hadn’t been enough to progress him to the next tier.

“Leave them be,” Ellie said. “The mimic has to be full up, and Delacor did a lot of hunting.”

“A lot of running,” John added.

“Can’t fix everything.”

Ellie led him by the hand into the new corridor that the dungeon had auto-repaired. While John didn’t quite understand the mechanics behind it, he was pretty positive that it was the general health of the dungeon at work rather than a specific thing he’d missed. Several doors lined the corridor. Ellie ducked into one. “Pants, tunics, shirts, you name it, there’re loads,” she said, holding up a satin silver shirt with tassels and frills all over it. “I think this one would look great on you.”

John wasn’t sure if she was talking nonsense or not. It was hard to tell. Sarcasm and genuine pleasure elicited much the same expression, a sort of scowl come smile that looked like it could drop to murderous at any second.

“It’s a bit flamboyant,” John said, picking out a beige shirt with loads of pockets.

Ellie ripped it off him. “No, no, no, no, no!” she snapped. “You are the head of a dungeon–soon to be the lord of several. You are flamboyant. You are eccentric. But most of all, you are deadly. You need to keep people guessing as you slide your sword into their guts.”

“I’ll aim for flamboyant and capable.” He picked out a satin blue number with puffed-out sleeves and a raised collar. “What about this?”

She scrunched her face up in a look that told John he wouldn’t be wearing a puffy-sleeved, satin blue shirt any time soon. “We need to consider your core’s color. If you suddenly go dungeon green, we can’t have you clashing. What do you think about all black?”

John thought she’d played him, and that black was the color she’d been going for all along. A suspicion all but confirmed when a flurry of black clothing came his way.

First, a pair of tight black pants appeared. “Get them on.”

He obliged without a shred of modesty.

Then, a black silk shirt with sleeves suited to cufflinks and a nice, winged collar hit him in the face. “And that.”

It looked quite dashing.

“What do you think?”

“A bit Spanish waiter, but quite charming.”

“Slip these on.”

“Knee-high boots? I’m a fearsome dungeon lord, not a cheerleader.”

“They’ll look the part. Besides, like I told you, if you ever go into town, you’ll need boots to stop the shit getting in between your toes.”

“I doubt I’ll go into any town. I think my five o’clock shadow might give the game away that I’m a man.”

She cocked her head one way and then the other. “I wouldn’t bank on it. There are some pretty hairy spinsters in Asantia. Here. You need a cape.”

He put the cape on, shrugging himself into its folds and then lifting his posture and jutting his chin. “I feel quite Lord-like,” he said.

“And you look the part, too,” she said.

“What about you? If you’re going to be a powerful sorceress, perhaps you should stop dressing like a—” John stopped himself in the nick of time.

“Like a what?” she asked, her voice like a squeaky door.

“Like you spend a lot of time in the kitchen,” he said as tactfully as possible.

“You meant whore, didn’t you?”

He rolled his eyes. “Let me rephrase. What about something sexier?”

“Better,” she said and opened the door. “Let me show you the observation room.”

“The what?”

“You’ll see.”

She led him across the corridor and into another room. A pair of chairs faced a large screen that reassembled a black mirror. She sat in one, and he sat in another.

“How does it work, then?” he asked.

“Well, you can look at any level you’ve begun repairing. So, if you say Dungeon Level One, it will display that. At least, it used to for creepy old Emberbane.”

He tried it. “Dungeon Level One.”

The black screen blinked, and the swamp appeared, the dull, green light illuminating an eerie scene. He spied both constructs beavering away at their usual slow but steady pace.

“I wish I knew how to speed those buggers up,” he said.

“You need the Dungeon Construction Skill. It’ll be like all skills. You only get it when you’ve shown enough need for it and have the room to accommodate it, and that’s only if you’ve got an affinity for it.”

“Dungeon External,” he said, and the scene switched to the outside. The constructs had completed the spike trap, and the murder blooms had grown a little, their flower heads nearly ready to open. “What the hell are they working on?”

John inclined his head, trying to make it out.

“Looks like a dart trap of some description. A new trap smith construct won’t be the most inventive, but if you get a complete idiot invading the dungeon, it’ll nail her every time.”

“Good to know we’re wasting our time.”

Or were they? he thought.

“Second thoughts, we want to make it easy to get in, but hard to leave. Let them think we’re simpletons.”

“That’s the spirit,” said Ellie. “Cling to the hope that you’ve actually got a prayer.”

“We’ve all got to cling to something,” he said, jumping up. “What else have we got?”

“Oh, you’ll love the next room. Emberbane called it The Juicer.”

“The Juicer?”

She rushed outside and into the corridor, ducking into another room. “Tadda!” she said.

“What the fuck is this place?” he said, his jaw dropping. He knew. It was bloody obvious.

“A torture room. What do you think? This is the rack–you can stretch the bitches on that. Then there’s the Iron Maiden.”

“So that’s where they got their name.”

“This is the Scavenger’s Daughter, and this a Pear of Anguish. We could play with that one, but no expanding.”

“Why The Juicer?”

“Because the more pain you inflict, the more flux you generate.”

John pulled her out. “I think I prefer our way.”

“Don’t discount it.” She dipped her head and gave him a playful smile. “You could tie me to the rack if you want. I should thank you for the way you stepped in front of me to protect me from the troll.”

He hesitated. “That actually sounds quite–”

She grabbed him and pulled him back in. “Let’s make flux.”

Her cheeks flushed, and her nostrils flared as her mouth curled into a delicious smile.

“You say the sexiest—” He wanted to make a glib comment, but his passion rose rapidly. There was something about the surroundings that made the thought of sex risqué. He grabbed her, pulling her close in a tight embrace. She responded by grinding herself against his growing erection.

She closed her arms around his neck with her hands outstretched behind him before she pushed him back with her body. He slammed against the Iron Maiden, thanking the gods it was closed, and her lips crushed his as her passion flowed into him. She pinned him against the torture device, grinding her pussy onto his trapped cock.

Her tongue fought his, their battle for dominance even. He yanked at her tunic, pulling it up and over her, forcing their mouths apart. She fumbled for his pants, her fingers fumbling at the knots on his laced front and growling in frustration. Falling to her knees, she unpicked the knot and slid his pants down, unleashing his semi-luminous cock as she pulled his boots off.

The core’s power pulsed through him. His cock shone like a lightsaber.

“Suck it,” he gasped.

“For real?” she said, her lips curled and teeth showing.

“Yeah, for real. Suck it, lick it, fuck it with your mouth.”

She grasped his shaft, peeling back his foreskin to reveal his glowing crown. “For real?” she said again, her inexperience showing through.

He eased his length forward, bringing his tip against her closed lips, willing, hoping, desperate to slide into her mouth and feel her tongue around his head.

“For real,” he said.

“You really are a sick fuck,” she said, running both hands up and down his shaft and over his crown. Her fingernails scraped him just enough to keep him on the edge of ecstasy and pain. “I like that about you,” she said and swallowed his length like a pro.

“Fuck!” he cried. “Have you done this before?”

She shook her head, his dick still embedded in her mouth, cheeks glowing with eldritch light.

“Okay, now move your lips up and down, just like if you were screwing me with your mouth. That’s it. That’s it. Just like that, baby. Oh yeah, roll that tongue over me. Yeah, baby, yeah.”

She worked his cock, hesitating for mere seconds before getting into a steady rhythm, working his dick like a natural. He tensed, his knees juddering, calves twitching and stripped off his shirt, throwing it aside, then stared down at her bobbing head, knowing, understanding, that he wanted to dominate her and not have her command his pleasure. Reluctantly, he pulled her up.

“Your turn,” he said.

She looked confused.

“If you think I’m suddenly sprouting a cock, you’re seriously overestimating my magic.”

He laughed, her comment momentarily breaking the sexual tension, but it flooded back instantly, mixed with something more, something tangible that bonded them together and held them tighter than any mortal attraction. He pushed her back, their eyes locked in subtle combat, her resisting, him seeking the dominance his position demanded he take.

“Get on the rack,” he said, lifting her before she could reply.

She sat on the dread instrument, a table around seven feet long and a few wide, cleats and ropes littering its surface, pulleys and cogs at its head and base. Mischief flitted across her expression, and a devilish smile hatched. “Why, Dungeon Lord John Davidson, you’re not going to punish your bad, bad minion, are you?”

“It’s Master to you, and you’ll do as I say!” He pushed back, then swiveled her around. Grabbing one arm, he curled the rope around her wrist, jamming it onto the table, then forcing the rope into the cleat, tightening it just enough to make her gasp. “You be a good girl,” he said as he did the same on the other side. “You be a good girl, and you’ll get what you deserve.”

“But I’ve been a bad girl, Master,” she said, but with a hint of humor in her eyes.

He grinned, his body glossed with the green dungeon light, cock proud, and he set about his work fastening her legs in place and then anchoring the ropes in the bottom cleats. He stood back, admiring his work. She was magnificent, not a flaw blemished her body, and she was his, completely subservient for the moment. “Shall I?” he asked, curling his fingers around the handle.

“You have the power, Master.”

He gave it a crank, taking up the rope’s slack, then one more for good measure, bringing a gasp from her as her body jerked and tightened.

“I think that’s enough for what I need,” he said.

“Thank you, Master,” she replied, playing her part to perfection and keeping his cock twitching so hard it almost pained him.

He climbed aboard the rack, running his hands along her taut legs, feeling the pressure of the slight strain. “All okay?”

“Perfect,” she said, her smile so genuine he considered another quick crank.

“Then let me show you what I meant.”

He lowered his head to her pussy, parting her lips and nuzzling her with the tip of his nose as he savored her heady scent. She jerked away, but the restraints held her in place. He grinned, knowing her struggles would become more frantic and yet she wouldn’t be able to draw away or push back. She was at his mercy. No, not at his mercy, at the mercy of his tongue and fingers.

If ever there is a time for a plan laugh, it is now, truly now!

He licked her pussy from the base of her slit to its hood, lingering there, circling around her buds as he familiarized himself with her. She flinched, but the ropes restricted her movements, and she could not tear her pussy away from him. He withdrew, lifting his head and looking over her pubic hair along the flat of her tummy and through the valley created by her wonderful breasts. Her chin jutted up, neck cords taut, her breathing fast and deep.

“Now, I want you to listen and listen well. Every woman is different. What works for one sometimes won’t work for another. You must guide me and must tell me what feels good, what makes you want to scream with joy. Understand?”

“Yes, Master,” she said with barely a breath.

He lowered his head, blowing softly over her sex as he once more teased her lips apart and licked the edges of her vagina. He lingered near her base, searching, probing deeper, his efforts rewarded by her lengthy breaths. Flicking over her pubic ridge, he pressed hard on her, then slipped up to flick his tongue between her buds, carving a furrow that finally got the response he needed.

“Yes!” she gasped. “There, just there.” Her breathing increased.

He slowed on purpose, his tongue massaging the inner sides of her buds. She jerked, her butt leaving the rack momentarily. Then she cried out as if that action had tipped her from ecstasy to pain. John seized his moment, kissing her hood and sucking her clit into his mouth, flicking his tongue over while pulling her in and out of him.

“Master, yes! Oh yes! More. More. More, please, Master!”

John cupped her buttocks, holding her like a chalice and working his magic. The tension grew to breaking point as the room filled with a fragile lattice of ethereal green flux. Her moans grew deeper, more throaty, then burst forward, cries ringing around, and she dared force herself into his mouth. The flux shattered around them, falling to the stone floor, coating every surface in its dark magic. Hot cum streamed from her, leaching into his mouth, dripping from his chin, and mingling with the sparkling flux.

“Oh, Master,” she said as he rose; his cock engorged with arcane power, shining with his eldritch light.

“You are mine, Ellie Fantlarvo, mine to do with as I please.”

“Yes, Master,” she gasped as he entered her.


Chapter
Twelve



John woke but kept his eyes clamped shut. He’d dreamt of the girl again, the woman called Purity, and he hadn’t wanted the dream to end. She’d been on horseback, riding with a column of The Magnificent, and they’d camped for the night in the grove. Bright had been there as well, both women still looking like they didn’t belong.

They were to face a monster, and one Magnificent told them to run, to desert their calling rather than to face the certain death of the upcoming encounter. Purity had refused, stoic in her determination to become a Magnificent. John grinned at the memory, siding with her even though The Magnificent would kill him one day.

That’s my girl! he thought as he woke with a pounding headache.

He had a good idea why he felt so drained. An entire night of experimenting in the torture chamber had left him dry. His balls were empty, and his mouth parched. Plus, he positively stank of sweat and cum. He doubted he’d ever been so dehydrated in his life–either of them. Groping around for his cup of water, he remembered he wasn’t in his old apartment and that he’d not had the time to furnish his new bedroom with such luxuries. The smell of cooking piglet reminded him of sizzling bacon and brought him from horizontal to vertical instantly.

He stretched, swiveling his legs off the bed and onto the warm flagstone floor.

Warm floor?

He scratched his head. It had never been warm in the dungeon. While it hadn’t been freezing either, it had always had a cold tinge to it. But no, it was definitely comfortable.

“Ellie?” he called. “Why’s it nice in here?”

He stood and stretched again, wanting to revel in his nakedness and stroll into the spellforge and kiss her good morning. Unfortunately, there were two reasons he couldn’t do that. Actually, there were zero reasons he couldn’t. He was the dungeon lord, after all. But there were two reasons why he wouldn’t.

The first, he didn’t fancy going cock-dangling anywhere near the snappy mimic. Second, he did not know what Ellie he’d encounter. She had an elastic personality. The more loving and tender she was one moment, the more likely she was to snap to hateful and sarcastic the next. She’d been fully subservient and compliant the night before, so it stood to reason that she’d be a complete bitch that morning. Strolling in naked like some conquering lover would add fuel to a likely already smoldering fire.

Still, he reasoned, it was his dungeon, and his clothes were in the torture chamber, so he had little choice. But as he strode toward the door, dread filled him. But it wasn’t like before. The fear wasn’t his. The dungeon wasn’t in danger. He dropped to his knees, holding his head as a horrific vision filled his mind, exploded into his consciousness and sent him spinning to another place.

He could smell burning and feel the scene’s heat as if he was really there. A hill rose, its charred slopes littered with bodies. He landed, but there was no thud, no feeling that he really stood there. It was like he was observing the scene, but rather than from on high like before, he’d evolved his ability and could fully immerse himself. He scanned the scene, hunting for Purity’s corpse, sure she was dead and already mourning her loss.

She’d been warned. The Magnificent had told them they would die.

Atop the hill stood a terrifying crimson beast. It resembled a dragon but was a little smaller than he imagined one of those beasts to be. It sprayed its fire down the blackened slopes in bursts like a flamethrower, killing all in their wake.

Then he spied movement, and he raced toward it. She was alive! Bright was alive! But rather than run, they crawled toward the creature.

“Don’t!” John screamed. “Don’t! Run away!” But his mouth made no sound. He might as well have been a ghost.

A stricken Magnificent lay in a gully. Purity called to her. “Magnificent Lilly!”

It was the same soldier who’d warned them to desert.

Purity crawled toward Magnificent Lilly. The woman’s body lay twisted and bent, her leg sticking out at an angle it had no business being at. Her skin was pale. Blood, ash and mud smeared over her once gleaming armor. Glowing embers filled the air, swirling like wind-driven snow on a winter’s night.

Helpless, John mourned the inevitable. All was lost. The Magnificent, once so buoyant, once so powerful, once so undefeatable, lay dead and dying across the hillside. He should have rejoiced—one guild of The Magnificent gone. The Dungeon Delvers Guild—was that it? Others would come—he knew that. But he couldn’t feel happiness, not when Purity was about to die. They had a connection, and he thought they had a future.

As she inched toward the stricken Magnificent, the firedrake blew death over her, the very air boiling. Purity scrambled into a pit, pulling a dead Magnificent over her, her calf blistering as fire brushed it. But its fire had waned. The last blast was nothing like the others he’d witnessed.

Purity waited for the rolling fire to recede. Then she scrambled up the pit, peering over the top to see the firedrake turn away. She crawled back to Lilly, smacking her cheek to rouse her.

“Run,” said Lilly. “I told you to run!” and then she belched crimson blood, and the land lost another Magnificent.

Purity glanced about; every inch of mud crisped to black. The firedrake shuffled around again, more fire spilling from its angry maw. She grabbed her sword.

“Don’t do it!” John screamed. “Don’t be stupid. It’s too powerful!”

“You’ll not win. Not on my watch,” Purity growled, holding her sword and marching up the hill. “Not on my fucking watch.”

“Purity!” Celibate Bright hissed. “What the hell are you doing? Play dead, and it’ll bugger off.”

“Yes, play dead!” John cried in vain.

“We’re Magnificent. We don’t give up,” Purity said.

Bright had the look of someone who was anything but magnificent. A bubbling welt leaked fluid across her cheek, and half of her hair had vanished.

“You might be a Magnificent, but I’m a shit scared Celibate.”

“You’re with me, Magnificent Bright. Now, let’s get this done.”

Whether Purity meant let’s get this done and die was up for debate as Bright found some deeply held reserve, grabbed her sword and raced up the hill. The two women screamed at the top of their voices, charging the firedrake, who turned ominously.

John’s gut clenched. He raced after them, wanting to help, wanting to join in, but helpless.

The two girls closed, but not fast enough. The monster reared its head back, opening its terrible maw, fire hatching in its throat. It lunged, the flames rolling toward its jaws. Purity held her arm up, covering her eyes and bracing. Her scream preceded her as she raced up the hill.

John held his breath.

After a short while, she dropped her arm to see fire dribbling from the firedrake’s mouth.

“It’s out of fire!” Bright shouted, and Purity redoubled her efforts, trying to reach the beast before it could find some untapped reserves.

“For glory!” Purity cried at the top of her voice. And she slid her bronze sword into the firedrake’s throat.

The creature screamed, black smoke billowing from its throat as it lifted Purity off her feet. Bright crashed into the beast, plunging her sword into its chest, ripping it out and smashing it back in.

Purity swung her feet around the monster’s neck, pulling her sword out as she jammed her knees into the creature, hanging on as it bucked and spasmed. She hacked and hacked, clearly trying to find a vein, an artery or anything that might finish the beast off. Blood gushed from it, making the firedrake’s scales slippery.

“Die, you miserable excuse for a dragon!” she screamed, then held her sword high, reversed her grip and forced her blade right through the firedrake’s neck bone.

Her sword snapped in two, its handle flicking away, wrenching her wrist. The drake’s head dipped, its legs buckled, and it dropped to the cindered ground, throwing up a cloud of glowing embers into the apocalyptic sky.

“Is it dead?” Bright’s squeak of a voice sounded through the ash.

The firedrake twitched, kicking its legs, blood belching from its throat. Purity fell from its neck, crashing to the ground with a thump. She lay there, her chest heaving, her dreams in tatters.

Bright crawled close, lying beside her and breathing hard.

“So much for that dream,” she said.

“Did you see them, Bright? Did you see their courage?”

The Magnificent hadn’t faltered. They’d fought on even in the face of certain death.

“I saw,” Bright said.

“They charged toward the flames even though it roasted their flesh from their bones–their eyes from their skulls. They never turned away, Bright. Not from certain death.”

Bright grunted, wiping her brow with her charred bracer as she sighed.

For a long moment, silence fell, just the pop of exploding seed pods and the crack of bones snapping in the fires that still raged.

“They never turned away, even in the face of certain death,” Purity repeated.

“Fucking idiots,” Bright chuckled.

“Fucking idiots,” Purity agreed.

John chuckled with them, stunned by Purity’s bravery. The knotted feeling in his gut vanished. The scene receded.

“No!” John said, wanting to stay there, to spend some time with her.

But his mind blanked, and the smell of breakfast cooking filled his nostrils. He opened his eyes, the room resolving around him. His dreams were becoming more vivid, so real he’d stepped through and been a part of it. He’d tasted her world, her struggles, and was stunned at her courage.

If she was a measure of the courage held by other members of The Magnificent, then he was in trouble, terrible trouble. He’d have to work hard, to prepare properly. There could be no second best. Perhaps that was why Emberbane had failed. Perhaps he’d underestimated The Magnificent.

John vowed there and then that he wouldn’t make the same mistake. When they came, he’d not underestimate them, because Ellara had allowed him to witness his enemy, and she was magnificent.

He composed himself, giving himself time to compartmentalize what he’d seen. As soon as his head was straight, he padded out of the room, poking his head into the spellforge and forcing merriment into his voice.

“Morning! Are my clothes still in the torture chamber?”

She turned, glared at him, and turned away, focusing on the pot of everlasting stew. “How the fuck would I know? They’re your clothes. And while you’re about it, isn’t it about time we had a service construct to take care of all this shit? I could be making spells right now. I can cast four a day, you know. And while we’re on the subject—” She turned with her smile all rainbows and unicorns. Although unicorns didn’t hold quite the same place in his heart as they had before. Ellie fixed her glare on him. “A little immaculatus wouldn’t go amiss. I smell like a cum factory.”

Yes, he thought, she’s a box of tricks, alright.

“Do you know why it’s so warm in here?”

“It’s all the heat radiating from my loving heart. What can I tell you? You’re incredible.”

“Humph,” he said and cast the spell on both of them, bid Mawlock and Delacor good morning and wandered off down the hallway.

I was pretty sure it was the dungeon repairing itself.

As he passed the observation room, his mind clouded, red pulsing, alerting him to a potential intruder. He darted into the observation room, standing behind the seats and staring at the gloss black screen.

Intruder alert. External Sensors triggered. Dungeon Entrance. Hostile - Female - Elven Heritage.

“Venx?” he wondered. “Dungeon entrance defenses, please,” he said.

The screen burst into life. Two rows of murder blooms lined the path leading to the dungeon’s entrance. The Trap smith construct, Amon, was busy priming a concealed dart while the builder construct stood dead still. John guessed they’d finished all their external work and were about to start on the tunnel entrance itself.

The murder blooms had taken another giant step toward becoming the killers they deserved to be. Their flowers were about ready to open and reveal their phallic stigmas to the world. Along with his luminous erection, he thought the two goddesses had a twisted sense of humor. Above all else, he wondered if his modification worked. To have the murder blooms turn into efficient killers was, naturally, the goal, but he’d settle for slow digestion if need be. As he concluded that, he noticed Venx.

The elf lived up to the floating reflection he’d witnessed in Dead Man’s Glade. She was edgy. There was no doubt about that. Her spiked hair fell over her forehead like a plumage rather than a fringe, the back and sides cropped short. Her sharp features aligned with thoughts of what an elf would look like, which were broadly in tune with Legolas from the Lord of the Rings movies.

However, she differed from that roguish elf in all other areas. Several things surprised him, although he was unsure why as his experience with elves was limited to the film version. He’d assumed they had boyish figures, but the opposite was true. Her breasts strained at her tunic, threatening to overflow as she inspected the murderous flowers. Her posture was unaffected by her chest, her back straight and bottom cheeks partly exposed by the cut of her tunic, which reassembled one that the female star of a pantomime might wear.

The definition of her ass and thigh muscles stirred his cock despite its battered and worn state. John had always had a healthy sex drive, sometimes a little too healthy, but here, within the dungeon walls, it was a bottomless pit of rampant desire. His eyes widened with lust as he traced her leg muscles down to her calf-high boots.

Venx was a goddess. A woman to be placed on a pedestal and worshipped. Hell, as she rose and stretched, he decided he’d even go where he swore he’d never go.

I’d suck her fucking toes if she asked…

Toes, as a rule, repulsed him. He thought they had a mind of their own and looked like fat slugs crawling from foot caves. Not that he was keen on feet, either. They sent his spine into shiver-overload. So for him to even consider sucking a woman’s toes placed her so high in his estimation that she was in danger of becoming untouchable.

Which was the last thing he wanted.

Ellara had said each of his harem members had to contribute something to his dungeon defense. He doubted fit butt and big breasts were what she’d had in mind. Venx had no weapons that he could see, so wondered what her game was. Was she, for instance, a healer? Or was she all magic and no melee?

He moved around the chairs, approaching the screen. She turned as if she sensed him, scanning the rock entrance and nearing whatever surveillance enchantment the dungeon used. With her face head-on, her tattoo came into his view. It was like wisps of breeze-blown mana floating away from her eye–her lush, green eyes. But John became distracted, her cleavage drawing his attention lower. Then she grinned, her smile lighting up her eyes, and she said, “I see you, dungeon lord. I see all of you.”

He backed away, covering his cock at first but then composing and standing straight. Her face appeared to have peeled off her head and passed through the screen to sit upon its meniscus and stare at him.

“I see you, dungeon lord. I see a lot of you.”

“You see nothing. You cannot penetrate my defenses.”

“Please,” she said with a pained smile. “You’re completely naked and standing in an empty room with two chairs in it.”

“How?” John asked, moving around the chairs and belatedly using them to cover his modesty.

She winked, her floating face becoming larger and taking up the whole screen. “I have the right magic. Now, do I need to fight my way into the dungeon, or are you going to escort me in?”

“I’d prefer the latter, but would wish to know your business first.”

“My business is simple. I have come to kill you.”

He paused, digesting her words which were served without a stutter to her sunny disposition. “Might I ask why?” he asked, feeling less than the powerful Lord he was. Being naked did that.

“You might, but if I decide to end you, fledgling dungeon lord, there isn’t a damn thing you can do about it.”

John wanted to disagree. For a start, it seemed pretty nailed on that he could simply refuse her entry and wait it out until he was strong enough to kill her. Of course, if he was the supervillain he thought he might eventually aspire to be, he would send all his goons out to face her first.

The trouble was, in that scenario, the avenging hottie usually slaughtered them without breaking a sweat. So, when a long, curved sword appeared in her hand, and the face retracted back onto her shoulders, he decided his options were narrowing.

“By decide,” he said. “I take it you still haven’t made your mind up. Therefore, I will allow you to live, but I will need to send out one of my minions to escort you into the dungeon.”

“Acceptable,” she said.

He darted from the room straight to the torture room, where he dressed before racing to the kitchen. “Right, Mawlock, I have a job for you.”

The chest opened its lid and sighed. “I think I ate too much yesterday.”

“Well, you need to change shape right now. I want you to mimic a construct–don’t care what type, then escort the elf into the—” He scanned the spellforge. “Where’s Ellie?”

Delacor raised his head. “She just ran out to fetch Venx. You remember her, the elf you saw in the stream at Dead Man’s Glade?”

John sighed. “Indeed. Mawlock, change of plan. If the elf attacks me, kill her.”

“You got it, Boss.”

“Will you be seeing her here or in the banner room?” Delacor asked. “Unfortunately, your throne room is still in quite the state of disrepair.”

He mulled the choice. “Why would I need a banner room?” he asked when he came up blank. “I mean, I’m a dungeon lord; it’s hardly likely that I’ll command barons or the like.”

“No, but you might need to meet other dungeon heads if you command multiple dungeons. The room also enables fast travel between dungeons.”

That revelation intrigued him. “Point of order, Delacor. These rooms–this little command center we’ve formed here…”

“Yes, Master?”

“Can it be anywhere in the dungeon?”

“Yes, Master. You may move the top-tier rooms anywhere you wish.”

“Excellent,” he said. “Just one other thing, please, Delacor. I’m going to need you to stop calling me Master. It’s taken on a whole new level of meaning for me. You can call me Boss, please.”

“Yes, Boss!” he said with way too much enthusiasm.

“So, what’s it to be?” Mawlock asked. “I need to familiarize myself with the terrain we’ll be using.”

John glanced around the spellforge. Its size would surely limit her ability to swing her sword.

“Here, I think. Delacor, show her in here, please.”

Delacor rose onto his hind legs and opened the door. Ellie and Venx stood in the hallway.

“Miss. Venx, please, this way.”

“Don’t be a dick, Delacor. It’s only Venx,” Ellie said, sweeping in. “Venx, meet Dungeon Lord John.”

The elf stood in the doorway, all legs and breasts. “We’ve sort of met. So, what is it, John? Do I have to kill you?”

John assessed her. She was still cocky, sure, but had softened her tone. “Why would you want to kill me when we have the same goals?” he asked, remembering what Ellie had said about her.

“The same?” she said, taking in Mawlock, who’d shut his lid and drawn his legs in. She edged toward the chest.

“From what Ellie told me, you want to kill The Witch of Vernaster, and I have a quest to do the same.”

“Ah, that,” said Venx, entering and circling, “is a shame.”

“A shame?”

“It’s a shame we cannot be on the same side.”

“Venx?” said Ellie. “What the hell’s the matter with you? You despise the witch, the Inquisition and The Magnificent. John hates them too and has vowed to rain death on any that crosses his path.”

Which was a bit of an exaggeration given that he’d met none of The Magnificent, Inquisitors or, indeed, The Witch of Vernaster. But he had a mission to kill the witch, and the whole smite-any-that-are-men thing pissed him off.

“And I will go to certain lengths to achieve those aims, but I cannot side with any that allows a festering evil in their homes,” Venx said.

“Festering evil,” John repeated, staring at Ellie, then Delacor, then back to Venx. “Not sure I follow,”

She glared at John. “You retrieved it from the caves. You disturbed an evil talisman guarded by a powerful bane that rested undisturbed for a thousand years.”

“Uh-oh,” Ellie said.

Delacor shifted away from Mawlock, pushing the chest toward John with his paw.

“You mean Mawlock?” John asked.

“That mimic is pure evil. It will be the death of all of us,” Venx said.

Mawlock’s chest creaked open with a long, drawn-out creak that shook John to his teeth. Its tongue flopped out, jewels lining its terrible maw. “Do you mean me, Twiggy?”

She pointed her sword at Mawlock. “Yes, I mean you.”

He said, “There’s no point in poking that pointy thing at me, sister.” He laughed sinisterly and suddenly transformed into green goo. The goo oozed onto her blade and then onto her hand, sliming its way up her arm until it reached her shoulder. “He’s fed me now. I can defend myself.”

Venx screamed, dropping her sword and clawing at the goo, but Mawlock morphed again, turning into a long, thin tongue and tying itself around her neck. A pair of eyes popped into existence, followed by a mouth. “Say the word, Master, and I’ll wring her neck.”

John was about to protest Mawlock’s innocence and tell Venx how the box couldn’t be evil and that if she thought the mimic was evil, she was sorely mistaken. He was going to further expand that should its master, the wizard Ramstlenun, be the evil one, then that was fine, but the mimic shouldn’t be judged evil by association. But he decided Mawlock had kind of ruined that argument, so he tried a different tack.

“The mimic might well have been evil at one point in its life, but now it serves me, and as we all know, a weapon is only as evil as its master. Only yesterday it slaughtered a troll for me and saved mine and Ellie’s lives.”

He thought he’d made a damn fine argument and that Venx should accept it and move on. But her eyes bulged, and her chest heaved, and her skin had gone a peculiar shade of overripe plumb.

“It’s killing me!” Venx said, falling to her knees and affording John a fantastic view of her chest.

“Mawlock, please stop killing our guest.” John couldn’t remember ever ordering one of his minions to do anything before, and he hoped their obedience was mandatory for Venx’s sake as her head had gone deep purple. And not in a Smoke on the Water kind of way.

“Yes, Master,” it said, dropping to the floor and slithering off like a worm to re-assume its chest form by Delacor, who tried to inch away.

Venx sat on the floor, her chest heaving as Ellie cast a simple heal on her to repair all her burst blood vessels. “That thing tried to kill me!” Venx gasped.

“Because you drew your sword in my presence, in my dungeon, and it is sworn to protect me,” John said.

While he was pretty horrified at the chest’s display of power, he was also pretty relieved it was on his side and willing to follow his commands, even if it meant its own death. In theory, Venx wanted to kill it, yet as he’d commanded it to release her, then the mimic regarded its service as more important than its life. Which was all John needed in a minion. Something that was then confirmed by a series of notifications.

Mawlock’s loyalty has risen. He has passed from Fickle Follower to Casual Supporter.

Mawlock’s loyalty has risen. He has passed from Casual Supporter to Steadfast Ally.

Mawlock’s loyalty has risen. He has passed from Steadfast Ally to Devoted Protector.

“So,” he continued, buoyed by the notifications, “show me some respect in my dungeon, and you will have no trouble from my mimic.”

“To wield such power can corrupt a person,” Venx said, scratching at her throat.

“Ellie, could you get our guest a drink?”

Ellie glared at John, then looked at the chest, then softened her gaze. “Yes, Master. Straightaway, Master.”

For once, he didn’t detect a single hint of sarcasm.

“Perhaps some food, too,” he chanced.

“Don’t push it,” she snapped, immediately covering her mouth.

“The creature attacked me without a word from you,” Venx pointed out.

John circled the table, standing behind the elf and admiring her back. He lingered a little too long before edging away and sitting in the armchair. “That it did,” he said as she turned and faced him. John smiled, letting his charisma flow. “But that is the type of minion I require. You, all of you, know what a task I face just to keep myself alive. You all know the fate of the last dungeon lord. If Lord Thorne Emberbane could not resist The Magnificent, then what chance has a rookie like me? Let me finally answer you that, and by you, I mean Ellie, Delacor and you, Venx.”

He wanted to tell her he’d witnessed their power, their courage, their bloody-minded determination to get the job done. But he hadn’t shared his visions with any of them yet. They were private—for him only. He hadn’t worked out what to do about Purity. His heart was conflicted.

“That was something I was wondering,” Ellie said.

“I will only stand a chance if my minions stand with me, not because they must, but because they believe in me. Mawlock believes in me. It believes I am its only chance of survival, and therefore, it has thrown its lot in with me. If I ordered it to travel to Vernaster and kill the witch, I believe it would do its damnedest to carry out that task. So you see, Venx, to return this land to how it should be, I don’t need lip service. I need more chests.”

It was as he said the final words that he realized his gaze had become fixated on her breasts. They were magnificent and not out of proportion at all. The elf had a highly curvaceous body. He raised his gaze. “So, what do you think? Do we have to be enemies?”

“You face your death bravely,” she said.

“No,” John replied. “I do not. If I’m honest, I sometimes rue the day I met the Goddess Ellara, but it gave me a second chance at life. I’m not brave, Venx. I just said I’d do anything to prevent my death. That is the mark of a coward, not a hero.”

“No,” she said, standing. “That is the mark of a hero. Let me tell you about being a coward. A coward is one who hides in the hills, telling all who’ll listen how she will one day kill The Witch of Vernaster. A coward is someone who berates others for not doing enough when they do nothing themselves.” She fell to one knee. “A coward is someone who sees others going into a cave and knows what they face but doesn’t lift a hand to help.”

“You watched us walk into Dead Man’s Cave and didn’t lift a finger?” Ellie gasped.

“To my shame, I did,” Venx said. “I thought you would die, and that the evil would remain trapped. When you emerged, I was happy that the evil remained trapped. But then you returned, and I had to know more about you.”

“So, you stared at me from the stream.”

“I did. I used my phantom reflection to observe you.”

“A handy spell,” John admitted. “Look, we’re going to fall out again, so you might as well get up and stop kneeling in front of me.” He ran his fingers through his hair and stretched. “Sorry, one hell of a night and this morning’s been strange.”

“Sure was a great night, Master,” said Ellie.

“Fall out? Why? I thought we’d reached an understanding,” Venx asked.

“We have, but I’m about to ruin it, and trust me when I say this. I’m regretting my honesty already. The evil you detected wasn’t Mawlock. I grant you he’s a little odd, exceptionally viscous, and as dangerous as fuck, but he’s not evil, simply motivated slightly differently from you and me.”

“I prefer evil,” Mawlock said.

“If it’s not evil, then what is?”

“Whatever’s still buried in that cave, which we think is the remnants of his old master, Ramstlenun, and his wizard’s tower. Now, it’s hardly likely Ramstlenun will be alive, so it’s bound to be an evil artifact.”

“We’ll have no cause to fall out if we just leave it there.”

John screwed his face up. “That’s the issue right there,” said John. “I’m the underdog. If there’s something that might help me, I’ve got to use it, or at least discover what it is.”

She stood, turning away from him and giving him an eyeful of her semi-naked butt. He settled on her tunic resembling the cut of a one-piece swimsuit and thanked whichever goddess had thought it might make suitable Elven attire.

He pressed the issue. “I’m going to establish another dungeon in Dead Man’s Glade. Then I’m going to form some constructs and dig up whatever’s in there. And yes, it might be a huge mistake, but as far as I can see, it can’t be a bigger mistake than erasing every man in the land.”

“They slaughtered my brothers, my father.” She turned. “My clan ran. They fled west over the sea, leaving behind the dead and dying. The elders thought if they could distance themselves from the curse, then they would survive. They were wrong. They fell, the same as my brothers did. They fell, and the monsters pounced, slaughtering the children, killing the old, and then picking off the warriors one by one. The Witch of Vernaster didn’t just kill the men, she ensured all women would die as well.”

She turned and kneeled again. John offered her his hand and smiled. “Then what have we to lose? We’re all damned anyway,” he said. “We might as well try our best, improve as fast as we can, and have some fun on the way.”

She squeezed his hand as if she was clinging to his words. “You’re not what I expected.”

“Well, I’d like to say the same, but I’ve never met an elf before. Who’s for breakfast?” He grinned, wondering how long she’d hold his hand, whether it was an elven thing he had no clue about or if she was just a little weird. But she didn’t let go–just bowed her head and fell silent.

I want my hand back. Give me my fucking hand back!

She kept holding it.

He looked at Ellie for help. She shrugged and looked away.

He cleared his throat. “Ermm, breakfast?”

My fucking hand?

She raised her head. “I will join you, Dungeon Lord John Davidson. I will fight by your side. The resistance begins this day.”

Ellie clapped and made a squealing sound. “Join his harem too. You have to be super loyal, but it’s worth it. Really, the sex is fantastic, so much better than I thought it would be. Say you will, Venx, say you’ll join that too.”

John coughed. “Ah, yes, about that. The Goddess said I should form a harem, and that⁠—”

She looked up at him, gentle amusement glossing her eyes.

“I’m not sure you understand. When an elf swears allegiance to someone, they do so with their entire selves. I will be yours until the end when we throw ourselves into battle one last time.”

Venx of the Willow has offered her services to you and requested she become your minion to serve you faithfully for the duration of her remaining life or until you release her from her pledge. Do you accept? Yes/no.

“Yes,” he said. “I accept your vow.”

Venx of the Willow’s loyalty has risen. She has passed from Fickle Follower to Casual Supporter.

Venx of the Willow’s loyalty has risen. She has passed from Casual Supporter to Steadfast Ally.

Venx of the Willow’s loyalty has risen. She has passed from Steadfast Ally to Devoted Protector.

Venx of the Willow’s loyalty has risen. She has passed from Devoted Protector to Unwavering Confidant.

Oooh, close! He thought.


Chapter
Thirteen



“Welcome to the dungeon,” John said. He sat in the chair. “Although it’s been an odd start to my…tenure…as dungeon lord, you all are the only people I know in this land.”

While his statement wasn’t exactly true, it also wasn’t a lie. He didn’t know Purity and Bright, nor could he be sure they were still alive. Yes, he was having visions, but those visions might well have happened a while ago. Or like a dream, they may not have happened at all.

“What are you getting at, Studmuffin? You’ve only just converted Venx to the dungeon, don’t want to go putting her off straight away.” Ellie folded her arms and grinned. “Might as well get to the point.”

“The point is this. There’s loads of stuff I don’t know. Like, you know I had a vision of Emberbane’s death, was the big spinning orb the dungeon core?”

“The one above his bone throne? Yeah, that was his core, the supposed seat of his power.” Ellie yawned. “This sex lark is exhausting. Looking forward to Venx doing some of the heavy lifting.”

“But what does the core do?” John asked. “Does it power the dungeon or is it a conduit that focuses the power? Or is it the dungeon’s consciousness?”

“I’ll tell you one thing it’s not, and that’s not very big at the moment if it’s that thing inside your head,” Ellie said.

“In Elven lore—” Venx said.

Ellie yawned loudly and put her feet on the table, shutting her eyes. “Here we go, Elven Lore, roll on summer. Should be here by the time she finishes.”

Venx shot Ellie a glance but didn’t rise to her bait. “In Elven Lore, the core is the heart of the dungeon and the flux is the blood. The dungeon lord is the brains, and the monsters are the muscles. The dungeon lord commands the heart, but in the event the lord is weak, the heart will do what it has to do to ensure the dungeon survives. That is how we see it. To truly kill a dungeon, you must kill the lord and destroy the core.”

“The Magnificent did that. I saw it in my vision,” John said. “So how come this dungeon still exists?”

“No, The Magnificent don’t truly understand. They kill the lord and shatter the core. But cores are sneaky buggers. They shatter dramatically as the dungeon’s flux is exhausted, but a small remnant remains. The Magnificent don’t search for it and don’t they take it. To truly kill the dungeon, all they have to do is find the core and place it in a storage spell, and then the dungeon is dead.”

“Why don’t they do that?” John asked.

“Because humans be humans. They think they know best, and their best is to shatter the core and kill the lord. Job done.”

John leaned forward, scraping at his chin. “Is every vanquished dungeon in Asantia simply waiting for a dungeon lord to come along and claim it?”

Ellie opened her eyes but said nothing.

“Yes,” Venx said. “That is our belief. Had they killed this dungeon’s core, then you would not be here. It would simply be a cave.”

Possibilities coursed through John’s mind, but he filed them away in the walk don’t run pile. He wanted to ask about the land, commerce, and the region they were in and fully acclimatize himself to the place, but he thought it important that they find out a bit about him. “Do you want to ask me any questions about where I’m from?”

“Not really,” Ellie said. “It’s like flux and mana. It really doesn’t matter what you were like, only what you might become.”

“Do you miss it?” Venx asked.

“Miss it?”

“Your world. It would be odd if you didn’t.”

“If I was ripped from this shithole, I wouldn’t miss it,” Ellie said.

“I don’t miss mine,” Mawlock said. “I never got troll. Troll’s tasty. Say, Twig, you reckon you could find me some more?”

“There’ll be more and more monsters coming this way as winter gathers pace. The upper passes are already becoming blocked with snow.”

Mawlock opened his lid. “I can fit a load in here. You herd them to me, I’ll eat the fuckers.”

Venx rippled her sharp eyebrows. “That might work, and if we do it in the dungeon boundaries, it’ll generate flux.” Venx focused back on John. “You never answered my question.”

“Do I miss Earth?” he asked, more for himself than anyone else. “I guess I haven’t thought about it because I had no choice in the matter. I died or would have died. This is my second chance at life, and it was either this or nothing. So, do I miss Earth? Yeah, sure, I miss going to a bar. I miss my friends. I miss the gym, the food, and the wine and ale. I miss carpet, a decent bathroom, a car, and television. I miss all those things, but I don’t regret saying yes.”

“Saying yes?” Venx asked.

“To Ellara. Swearing to her to kill The Witch of Vernaster.”

“It’s easy to make promises. Keeping them is a lot harder.” Venx flicked back her drooping fringe. “How do you plan to go about it?”

He grinned. “Oh, Ellara didn’t just make me promise. She gave me instructions.”

“He’s to form a harem and screw women. Personally, I think he made it up. I mean, I’ve known men, and it’s the type of thing they do. Come down from on high, say give us a blowie and I’ll save the world, and end up getting their dick sucked day and night. He likes that by the way. He’s an edgy fucker.”

John blushed. “Err, yeah, too much information.”

Venx screwed her face up. “Suck his dick?”

Ellie shrugged. “What can I tell you? He likes it so I do it. Tastes odd, but you get used to it.”

“Ellie!” John said. “Venx doesn’t need to know what we get up to?”

Venx grinned, but not through mirth, more mischief. “Why, John? Don’t you want me to suck your cock?”

He knew when he was being ganged up on. It was a lose-lose situation unless he answered a question with a question. “I don’t want you to do anything you don’t want to. So it’s really up to you, Venx. Do you want to suck my dick?”

It was her turn to blush, something she did in an unbelievably sexy way. “There’s an old Elven saying, if you don’t climb the tree, you’ll never see out of the forest.”

“What a shit saying,” Ellie said.

“You’re a minion,” Mawlock rasped. “If Master tells you to suck his crock, that’s what you suck.”

“Cock not crock,” John said, then realized he hadn’t corrected the mimic. “And I’ll order no one to do that, nor will I have sex with any that aren’t in my Dungeon Core Guardians. Ellara was explicit in that. Only those who are my Loyal Champions can share my bed.”
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John decided early on that crawling through the undergrowth in the dark wasn’t the type of thing a dread dungeon lord should do. But now that there was Delacor, Ellie, Mawlock and Venx in the dungeon, with a bit of discussion bad ideas could easily morph into a reasonable proposal, and then it was just a short leap to becoming an inspirational plan. This was one of those.

It had all hatched they’d continued discussing the merits of John forming a harem. Delacor had been dead against it until Ellie explained he wasn’t invited anyway. Mawlock, being an asexual mimic, wasn’t fussed either way but didn’t want to be excluded from the decision-making process.

Ellie was happy for him to take more lovers, mostly because she wanted sex when she wanted it, not necessarily when he did. The concept of doing something she didn’t want to do just didn’t wash with her. Venx was dick-curious. Like Ellie, she’d been on the cusp of womanhood when all the Elven men had either died out or had run away. She’d been, in her own words, left hanging, not banging. So, essentially, Ellie was happy to share John with Venx, and Venx was curious to see what all the fuss was about, but in no hurry as she had some reservations regarding long-held morals.

Normally, if anything about the discussion could be construed as normal, that would have been enough for John to turn on the charm, overcome Venx’s reservations, and coax her out of the room. In his mind, he’d have been jumping Elven bones minutes later. But they reached a sticking point, and not in a good way.

None of them knew how many women made a harem. Mawlock, who had absolutely no clue, insisted on three women and one man. When questioned, he could cite no journals or papers or even name a name, just that he’d heard it somewhere. Delacor thought it was likely five or six as two or three were a few minutes of work for a dog.

Ellie thought two was fine, but Venx wasn’t so sure. She was positive that they had to look closely at what the Goddess Ellara had demanded of him and that from the words John recanted, it sounded to her he needed to include more women from the village.

It was a plan that John was happy to jump on board with, but he too had reservations. He wasn’t keen on, say, bringing a blacksmith into his harem if she had a face like a bag of wet sausages and arms like a Soviet-era shotputter. Ellie argued, with a huge smile on her face, that he should take one for the cause, so he pulled rank on her, told her he was the dungeon lord and to shut the fuck up.

Venx, ever the cool, calm elf, one of her few character traits that matched Tolkien’s elves, suggested they scout the village, and then John could see what lay in store. Which was why he was crawling through the undergrowth in the dark with Venx’s near-naked bottom lighting the way. It wasn’t all bad.

“There!” she whispered. “There’s the village.”

Which was fantastic. He could see the eight buildings, the overhung stockade, a central well, although why they needed one of them with a mountain river close by was beyond him, and piles of steaming dung along with some livestock.

“Indeed it is,” he said.

“Well, come on, let’s go have a look.”

“Won’t they see us?”

While John liked to be in charge, given his status as Dungeon Lord and hers as Minion, he was acutely aware she knew a lot more about the machinations of the land than he did. A good leader, he decided, should always follow when the situation dictated.

“You have stealth, right? You’re a dungeon lord. You must have stealth to creep around your dungeon. What level?”

He looked it up.

Stealth: Proficient. You have honed your ability to move quietly and remain unseen. You can sneak past guards, hide in shadows, and eavesdrop on conversations without being detected, but you are no expert.

“Proficient,” he said. “Sneak, hide, eavesdrop, that sort of thing.”

“Good enough,” she said, blending into the forest floor like she wasn’t there.

“That’s awesome,” he said.

“Camouflage King,” she explained, and John remembered seeing those same words somewhere.

“Mawlock McCreaky has that,” he said.

“It would have. It’s a mimic.”

Yes, I have a lot to learn.

She edged forward, creeping down the hill and coming to the stockade. She climbed a tree, then edged along a low branch, springing from it and landing silently on the other side. John climbed the tree slightly less elegantly, clambered along the branch and fell to the ground with a thump. Except there was no thump. He landed soundlessly, just like Venx.

“See?” she said with a playful punch. “You don’t need Camouflage King.”

“Need and want are two different things,” he grumbled.

“This is Shayla’s dwelling. She’s the local seamstress.” She edged around the building, teased a plank up, and looked through.

A woman sat in a chair staring at a fire. She was older than John, her hair long and silvered with gray. She held a part woven cloth in one hand, a needle in the other, but both rested on her lap, her eyes closed and soft snores drifting around the room.

“She’s asleep,” John said.

“What else is there for her to do?” Venx asked, replacing the plank.

She moved to the next dwelling, peering through a part shuttered window. “That is Yethen. She is the alchemist and potion maker. She’s real cute, but her mother died last winter, and she still cries every day.”

Sunny blonde hair covered Yethen’s face, her chin resting on her breasts, which gently rose and fell with her breaths. Like Shayla, she faced her fire, legs outstretched, an empty mug in hand.

“Asleep?”

“Indeed. We could sneak in for a closer look.”

John shivered at the thought. It would be wrong. He had no doubt about that. In fact, the whole thing was wrong–the sneaking, the appraising to see if they attracted him. Picking his wives as if they were meals on a menu. But it was worse than that. Their lives were wrong, so wasted and sad.

They spied on Gert, the local smith, muscular for sure, asleep by her fire, arms coated in soot. Then there was Kyla, the huntress, her feet on her hearth and her bow by her side. And there was Della, Sarah, Jax and Filly, and by Filly, he’d had enough and seen enough, and he begged Venx to return to the Dungeon.

“That’s so fucking sad,” he said. “So unbelievably sad.”

“What is?” said Venx. “The day is done. They have a roof over their heads, and they wait for the morning. What’s wrong with that?”

“Well, for a start, what’s wrong with going to someone else’s dwelling and having fun? What’s wrong with brewing some ale and getting blind drunk–talking shit and doing stuff you shouldn’t? What’s wrong with going for a moonlit dip in the river just for fun?”

She pursed her lips. “I think it used to be like that, but something’s missing now. Something died when all the men left us.”

“Yeah, you can have all the peace you want, but a bit of hassle goes a long way to making life interesting.” He stopped midway back to the dungeon. “How do you think we should play it?”

“Play what?”

He sat on a fallen bough. “How do we give them their spark back?”

“You can’t repair all the ills of this world,” Venx said. “You must build your dungeon and prepare for The Magnificent to attack.”

“It’s the end of summer, right?” he said.

“Fall is coming, yes.”

“How long to travel from here to Vernaster?”

“A month walking, or a few weeks by cart. Perhaps a week or two on horseback. The valley through the foothills can be taxing.”

“So, we have until spring,” he said. “We have winter to prepare, and you know what that means, don’t you?”

“Nope,” she said, grinning.

“It means we have time to get them all on side and put some spark back in their lives.”

“But why?”

He stared through the dark forest. “Because I fix things. It’s what I do.”

“Will you fix me?” Venx asked, her face lit by the moonlight.

“Do you need fixing?”

“Why don’t you look and see? You are my dungeon lord, and I am your minion.”

He shrugged. “Why don’t I do just that?”

Venx of the Willow

Minion to Dungeon Lord John Davidson: You may pass into any of your Lord’s dungeons and be unaffected by traps, monsters and enchantments.

Level: 5

Experience: 729

Mana:386

Passive Mana Collection: 64 P/H

Battle reports: 164

Attributes

Strength:6

Dexterity:12

Stamina:21

Intelligence:6

Charisma:3

Mastery:4 (+2 Dungeon Minion)

Weave:2 (+2 Dungeon Minion)

Skills - 3

Camouflage King: Expert: You can blend into your surroundings with ease, making you invisible to even the most perceptive eye.

Blades: Proficient: You can use most bladed weapons and gain familiarity quickly with any new ones. 

Archery: Expert: You can use any bow and strike targets with unerring accuracy. You can hit a moving target as easily as a still one.

Talents - 3

Silent Movement: You are inherently quiet and stealthy. You will always move stealthily, whether or not you intend to.

Hidden Pockets: You can store up to five different things in your hidden storage. These can total a maximum weight and volume as your own body.

Mana Manipulator: This is your ability to use magic. Your magic is tied to your mana storage. You can only gather the mana associated with your level.

Spell List

Curving Arrow (Instant): Allows an arrow to hit a target hidden from it. Limited by the power of the caster and distance to the target. Cost 50 Mana.

Split Arrows (Instant): This spell produces a duplicate arrow that can inflict half the damage of the true arrow. Cost 75 Mana.

Exploding Arrow (Preparatory): Allows the arrow to carry a preparation without losing range or accuracy, which will explode on impact. Cost 75 Mana.

Call of the Wild (Preparatory): Allows caster to call any animal to its service for a specific duration. Cost dependent on Charisma difference.

Phantom Reflection (Instant): Allows the caster to assign a target and then spy on that target. Cost dependent on Intelligence differential.

“You have a lot of arrow-related spells,” John said.

She laughed. “I do that, John. I do that.”

But his gaze fell on Phantom Reflection. If he could get that, he could spy on Purity whenever he wanted to. He memorized it, determined to read it over and over until the land gave it to him. Ellie had told him spells came through a combination of Mastery and need. His Mastery score was terrible, but his need surely countered it.


Chapter
Fourteen



John paused at the top of the broken steps. “Bring the light disc closer, please.”

“We could wait for the constructs to repair them,” Ellie said.

It was like a powerful earthquake had ripped apart the steps, leaving their stone broken and uneven, their guide rails twisted and buckled.

“No,” he said. “We can get down there. We have to assess what else we need to repair to get to the throne room.”

“Lord Emberbane accessed the throne room via the third level,” Delacor said. “The second floor was the haunt of a particularly nasty type of spider, and the third was the crystal caverns. You gained access by aligning the crystals in a correct order to cause prismatic light to fall upon its lock and cause it to open. I would hypothesize that until you restore the floor, the correct alignment will not be possible.”

John crouched. “Are you telling me that The Magnificent only had to go to the third floor to gain access to the throne room and kill Emberbane?”

“No, I’m saying Emberbane could gain access on the third floor. The Magnificent had to get to floor ten. Then and only then could they double back and attack my old master via an access tunnel.”

“Ten floors?” He thought. “So, if I don’t restore the lower floors, they’ll never be able to get to me?”

“Not quite, unfortunately,” Delacor said. “If you only restore four floors, then they gain access on the fourth and so on. The deeper you go, the harder it is to get to you.”

John tapped his finger on his lips. “Don’t tell me, let me guess. The deeper the floor, the more flux I’ll need to restore it.”

“Indeed, Master. Lord Thorne took years to accumulate enough to restore floor ten. He gave up shortly after that.”

“Yeah, floors one through to ten really hurt The Magnificent, but they hurt his flux, too.” Ellie guided the light disc over them. “The battles drained him.”

“So, he took years to get enough flux to do floor ten, and they still got through it, and I’ve got a few months to prepare, and that’s that.”

“Which is why we’re all going to die,” Ellie said, a little more chirpily than her proclamation called for.

“Not if I have my way.” He descended the ruined steps. “Tell me, who decides the rules?”

“The rules?”

“Who says the dungeon lord has to make his stand in the throne room?” He jumped a crack, slipped and skidded down a pile of scree.

Ellie followed, her light disc hovering close to the ceiling. “Where else are you going to do your monologue and command your faithful guardians to put up a courageous, if ultimately futile, last stand?”

“How about as far away from the conquering heroes as possible?” he called up.

“Master!” shouted Delacor. “Exactly what are you looking for?”

“Something–anything–that will give me an angle.” He ducked through a small opening and dropped onto a solid path. The disc sprayed its light through the hole but bled only a few feet around him. He invoked his core and filled the place with his luminous green glow. “So, this should be the spider’s level.” He grinned as an unimpressive cave spread away.

Ellie slipped, fell, screamed, cussed and landed beside him.

“I hope this is worth it,” she said as the light disc zipped through the hole and lit the cave properly. “What are you thinking?”

Delacor poked his head through. “Do I have to follow you? Not sure I’m going to get back up.”

“Hold there, Delacor. We’re seeing what we need to see.”

“Which is what?” Ellie asked. “Did I hear skittering? I think I just heard skittering.”

John took a step into the cavern. “Think, Ellie, think. The bog–the first level, reassembled its broken state and the dungeon’s eldritch light infused the walls. You follow?”

“Yes.”

“Once the flux started flowing, the dungeon’s health improved, and the rooms began repairing themselves.”

“So?”

John waved her query away. “Hold on. I’m thinking.” He closed his eyes. “There’s absolutely no evidence of a dungeon here–no spiders, no webs, no paths. It’s just a cave–an empty shell, yes?”

“It looks like a cave, so it’s a cave.” Ellie shrugged. “Do you need sex again? Is that why you’re so tense?”

“Tempting.”

She sighed. “Must be Venx’s turn. Where is Venx, anyway?”

“Went back to clear her cave out and move into the dungeon.”

“Oh, good. So I can have a rest soon?”

“She doesn’t qualify, anyway. Can I think?” John snapped.

“Don’t get snappy. You get snappy when you haven’t had sex. I knew it.”

He exhaled, then inhaled hard. “We had sex this morning!” He bunched his hands into fists. “Can I think now?” He exhaled again. “So, we’re one upgrade away from the swamp.”

“One…” Delacor said.

“We haven’t improved the stairwell. The dungeon’s influence stops where Delacor is because we haven’t set the constructs working on it. I hypothesize that the moment we do, this place becomes the wrecked version of the spider level, but it won’t until there is a stronger flux link to it.”

“So, what does it all mean?” Ellie asked.

“Not sure,” John said. “But if I’m going to fix things, then I need to understand how they work. I know how this part works now, but what I don’t understand is why the part we’re living in is improving. Also, what if I don’t want spiders for the next level? It’s my dungeon; why should I be stuck with Emberbane’s dungeon?”

She tugged his shirt. “I think you have a point. But if you don’t want Thorne’s dungeon, wouldn’t this be a good place to change it?”

“Wouldn’t what be?”

“Well, you’re wearing his clothes. If you want to put your own imprint on the dungeon, wouldn’t it be better to start with that?”

John grabbed her and kissed her hard.

“Ellie, you’re magnificent.”

She opened one eye wide. “I knew you wanted sex.”

“Not now, Ellie, not now. I need to find Venx.”

“Finally!”

“No, we have to kidnap the seamstress.”

“You really have lost your mind.”
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Venx knocked on Shayla’s door, opening it and poking her head in. The seamstress was asleep on her chair, a blanket over her knees and a partly woven cloth on her lap. An empty bowl sat by her, and a mug lay toppled on the planked wood floor.

John slipped in behind the elf, keeping to the shadows while using his stealth to hide. Venx crept across the room, tapping Shayla on the shoulder, then cupping her hand over the woman’s mouth as she woke with a start.

“It’s just me, Shayla, your friend, Venx.” She let go of the woman, who immediately threw the cloth down.

“What the fuck, Venx? You scared the shit out of me.”

“It’s going to get worse, Shayla. Look, we’ve known each other a long time–”

“What’s going on? What’s up with you?”

“My life’s kind of turned upside down the last day or so, and now it’s your turn, but you have to promise me something. Promise me you won’t scream.”

“You’re scaring me, Venx. Why are you scaring me?”

“Because it’s important we don’t wake up the rest of the women.”

“Why?”

“Because I want you to meet a good friend of mine.”

Shayla laughed, waving her hand in front of her face to cool her flushed face. “Is that all? Just bring her in.”

Venx closed on Shayla and, as quick as a flash, had her hand back over the woman’s mouth. “He’s already in here.”

A muffled scream sounded. Venx locked eyes with the woman, slowly releasing her hand.

“A man?” Shayla gasped. “Is he sick? If he’s sick, we’re better off getting Yethen. She might have a potion. Did anyone find a potion that worked against the curse?” Shayla slapped her knee. “Of course, they didn’t. Otherwise, they wouldn’t all be dead.” She paused. “A man, you say?”

“His name is John. Would you like to meet him?”

“Like this? My hair’s a mess. I’ve got drool down the front of my dress. I–” she said, rising from her chair.

John cast immaculatus on her.

“Oh my,” she said. “What just happened? Did you cast a spell on me? My hair feels so soft, and my clothes are so clean. Did you–” she asked, rising from her chair.

“I did it,” John said, walking from the shadows.

Shayla froze, then turned. “Oh my,” she said and fainted.

Venx steered her falling body back into her chair, grabbing her mug and filling it with water. John pulled up the only other chair in the room and sat.

“Do you always have that effect on women?”

“Well, you know?” he said with a casual shrug and a wink.

Shayla opened her eyes, slamming them shut straight away and then opening one. “You’re a man,” she said.

“I am.”

“But how are you still alive?”

“Are you sure you want to know?”

She nodded, bringing her drink to her mouth, her hands shaking. “I doubt you could shock me more.”

“I’m your new dungeon lord.”

Venx wrapped her hand around Shayla’s mouth in the nick of time.

John sat back, waiting for the woman to calm. He’d mistaken her silver hair for the gray of age. Even so, she was older than Venx or Ellie. Her skin was youthful, blemish-free and flushed, admittedly with horror, but flushed all the same. He wanted to offer her reassurance but waited in silence. Words, at that point, would be meaningless. After all, a killer who told you he was going to do you no harm was still a killer, and whatever he said, he would still be a dungeon lord.

“Calm, Shayla,” Venx said, gently. “He’s not like the last one. Ellie is already in love, in her own sweet way.”

Own sweet way? He thought. She’s as likely to chop my dick off as suck it half the time!

Shayla made some muffled noises, the panic in her eyes settling to the resigned fate of someone who knew they were about to die and wasn’t too fussed about it all.

“Are you going to have your wicked way with me before you slit my throat or after?” she said cooly once Venx removed her hand.

John remained silent.

She raised her head; her gray eyes shining with defiance. “Know this, lust-filled male. I have known no man my entire life. If you take me, you defile more than just my body, you defile all that is right with this new world.”

John raised his hands up and attempted his most charismatic smile. “Hey, I’m here to bargain with you.”

“I want nothing from you,” she said.

He leaned forward.

She jerked back.

“Feels good being all clean and tidy, doesn’t it? Bet those teeth of yours haven’t sparkled as much since you were born.”

Shayla touched her cheek, a faraway smile sitting behind her smirk. She ran her fingers through her hair, its shine picking up the fire’s dying embers. “That really was you?”

“That was me, and I’m embarrassed to say, my one mana-driven spell at the moment. I insisted on it when I hatched a bargain with the Goddess Ellara. I can perform it around four times a day, but I have the feeling that my mana gathering might go up soon.

He sat back, shutting his mouth to stop the tumble of words. He hadn’t realized quite how nervous he was. Venx and Ellie had both been loners, so the risk wasn’t as much as this.

“So, in return for letting you ravage my body, you clean me up afterwards?” she snapped.

“I have no intention of ravaging your body,” he said softly and earnestly.

“Why?” she asked. “What’s wrong with me? Too old for you, am I? Like the young ones, do you?”

He coughed and cleared his throat. “No,”—he looked at Venx—“Well, I like Venx⁠—”

“Seduced and abused her have you?”

“Shayla!” Venx said. “He hasn’t laid a hand on me, even though I am his to command.”

Shayla’s jaw dropped. “He has possessed you with his evil flux?”

“No, I willingly joined him. I⁠—”

Shayla reached out to her. The woman had grown. Her mettle returned. “It’s not too late to turn away. The nuns could help you.”

“I don’t want their help. John has sworn to resist The Witch of Vernaster. He has vowed to kill her.”

As far as John was concerned, Shayla’s response could have gone one of two ways. She could have immediately sided with him and everything would have been rosy, or she could recoil from the notion and declare him her mortal enemy and set about a religious war against him. If a seamstress was capable of a holy war, that was.

She did neither.

She pointed, then howled with laughter. “What’s he going to do? Give her a damn good scrubbing with his single spell?”

He’d heard that quip before, and as he ground his teeth in simmering anger, he decided they all needed new material. Then, through his anger, some clarity came. “I haven’t worked out the details yet, and first, I’ll have to fend off an attack from The Magnificent. But I will work it out, and if I die trying, at least it won’t be because I’ve wasted my life staring at a fire, night after night, while nodding off.” He got up. “This was a bad idea, Venx. Let’s go.”

“But she’ll tell the others…”

“They’ll find out as soon as they see the murder blooms lining the dungeon entrance. Leave her. I’ll figure out another way to kickstart the dungeon.”

“Kickstart?” Shayla said. “What does that mean?”

“I must alter the nature of the dungeon to stop it being remade in Lord Thorne Emberbane’s image. I have to do something different, or I will share his fate when they come with their orb bomb.”

Shayla rose, walking to a table and retrieving a bottle. Blowing the dust off it, she picked up three mugs and handed them out. “Let’s say I indulge this notion for a moment. The Goddess knows I’ve had no one else to talk to this evening. Your words cut to the quick dungeon lord. You should use them more sparingly, else you might send someone to the depths of despair with them.”

“I believe you stereotype me,” he said, then realized she would probably have no clue about that word either. “You believe me the same as all men, yet didn’t you know men? Didn’t you understand their variety? Venx was a child, as was Ellie, but you?”

“I am a few years older than them, yes, but do not label me an old spinster. Yes, I knew men. They were rude and brash and consumed by their cocks and ale. My mother kept me away from them, and my father was a logger with arms like tree trunks. I knew men, dungeon lord, but from a distance. My only suitor was a gentle soul from across the valley. He was one of the first to die.”

“So, you know not all men are the same.”

“I did once,” she said, pouting the drink and sitting. “But that was a long time ago. Now all I know is what the traveling preacher tells me every Summer’s Born and Winter’s Eve.”

“Someone comes here twice a year?”

“The Scratcher’s agent,” said Shayla. “She comes, and she preaches, and she sniffs about. If she finds any unholy, she cages them and takes them away.”

“And you don’t stop her?”

Shayla leveled her gaze. “I don’t know what I’d do. She’s not taken any from Eerie Glen. We’re God-fearing folk here, dungeon lord.” She took a sip of her wine. “How long that will last with temptation on our doorstep? That is the question.”

“John,” he said. “My name is John.”

“It is dungeon lord to me,” she said. “We’d best get that straight before we go any further.”

“As you wish.”

“So,” she said. “Sit, Venx, sit. So, Dungeon Lord, what will you want in exchange for my services?”

“A complete new wardrobe,” he said, sitting back. “In return, I will cast my spell on you once a day and have Venx drop off food so that you may eat like you deserve. There is just one catch.”

“Which is?”

“You must work in the dungeon. The cloth you’ll need is hanging in my dressing room.” He looked around. “I presume you have no bolts of spare cloth hanging around.”

“You presume right. There are many clothes there?”

“If Lord Emberbane was good at anything, it was collecting clothing.”

“Then I will have to come up with a good reason to be going to Eerie Dungeon.”

“Perhaps Ellie needs some clothes.”

Shayla cocked her head. “I will come up with something better than that. She has some healing. I will feign some sickness or the other that Yethen can’t cure.”

“You will come tomorrow?”

“How extensive is his wardrobe?” Shayla asked.

“I have never seen the like, and I had quite the collection in my previous life. Some of the material looks quite expensive.”

“A dungeon lord can amass quite the fortune during his reign of terror.”

John scoffed. “So far I haven’t earned a single coin, but then, I’m only a few days in.”

“Extortion is the usual way,” Shayla said. “We pay you coin and you don’t send your minions to kill us. Quite straightforward, if you ask me.”

“Except I see no evidence of vast riches here. But then, the more I think about it, the more convinced I become that Ellara sent me here to fix that.”

“Well, the traveling merchant comes every few months. You’ve only just missed her if you want Venx to sell off some of the dungeon lord’s clothes.”

“I can only wear so many outfits,” John said. “Perhaps you should make something you can sell to disguise their origin?”

“You would allow me to do that?”

“Consider it payment. A good wash every couple of days hardly seems a great bargain. Plus, there are the wizard’s silks too, and Emberbane’s other minions. It might bring some much-needed wealth into Eerie Glen. The Gods know I’ve nothing to offer.”

“There are silks?”

“Silk, velvet, golden embroidered cloth, everything.”

Shayla’s expression turned wistful as a shiver rippled through her entire body. “Temptation, John, comes in many disguises.”


Chapter
Fifteen



John woke with a start. Trepidation ran through him, bringing him out in a sweat, and drying his mouth. Something was about to go wrong. But it was disjointed like the fear didn’t belong to the dungeon. It was no monster attack, no intruder. As his mind cleared, he pinpointed what it had to be. It was her, Purity. She was in trouble. He tried to force the vision to come. He imagined floating in the sky, looking down on her. But nothing, not a goddam thing. Each time he’d tried desperately to conjure a vision of Purity—to find out how she was getting on, he’d failed.

Come on, Ellara! I need to see this!

A notification blinked in his mind’s eye. His heart raced as he’d cycled to it. Every time he’d had some downtime, he’d thought of the Phantom Reflection spell, hoping to get it, trying to prove he had the need. But suddenly, there, just as dawn broke on a new day, there was his notification. Would it be the one? He scrolled down and there it was.

Spell acquired!

You have acquired Phantom Reflection!

Phantom Reflection (Instant): Allows the caster to assign a target and then spy on that target. Cost dependent on Intelligence differential.

“Yes!” Josh said and sat up.

He pulled up the spell wondering whether to ask Venx how to use it. But if he did, he’d have to come clean about who he was using it on. The last thing he wanted the girls to think was that he was colluding with The Magnificent—that he wasn’t one hundred percent behind the dungeon he was asking them to link their lives to.

He stared at the spell, then visualized Purity as he’d seen her before. He thought of her in Emberbane’s dungeon, in the park, the arena and finally the apocalyptic hill. Her face solidified, but all around her blurred like she was all that mattered in the entire world.

“Yes, that’s her,” he said.

Then clarity came, and John had the sense she climbed a tower—that she headed toward her doom. She slapped her feet against the dished stone steps. Their spiral rose, the dry smell of age infused in each, threatening to overwhelm her.

He’d witnessed her face a firedrake and survive where all but her and Bright lost their lives. She’d fought his predecessor and lived where Celibate Sunrise and others had lost their minds. But whatever fate lay at the top of the steps clearly instilled fear in her.

A chill wind howled down the steps. It was the type of wind that cared nothing for Purity’s warm, woolen tunic or her pants and calf-high boots. It held no truck with the scarf wrapped around her neck. Instead, it bypassed them all and wrapped its frigid tendrils around every one of her bones, freezing her to her marrow.

John felt it too. He felt her cold, her fear, her worry. He understood what worried her. The Magnificent she’d fought with were gone, lost in victory, vanquished by a beast so vicious and unexpectedly powerful that they hadn’t considered defeat. She stopped, looking up as if confused. John hesitated, knowing he could speak to her like Venx had spoken to him.

But he was nervous—worried she’d just run away, deny his presence, or worse, that she’d despise him. Yet there she stood, and she needed help. Wasn’t that what Ellara had chosen him—to fix the broken?

“It will be okay, Purity,” he said softly, making his voice a whisper, trying to hide his masculinity.

She glanced around. He pulled back, his vision blurring like dust coated his eyes. Venx had hovered on the water, then on the dungeon’s screen. He must be hiding on the stone and had withdrawn a little into it.

“Who’s there?” she asked.

John panicked, uncertain what to say. He hadn’t thought it out. Had no idea.

“Is that you, Dad?” Purity asked. “It can’t be my dad.”

Dad? Holy shit! Why would she think I’m her dad?

“It will be alright, Purity,” he said, neither confirming or denying her question.

She gulped. “But the Witch wants to see me. It could be all over for me.”

“I will protect you, Purity,” John said, then kicked himself.

You can’t say that! You have no power to uphold that promise!

She nodded. “I can do it,” she said

“That’s my girl!”

My girl? What are you? A fucking idiot? You can’t pretend like she’s yours!

John thought his feelings on their connection might have ramped right up. He took a breath, about to come clean when she took a step and hesitated.

“You’ll stay with me, right?”

“I’ll stay with you all the while you need me,” he said.

She bit her lip, continuing up the steps.

“Thank you.” She hesitated again. “Whoever you are.”

The steps ended, and a substantial, iron-braced door faced her. She paused, raked her hair as tidy as she could, and channeled her breath to calm her beating heart.

“Here goes nothing,” she whispered.

“Have courage,” he said. “Just like when you climbed on the firedrake.”

“You were there?”

“I was.”

She nodded, straightened and rapped on the door. It opened so slowly that John could have sprouted a gray hair or two. He felt her angst—had a good dose of it himself. Whatever lay beyond that door was pure evil.

“Come,” a voice said, but not the rasp of a witch. The voice was even colder, one devoid of any emotion.

Purity entered a room, a cold, gray, circular room. John’s gaze settled on one of three women dressed all in black. Purity addressed the woman first.

“Great Mother,” she said, and from the title and the garb, John knew it was The Witch of Vernaster. 

Purity turned to the second woman, one dressed like a nun—an inquisitor. “Inquisitor,” she said and bowed, then turned to the third, but didn’t address her directly. “I didn’t think Celibate Sunrise was well enough to climb to such a place as this.”

John stared at the third woman. She dressed all in gray, her head lolling to one side, and a vacant look plastered on her face. He recognized her as the bully from the dungeon scene—from Emberbane’s takedown. Except something was missing, and that something was her mind.

“Sit,” rasped The Witch of Vernaster.

The witch smelt of crisped fall leaves and dust found in the corners of empty rooms. Her face was barely visible, concealed by the overflowing black cloak that had to be her signature attire. Her wart-encrusted nose would potentially see sunlight first thing in the morning and last thing at night, and her eyes shone in the dark, much like an evil imp’s might. But John didn’t need to see her face to understand the levels of decay those black robes concealed. That was clear from the barely covered bones that grasped a staff so gnarled and knotty it might have been part of her. Yellow fingernails curled around its shaft, and what flesh covered her hands flaked and split like it was done with living, even if the witch wasn’t.

“Do you know Shade? You should. She holds your life in her hands, and the scales of justice are fickle things,” the witch said.

John wanted to reach through the vision and rip the witch’s throat out, but Purity answered with a clear and even voice. She’d found her courage.

That’s my girl! he thought the words, not daring to say them in the presence of the powerful witch.

“No, I’ve never met her. Pleased to meet you, Inquisitor Shade.”

“High Inquisitor Shade,” the inquisitor corrected.

The woman was the epitome of frugality, perhaps, stuck in her late forties, a grand age for a peasant, but only knocking on elderly for one in a more fortunate position. She tied her gray-streaked hair in a tight bun, and her face was devoid of the paint so popular along Artisan Street. A plain black habit cinched with a belt of the same color covered her featureless body, and rather than a staff, a crop stood propped by her chair. Inquisitor Shade looked like Sin had never visited her, not even for a brief sleepover.

“High Inquisitor,” Purity corrected herself.

“She will speak for me,” The Witch of Vernaster said. “I am here only to observe, but if there is something I don’t like, be sure to know your descent from this place will be rapid and deadly.”

The witch’s bulbous nose withdrew into her cloak’s hood as Shade addressed Purity.

“I will come to Celibate Sunrise’s presence shortly. First, I would like you to recant to me the events that led to the demise of The Magnificent guild, the Dungeon Delvers.”

Purity reeled off her story without pause. She retold the battle with the firedrake and their subsequent journey home, dragging the beast’s head behind them, hailed as heroes but not feeling it.

Shade steepled her hands and regarded Purity with cold eyes. “That tallies with Bright’s tale of events. It matches so well it might tempt one to think it rehearsed. How long was the journey back?”

“Several weeks. The bridge at Lassiter’s Gorge can no longer support horses, so we had to travel down to Harpen’s Ferry.”

“Plenty of time, then,” Shade said. “So, a firedrake slaughtered the Delvers guild–the greatest dungeon diving force this land has ever assembled? Why, and please, don’t hold back through any false allegiance? Dead is dead, and you are living.” The slightest smile touched her lips. “For the moment.”

“But we shouldn’t speak ill of the dead,” Purity countered.

“Unless they were men,” The Witch of Vernaster pointed out.

“If you relay your thoughts, you slight no one. Merely present facts as you see them,” Shade replied, showing unexpected diplomacy.

“I believe they died because they showed the monster no respect. They expected to win and to win easily. The firedrake held the higher ground, which decreased the range of Magnificent Kendra’s magic. They should have lured the beast to a better spot and removed its advantage. They also failed to grind it down before attacking, using no ranged attacks to diminish its power.”

“So, they failed to plan,” Shade said.

“Yes, that and they were not in a dungeon—not in familiar ground,” Purity replied.

John’s heart stopped as he awaited judgment. But confusion also reigned within him as he was torn. Purity would make a formidable foe, better she die than attack Eerie Glen.

“What else occurred on that adventure that altered the way you felt about The Magnificent?”

“Nothing.”

“We have talked to Bright,” Shade emphasized.

Purity glanced at Celibate Sunrise but received an emotionless stare back. She closed her eyes as if begging forgiveness of the dead. “They told me to run and start a new life somewhere on the coast. They told me that to go with them was certain death.”

Silence fell, broken by the wind leaking through the room’s closed shutters. Somewhere, a fire crackled, the room much bigger than the small part that had grabbed her attention.

“All things die,” The Witch of Vernaster said. “Think of the Labyris tree. That tree is bastard hard to kill. Fire might sweep through its lands, but give it a month or two, and it rises once more. New power, Purity, is often stronger than old.”

“Yes, Great Mother.”

“Don’t humor me, woman. I have killed for less. Shade, issue your judgment.”

Shade steepled her hands and brought them to her lips. “I judge she speaks the truth.”

“But is she the one?” the witch snapped. “Don’t tarry with me. My bones grow colder and my temper frays.”

“She is the only one.”

“Then be done with all this and tell her. Then we will get on with the business of the dribbling one.”

John’s gaze fell again on Sunrise. The Celibate’s sweaty hair stuck to her gray face. Dead eyes stared at nothing. A fat strand of drool hung from her open mouth.

“Magnificent Purity,” Shade began, using a title never formally given to Purity before. “You have winter to reform The Magnificent’s Dungeon Delvers Guild. We will grant you your pick of the brightest, most powerful Celibates and current members of The Magnificent, even at the expense of the Inquisition. This is not a choice we take lightly. It is a task that falls on your shoulders through necessity. You march in spring to fight in summer, just like you did before.”

“Fight who?” Magnificent Purity asked, then everyone turned to Sunrise, who lifted her head, her jowls sagging, and spoke for the first time.

“The dungeon lord is back, and his name is John Davidson.”

The witch then looked up and stared right through John as if she could see him hiding in the stone, and he smiled; her crooked teeth yellow and worn.

“Should be a mere pup, nothing that can’t be gutted with a cold skewer.”

John snatched at the spell, severing his connection. He sat up in his room, cold sweat coating his brow and his hands shaking.

But then a grin spread upon his face.

“I have until summer then.”

He lay back, staring at the stone ceiling. The Magnificent would come, and somehow, he doubted it would just be the new Delvers Guild. They’d bring more. He had no doubt about it. The look on the witch’s face told him nothing but his complete destruction would be enough.

“I’ll get your heart before then, Magnificent Purity!”

“Up you get my Dread Dark Lord,” Ellie said, breezing into the bedroom and ripping his sheet off. “You have breakfast to eat and clothing to be fitted. Why the hell have you been lazing in here all morning.”

John stared at his crazy witch, reveling in her beauty. He reached out, pulling her to him. “Have I told you that you’re my favorite witch in all of Asantia?”

She sighed. “You want sex again, don’t you? We must have made enough flux for a dozen more dungeons by now.”

“Doesn’t matter how much we’ve got. We’ll always need more. Besides, have you thought I might just love fucking you because you’re horny as fuck?”

She slipped out of her dress.

“Have I ever told you that you’re my favorite dungeon lord?
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A couple of hours later, said dungeon lord was not enjoying the attention of three women, a dog and a rather bored mimic. He stood with his hands on his hips, his feet parted, and a measuring twig pressed against his inside legs. To spare blushes all around, he wore a pair of woolen undergarments. But while they covered his modesty, they left little to the imagination. They, the underpants not the women, revolted him. Although he didn’t know the previous dungeon lord, wearing another man’s grunge revolted him, even if they’d had several decades to air.

“Nine and a half notches,” said Shayla, her head precariously close to his genitals and her finger tucked between his balls and leg holding the stick in place.

John recalled every horrific situation he’d been in over and over as he attempted to suppress his growing erection. It was an uphill battle. Even the time he’d nearly de-gloved his index finger on a serrated fence didn’t do it. There was just something about having a woman’s head so close to his groin that would always send him into overdrive, and that was despite Ellie’s earlier efforts to empty his balls. But as she transferred the stick to his other leg, a thought struck him.

“Are dungeon lords always considered lecherous bastards?”

It was a valid question because he felt like a lecherous old bastard, even if he was younger than Shayla.

“Yes,” four of the five replied.

“Don’t know,” said Mawlock, opening his lid and making slurping noises that clearly disturbed Shayla.

“But,” said Venx, “some weren’t known as creeps. Some were seducers, lovers and heartbreakers. It all depended on the Lord in question.”

“But,” Shayla pointed out. “They all entered a room cock-first.”

“Yeah,” Ellie agreed. “They all enjoyed a good fumble, except Emberbane. Toward the end, he dismissed all his concubines, mistresses and wives.”

“He didn’t have a harem?”

Shayla spat out the needle she’d held between her teeth. “He couldn’t keep a woman happy. Emberbane was a bitter, twisted man. It takes a strong and fiercely loyal man to keep a harem happy. A man who would stray outside it for fleeting gratification is not worth the dedication. I heard he sent his guardians forward and didn’t even help them.”

“Plus,” Ellie said. “His virility waned. He couldn’t raise a smile, let alone a boner. That says it all.”

They all nodded knowingly, except Mawlock and John.

“Why would that be?” John asked.

“Because a dungeon lord must commit to his dungeon and its aims. You can’t be a half-hearted dungeon lord. It senses it. It knows it’s in for some serious pain if the lord wanes.”

A light went on in John’s head. Not the core, the other type. “So, because I want to build, build, build, it’s helping me by opening up rooms I’m not even ordering.”

“Close,” said Venx. “It’s helping you get as powerful as possible so that you can bring it tasty morsels. A dungeon lives for death. It’s what it does best.”

Which brought a slight conundrum to John because he really didn’t want to lure unsuspecting folks into his dungeon to kill them.

“Shame the Six Sisters don’t wander in here and get chomped,” Shayla muttered. “Ten notches,” she said, finishing up her measuring. “One leg longer than the other. Surprised you don’t walk in circles.”

“I have not,” he said indignantly as she stretched his right arm out and jammed the stick in his armpit.

“The stick doesn’t lie,” she pointed out.

It wouldn’t have surprised him to discover the stick was sentient, but he also didn’t believe it was the most accurate way of measuring. For a start, it had a small bend in it, and secondly, he was pretty sure she’d used it a different way around on the second leg. It had felt…odd.

“Who are the Six Sisters?” he asked.

“Five of the meanest bitches around,” Shayla said, confusing him just a little more.

“Five?”

“One died, but they kept the name. Soon as they get a sniff we’ve sold stuff to Mazy Daisy, they’ll come looking to rob the silver.” She grunted. “They’ll be here for their final tally before winter sets in, but we’ve had a frugal summer. I doubt we’ll have enough to satisfy them.”

“They take your stuff?” John knew he was being a little naïve, and it wasn’t like his old life had been free of assholes, but that a land full of women had bandits was all wrong in his head. Why? Well, he didn’t want to look that deep into his psyche. “Strike that. Where do they live?”

“They’ve got a camp over Crow Ridge in the horseshoe bowl at the end of Laughing Water Glen. They’re fuckers. No two ways about that, but you pay your tithe and you live. Plus, they protect Mazy Daisy from the Thunder Gang, so at least she keeps coming.”

John’s little corner of Utopia was rapidly becoming a haunt of desperados. “And who do the Thunder Gang answer to?” he asked.

“Well, they are proxies of Lady Sutch. She controls the Laughing Water Valley. No one gets here from the rest of Asantia unless they pass through her lands. Daisy works from there.” Shayla shrugged. “Just another form of tax. Daisy comes and pays us a third less for our stuff than she otherwise would. The Six Sisters take some of it. Then Thunder Gang pinches another bit, and finally, she sells it all in Lady Sutch’s market, and she pays tax to her. It doubles up as everything we buy has the same taxes on it, so everyone’s happy.”

“Apart from you,” John said.

Shayla shrugged. “But we’re not supposed to be happy. We’re at the bottom of the pile.”

He felt his gut coil in anger, a seething rage hatching. Eldritch light crawled over him, its malignant aura spreading to the dressing room’s walls, its stacked clothes and stunned women. Stunned, that was, apart from Ellie, who clapped and stamped her feet. “That’s my boy,” she said.

Mawlock opened and closed its lid. John suspected it might have been applauding, too. “That’s what I’m talking about. Way to go, Boss.”

“I believe,” Delacor said. “That our dungeon lord has something that will spur him into destructive action.”

John turned to them, his eyes blazing with ominous light. “No one robs Eerie Glen, not now nor ever again.”

He calmed. His light faded, and his heart stopped pounding.

“What just happened?” Shayla asked.

“I believe,” Ellie said, “you both just witnessed the power of a committed dungeon lord for the very first time.”

Venx staggered back, reaching and steadying herself on a shelf. She licked her lips as she stared at him. “That was fucking awesome,” she said, staring straight at his still-glowing underpants.

John pulled his black pants on and buttoned his shirt. “Yes, well, it’s all very well wanting to do something, but doing it is another matter. I need spells, and let’s not do the why don’t you wash them to death joke again because I have two spells now.”

“When did you get another spell?” Ellie asked, curling her lip up into a snarl.

“The system gave me Venx’s Phantom Reflection spell. Don’t know why,” he lied. “I guess she used it on me, and it took it somehow.”

“But your Mastery’s shit,” she said.

“What can I tell you? I have no idea how these things work.”

Ellie looked at him in awe. “You are blessed by the Dark God Ellara. I fucking knew it.”

“Master,” said the chest. “Master!” it shouted.

“What, Mawlock?” John asked.

“My master–my old master. He had hundreds of spells. Kept them all in books. You want spells, find the books.”

All eyes fell on the mimic. “Exactly how many spells, Mawlock?” John asked.

“I don’t fucking know,” the Mimic said, its voice grating on John.

“But you know where Rasputin is?” John asked.

“Who?”

“Your old master–the wizard!” John felt his arcane power building but thought it pretty useless unless he could use it to blast some bastard to smithereens.

“Ramstlenun! His name was Ramstlenun! And how the hell would I know where he is? I was busy, if you remember, being crushed by a mountain’s worth of rock.”

“I know where he is,” said Delacor. “I can sniff out his power.”

“Oh no,” said Venx. “You don’t want to be doing that. You don’t want to be waking any evil sorcerer.”

“He wasn’t so bad. Quite the demon summoner, mind,” Mawlock said.

John looked up at the stone ceiling. Demons…I’ll bet they hate The Magnificent…

“Well,” he said, “as I’m fond of saying: it’s not the object that’s evil, it’s the person who uses the object for evil.”

“Does that really work where demons are concerned?” Venx asked, lifting her boot onto the table and doing up her lace. John covered his groin as eldritch light shone.

“We can’t afford to ignore any power, evil or not. We have a war to win, and we’re fighting The Magnificent, the land’s most elite warriors,” Ellie said.

“She’s got a point,” Shayla said. “Plus, you could really kick the Six Sisters’ ass with demon kind.”

“I guess it couldn’t hurt,” Venx said, changing her tune entirely.

John looked up his flux supply. “I’ve got six hundred and forty-nine flux. It’ll leave us low.”

Ellie rolled her eyes. “Guess I’m getting screwed all night again.”

“Think of it as taking one in the dungeon for the dungeon.”

“If it were just one, where would be the fun in that?” she said.

Shayla coughed. “Well, it seems you two are getting along nicely.”

“Oh?” said Ellie. “Really? I’m under no illusions. Others will join his harem in time. I’m just making the most of my time flying solo. I get a massive mana boost, and I already got a new spell from, well, being on my back, my knees, on all fours. You name it, I assume it.” She grinned and swept out of the room. “I’ll see you in the love dungeon later, lover.”

John squeezed his eyes shut. “I’m sorry about that, ladies. I’ve never known her so boastful.”

“That’s because she’s getting boned, and we aren’t. Talk about rubbing your nose in it,” Shayla said.

He glanced at Venx, but she just looked away.

“I’ll meet you at the glade tomorrow morning,” she said. “I must finish collecting all my stuff.” She darted out of the room.

“Well, that all went south quick enough.”

“Go after her, John. She needs to hear something from you,” Shayla said. “I have enough to get started.”

“She wants to get boned too,” Mawlock crowed and then laughed so hideously it sent shivers up and down John’s spine.

He ran out into the hall, then through the shimmering curtain into the swamp. “Venx, wait!”

She froze. He raced along the path, coming behind her. “Look, don’t mind Ellie. She was just…being Ellie. She thinks she’s got something over on everyone, and she has, in a way.”

“You’re not very good at this, are you?”

John stared at his feet, then jumped back. “What the fuck’s that?”

A pair of yellow eyes looked up at him. He crouched, staring at the thing. It stood about two feet high with swamp weed covering its entire human-like body. “Is that a swamp monster? If it is, it’s not very impressive.”

Venx laughed, crouching beside him. “It’s a baby boggart. It’ll grow to maturity in a day or so. They take two days to recover from annihilation. Put your finger close to its mouth and you’ll see how viscous they are.”

“Really? I had the first floor down as quite the tame experience.”

Venx poked out her finger, drawing it back straight away as the boggart snapped, then growled. “See,” she chuckled. “They’re so cute when they’re small.”

“Do you really have to get some stuff from your cave?”

“No, I’ve got it stashed close by. I just didn’t fancy listening to Ellie screaming all night.”

“Yeah, she can be quite vocal. But it puts energy into the dungeon, and hell, Ellie’s as horny as fuck, so there’d be something wrong with me if I didn’t want to screw her at every opportunity.”

She stood, pulling him up. “I know. I’m just being daft.” She sighed. “I’m jealous–that’s the real problem. I wish I could be like her, live for the moment. But I have to know it’s right, that you are right.”

“I understand.”

“No, no, you don’t quite understand. I like you, John. I can even get my head around sharing you with other women and not letting it eat my soul. Harems aren’t unusual in Elven society. Females live longer than males. There aren’t enough of you to go around. But, with most women being barren–the fucking witch saw to that—and with elves and humans finding it hard to conceive together anyway, I’d near enough give up any chance of ever having a child if I committed to you.”

Her words thumped him in the gut, but he corrected her. “It was Emberbane that cursed all women. Ellara let me witness his downfall.”

She sniffed a grin. “What does it matter? No men, no babies. Use it or lose it. Sometimes it’s that simple. Females of all races lost their cycle when the men died. I suppose our bodies knew there was no prospect of ever conceiving.”

He reached for her, cupping her cheek. “You do whatever’s best for you. If you were being rash becoming my minion, you’re free to go whenever you want. If you want to stay, then that’s fine. I’ll find a way to block the sex noises out for you.” He grinned, wiping a tear from her eye.

“Where can I go, John? This land is all there is. The curse is everywhere. Don’t you see? Can’t you see? You’re the only man, and I’m resisting you. How the hell does that make any sense?” 

“What about this whole scenario makes sense? Look, I’m not going anywhere. If you ever want to fully commit, well, I’ll have that little one-piece you call a tunic off you quicker than you can say, yes.” He leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “But if you simply decide to fight by my side and pray for a miracle, then that’s fine, too. Not quite as fine, I’ll admit. Now, what say we move you in? And when I visit Ellie later, I’ll just gag her. She’ll be into that, anyway. She’s quite the edgy witch.”

“That sounds good, John Davidson,” she said. “But I’ll walk Shayla back to the village later. That’ll give you some time together. It’d drive me crazy knowing what was going on so close to me and…”

“And?”

“I doubt I could stop myself.”

“Then go stay with Shayla.” He paused, wanting to add something more—to tempt her closer to him. She would, no, she was a great ally to have. “But, let me tell you this. As soon as your loyalty hits the mark, you are welcome in my bed, but only if you’re completely sure. If I detect a hint of doubt, I’ll kick you straight out and you’ll have to sleep with Delacor and Mawlock in the forge.”

“You’re a good man, John.”

He led her out into the afternoon light. “You’re only saying that because you have no idea what thoughts are running around my head.”

She grinned and walked away.

Venx of the Willow’s loyalty has risen. She has passed from Unwavering Confidant to Loyal Champion.


Chapter
Sixteen



“To me!” John shouted and Ellie sent her twin light discs scything through the two skeletons attacking him. The undead were enraged. Their power had increased a notch or two. He brought his sword across one as the discs scythed through their heads, their skulls falling to the ground. He reversed his swing and smashed his blade through their groins, shattering their pelvic bones and ending them.

Venx cartwheeled toward him, taking out another with her daggers. While Delacor brought the last one down and Mawlock ripped it apart with its lightning-fast tentacles.

“And we’re done,” said John with a grin. “Did I imagine that, or were they a little more ferocious?”

“Ha!” said Mawlock. “They didn’t have me to worry about. I played with them when I got bored. No flesh, though. No fun.”

“They probably get stronger the more they’re challenged. That’s what happens in a dungeon,” Ellie said.

“Could we train mobs?” John asked.

“Mobs?” Venx quirked her sharp eyebrows.

“It’s what we called them back in my land.”

“Mobs,” she repeated. “I like it. But why would a dungeon lord kill his own mobs?”

“To train them to get better.”

Ellie drew close. “You’re the dungeon lord. Just because no one’s done it doesn’t mean it’s not impossible.”

“Ultimately,” Delacor said. “It’s your dungeon. You should be able to control it how you wish. Perhaps when we get the construction room renovated, some things might become apparent.”

“Can we get on with it?” Mawlock’s grating voice rang out. “I hardly got a wink of sleep while you two mustered the flux to get this done. I even got a new spell. A shroud of silence. Ha! I cast it, and I could still hear you!” He shuffled toward the tunnel. “I guess I’ll get better at it. Was it this one, Delacor?”

Delacor sniffed the air, his head pointing to Mawlock’s tunnel and his tail straight out. “Yeah, that’s the one.”

“We form the dungeon here in the first chamber,” John said.

He stood in its center and invoked his core, soon coating the rock in magical green. He pictured a new dungeon and waited for the notification.

Do you wish to claim this place as your second dungeon?

“I do.”

He had the five hundred flux with some to spare. While he’d really wanted to horde some–to have a little rainy-day flux, he also desperately needed more spells. The damage Ellie did with just two light discs was phenomenal, and they weren’t even supposed to be offensive spells. But the question was, would he have enough flux to build the tunnel?

A rumble sounded deep within the rock. It didn’t come from any specific place but throbbed from all around. His arms rose without him moving them, and his legs edged apart. A fierce green aura coated him, intense light bleeding from him and infusing the walls. He felt the power flee from him, and for a moment, he thought he’d made a huge mistake, but then that power imploded back into him, magnified a hundred times.

Rejoice! The word rang out so loud he jumped. Rejoice, for a new dungeon is born. The Goddess Ellara smiles down on her dread servant, John Davidson and gifts him the power to build his dungeon so that he may defend it from the Holy Light of her despicable sister Fellora.

Flux plus 5000

May darkness consume all your minions, and may the light never enter your heart. 

Do you claim the cursed miners as your dungeon’s primary protectors?

“I do,” he said, a grin spreading on his face.

Five thousand flux! Yes! Thank you, Ellara!

Then he chanced his arm. “And I claim the gravel piled outside as my extended dungeon boundary, and I claim all power, minerals and creatures within the rock of this dungeon.”

A sense of choice descended on him like the distant consciousness was deliberating his words. He waited, fearing he might have overstepped, then laughter filled the cave, and his attributes suddenly ticked over, increasing.

Ellara rewards those who help themselves. Remember, victory will come through variety. The harem is the key.

Request granted.

“My attributes just jumped,” John said, inspecting them.

Attributes

Strength:9

Dexterity:7

Stamina:9

Intelligence:6

Charisma:10

Mastery:10

Weave:1

“A couple in strength and stamina, one in dex, I think. Fuck me! My Mastery is ten!” John said.

She’d promised me boosts when I deserved them! He sighed. She’s finally upholding her end of the bargain!

“Ten is good,” said Mawlock. “Ten will get you spells.”

“Ten is fucking amazing,” Ellie said. Her eyes blanked as she looked at her stats.

John checked her stats, too.

Attributes

Strength:6

Dexterity:7

Stamina:8

Intelligence:5

Charisma:7

Mastery:6 (+2 Dungeon Minion)

Weave:5 (+2 Dungeon Minion)

“A couple each in Mastery and Weave,” Ellie said, grabbing him and kissing him.

“What about you, Delacor?” John asked.

“Strength and dexterity for me,” Delacor said.

“I got mastery and weave. Can cast that shroud spell faster. Ha! I might get some sleep tonight!” Mawlock shouted.

“Dexterity for me,” said Venx. “But that makes no sense. If anything, I lack charisma. I thought she was rewarding us with what she perceived as our deficiencies.”

“Girl,” said Ellie, “she just wants you to bend over for our dungeon lord. With your dexterity, you could put your head between your legs and kiss your own ass.”

Venx walked over to her. “Can’t you?”

John held his breath as Venx bent double and waved, looking through her legs. “I can do it the other way, too,” she said.

An involuntary moan escaped his lips. “Well, isn’t that just dandy?” he said, trying to focus on the dungeon but failing miserably.

All the differing ways he could bang Venx tumbled through his mind, bringing the notion of flux back into the fore. He remembered the five thousand he’d received for establishing the dungeon.

“I can do whatever I want,” he said.

Venx uncoiled herself. “What?”

“You go with the slow romantic burn,” Ellie said. “Way to chat her up, stud.”

“No!” John protested. “I was thinking about flux.”

“Close,” said Ellie. “Four letters beginning with F.”

“Well,” he said, “I will not deny I was thinking about…possibilities as Venx folded herself in half, but hell, Venx, what man wouldn’t? No, flux popped into my head—you know, as a by-product of⁠—“

“Stop digging, John,” Ellie said. “You want to screw her? Just admit it.”

“Yeah!” said Mawlock, for no particular reason.

“I’ll admit the possibility has crossed my mind, but Venx knows that. We’ve already discussed it, and she has other things to consider. Flux—let’s get back to flux. Ellara rewarded us with five thousand flux for creating the dungeon. That should keep us going.”

He walked to a boulder and sat. “I need to focus, so no more body bending, breast flashing or anything like that for at least a few moments.”

He invoked his core and let his arcane light fill the cavern.

You have established your second dungeon. Would you like to grant access to all your minions?

“Yes.”

You will need quarters. Quarters typically comprise the following rooms;

	Sleeping chambers (each)

	Kitchen

	Rest area

	Observation room

	Throne room

	Cells



You can add more rooms, and you can customize existing ones. Would you like to build the rooms? Cost per room is one building construct–one hundred flux, plus one additional construct per two rooms to facilitate their joining. Duration 4 days.

Six hundred flux to build the rooms and three hundred to join them. Not bad, he thought.

“Yes,” he said.

State the number of sleeping chambers required?

While he had plenty of flux, he also knew that it would run out quickly. He didn’t have to worry about Delacor or Mawlock, but if this was his bolt hole, then he needed to take care of those who looked after him. So far, he had Ellie, Venx and Shayla to think of. Assuming they were holing up in the dungeon because things had gone south outside, then two bedrooms should do it. In theory, he and Ellie could share one, while Venx and Shayla could share the other.

“Two,” he said.

That brought the flux cost up to seven hundred flux plus four hundred to join them, but a quick calculation told him he wasn’t getting value for money. If he paid one hundred more flux and added a third bedroom, he wouldn’t have to pay a joining fee.

“Make that three.”

Hell, I’m going to expand anyway.

The twelve constructs sprang into life and waited for their instructions.

“Delacor, what direction is the magic you’re sensing?”

Delacor sniffed the rock face, settling on the exact spot where they’d found Mawlock. John set the constructs to work digging rooms over the other side of the cavern and then returned to Delacor’s side.

“Do we have any idea how far in?”

Delacor shook his head, dousing John with drool.

How to go about this?

John brought up his little chat box.

I want a tunnel dug straight into the rock. I want the constructs to keep going until such a time as I tell them to stop. Cost, please.

Before any other dungeon modifications can begin, work must begin on the external dungeon and level one. What are your requirements for the external dungeon area?

He wandered outside. Piles of broken rock and gravel lined the path into the dungeon. He tried to imagine what it would look like with murder blooms and grassy banks. Then he pondered the idea of a more robust defense, similar to a castle wall.

In theory, the purpose of the dungeon was to attract adventurers who would challenge the levels for prizes, sometimes getting their reward, other times losing their lives. It was his understanding that the dungeon thrived on the emotions of the adventurers, feeding on their fear. But his recent flux-producing escapades with Ellie told him that the dungeon also thrived on joy. Could he make a place that offered sanctuary to all, keeping them safe and happy and, as a byproduct, would their happiness fill the dungeon with flux?

It was a different approach, but one that appealed to him. If an invading army attacked, he could happily let them in while the residents hid and watched the dungeon slaughter them from the safety of the observation room.

Perfect for Eerie Glen, he thought.

But for here? This place was supposed to be a hideout. Plus, it was remote enough to attract wandering animals who could feed the dungeon. So, he had to have something to entice them.

Murder bunnies, he thought. External area. I want the mounds and pathways covered in grass and a dusting of flowers. I want the odd modified murder bloom formed to blend it in with the rest of the glade, and then I want each of the gravel piles turned into burrows where murder rabbits can live and breed. To be clear, a murder rabbit is like a normal mountain hare except it is white, so it is obvious to the prey. It will have razor-sharp talons and claws, and while able to eat grass in the normal way, it must be able to rip predators to shreds and consume their corpses to provide the dungeon with flux.

Cost: One master builder construct to modify the landscape - one hundred flux. One farmer construct to plant and grow the grass and flowers - one hundred and fifty flux. One hunter construct to catch mountain hares - one hundred and fifty flux. Two modification constructs - two hundred flux each. Total cost eight hundred flux. Duration: five days.

He closed his eyes and thought. It was his most expensive upgrade yet, but it was perfect. He could see them racing through the glade, threading through the mounds and watching as their pursuers blundered in and were ripped to shreds by the murder bunnies. It was perfect.

“Proceed,” he said, then turned his attention to the first dungeon level as several constructs appeared and set to work.

“What would happen?” he wondered, picturing the invading army as they raced in, bloodied and bruised from battle. They would fall to the ground, nursing their wounds, still not quite sure what was going on.

And they would try to bar the way to stop the bunnies getting in…

Why not give them a nice set of gates to hold back the murder bunnies and trap them in the dungeon at the same time? The thought developed a little further. He could provide them with benches to sit on, perhaps a well to drink from. Then, just as they thought they were safe, spikes could shoot up from the benches, impaling some, while the miner’s skeletons would pour from the well and attack.

Armed with cutlasses! He added, for some unknown reason.

Unable to flee, they would then be forced further into the dungeon where even greater horrors lurked. John rubbed his hands together. He liked it. He liked it a lot. Although he wondered when he’d become so bloodthirsty.

If they’re coming from me and mine, then fuck them.

Did you get all that? He asked the voice inside his head.

Would you like to include a mini-boss rising at the end when all its soldiers have perished?

Yes, he told it. Yes, I would.

Cost: One master builder construct - to dig the well - one hundred flux. One smith construct to form and hang the gates and forge the weapons - one hundred and fifty flux. One carpenter construct to build the benches - one hundred and fifty flux. One trap smith construct to prepare and prime the spikes - one hundred flux. One Boss creation construct - four hundred flux. Total cost nine hundred flux. Duration: five days.

Easy come, easy go, he thought and commanded it built. He’d spent two thousand nine hundred flux just to form a workable, if dastardly, dungeon opening level. It left him plenty, but now he knew how to imprint his will on the dungeon, he was desperate to know if he could modify Emberbane’s dungeon. But first, he had to dig the tunnel that would give Delacor access to sniff out the wizard’s tower. He returned to the inner cavern.

System, I want a shaft sunk into that wall two hundred feet long, wide and tall enough to walk down. I want the constructs to stop digging the instant they discover any concentrations of mana or flux out of the ordinary. I want them to stop if they detect any change in the rock’s texture to indicate that something foreign is buried in the rock. I want them to alert me the instant any of those triggers occur.

Cost: Four builder constructs - seventy-five flux. One foreman construct - two hundred flux. One communication construct - one hundred and fifty flux. One carpenter construct - one hundred and fifty flux. Total cost eight hundred flux.

He swallowed hard. For a simple tunnel, it seemed an awful lot. But then again, he had asked for a specific level of care. It left him thirteen hundred of the five thousand flux, plus the bit he had left over after creating the dungeon.

“Do it,” he said. “Just do it.”

More constructs burst into life, each as non-descript as the other, barring some slight shading differences. John spun on his toes and then stopped summoning his dungeon menu to note that the menu had split into three. At the top, he had general dungeon business, the Eerie Glen, followed by Dead Man’s Dungeon.

Dungeon Lord: John Davidson

Unused Flux:1587

Eerie Glen Dungeon

Dungeon Type: Cave-Based

Dungeon Status: Broken

External Defense: Partially active

Internal Defense: Floor 1 partially fixed

Dungeon Log: 2 Active Notification Open? Y/N

Production: None

Upgrades in Progress: None

Upgrades Complete:

Swamp - Level 1

External Defenses - Level 1

Dead Man’s Dungeon

Dungeon Type: Cave-Based

Dungeon Status: Building

External Defense: Under construction

Internal Defense: Under construction

Dungeon Log: 0 Active Notification Open? Y/N

Production: None

Upgrades in Progress:

Communal operations buildings

External defenses

Floor one

Exploratory tunnel

Upgrades Complete:

None

John read the menu, noting the active notifications at Eerie Glen Dungeon and that the constructs were idle.

“Delacor, Ellie, the constructs? When they complete a task, do they die, or can I reuse them?”

“They remain. They are of the dungeon and remain with the dungeon until they are worn out. A builder construct, for instance, wears down a lot faster than a foreman construct. You will still have to pay toward the upgrade, but it will be a material cost rather than both.”

“So, I’ve got four constructs standing idle at Eerie Glen Dungeon?”

“Yes.”

System, Eerie Glen Dungeon: Options for a floor boss.

You have the option of placing a swamp boss barring the entrance to the second level. This could be a large wet area with the boss hiding under the water, or it could be a boss walking up and down on patrol.

System, how about a large hut, with the monster inside? The adventurer has to enter the hut and fight the boss to proceed through the dungeon. As the boss is whittled down in power, it can divide into several mini-bosses that can then attack multiple targets.

Cost: One carpenter construct to build the benches - one hundred and fifty flux. One Boss creation construct - four hundred flux. Two builder constructs (available). Materials - fifty flux. Total cost six hundred flux. Duration: three days.

“Screw it.”

Do it!


Chapter
Seventeen



John slipped his new pants on. He attempted not to groan with ecstasy. The feel of the silk lining against him was magnificent. Hell no! It was orgasmic! The feeling was orgasmic. Shayla laced them up, her lips just inches from his groin, making him wonder what they would feel like sliding up and down his length.

What the fuck’s wrong with me?

Nothing–there was nothing wrong with him. Shayla was a beautiful woman, and freed of the chains of her boredom, she was getting prettier by the day. Her back was straighter. Her shoulders were broader. And he was pretty sure her breasts were larger. It was a fine, fine, land.

“Are you wearing a bra?” he asked.

“A corset–a loose one, not one of those bone ones. Just a little, pick me up,” she admitted. “It’s–”

She twisted around, reaching for a pair of new boots. Her shirt rode up, revealing the base of her corset and the top of her pants, the hint of her ass crack drawing his attention straight away.

“It’s what?”

“It’s just that, well, I have something to dress up for. Before there was no point, but now, well, I want to.”

“But you’re only coming here to make clothes–” He stopped himself. “Oh, well, I noticed. You’re looking mighty fine.”

“Thank you,” she said, slipping his boots on. “How do they feel?”

“They feel great,” he replied, and he wasn’t pacifying her. It was the truth. But they were too good–way too good. “These are much too fine for a backwater mountain retreat like this. You don’t come from around here, do you?”

She stood, walked to a table, and picked up a folded shirt. She held it up to him. “Seems a good fit.” Rounding him, she offered it up to his back. “Sorry to disappoint you. But no, I’m not a princess in hiding, or even a seamstress to a queen charged with concealing a fantastic secret. I was born and raised in the valley. My mother, on the other hand, came from the city. She taught me everything she knew.” Shayla shrugged. “Turns out I wasn’t half bad. Before the curse hit, I was going to go to Vernaster with the boy from across the valley to seek my fortune. But, I saw him die, then my father. My mother followed.” She grunted. “Turns out you can die of a broken heart. A lot of happily wedded women died or killed themselves. Odd, really, when we were all supposed to enjoy a new life. The Inquisition called it the cull of the men-lovers and said it was another manifestation of the curse in action. I lost my will to do anything. There didn’t seem to be a point to it all.”

“That makes total sense, and yeah, I see it. A world without women would be a dull, dull place for me, and it’s not just about the love, the courtship–the sex. It’s everything. I’d miss their laughter, their foibles, their erraticism and their love. Yes, the world would be a dull place.”

She came around, buttoning up his shirt, her fingers fumbling over the last button.

“I’m not as young as the others,” she whispered.

He brought his hands around hers, cupping them. “You don’t have to be. You be you.” He grinned. “You be you.”

She glanced up at him, then away. “I’ll try,” she said. “But you can’t blame a girl for being nervous. I can’t compete with their beauty.”

“You compete just fine.”

She laughed. “Really?” Then she shook her head. “You haven’t met Yethen yet.”

“Yethen is?” he asked, walking up and down, then over to the mirror. The trousers were much tighter looking than he’d thought from the way they felt. They were black, but he liked black and with the shimmer of velvet but not the texture. They defined his muscles well, accentuating his crotch bulge a little too much. The shirt was flamboyant, but hell, he was a dungeon lord. Flash was good. His boots reminded him of riding boots. They were a little too formal for him, but Shayla’s specialty wasn’t shoes and boots, so the best she could do was modify Thorne’s old ones.

“I look dastardly.” As he stared into the mirror, he ruffled his lengthening hair and wondered if he shouldn’t start growing a dashing mustache or a goatee beard. It would match the dapper lord-look well. “I need a matching sheath for my sword.” He mimicked a few strokes, dancing back and forth to Shayla’s laughter.

“Do you want to see what else I’ve made?” she asked.

“Sure,” he said, taking a seat.

She held up a rich red dress. “This is a pretty skimpy number, but I had to cut it tight as it was the only cloth of its color. But it should fit someone quite slim. It’ll be fine for a ball, or a society do. Vernaster has plenty. Plus, the ladies of Artisan Street could use it to ply their trade.”

John quirked a brow. “There are prostitutes in Vernaster. I thought it was all about the Inquisition and Holy Light?”

She laughed. “They can have all the abstinence they want, but people have urges, and those urges need to be satisfied. There’s only a certain type of person who can live their life without sexual gratification.”

“Are you one?” he asked, the words out of his mouth before he could stop them.

She blushed and looked away. “No, not me. I’d never make an inquisitor.”

“Ha!” said John. “They are probably the worst. I’ll bet they’re climbing on their bed knobs nightly.”

“Oh God,” she said. “I won’t get that image out of my mind.”

“Put it on,” he said. “Go on, put it on.”

“No.”

“I won’t look. Put it on–it’ll fit. You got a pretty slim body going on there.”

“No, look, I can’t.”

“I’m your dungeon lord. I command you to put it on.”

“Two things. I’m not yours to command, and second, I’ve got no underwear.”

“I said I won’t look.” He gave her a disarming smile.

“Why don’t I trust you?” she asked, squirming a little.

“Because you’ve got a brain, and I’m terribly untrustworthy when I talking about not peeking at a beautiful woman when she’s about to strip off.”

She pursed her lips, tapping her foot while looking between him and the dress. “Alright. I’ll do it, but if I catch you looking…”

“Oh, you won’t catch me. I’m pretty sneaky like that.” He covered his face with his hands, opening his fingers so it was clear he could still see.

“Shut them,” she said.

“Shut,” he said, closing them reluctantly.

Shayla pulled her top over her head, tossing it to one side and staring straight at him. John could just about make out her breasts through the tiniest of gaps in his fingers.

“There’s no point in you staring at me. I can’t see a thing,” he said.

She pulled her pants down. Turning away and revealing her pert button, the hint of her pussy on show through her thigh gap. “Hold on,” she said. “If you’re not peeking, then how do you know I was staring at you?”

“Because I broke my word,” he said. “Shame on me.”

She wiggled her ass. “What kind of Lord doesn’t keep his word?”

Picking up the dress, she held it against her body, turning to face him. “You reckon I can fit into this?”

“How would I know? I can’t see a thing.”

She rolled her eyes. “We both know that isn’t right. You might as well drop the pseudo act.”

“Well,” he said, “if you’re sure, but know this: while I might be tempted to come over there and kiss you, I can’t. Sorry.”

“Who says I want you to?”

He chuckled. “Oh, you want me to, but–”

She dropped the dress, stooping to pick it up, lingering a little longer than she had to. Stepping into it, she pulled the tight dress up. The fabric molded around her thighs and then over her curvaceous breasts where it clung; her erect nipples prominent. “Well?” she asked. “What do you think?”

“Breathtaking,” he said. “Absolutely breathtaking.”

“But what?” she asked with a pout. “You were about to tell me why you couldn’t come over and kiss me.”

“Ah that,” he said. “Well, it’s like this.”

She dropped the dress a little, revealing her breasts again. “Like what?”

“I’m to form a harem, and I have decided that the harem will be a stable family.”

“Oh?” she said, pulling the dress all the way down.

“I am also bound by rules set by Ellara. I can only lay with my Dungeon Guardians, and they are minions with an increased level of devotion.”

She stood, her hands on her hips. “How increased?” she said, tilting her head.

“You have to be…” He lost his train of thought, his cock straining at his pants. “You have to be…”

She walked over, sitting on his lap. “A Dungeon Guardian?” she repeated.

“Exactly,” he said. “Based on devotion, and in turn, I will sleep with no other. The women in my harem have to trust that there’s a point to being in it. That I’m committed to them, not just banging any woman that happens to throw themselves at me, or,” he said, her scent threatening to flip him over the edge.

“Or what?” she whispered in his ear.

“Or that harem means nothing. Nothing at all. There’s no point, and I want total commitment. Total devotion on both sides.”

“Love?” she asked.

“Yes, love. And my guardians must commit to my battle to free this land of–” He ground his lips together.

“It’s okay, I understand.”

“No,” he said. “No! I need to say this to get it right in my mind. I need them to be committed to my battle to free this land of the curse of The Witch of Vernaster.”

She cupped his face and kissed him on the lips. Then she rose, walked over, and got dressed. “Well, that’s a shame.”

His heart sank.

“I guess there’s only one thing for it.” She left the dressing room, closing the door softly. “But know this too, John. I don’t know if I could become that committed. I’m no warrior. We might just have to settle on what might have been.”

He sighed.

“But I will begin the path. After all, isn’t the saying never say never?”

Shayla Terrasta has offered her services to you and requested she become your minion to serve you faithfully for the duration of her remaining life or until you release her from her pledge. Do you accept? Yes/no.

A smile hatched on his lips. She’d taken the first steps. Shayla was a convert. He stood there, his erection straining at the velvet pants.

“Ellie!” he screamed. “Torture room! Torture room right now!”

Shayla’s loyalty has risen. She has passed from Fickle Follower to Casual Supporter.
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John held his sword out, practicing his strokes, leaping forward, and jumping back. He felt ready.

System please switch off dungeon lord protection and allow boggarts to attack me and my minions.

Protection removed.

“Are we all ready?” he asked.

“Yup,” said Ellie, spinning her light discs on her fingers.

“I’m good,” said Venx, her sword at the ready.

“No,” Delacor said. “I don’t want to bite those slimy things.”

John raised his brows, nodding his head. “I can see that. Unfortunately, you’re going to have to. So, Ellie, you’re at the back. You take them out, preferably before we have to engage. Venx, it’s you and me melee. We go ahead, taking out anything Ellie misses. Delacor, you’re in the middle.”

“Why isn’t Mawlock in here?”

“Because the box is flatly refusing to kill anything on the side of evil. It says it’s against its morals.”

“Can he do that?” Venx asked. “I mean it, but he sounds like a male, so he sits better with me.”

John cocked his head. “Yeah, I can see that. He it is, and technically I can command him to be here, but Mawlock is already an accomplished fighter, and this is as much about training us as the boggarts.”

“What is the point?” Delacor asked. “Run it by me again, see if I understand it this time.”

“The point is to train them to be more aggressive. I believe the more the dungeon level fights, the harder they will resist The Magnificent.”

“It makes sense. The only other way would be to coax more monsters into here, but they are scarce at the moment,” Venx said. “Then again, winter’s close. Perhaps that’s it.”

“Okay, we ready?”

Ellie yawned. “I’m exhausted. Something got you all worked up yesterday.”

“Something called Shayla. Oh,” Venx said. “I think we might have problems. Yethen’s getting very interested in Shayla’s movements. The idea that Ellie’s raiding the dungeon lord’s closet isn’t washing with her. She’s noticed the spring in Shayla’s step, the way she looks better, smells fresher.”

“Well, we’ll have to adapt.”

“Or we go see Yethen.”

“As soon as we’ve killed these and got them resetting, we’re traveling up to the other dungeon to check on that tunnel.” John stepped into the dungeon. “With me, Venx. Delacor in the middle, Ellie, you bring up the rear. Let’s go fight boggarts!”

“Still think I should have my bow,” Venx whispered to John.

“You’re already an expert at that. Like I said, it’s as much about us getting better as training the dungeon.”

“If you say so. I think you just want to see me covered in slime.” She gave him a sly wink.

“Trust me, there are plenty more things I want to see you covered in.” John stepped across the bog’s threshold.

It was like walking into a different dungeon. Gone was the welcoming feeling of being home. Gone was the familiar eldritch light. Eerie green still brushed the black rock, but it was alien to him. A stone wall, its mortar bed dripping with moss, rose to a partly crumbled archway. A skull sat perched upon a rock shelf, a large centipede scampering through its empty eye socket. Webs hung, spanning craggy branches, and skinny trees rose from boggy islands. The black soup of the bog bubbled and boiled, silver scales flashing in and out of view. Beady eyes quickly vanished under clumps of rotting pondweed. Only the pervading sense that they’d entered something so dark it was beyond evil, drowned out the stench of rot and death.

“Is this what a stranger feels?” John asked, hesitant to go further in.

“I’d imagine so,” Venx said.

“Yup.” Ellie sent her light disc up, its power failing to penetrate the gloom. “We’re the dungeon’s enemies now. It’s revealing its true, sinister self to us.”

A thick splash sounded, the gloop, gloop of the swamps belching drowned out by the emergence of a boggart.

“Not so cute anymore.” Venx tensed, holding her long sword ready.

The creature rose, standing shoulder height to John. It was humanoid in shape, but that was where the resemblance ended. Weed and sludge draped over its entire body, insects crawling through the filth, small bubbles of foul gas popping. The creature let out a long, mournful moan and stood dead still, blocking their path. John thought it had no facial features at all, but then it opened its eyes to shock him with their fierce yellow.

He took an involuntary step back, wincing as he expected the heat of the creature’s gaze to burn him. Its mouth opened to reveal a row of shark-like teeth, yellow and brown, some rotted and broken. Another moan escaped it, and then it lifted one arm and a club materialized in its clawed hand, which it raised above its head and shook, sending a splatter of slime toward them. Its cry sent shivers through Jonn’s bones.

Bracing, he expected it to lumber toward him like a slow zombie from the Walking Dead, but his luck wasn’t that good. It lurched swiftly forward, swinging the club.

“Duck!” Venx screamed, moving to one side and bringing her sword across her body as she struck a horizontal line across its guts.

John crouched, the club whipping over his head. He thrust his sword forward in a stab, the slithering feel of the creature’s guts transmitted down the exquisite blade with way too much accuracy.

“Light disc,” Ellie shouted; her voice already filled with victory like her strike would be the one to end the foul creature.

John withdrew his blade, then angled it up to strike at the creature’s outstretched club arm. Ellie’s light disc lodged in the Boggart’s neck with a wet squelch but didn’t even get close to severing it.

“Shit!” she cried and called for her second.

Venx slid her blade across the creature’s gut, opening a slot, whereupon fetid guts poured from the creature. As John powered his strike through the Boggart’s arm, severing it cleanly, its other swung around with a powerful hit, catching him clean on his chin. Its ensuing growl reverberated through the dungeon like a call to arms. The strike’s power sent John reeling backward, hitting the path with a resounding thud.

“John!” Venx screamed as a wash of slime and weed splashed over him.

A sludge-coated arm, so powerful he couldn’t resist, grabbed his neck and yanked him toward the swamp. John struggled, trying to get purchase on the path, but the wet slime made him slip and slide. His leg exploded in pain as Delacor bit down on him, frantically pulling him back as a boggart pulled him into the swamp.

“Do something!” he screamed.

Venx stepped across him, swinging her sword, cutting into the creature but having little effect. More boggarts crawled from the swamp, advancing on them. Venx turned to fend them off as Delacor continued to pull John back from certain death.

John punched the monster, then punched it again, but the boggart pulled him further off the path.

“Quick cook!” Ellie screamed. “Quick cook now!”

“What?” John yelled.

“I haven’t got any fireballs.”

Venx fought two boggarts, but she was losing ground, being pushed back toward John’s prone body.

John’s anger grew, the core pulsing within his head. But it was like it had no power–like it couldn’t interfere. His cheek exploded in pain as claws ripped across them, and then the boggart howled, a terrible cry that only a beast in incredible pain would make. It dropped John, his arm splashing into boiling water. He screamed as Delacor finally won the battle and dragged him from the pit.

“System!” John screamed. “Invoke dungeon protection!”

The boggarts fighting Venx turned, sliding back into the swamp as the dungeon’s ambient light returned to its slightly ominous hue.

“Well, fuck,” said Ellie. “That spell worked a bit better than I thought it would.”

John held his ruined arm, blisters already appearing. Blood flowed down his cheek, his neck bruised and battered. He heaved, his breaths labored.

Venx kneeled by him. “That’s infected already. Quick, we need to get him back to the spellforge.”

Venx lifted his arms. John shrugged her off, rolling over and coming to his knees. “I’m dungeon lord of this place. I’ll walk.”

He rose, Venx propping one shoulder, Ellie the other, and they led him back to his bedroom, laying him on the bed and undressing him.

“What happened? What the hell happened?” he whispered, hoping it would cleanse him of infection.

“They were no level one beasts,” Venx said. “I’ve heard tales of adventurers waltzing through the early levels like they were strolling through long a pasture on a sunny day.”

Shayla burst in. “Delacor just said the boggarts attacked.”

“We were training. Perhaps we have fallen a long way behind,” Venx said. “That, or this new dungeon is truly ferocious.”

Shayla lay at his side, inspecting his arm. “It’s burnt badly, and these scratches are going septic already.” She rested his hand on his brow. “He has a fever,” she said.

John couldn’t believe his ears. He was the dungeon lord. He was supposed to be the pinnacle of all–immortal? Perhaps not. But certainly not someone so weak a level one boggart could easily dispatch him.

Perhaps he’d thought it too much of a game? Perhaps he’d believed himself invincible. But as the fever muddled his mind as Venx, Ellie and Shayla blurred, then resolved, blurred, then resolved, he understood it was too late. What should have been easy for him was too hard. If The Magnificent could stroll through that level without breaking stride, what hope did he have of defending his dungeon, let alone killing The Witch of Vernaster?

What hope did he have of surviving this fever?


Chapter
Eighteen



His mind wandered, roaming the land as if he’d activated his Phantom Reflection. Perhaps he had. Perhaps in his fevered state, he’d triggered the spell, and it drained him of the mana he probably needed to fight his delirium. He thought of Celibate Sunrise and the strings of drool dripping from her mouth as her vacant eyes stared out. Was that how he’d end up when the poison reached his mind? Or was he already there?

His mind’s eye roamed the land, lost, in need of direction. He stared out over its magnificent coastline, its cliffs and breakers, its beaches and fishing villages. He flew over mountain ranges and soared through valleys, and then he came upon a large city, and he understood he had found Vernaster.

A thought dominated his addled mind, and that was of a brave, blonde girl. He recalled her name, and it was Purity. As he thought of her, his vision polarized, and there Purity stood, by a large gray building, surrounded by a wall, a ring of scruffy gardens between the two. Purity stood at the gates, the stern woman, Inquisitor Shade by her side. He hovered close by Purity, bathing in her familiarity, wanting to talk to her, to see how she was, but only just able to cling to the spell’s flimsy strands.

Close up, it was the type of building that was avoided at all costs unless you had business there. Its austere, gray walls towered up with no emotion at all–bland, featureless, once washed white, but long ago. Its iron gates were equally plain, spots of rust dotting them like mud splashes, ruts in the road vanishing under.

“Have you been to the sanitarium before?” Shade rapped on the gate and announced herself. “All the watch towers face inwards,” she said by way of explanation. She chuckled at her joke, but John thought laughter didn’t suit her.

The place had an aura like desperation clung to it and refused to let go. John had visited such places back on Earth—places with no hope. Places that sucked the life out of you. Things didn’t improve when the gates creaked open, and Purity and Shade walked through.

A gray courtyard led to a building as devoid of features as the wall that surrounded it. Tall windows lined an arch, barred and gated. The grounds were as austere as the rest of the place, a single pathway circling the building cut through the frosted ground, barren, devoid of trees and shrubs. The insane had nowhere to hide should they wish to veer from that path.

They waited by the inner gate until a frosty-faced woman glided toward it, her habit fanning behind. “Inquisitor Shade, we were expecting you a while ago.”

Shade looked up, rolled her eyes, and then leveled them on the woman. The full force of the Inquisition was brought to bear in the snap of John’s fingers. “Mother Just, may your days be filled with troubles less than mine, and may my troubles not include you. The Scratcher’s bowl is never far away from flippant and ill-considered words.”

Mother Just paled, her frosty expression melting to one of false welcome. “Let me not delay you further. I did not think for a moment that you’d be on the Scratcher’s business.”

“Perhaps I am, perhaps I’m not. But, and I’ll tell you this once, if I’m here, I don’t want to be, so it’s best not to piss me off. Take me to Sunshine and get me out of this cold. The stone of this building gives me chill enough.”

Mother Just opened the gate. “I’ll take you to the East Wing and bring her to you there. It gets some morning light. Would you care for warm wine?”

“I’d care for anything but this, but she claims to see a dungeon lord, and that is the business of The Magnificent’s Delvers Guild, and Purity is as magnificent as they come.”

Yes, she is, John thought.

Purity followed in Shade’s wake as they scurried through cold corridors, past rooms with doors bolted, muffling the suffering of those within. They eventually came to a room with windows on two walls and a cold hearth on the third. Purity sat on a worn chair, her back straight and heart thumping. Shade sat opposite, her holy mask slipping as humor grabbed her.

“Fucking place,” she said. “It’s a waste of time, that’s what it is. Poor wretch imagines the dungeon because that’s where she lost her mind.”

“So, you don’t believe it?”

“The witch does, so I do. If you don’t believe what the witch believes, then the Scratcher comes knocking, no matter who you are. We listen. You train. In spring you march, clear an empty dungeon of dust and come back victorious. You’ll be a hero for waving a sword where a broom would do.”

John chuckled. If they thought that they’d be surprised when they came, very surprised.

“So, you don’t think there’s a new dungeon lord?”

“Where would one come from? Everyone knows that being a dungeon lord is a matter of inheritance, which we don’t have a chance of having. Or it might be created by the Dark Bitch taking a man’s soul and molding it into an evil being. Now, the hole in that argument is in the word man. Without them, everything falls apart.” She leaned back, staring at the flat, gray ceiling. “No men, no dungeon lord. See, the witch isn’t all bad.”

John sensed Purity’s relief. “It was broken,” she muttered.

“What?” Shade said.

“The dungeon–the last dungeon–it was like the combined rage of every dungeon that The Magnificent had cleansed had gathered there, ready to unleash itself on us. I fought off a boggart, but it damn near got me. Soldiers of The Magnificent fell on the second floor. May the Goddess Fellora help us if that dungeon is ever born again. Its power will be almighty.”

Shade brushed her concerns away with a wave of her hand. “Trust me. There are no dungeons. They were the corruption of man, and now we’re free of them.” She shrugged. “Who knows, maybe man’s anger fueled them.”

The door opened, and the scent of warmed red wine preceded Mother Just. Behind her, another Mother wheeled Sunshine in, her head sagging to one side and her eyes blank and dead. She stared through Purity, a large gob of drool hanging from her lip.

“He’s dead,” she said, her lip curled in anger. “The dungeon lord is dead.”
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Whether John was dead or not was a matter of debate.

“He’s definitely dead,” said Ellie, falling on one side of the fence.

Being his only lover so far, one might have been mistaken for thinking she would be sad, but the truth was, she was pissed.

“The fucker’s gone and got himself killed and now I gotta go down like a load of Asantian gold in some dogheap of a ship off Mother Jude’s Head. Fuck being a minion, let alone a guardian.”

John wanted to point out that if she was still alive, then as she was tied to him, the logical argument favored him being alive. But as he was busy clinging to the strands of life holding him just above the void of eternal doom, he didn’t have the time. Plus, he was a little disoriented from being ripped from his vision. He decided his mana must have run out but was a little too busy living to confirm it.

Venx, who’d decided she quite liked John and was about the width of a fine hair away from jumping his bones, should also have been disappointed, but she, too, was angry.

“He promised he’d kill the witch. How the hell was he going to kill The Witch of Vernaster if he couldn’t even kill a sodding boggart?”

Which was another thing that annoyed John. He’d screwed up, but he’d learned his lesson. Surely that was worth a leg up, away from the void and back to the land of pert breasts and wet pussies. Not that he should think of such things. He clawed at the thin strands of his life force, debating whether to play his trump card and call Ellara.

Delacor, who was sexually impartial to John, had the least to say. “I hated that.” And what little he did say had nothing to do with John. “I hated that swamp.”

Mawlock, the asexual chest and seemingly most emotionless out of the lot of them, rested his long tongue on the bed while opening and closing his lid several times and wailing like the only true mourner at a funeral.

Shayla, who knew him the least, but was pretty grateful to him for all the cloth, legged it out of the dungeon as fast as her legs would carry her.

It had all been going so well, too. He had a plan, and that plan appeared to be working. Suddenly, his cord thickened a little, and his hope increased. Had simply thinking of Ellara in his hour of need brought her to him? Did he believe?

“I’m not supposed to die!” he screamed.

Then, the cord contracted so fast his soul shot up from the void, through the dungeon rock above, away from Eerie Glen and into the clear blue, if a little cold, sky. He briefly wondered how Shayla could be so scared that she’d run all the way to the village of Eerie Glen, but he assumed it was to fall into the arms of some woman.

First chance and she runs! he cursed, falling back on the time-worn reason for every rejection ever suffered by a man.

It was a little after that he found himself back in the restaurant. It had a brand-new window frame, glass shiny and clear, and a fine new table and chairs. Ellara sat opposite him.

“Went a bit bandy, didn’t it?” he admitted.

She shook her head. “Not for me, nor the girl over there. She took all your money and bought the restaurant. Then she sacked the head waiter, shopped him to the police for trying to abuse her, and refreshed the menu, making it a hundred times better than it was.”

“Got rid of the vegan nut roast?” John asked.

Ellara winked, made a caching noise and shot him with her finger and thumb. “She stopped all that nonsense. Now she just does the burger, and no one can tell the difference.”

John doubted that but didn’t comment.

“Good on her,” he said instead. “I’m glad it worked out for someone. What’s next for me? The Big Sleep?”

“Not sure. What went wrong?”

He shrugged. “It took me by surprise. I didn’t expect that level of fury.”

“Why? It’s a dungeon. It hates everything. Think about it. It’s been created. There’s no one around to test itself against. What did you think would happen when the first person attacked it? I’m surprised your minions survive. The boggarts drew from a deep well of anger, undiluted by any other dungeon.”

He sighed. “If only I’d known,”

“If only, Mr. Davidson.”

“So…I’m dead?”

She pursed her lips. “Unknown. Shayla has gone back to the village to retrieve Yethen, the healer, but she’s got to persuade her to go, or you’ll probably stroke out.” Ellara shrugged. “Yethen is usually quite open-minded–you’ll love her, by the way. She’s so damn sexy.” The goddess shivered. “I’d never sleep if she was in the sack with me. I wouldn’t tire of licking every crease and crack in her body.” She shivered again. “But that’s another story.”

“So will she?”

“Persuade Yethen? Unknown. Neither worships me, so I’ve got no influence. You have to have a little faith in a goddess for her to steer you.” She sniffed the air. “We all know someone who has no faith, don’t we, John?”

He squirmed a little. His lack of faith was proving to be a bit of a stumbling block now that it was clear that Gods existed.

“Can we look?”

Ellara leaned forward, her fine cleavage spilling over.

He cocked his head. “You know, I’d have had faith in gods if I’d known they had breasts like yours.”

“That’s one of the nicest things a minion of mine has ever said.”

“I’m one of your minions?”

“Oh yes, but not a particularly great one.”

“Well, you reneged on your deal. I asked for magic.”

“And I gave you magic.”

“One spell! One measly fucking spell!”

“The one you asked for,” she pointed out, then screwed her face up. “And I might have slid you the other one under the table when no one was watching, if you know what I mean.”

“But no offensive spells.”

“I upped your mastery. More would have come.”

“Yeah. well, too late. Oh, she’s at the village.”

“Shall we look?” Ellara said.

[image: ]


Shayla raced through the small village, dodging the hulking frame of Gert, the blacksmith, who stuck out her arm and grabbed her, stopping her in her tracks.

“Gert, get off me!” Shayla spat, trying to wriggle away.

Gert was a serene soul who wasn’t the fastest wit but always got there in the end. She wore a ragged skirt of shining leather and a bra of the same. Her stomach was a mesh of muscular slabs, and her skin, while bronzed, was flecked with burns from the sparks of her trade. She wore her fiery red hair in a tail, which made her look quite severe, but Gert was a gentle giant as curious as a cat and as playful as a newborn puppy. She pulled Shayla close, staring at her, then sniffing.

“You’re up to something. No one looks so fine unless they’re up to something.” Gert looked behind Shayla as if tracing her path. “What have you been doing up by the old dungeon?”

“Get off me, Gert!” Shayla said. “I need to get to Yethen.”

Gert’s eyes narrowed more. “You need a healer? Why do you need a healer?”

“Ellie’s hurt.”

“The witch? Then why doesn’t she heal herself?”

“Eh?”

“Ellie knows some potions. She should be able to concoct a tonic.”

“Ellie? Did I say, Ellie? Fever, Venx has a fever. That’s what I meant to say. Venx has a terrible fever, and I fear she might die without one of Yethen’s potions.” Shayla stared hopefully at Gert.

“Venx is an elf–a long-lived elf. She should be able to manage a fever enough to get to Yethen on her own.”

Shayla looked past Gert to Yethen’s hut and gauged the distance. She stamped on Gert’s foot, who yelped and let go of her. She darted to Yethen’s hut and ducked through its beaded entrance and into the gloom within. Yethen, a cute slip of a girl, was sitting at her table, nurturing a bright lilac flame into being. She looked up, her flowing and curling blonde hair falling back from her stunning face as her smile lit up Shayla’s heart like it always did.

“Shayla, you look stunning. So much younger than usual. Have you found the elixir? Have you conquered eternal life?”

She pushed the flame aside and stretched, her arms lean and body slight but muscular, making her breasts seem overly large, a little out of proportion. The perception was not helped by her skimpy green bra and tight pants.

“No, I–”

Yethen raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

“It’s Venx, no, it’s Ellie, probably Delacor, who’s ill, Yethen. You’re needed up by the dungeon,” Gert said, filling the doorway.

Yethen screwed up her face, her wide eyes switching between the two girls while her cute nose twitched. “What’s going on?”

“Yeah,” said Gert. “What’s going on?”

Shayla resembled someone stuck between two toilets while desperate for a piss. She hesitated, then blurted, “There’s a man. A new man. He’s so, so pretty. Dungeon lord. He’s a dungeon lord.”

“Oh my,” said Gert.

“Oh my, indeed,” said Yethen.

“He’s sick. Poisoned by a ravenous boggart.”

“Where did he come from?” Yethen said.

“I don’t know, but not here. Not this place,” Shayla said, dancing from foot to foot.

“So, he came through a portal?”

“That’s what Ellie said.” Shayla bit her lip. “Will you help? He wants to help us. He wants to defend us from the Six Sisters.”

Gert snorted like a pig but somehow made it cute. “If he can’t beat a boggart, what chance against the Six Sisters?”

Yethen held up her hand, quieting the huge blacksmith with that one movement. Although the smallest, she commanded the room. “I’ve heard tell of this before. Of heroes selected by the gods and goddesses falling by the wayside, dying horrible deaths for no reason whatsoever. I read a text on it once when I studied in Vernaster. They called it portal sickness.”

“Portal sickness?” Shayla questioned. “But he was fine these last few days.”

“Shayla’s been keeping a secret,” sang Gert, but the enormous woman couldn’t sing, and it sounded like rocks tumbling down a mountainside.

“You misunderstand,” Yethen said. “It is not a sickness from the portal, but one caused by the change in lands. The theory is that the traveler is unused to simple poisons and toxins found in Asantia, and so a bite or the slightest infection can inflame really quickly and cause death if left untreated.”

“Can you?” asked Shayla. “Can you cure him?”

One of Yethen’s large eyes widened further and her nose scrunched up. “Are you in love?”

Shayla stamped her foot. “For fuck’s sake, Yeth, he’s a man–the only one for a hundred miles. Of course, I’m in love.”

“She’s got a point,” said Gert. “I want to jump his bones, and I’ve never even met him.”

“You’re right,” said Yethen. “We’ll need netwig solution, crushed maggot–no, live maggots. I’ll need to drain some blood, perhaps blow some smoke up his ass.” She grabbed a bag, dumping vials and potions, salves and jars into it. “We’ll call it operation dick,” she said. “We’ve got one, girls, and we aren’t going to let it slip through our hands.” She raced for the door. “Just how cute are we talking?”

“I’ve been wet for days.”

Yethen nodded. “Lead the way.”

[image: ]


“Are you a gambling man, John?” Ellara asked.

“In this, no,” he said. “In truth, I never liked gambling. The law of diminishing returns, I guess. Portal sickness!” he cried. “Who’d have guessed it?”

The young waitress-cum-restaurant owner walked over with two plates stacked with steak and fries, mushrooms and tomatoes. “Would you like to order some drinks?”

“I’d like a nice, cold beer,” said John. “Perhaps two.” He stared at the Goddess. “Either way, I’m not getting another anytime soon.”

“No, John, you’re not. But this minor scrape, if it turns out to be just that, is a good respite. You’ve been spying on this girl, haven’t you?”

Ellara waved her hand, and a vision of Purity came to be. She sat upon a stool, her sun-bleached hair cut in a bob, and bright blue eyes fixed on Celibate Sunrise.

“Yes. I can’t work out what part she plays.”

“That is obvious.”

“Yes.”

“She is the one who will come to kill you. But I think there’s something special about her. I think the fate of the so-called Light rests upon her fragile shoulders. That, John, is your dread enemy. Have you got it in you to kill her?”

John knew the answer Ellara wanted, but he also knew he couldn’t give her that. He’d made a terrible mistake getting to know his enemy, understanding her fears and marveling at her courage.

“No,” he said. “And I know that’s not what you want to hear. I couldn’t, no, not like this. If you asked me to reach through the vision and kill her now, then my answer is no. But, if she comes after me and my own–if she threatens Ellie or Venx, Shayla, Mawlock or Delacor, then she’s going down, one way or the other.”

Ellara popped a mushroom into her mouth. “Says the man killed by a puny boggart.”

“No,” said John, carving a bloody slice of steak. “Says the man who almost died because of an error made by the Goddess who summoned him.” He poked his fork at her. “Which she will put right under the guise of a potion administered by the lovely Yethen.” He popped the steak into his mouth, chewing it slowly, not taking his eyes from her.

“Error?” she asked, sliding a fry into her mouth.

“Not giving me the natural immunity I should have had from that boggart’s damn pondweed.”

“Why would I have done that?”

“Because it was part of our bargain. Gods cannot break bargains.” He took a slug of his ale, nearly dying a happy man as it slid down his throat.

“Oh, we can, and we do.”

“Not in this instance. Let me tell you why. You need me to win. You need to reclaim Asantia and begin drawing faith from it again. The terms of my coming to the land must have been balanced by something your sister got. Perhaps that girl, something–I don’t know. But, you must have struck a bargain, or rather, one had to be struck or what’s stopping you from bringing a thousand of me? And you promised I wouldn’t be a noob–a novice–someone hung out to dry. Then you forgot my natural immunity to the land. So you fucked up, and you’re allowed to put it right because it was in our original contract.” He carved another slice of steak so furiously that he nearly cut the plate in two.

She smiled.

“I knew I picked the right man.”


Chapter
Nineteen



John opened his eyes as a damp cloth scrubbed the crud from them.

Ellie gasped. Even though he couldn’t see her face, he knew it was her breath because it somehow had some sarcasm laced inside it. “I knew he wouldn’t die. He’s too damn good to die. Right when we needed a badass, we got a good one.”

“Shush, Ellie,” said Venx.

“The last thing he needs to hear is you prodding his mood with your barbs. He’s probably weak,” Shayla said. “Oh, thank Ellara, he’s alive.”

“Ellara?” said a deep voice that he recognized as Gert. “Have you switched sides?”

“What has Fellora ever done for us?” Shayla spat. “I’ll tell you what she’s done. She killed all our men. Stole our lives and robbed us of our future, that’s what!”

“Not now,” said a voice, soft yet filled with the command of a whip. “Let him recoup, then have your theological arguments. If he doesn’t survive, what goddess you follow is irrelevant. The same old shit will return.”

John’s vision resolved, filled with two bright blue eyes. “Yethen,” he said. “Thank you,” and then he closed his eyes again.

“He knows you?” Ellie asked. “Have you been visiting him on the quiet?”

“I’ve never been to this place. How did he know my name?” Yethen asked.

“He named you,” Ellie said.

“You must have talked about me.”

“I barely got a word out in between him jamming his cock into my mouth,” Ellie boasted.

“Ellie,” snapped Gert. “Have you no shame?”

“I’m a witch tied to a dungeon, minion to a dungeon lord. What do you think?”

“Fair point,” said Gert. “He is pretty cute. Smaller than I expected.”

“Not in everything,” Ellie said, then laughed.

“Perhaps Master might benefit from some rest?” Delacor said.

John hoped they’d leave him alone. He was having trouble trying to work out what to do next. Part of him wanted to sit up and announce himself cured. Whatever Ellara had done to him had worked a treat. It was like his natural immunity had kicked the shit out of the infection the boggart had riddled him with, declared victory, and that was that. He could have quite easily risen and jogged to his other dungeon.

To take his mind off things, he scrolled through his tabs and nearly smiled when he saw his flux reserves. They’d risen enough to afford another upgrade. He backtracked, wondering what had happened but quickly concluding that he’d been rewarded for Ellie killing the boggart, and that the girl’s anguish over his near death and relief at his survival had driven enough emotion to leak decent amounts of flux into the dungeon.

Cool, he thought.

“He shouldn’t have broken the fever this quickly,” Yethen said. “It should take a day to break–a night at least.”

“But he’s a dungeon lord,” Ellie said.

“Boss knows how to kick a few bugs out of his guts,” Mawlock said, curling an enormous tongue from his chest and licking John’s face. “I told him no good would come of evil fighting evil. We all need to get on the same side and kick some holy fucking ass, that’s what.”

Yethen screamed. Gert fainted, and Shayla whimpered.

“Don’t mind him,” said Ellie. “He’s just a murderous treasure chest.”

“He’s a mimic,” said Venx. “His preferred guise is a treasure chest.”

“I’m a minion to Dungeon Lord John. Nothing else matters!” yelled Mawlock, more tentacles erupting from the chest.

A notification pulsed in John’s mind.

Dungeon: Dead Man’s Dungeon: Notice: Tunnel work has paused. Abnormal rock formations found along with an increase in mana.

Yes! John cried in his mind.

“Venx,” he croaked feebly.

“What, John?”

“Is it night or day?”

“Night.”

He thanked some god or the other, thinking he’d have to make his mind up sometime or the other about his faith. The white-bearded old man didn’t work for him anymore, and a goddess you wanted to bang felt too damn odd. “Get some sleep. You too, Ellie. Tomorrow we go to Dead Man’s Glade. The constructs have found something.”

“I’m coming! I’m coming!” shouted Mawlock.

“You should take your own advice and get some sleep, Master,” said Delacor.

“But I have questions,” said Yethen.

John stared at the woman, then at a recovering Gert. “I can’t explain right now. It would take too long. We have no time. I have seen the one that is coming to kill us. I have seen The Magnificent.”

“What’s she like?” Venx asked.

John stared at the room’s hewn ceiling. “Cute. She’s kinda cute, but her eyes–they’ve seen death, and she’s come through.” He reached, bringing Yethen’s hand to his lips. “Thank you for healing me. I promise I will explain. I know it’s against your beliefs to help a dungeon lord.”

She smiled, and it nearly melted John’s heart with its innocence, but then her wide eyes narrowed, and her expression took on a darker quality. “Don’t assume we all follow the ways of Fellora, Dungeon Lord. Why do you think we live close to a dungeon? For the nightlife? Not everyone sides with the witch. Some of us wouldn’t tire of stamping on her head.”

“I wouldn’t piss on her if she was on fire,” Gert said, then bowed. “Dungeon Lord, it was an honor. May you consider me worth to enter your employ. I can fashion weapons and shields were I to be able to afford the ore.”

“Can you do bronze?”

“My forge is substantial, and the coal hereabouts burns well.”

“There is ore in the caves–copper and tin. It is yours if you can make use of it.”

Then Gert burst forward, and she kneeled by John’s bed. He flinched away initially, thinking she would attack him. “Take me,” she said. “Build me a forge in the depths of your dungeon, and I will serve you well. I’m not as pretty as the others, but I can fight, and I fight well, and I’m as strong as an ox.”

John sat up, stunned by the unexpected turn of events. He lifted her bowed head and looked into her fiery eyes, noting traces of red among the rich, fall hazel. “Gert, you are beautiful. What’s not to like? Your muscles are defined, skin shining.” He grinned. “You could crush rocks with your thighs. Trust me, any man would be over the moon to bed you. Never put yourself down.”

Tears welled in her eyes. “Thank you,” she said, “but that’s all I bring. I am slow, My Lord, not gifted of the mind.”

John reached for her arm, lifting it and pointing to the copper band around her upper biceps. “Is this your work?”

“Yes,” she said.

“Then your mind is beautiful, too. It has to be to make something so intricate. Leave here now, Gert, but return at sunrise and we will get your ore. When you’re in your bed tonight, think of everything you can do, not all the things you can’t, and revel in those. Then the sun will shine inside you.”

“Thank you, Master.” She rose, backing away. “Will you think about my proposal?”

He stuttered when he replied, unsure. “I…” He sighed. “To be near me is to face The Magnificent. They will seek to extinguish this dungeon and all who fight with me. Think on that, and if you still want to join, then we will see how we get on. God only knows I need a tank.”

“He’s getting better,” crowed Ellie.

“No, I think he said tank,” Venx said.

“He needs a tank?” Gert asked.

“A great warrior to soak up the initial attacks. I tried but failed.” He scoffed. “But I am beginning to think my dungeon doesn’t need training.”

“They were furious, alright,” Venx said.

John faked a groan. “Please, Yethen and you, Gert, please return to the village and say nothing. Shayla will escort you through. We are short on time and someone running to the priests and shortening our time will give us no chance.”

“Most, if not all, would fight Vernaster,” Yethen said.

“I need to be certain who to trust, and for now, I only trust those sworn as minions. Only they stand to lose everything.” He closed his eyes, not through tiredness, but to end the conversation before one of them did something rash.

Opening them after the door closed, he swung his feet off the bed and pulled his pants on. “Well, that was bizarre,” he said, much to Venx, Ellie, Delacor and Mawlock’s surprise. “Don’t worry, I feel great. It was totally the portal sickness, and Yethen kind of cured it, so I’m all good. So, do we trust them to keep quiet?”

Ellie scowled. “They are still in range. We could switch on the boggarts.”

“Yeah, shred the motherfuckers,” Mawlock said.

“If today proved anything, it proved we need more people,” John said.

“But there’s no point in going against the dungeon if it’s already evil,” Ellie protested.

“Evil shouldn’t kill evil!” Mawlock shouted. “I told you all once, and I’m telling you again.”

“You’re both wrong. If we’re to fight The Magnificent, what better way to practice than fighting the dungeon spawn?”

Venx bit her lip. “I’d be better with my bow.”

“I need new spells,” Ellie said.

“I’m not a fighter,” Delacor moped.

“Evil shouldn’t kill evil!” Mawlock protested.

Tiredness crashed down on John. He staggered, catching himself on the bed. “Perhaps I need to sleep.”

“You can have the bed,” Ellie said. “I made up the rack. I can sleep there.” She rounded on John. “Would you mind if I made it my bedroom?”

“You want to sleep in the torture chamber?”

“Among other things,” she said.

“Go for your life. What about you, Venx? I’d prefer you to stay in the dungeon now the others know. Just in case it was all words and they’re planning something.”

“There’s an empty room down the corridor. I think it is supposed to be sleeping quarters. I’ll take that.”

John’s heart sank a little. With Ellie out of the way, he thought he might have a chance with her. “Fantastic,” he said as Ellie, Mawlock and Delacor left.

“I want to,” she said.

“Want to what?”

“Stay here with you. But I’m clinging to that other thing. I know it’s a daft dream, and when I thought you were going to die, I couldn’t help but think I’d made a terrible error waiting, but…”

“Hey, you do you,” John said. “I’m not about pressurizing women to sleep with me. Besides, I’m done for the night.”

He stood, brushing her cheek. He kissed her forehead. “Besides, there’s always the rack.”

She sniffed, cuffing her nose. “If I don’t make up my mind soon, I’ll have to fight my way through the others.”

“Nonsense,” he said. “You’ll always have a free pass to the front of the cue.”

She held the doorknob, opening the door partway before hesitating. “We aren’t evil, are we?”

“No,” he said. “No, we’re not evil.”
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Dungeon: Eerie Glen

External trap: Modified murder bloom, has captured one giant hornet. Potential flux gained 323. Do you want to kill the hornet? Y/N.

John smirked. There was nothing better than waking up to a potential murder notification. However, he couldn’t quite understand why a hornet was worth so much flux. He’d never seen a giant hornet, admittedly, but even if it was the size of his thumb, that was an enormous amount of flux for such a tiny creature.

“Just getting a last feed before winter,” Mawlock rasped, scaring the shit out of John, who peered over the edge of his bed.

Mawlock looked up, his eyeball on the end of a fleshy red tentacle.

“They get desperate before winter. As soon as the flowers die, they get hungry. That’s when they swarm.” His lid went up and down with excitement. “They can bring down a herd of cows and strip them before you can blink.”

“Hornets?” John said.

“Giant hornets,” Mawlock said.

“But they all die out?”

“In the end, though not without a fight.”

“So, they eat flesh?”

“Hornets eat anything. They’re bastards, absolute bastards, make no mistake.”

“Could they make a mob? Could we offer some sanctuary in the dungeon in return for living?”

“You could, I suppose. If you could entice them in here.”

John mulled over the thought. He hated wasps, especially the ones that pestered him when he was having a beer outside his local on a pleasant summer’s day. He slid out of bed, dressed, cast immaculatus on himself and strolled into the spellforge where Venx was stirring the pot.

“Morning,” Venx said. “We got a hornet. “

“I know. How long until that’s ready?”

“You’ve got a while. Ellie’s still asleep on the rack and Delacor’s outside sniffing around the forest.”

“Then I think I’ll go have a look at the little creature.”

“Little?” she scoffed. “You’ve never seen a giant hornet.”

“And I would probably have been a happy bunny if I never had.” He ambled toward the shimmering curtain leading into the swamp. “You wanna come, Mawlock?”

“Why not? Can I eat it if it’s dead? I haven’t had a good hornet in years.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“I’ll tell you how handsome you are and swoon all over you like the others.”

“I’ll think quickly.”

He hesitated before entering the swamp. Memories of being dragged into the dank water rushed back, the pain the creature’s talons inflicted–the sheer strength of the beast. Then, Ellie’s boiling water as she used the only spell she could think of to rescue him.

He stepped in, the glowing light nowhere near as ominous as when he’d turned the dungeon against him. The odd boggart walked the paths, picking leaves from the trees while others pulled eel-like fish from the swamp. John rushed along the path, hankering for sun and soon coming to it.

It was fresh outside; the grass lining the trail from the village was coated with frost. A chilly breeze flushed his cheeks as a voice sounded and made him jump.

“Caught a biggun,” Gert said. “Biggest I ever seen. Think it might even be a queen, though I’m not sure if they have them or not. I’m guessing yes. Most like-minded critters copy each other.”

“Aren’t you cold?” he asked.

She wore a short leather skirt and a bra barely capable of containing her breasts. “Got me boots and gloves. Hate cold hands and feet. Anything else don’t mind any matter. Spend all day baking hot. Nice to be cold.”

He couldn’t fault her logic, but still shivered just looking at her.

“The mimic come with you through the portal?” she asked.

“Dead Man’s Cave,” he said, by way of explanation.

“That where the ore is?” She waved him away. “You can keep it. That place is certain death.”

He grinned. “Let me tell you a little secret. It was certain death until me and Ellie cleared it. Now we use it to practice, but I recently turned it into my second dungeon. Got my constructs digging away as we speak.”

She raised her nose, looking down it as the slow gears in her brain turned. “Killed the miners, did you? Did you ever stop to think what powered them?”

“I heard a curse.”

“Yeah, I heard that too. See, the problem with a curse is, unless it’s renewed, it doesn’t stick. Take the witch’s one. She repeats that every year, renewing its power and influence. So, kill her, and the curse ends eventually. But them miners–their curse should have ended. I tried to get in there a year back. Ran out with my tail between my legs, I’ll tell you.”

“Ah, well, we think we might have found out what powered it.”

“My old boss’s arcane tower,” Mawlock said. “He was buried there, same as me. Reckon it kept me going, too.”

“Dungeon Lords, arcane towers and mimics–was it only a few days ago this place nearly fell asleep forever?” Gert walked along the path. “Told you it was a biggun.”

John let out an involuntary gasp. “That’s huge. What is it? Three feet long?”

“Reckon so. Be the same across or more with its wings spread.”

The murder bloom’s petals hid half the creature, but its black and yellow main body and stinger hung out, bending the viscous flower right over.

“Kill it and give it to Mawlock!” Mawlock cried.

“Do not kill me, dungeon lord! Bargain with me, please,” a thin voice said. “I could be of great service to you.”

“Don’t engage with it,” Mawlock said. “All monsters try to bargain, but most are dumb as a chest with no lid stuck out in the rain.”

John assumed that was some mimic joke and glossed over it. “How?” he asked.

“I am a queen of the Icy Falls colony. The snow came early, and I was forced to flee before I’d nested for the winter. If you offer me sanctuary, I will offer you the services of my hive when we hatch in summer.”

“You might not be here in summer, boss! We need action now! Let me eat her!”

“The mimic’s right. I’ll have a battle to fight in spring if not before. Summer’s no good to me, but–”

“But?” the queen asked.

“But I’m about to form my second dungeon floor. I could make it a nice–”

“Don’t do it, master! Hornets are tasty. I’ll even share a leg with you.”

John flashed Mawlock a look. “Keep it buttoned or I’ll get Gert to weld your lid shut.”

“Be a pleasure,” said Gert.

“Fuckers,” moaned Mawlock.

“To continue. I could make a floor of your choice, but, and this is the bargain. You must attack my enemies when they come without consideration for your own survival. You must allow those loyal to me to survive, but any that hold ill will to me must be slaughtered.”

“I agree.”

“Oh, shit.” Mawlock slammed his lid shut.

“Swear to me.”

“I, Fizzle, do swear to serve you, Dungeon Lord…”

“John.”

“Dungeon Lord John, as will all my swarm, until we are victorious.”

Fizzle, Queen of the Icy Falls giant hornet colony, has offered her services to you and requested she become your minion to serve you faithfully for the duration of her remaining life or until you release her from her pledge. Do you accept? Yes/no.

“Bugger.” Mawlock opened and shut his lid with a thud.

“Okay. Let me consider what kind of floor to build.”

“If you want us to thrive, we’ll need large insects, beetles, moths, fruit, nectar and some water. If it’s warm enough, I can lay the swarm now and we’ll be at our most vicious come spring.”

John commanded the murder bloom to release Fizzle and marched back into the dungeon. “Fizzle, I accept. You are now a monster of Eerie Glen Dungeon and may feed on the murder blooms until your floor is ready. You’ll find your floor through that hut there and may pass through without triggering the boss. I will order the floor built now, and it will be ready in a few days.”

He wanted to hold out his hand and shake the hornet’s claw, but in truth, the creature freaked him out. It hovered right by his face, its enormous eyes staring blankly at him. “You won’t regret saving me, Master. I will serve you to my dying day.”

John called Gert to him. “Come, we’ll have breakfast while I sort out the build.”

Back in the spellforge, Venx dished up. Ellie surfaced and demanded an immaculatus, then sat, her head in her hands. “That rack isn’t the most comfortable. We need beds.”

“I’m with you there,” Venx said. “I slept on the floor. It wasn’t great.” She stretched, her breasts bursting forward. “Filly could make them, but we’d have to come up with a good story.”

“I could make them from iron,” Gert said. “Not sure if you could make me a forge here, but if you could, I could make ‘em and no one would be any the wiser.”

“Any the wiser to what?” Shayla said, sweeping in, a black jacket draped over her arm. “I finished this up for you last night.” She gave it to John. “It’s got plenty of knife pockets, some inside pockets, and a few loops to hang things from.”

John put it on. “It fits perfectly. You’re a miracle worker.” He instinctively pecked her on the cheek. “Thanks.”

She flushed, waving the heat away. “I’ve got a few to sell to Daisy when she comes.”

“Daisy?” He asked the question, but it was quite obvious who Daisy was.

“The traveling saleswoman. She might make one more trip before the snow comes. Probably come with one of the Six Sisters to get their fall tithe,” Shayla said.

“We should pay no tithes,” John said.

“Might want to lie low and get stronger over winter,” Venx advised.

John ground his teeth, hating how weak he was.

“We’ll need some rope for the beds,” Gert said. “I could get that off Daisy.”

“I can make that,” Venx said. “I’ll gather the stuff later.”

“Then it’s just iron.”

John drifted off, delving inside his mind and invoking his orb.

System: Floor two. I need an ecosystem suitable for an entire colony of giant hornets.

You must begin the linking stairway first in order to begin floor two.

Start that.

Dungeon: Eerie Glen

Floor Two: Temperate forest with glade and pond

Cost: One master builder construct to modify the landscape - one hundred flux. One farmer construct to plant and grow the grass and flowers - one hundred and fifty flux. Two hunter constructs to catch animals to establish eco system - one hundred and fifty flux each. Four gathering constructs to collect all necessary plants and trees to create an ecosystem - one hundred and fifty flux each. Total cost one thousand one hundred and fifty flux. Duration: five days.

With the stairwell repairs, it would have left him pretty close to the bottom of the flux barrel, if it wasn’t for the flux he gained recently. But even with that, it didn’t leave him a lot left.

System: Can you make beds and furnishings for three bedrooms and also a working forge?

All buildings produced for the good of its dungeons and minions are produced using the inherent flux surrounding the dungeon. Only one improvement is allowed at any one time. Which would you like first?

Bedroom one, then two, followed by the forge, then bedroom 3.

It will be done.

“Don’t worry about the beds, Gert. The dungeon will build them. It’s starting work on one right now, so hopefully, one of you will have a bed come this evening.”

“I was here first,” Ellie said, glaring at Venx.

“I’m not going to fight you for it,” Venx said tartly. “Perhaps I’ll share my master’s bed tonight?”

Just the way she said it roused John’s boner. “Better than a cold floor,” John said, but Venx was solely focused on Ellie and making her jealous.

“You could make me a bedroom when the others are done,” Shayla said.

“Already ordered. It’s coming right after Gert’s forge.”

Gert made to say something but thought better of it.

“I need a bedroom,” Mawlock asked. “When the fighting starts, I want somewhere to drag my victims. I don’t want you lot eating them before I get a chance.”

Venx tossed him some meat. “If I kill a Magnificent, Mawlock, she’s all yours.”

Mawlock scampered over to her, his enormous tongue popping out from his chest and licking her leg. “You’re my favorite, Venx.”

“Please never do that again,” she said, serving them all breakfast.

John hadn’t realized how ravenous he was. He polished off his food, then set his bowl down. “I’ll get my sword and we’ll get going.”

“Just one thing,” Mawlock said. “My Old Master…”

“What about him?”

“He wasn’t so easy to kill. There’s a chance he might still be alive.”


Chapter
Twenty



John hurried through the forest. Mawlock’s proclamation had him worried. Would the mimic’s old master, Ramstlenun, be waiting for them, having already taken charge of the dungeon? It was daft, that much he knew. His dungeon menu would have already informed him of an intruder, and his traps and monsters would have sprung into action.

Or would they?

At best, his external defenses and floor one would be halfway built, and if it was anything like the swamp, then the last thing the constructs would build was the murder bunnies and they wouldn’t reanimate the skeletons until the well and benches were complete. Plus, surely a wizard would see through all the illusions and traps.

He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw partly grassed gravel mounds, the growing stalks of the murder blooms and constructs diligently working away. Everything was perfect. Everything was as it should be.

“Is that a rabbit?” Gert asked, pointing to a tiny, fluffy white bunny with fangs and claws that glistened in the late morning sun.

“A murder bunny,” he said. “The general idea is that the attackers with wander in. Then the murder blooms will close ranks or just act menacing.” He stopped in his tracks. “Triffids, I need triffids.”

“What in the name of the Holy Mother is one of them?” Gert asked.

“It’s a type of plant that can move. It has a flower that doubles as a head. When it leans toward its target, I vaguely remember something streaking out and piercing its prey, but that might be me adding that in. I do recall they make a clicking noise. That much I’m sure of. I wonder if I can modify the murder blooms to act more like armed guards.” He filed the thought away for later. “Anyway, they close ranks and then the murder bunnies attack. You see, they look cute and all, but in reality, their ravenous beasts.”

Gert shied away from him. “You’re quite the sick puppy, you know that don’t you?”

John was suspecting as much, something he wasn’t proud of. Something he was proud of was the three beautiful women that accompanied him. Gert was growing on him. He’d never considered a bodybuilder as a lover, but the more he watched her, the more her athletic and muscular body appealed to him. Ellie was his slim, mad witch, while Venx would be his punky elf. Shayla, well, even though she hadn’t accompanied them, he was sure Shayla would share his bed one day, and she would offer him some maturity which he wasn’t averse to. With Gert in tow as his powerful, domineering blacksmith, he would have four very different women.

“That’s not the best bit,” he said. “They run for the cave to flee the bunnies, enter, close its gates and inadvertently trap themselves inside. Then, once they breathe a sigh of relief, the cave attacks them. I have booby-trapped benches, skeletons that rise from the ground, and a boss skeleton that’ll crawl from the well and mop up any survivors. Not bad for level one.”

“I’m glad I’m on your side,” she said.

He winced. “Technically, you’re not. Ellie, Delacor, Venx and Mawlock are, but not you. Oh, and Shayla, she’s a minion now. If you want, you can join, but I’m not going to force you. You can use your smithy whenever you want.”

“Four women?”

“Only one is a guardian—Ellie. Venx has reached that level of loyalty but hasn’t taken the position yet. And Venx and I have yet to make love. To make sense, a Guardian has to be totally committed to me, Gert, and I have to be committed to accept their loyalty. You can become a minion, but I think anything else will have to wait until we get to know each other.”

“But eventually you’ll take more women to your bed?”

He creased his brow. “I’ve thought about that. It’s not the way where I come from. I mean, the term harem exists, but they don’t really feature in Western culture. Then again, it’s not a million miles away from how I was. I took varied lovers, just didn’t settle down. This way, I do the same, but care for each of them.”

Gert grunted. “I think you’re trying to worry too much about us sharing you. I’ve got news for you. If we want dick, you are the only option unless I cast one out of bronze.”

“Bronze?”

“Yeah, tougher than copper. These thighs would snap a copper one.”

He chuckled. “I have no doubt about that. So, I guess a harem would work, especially as my sex drive is through the roof in the dungeon. Pretty sure I wore Ellie out the first two days.”

Gert grunted. “I thought she was walking funny.” She kicked at a tuft of grass. “Well, I’m in if you’ll have me.”

“In?”

She grabbed his arm, turning him toward her. “I want to be a minion, and if it leads to the other thing, well, I’m not turning you down.”

Gert has offered to become your dungeon blacksmith and requested she become your minion to serve you faithfully for the duration of her remaining life or until you release her from her pledge. Do you accept? Yes/no.

“Yes,” he said, the answer coming easily to him. “Let’s start there.”

“Just so you know, I’d fucking die for you after what you said to me. No one has ever been that nice to me,” Gert said. “Die for you! So you tell me, how does the dungeon determine my loyalty?”

He shrugged. “I really don’t know. It just kind of happens after you become a minion.”

Gert’s loyalty has risen. She has passed from Fickle Follower to Casual Supporter.

Gert’s loyalty has risen. She has passed from Casual Supporter to Steadfast Ally.

He quirked his eyebrows. “Well, what do you know, Gert? You gained a bit of loyalty. I guess you really would die for me.”

“Is Venx a Guardian?” Gert asked.

“No, she qualifies, but I’m not sure how to make her a guardian. It just happened with Ellie.”

“Well, you best get that sorted, because she was close this morning, if you know what I mean.”

Gert had a very good point, so John asked the system how he could go about it.

If there is to be more than one, I can form the group, Dungeon Core Guardians. You must invite Ellie Fantlarvo as the primary member. Then you can invite any you desire with a loyalty rank of Loyal Champion or above. Once formed, all members of The Dungeon Core Guardians become your harem members. They will become soul bound to you, faithful only to you, and you must be faithful to them. Only death can come between you, and should you die, your guardians will also cease to be. Do you wish to form your group?

“Yes.”

Would you like to invite Ellie Fantlarvo to become your founder member?

“I would.”

Ellie Fantlarvo has accepted your invitation and has ratified her position as Dungeon Core Guardian and your group and harem.

Ellie turned and winked at him.

“Thank you, Gert. Just so you know, when the time is right, everything is ready.”

“I’m going to crush the fuck out of that loyalty ladder, just so you know.”

The blacksmith spun away, racing up to Ellie and pulling her close, whispering into her ear and giggling when Ellie whispered back.

“What just happened?” Venx said, falling into step by him. “I got a notification to say I qualified to join the Dungeon Guardians.”

She was the one that intrigued him the most. Ellie was an open book. She was a little off-kilter and liable to snap, but essentially that was a defense mechanism he’d seen a hundred times before and something he could handle when needed and tolerate when it pissed him off. Gert wore her heart on her sleeve. There was depth to her, but no mystery. Venx, however, was a broody mountain, one he had to conquer to reach the summit. The thing was, she wasn’t playing a game. Her heart really was pulling her apart.

“The system told me to form my harem, the Dungeon Guardians.”

“So, it really is tied to the dungeon? It is a contract formed by a goddess?”

“I’m just looking at it,” John said. “It grants harem members control of constructs, and they can designate dungeon chores.” He shrugged. “I’ll get the hang of it. I’ll just have to think of relationships differently.”

“Keeping multiple women happy is going to be different for sure.” She looked away.

“Is it, though?” John wasn’t so sure. “As Gert said, I am the only option. While that’s not exactly flattering, I can see that. She seems fun, and just because someone joins my harem doesn’t mean they have to jump my bones straight away.” He winked at her. “We can give it an hour or so.”

“But you’ll have multiple women. You’re a lucky man, John.”

“Perhaps I am, but I want a team. Admittedly, a team that has fun is just the icing on the cake.”

She stopped him, pulling him to her, pressing her breasts into his chest, her lips close to his. He held his breath, knowing she was on a precipice of choice, but then she pushed him away and marched off.

“I swear she’s wiggling that fine ass a bit more than usual,” John said, leering at her.

“Yeah, she is. Sooner you bang her, the better. She’s way too uptight,” Mawlock said.

John thought about telling the chest to shut the fuck up but made him right. Him– Venx was right. The gender definitely suited the chest. “Say, what’s the best thing you’ve mimicked?”

“I once–” he stopped, grew and turned into a replica of Venx.

“Turn back. Turn back right now and never do that again,” John growled.

“You don’t mean that, sexy,” Mawlock said, his voice still the same.

“You’re wrong. You are so wrong.”

The mimic changed back into his chest form. “I’ve been told that before.” He scampered off up the path, his tongue darting out, curling around a bunny and pulling it inside him, his lid slamming shut. “I love this place,” he cried out.

John walked on, Delacor coming by his side. “Master, that thing will be the death of us.”

“You think? I like the little fella. He’s fun and does exactly what he wants. I sometimes wish I could be like that.”

“He’s evil.”

“No, Delacor, he’s not. He can’t be because he does not know what’s right and what’s wrong.”

“That’s what I worry about. Who knows when he’ll kill something he’s not supposed to?”

They entered the cave. Gert was already busy filling a wheelbarrow with tin ore. “I’m going to run this back to the dungeon. Now I’m a minion I can start stacking it up where I need it.”

“I dumped a load halfway down the glade when I had to fill up on troll. You can have that too.”

“Pretty sure one of them could do that,” Ellie said, pointing at the constructs.

“Don’t want to use too many. Apparently, having some position in the dungeon means my forge and bedroom are getting done right now. I think one’s going to join the other. You lot are going to have to pry me outta there with a wrecking bar. Tin, copper, a forge and a bed–I’m in heaven.” She grabbed the loaded wheelbarrow and ran out.

“She’s going to run all the way back, isn’t she? Reckon her stamina’s through the roof,” John said.

“Look it up. She’s yours now,” Venx said.

“Na, I’ll wait. Even though I have access, I like to ask first. In an ideal world.”

The constructs were busy building benches and making spikes. Rocks flew from a hole in the ground, presumably the well, and two constructs hung an iron gate at the entrance. Through the tunnel, they came to the inner cavern where the building constructs stood idle on either side of a perfectly hewn passageway. Ellie conjured a light disc, hanging back and letting Mawlock run in. John followed, the tunnel tapering to darkness. “How long is this thing?”

As they walked down it, a bad feeling grew in John’s guts. At first, he couldn’t quite work out what it was. But as it grew and grew, he recognized the feeling. It was like the tension a horror film created a little before the axeman attacked or a demon was unleashed. He checked his stride, drawing his sword, but knowing the passageway was too tight for it to be of any use. Mawlock scampered away into the darkness.

John continued, wanting it all to be over–wanting to get back to talk of his harem, of Ellie, of possibilities with Venx.

“I don’t like this,” Ellie said as they edged down the passageway. “I can feel dark magic. The darkest. Didn’t his old boss summon demons?”

“Yeah,” John said. “I remember something about demons. I even remember thinking it was a good idea. Not so sure now.”

“There’s no good ideas where demons are concerned,” Venx said. “You think Gert needs a hand? I can run wheelbarrows all day long rather than do this.”

“Where’s Mawlock?” John asked.

“Too far ahead.” Ellie moved her light disc further forward.

“What the fuck is that?” Venx asked.

“Looks like an upside-down door with green hair and a box standing in front of it.”

“Mawlock?” John called.

“This is his tower, but there’s something wrong with it. The door’s upside down and the grass is in the wrong place, and it’s much shorter than I remember.”

“Quick question,” John said. “Did he release a large demon before he died?”

“Large, no.” Mawlock turned. “Definitely not large. It was much bigger than that, with horns and shit, and red flames coming off it, and yellow eyes and an attitude that I could only dream of.”

“So, it was pretty big, then?”

“About half as high as a mountain. It’s coming back to me now. When my master tried to tell it to do something, it ripped the tower out of the ground and shoved it roof first into the rock. That was it! That’s what happened. My master didn’t blow it up!”

John crouched before the little box. “Did it say anything else? Any infernal vows or promises of eternal retribution?”

“Not that I can remember,” Mawlock said. “But my mind is a little foggy.”

John tried the door. “Stuck. Something’s probably blocking it.” He eased Mawlock out of the way with his foot. “I need a run-up.”

Taking a few steps back, he spat on his hands and rubbed them together. “Right, we all ready?”

“To do what?” Ellie asked.

“To attack anything that comes out.”

“What with?”

“Spell, you’ve got spells.”

“I got spells, yeah, but I didn’t prepare any.”

“Why not?”

Ellie pouted. “You didn’t ask. If you’d asked, I’d have made some.”

He sighed. “Got it. I’ll make sure I ask next time.”

“Delacor, make ready.”

Silence.

“Delacor?”

Venx grimaced. “The dog’s gone.”

“That mutt is a coward,” Ellie said.

John didn’t disagree. “Probably better without him. He’s a crap fighter if I’m honest. Okay, we’ll wing it. The place has been buried for thousands of years. There’ll be nothing left alive.” He spat on his hands again, rubbing them together and stretching his legs.

“If it’s all dead, why’s the grass still green?” Ellie asked.

John took a breath. “Don’t know. I suppose it got trapped like that and never rotted.” He spat on his hands again and stretched his legs. “Anything else?”

“Do it!” Mawlock shouted. “Do it! Do it! Do it!”

John invoked his core, casting his dastardly light about, then racing forward, dipping his shoulder and slamming into the door. It exploded, and he stumbled in, losing control of his footing and tripping over something. Ellie’s light disc followed him. The witch peered through the door.

John attempted to get up, but up and down made little sense. Ellie was upside down, but he knew she was the right way up and it was him that wasn’t. A sick feeling grew in his stomach as Mawlock crawled up the doorframe, then scampered across the tower’s floor which was technically the room’s ceiling and stood beside him.

“I remember what the demon said now,” his voice grated out.

“What?” John asked, holding his bile down.

“He said anyone that opened that door would become his mortal enemy and he’d find him no matter what dimension, plane or universe they tried to hide in. That was it!”

“Fantastic.” John looked up. Well, he looked down, but to him, it was up. “Are you coming in?”

“How?” Ellie asked.

“Try running in like I did. You’ll end up the right way around. I think.”

“I feel like I’m going to hurl just thinking about it,” the witch said.

“I’ll give it a go.” Venx barged past Ellie, stepping in, spinning around and sticking to the ceiling, or floor as far as John and Mawlock were concerned.

“See,” said John. “Piece of cake.”

“What?”

“It means it’s easy.”

“In what fucking world does piece of cake mean it’s easy?” Ellie asked.

“Mine. It’s a strange one all right.”

Ellie stepped in, screamed as she whipped around, and then stood beside them. “I think I peed a little,” she muttered, looking up, down, no up, the steps.

“The steps then? Lead the way, Mawlock,” John said.

Mawlock’s legs grew, raising his chest off the ground, and then he scampered up the spiral steps, vanishing around their corner.

“Never made sense of towers,” John mused. “They just don’t work. If the steps go around the outside, then how do the rooms in the middle have windows?”

“That’s what you’re finding strange about all this?” Venx said.

“Good point,” John said, and followed the mimic up. “This is what I mean,” he said when they came to a door. “I’ll bet there’s a room larger on the inside than the outside on the other side.” He sighed, confused by it all. “Open her up, Mawlock.”

The mimic curled his tongue around the door handle, twisting it and forcing the door open. “I’m home, master. I told you I wouldn’t leave you.”

John stared after the chest, wondering where its true loyalty lay. “I’m your master now,” he said, following.

“That’s what I meant,” Mawlock said. “Just a slip of the tongue.”

John drew beside the chest as Ellie’s scream ripped through the room.

“Well, you found your master,” John said, approaching the skeleton. “Your old master.”

“He’s lost a bit of weight,” Mawlock admitted.

“What the fuck is this place?” Venx said, confusing everyone who knew they were in an upside-down wizard’s tower.

“This is his spellforge,” Mawlock said. “It’s where he made his spells, the powders to hem his summonings in, and the varying potions to keep him young.”

“Wasn’t very good at the last one, was he?” John pointed out, his gaze falling on a large emerald ring. He reached for it.

“No!” Mawlock shouted, but too late.

The ring snapped onto John’s finger. “Argh!” he screamed as electrifying pain ripped through his body.

Ring of enhanced stamina. Soulbound. Can only be removed once dead. Stamina times two.

“Cool,” John said, reaching for the bracelet even though he tried to stop himself.

“Don’t!” Mawlock cried.

Bracelet of enhanced mana collection. Soulbound. Can only be removed once dead. Mana production times ten.

“Don’t reach for anything else! It’ll mess with your body,” the chest screamed.

“It seems excellent,” said John, trying to stop himself from reaching for a golden chain around the skeleton’s neck. “But I’ll do my best, although a little help wouldn’t go amiss.”

His fingers closed on the necklace, which jumped straight around his neck.

Necklace of ultimate Mastery. Soulbound. Can only be removed once dead. Mastery times two.

“They appear quite good, Mawlock. I don’t know why you’re trying to stop me!”

I don’t know why I’m trying to stop myself!

“Because you’ll be an overpowered fool and you’ll forget the basics and try to summon a demon beyond your control and end up dead. I don’t want to end up without a master again.”

“Touching,” John said. “But ultimately futile. If there’s power to be had, I’m grabbing it.” His foot lurched toward the wizard’s bones, his boot flying off. A toe ring appeared on his middle toe.

“I thought he was a wizard, not a hippy,” John said, getting happier by the moment.

Toe ring of quick weave. Soulbound. Can only be removed once dead. Weave times two.

The buttons flew off John’s shirt, and a stabbing pain made him scream as a ring attached itself to his left nipple.

“Really?” he said.

“I think it looks quite nice,” Ellie said. “Makes you look a little edgy.”

Nipple ring of enhanced strength. Soulbound. Can only be removed once dead. Strength times two.

“I hope that’s it,” John said, hoping completely the opposite, but also hating the feel of another man’s jewelry on him.

“Just the cock ring to go,” Mawlock said.

“No!” John said, backing away and cupping. “Not a fucking chance. Those things look painful.”

Mawlock howled, his lid opening and shutting.

John’s body stiffened, his spine straightening and his chin shooting upward. His arms stretched out, and he rose off the floor, hanging in the air, and then spinning around. “What the fuck is happening to me?”

“Your body is adjusting to the stats,” Mawlock said. “It’s going to be one hell of a ride. I warned you.”

“You did not!” John shouted as his whole body erupted in the fires of cell-tearing pain.

“I said don’t reach for anything else. It’s not what it seems!”

“It’s exactly what it seems,” John said through clenched teeth.

“No, it’s not free. It looks free, but it’s anything but that.”

John’s pain intensified as every nerve came alive, stretching, reaching, feeling the trauma as the modifications tore through his body. His muscles grew, and his mana channels expanded. Deep inside his mind, his magic core tripled in size, spinning way faster than it had. His brain exploded as knowledge burst forth from hidden recesses, from the edges of the dusty tower, and from the bones of the wizard himself. John cried out again and again as every inch of him changed. After moments of agony, the power left him, and he fell to the stone flags with a thump.

“Fuck!” he said. “Fuck, that was clinical.” Pain still stabbed his mind, but John couldn’t help but look up his character sheet.

John Davidson

Level 1

Experience:102

Flux:786

Mana:68

Passive Mana Collection: 4 P/H times 10 - bracelet of enhanced mana production (40)

Claimed Dungeons: 2

Battle reports: 6

Attributes

Strength:9- times 2 - nipple ring of enhanced strength (18)

Dexterity:7

Stamina:9- times 2 Ring of enhanced stamina (18)

Intelligence:6

Charisma:10

Mastery:10- times 2 - necklace of enhanced Mastery (20)

Weave:1- times 2 - toe ring of enhanced weave (2)

Unallocated points 1

Skills - 4

Swordsmanship: Expert. You are highly proficient with a sword. You can execute precise strikes, parry attacks successfully, and hold your own in combat, but you are no master.

Stealth: Proficient. You have honed your ability to move quietly and remain unseen. You can sneak past guards, hide in shadows, and eavesdrop on conversations without being detected, but you are no expert.

Survival Instinct: Expert. You have a keen sense of danger, and your survival instincts will keep you alive in many situations. You can sense impending peril and make quick decisions to avoid it.

Leadership: Proficient. Represents your ability to motivate people or creatures to perform your bidding. You will be fearless in battle, charging in where others fear to tread, yet cautious when needed to preserve your followers. It is imperative a dungeon lord is an expert at this. You are not.

Talents - 4

Hearthrall Core: Your Dungeon Core allows you to view your status and powers. It allows you to monitor the dungeon and view its floors, chambers and rooms. It will list all your minions and allow you to view their character sheets, direct them, or dismiss them.

Construct Creation: Allows you to build and control constructs to make and repair your dungeon. Once formed, you may use the construct for dungeon upkeep and personal service. Constructs are formed using flux, but will then draw their power from the dungeon’s embedded eldritch power.

Fluxmastery: Allows you to manipulate the dungeon according to your will, to form its levels and to harvest and store its flux overspill.

Mana Manipulator: This is your ability to use magic. Your magic is tied to your mana storage. You can only gather the mana associated with your level.

Spell List - 1

Immaculatus (Instant): Returns target to an immaculate state. May use on others. Mana usage - 8 mana.

Phantom Reflection (Instant): Allows the caster to assign a target and then spy on that target. Cost dependent on Intelligence differential.

John pondered his sudden burst in stats and increased level. With the additional Mastery points he received when he created his second dungeon, it was fair to say he was overpowered for a level one. He’d worked out that each Asantian received approximately thirty-six points at level zero, and then one point for every level plus a few bonus points along the way. He had eighty-one points with one to allocate, but if he allocated it correctly, that single point could turn into two with the jewelry boosts. He needed spells, but Mastery was already one of his best stats. However, taking into account his enhanced mana production through the wizard’s bracelet, he thought about weave as it would enable him to cast faster.

But you can’t cast what you don’t have, he thought and plumped for Mastery.

His new stats looked a little unbalanced.

Strength:9- times 2 - nipple ring of enhanced strength (18)

Dexterity:7

Stamina:9- times 2 Ring of enhanced stamina (18)

Intelligence:6

Charisma:10

Mastery:11- times 2 - necklace of enhanced Mastery (22)

Weave:1- times 2 - toe ring of enhanced weave (2)

Unallocated points 0

However, he had eight-three attribute points, and a rough calculation put him at level forty-seven or eight. But that wasn’t a true reflection as at that level he’d have had eleven skills and talents where he had four. So he cautiously put himself at around level eighteen or nineteen. Once he’d gained a few more spells he thought he might reassess. His introspection came to an abrupt end when Ellie sent a barbed comment his way.

“Your clothes are rags.”

John tipped up the wizard’s chair and emptied it of bones, sitting and recovering his breath. His shirt was ripped to shreds, pants split. “I look like a poor man’s David Banner,” he muttered.

“What,” said Venx.

“Something from back home. Fortunately, I’m not even close to the size he was.”

Ellie stood in front of him, pressing her hand against his pecs. “I like a powerful man.”

“You were pretty much into me before,” he pointed out.

“Yeah, but this way it’s going to be like screwing a whole new you–like I’ve had two lovers.”

“Aw shoot,” said Venx. “I knew I’d miss out if I hesitated too much.”

John blushed, then pawed his nipple. “Not sure on the tit ring, but it gives me double strength.” He relayed what each of them did.

“You lucky bastard,” Ellie said. “Two times mastery? That’s insane.”

“Yeah, something happened to me. I’m not sure what, but a ball started spinning in my head and I have a feeling that magic has woken properly in me. Not dungeon magic, your magic.”

“Weave times two!” Ellie said, still awestruck.

“Two times one is only two.” John shrugged. “Better than nothing.”

“Yeah, but weave scales pretty quick once you get casting.”

That tidbit of information justified his point allocation into Mastery.

Venx walked around the room. “So, where are all his spell books?”

“They’re all over the place,” Mawlock said. “They’re everywhere. You’ve just got to find them.”

“What do you mean?” Venx asked.

“Exactly what I said!” Mawlock screamed. “I speak the same language as you. They’re hidden in plain sight. You’ve just got to find them!”

Ellie began grabbing at random things, trying to pull them out.

“Not like that. Think!” Mawlock said, clearly at the end of his wits.

“Just fucking tell me, Box!” Ellie said.

“If I tell you, you won’t be able to open it and read it. But trust me, all are hidden where they’re hidden because they match the hiding place.” He shut his lid. “That’s all I’m saying,” he said in a muffled but still grating voice.

John’s mind came alive. The one thing he hadn’t enhanced was his intelligence, but he’d always loved a puzzle–always loved solving things. “Let me think. So, illusion spells, for instance, would be hidden near something that could cause an illusion. Is that right, Mawlock?”

“Not saying. Not saying another thing.”

“So I’m right?”

“Read my lid! I’m not telling you!”

“So, I am right. What could cause an illusion in here?”

“If you’re right,” Ellie said. “Then a fire spell will be in the fire. I’m looking there!” She darted to the hearth.

“And an illusion spell might be in–” John approached the mirror, noting his reflection didn’t exist. “This mirror.”

He reached in. His hand hit the glass.

“Ha!” said Mawlock. “Not that easy, is it?”

“Try again, but think of reflecting spells or duplicating spells,” Venx said. “That’s more like what a mirror does.”

“Got it.” John fixed her words in his mind, reaching for the mirror. His hand passed into the glass, touching a book’s spine, then drawing the tome out. He blew the dust off its gold-edged pages and held it reverently. “This is amazing.”

“It’s not that fantastic. There are loads of them. But you gotta be careful to only learn a spell that you have enough mana to perform. I saw dozens of his understudies end up sucked dry of their own life force. They would cast a spell beyond them, and it sucked all their mana out of them, killing them in a moment. Ha!” he said. “It’s an amazing sight. They were sucked inside out and back to front. Like a blown-up bag getting imploding.”

“That’s disgusting,” John said, setting the book down on the table beside the wizard’s chair.

But he couldn’t resist picking up the book back up. He opened it, leafing through the pages, each much thicker than he was used to. “This treasure is priceless.”

“Yeah, all of them are real killers. You gotta be careful. I’m not joking about that.”

“Got it!” Ellie cried, pulling a blazing tome from the fire, flames licking its spine and cover. “I think I should study these first, see if there are some easy ones you could start with.” She put the spell book back. “Magical pathways should be trodden carefully. That’s the purpose of Mastery. You can only discover spells that you can actually do. This is like the greatest, yet most dangerous, cheat of all time.”

John had never known Ellie to be so sensible. “Let’s do that,” he said with a disarming smile. “With my increased Mastery, another spell will come along soon, anyway.” He handed her the book. “Although it’s a shame to leave here empty-handed.”

“Leave?” Mawlock said. “Who said anything about leaving? We’ve got the Summoning Room to visit yet. Who knows, there might be a demon trapped in there.”

“You’re way too chirpy about all this,” John said. “Especially after what you admitted at the door.”

“What? That demon thing? He isn’t going to find you in time. Someone else will have killed you before that happens!”


Chapter
Twenty-One



John looked at the stairs and attempted to think of several reasons he shouldn’t climb them so he could embellish the best one and sell it to those behind him without looking like a pussy. It was one of those classic horror turning points where someone was going the get their tits punched in and a long, thin knife shoved through their ribcage causing a slow but seemingly orgasmic death.

He doubted he would be the one to die. He was clearly the focal point of the story, so he would either end up defeating the darkness or would fall by the wayside right at the last moment so that some unexpected star would be born for the sequel. Therefore, before he climbed the steps, it was his duty to work out who was who.

Delacor, naturally, had buggered off. Under normal circumstances, that would mean certain death in any film. But John had a feeling that Delacor’s cowardliness was at such a premium level he was shaping up to be the narrator of this sorry affair. Mawlock would die at some point, but would unexpectedly rise from the ashes to get a cameo in later episodes. Ellie was a shoo-in for the first death. She was goby, sassy, and had a very high opinion of herself. Yes, he thought, she’ll be the first to go.

Which left Venx. Venx was the type to protest about doing anything stupid, which she duly did.

“Shouldn’t we wait until we’ve mastered some stronger spells? I mean, the more powerful we are, the less likely whatever we find on the other side of that door kills us.”

It was, of course, the only way to go if you discounted greed and an unquenchable thirst for power—a pivotal motivator in any tale.

“What if it’s growing in power all the time?” Ellie asked.

“Then it’s had thousands of years to grow, so we’re fucked either way,” John pointed out.

“Not if we don’t open the door,” Mawlock said.

The box was trying to fuck with his mind–he was sure about that. Mawlock had been the one to remind them about the summoning room.

“It was your idea to open it!”

“It was,” the mimic said. “But I never said it was a good one.”

“Well, is it?” John decided Mawlock wouldn’t last the first film. He was inches away from stamping him to firewood.

“If there’s a huge demon behind it, then no. Best not to open it. If there isn’t, then it’s fine.”

John couldn’t fault the chest’s logic.

“Why don’t we listen at the door and find out?” Venx suggested.

Yes, she’d not last the first cut scene. The sensible ones never did. John could almost visualize the axe sweeping down from a hidden trap in the ceiling and burying itself in her forehead, blood dripping slowly onto her pert, sadly unexplored chest.

It was, irrespective of that, a mighty fine idea, and one that gave John the courage to climb the steps knowing if things looked bad, he had an out. It also became perfectly clear that he’d need one before they arrived at the door.

Smoke rolled down the steps as the stench of brimstone filled the air. John paused just where the smoke dissipated. “Well, I think we have our answer. Might as well go back and get learning those spells in readiness for our swift return.”

He had absolutely no intention of returning. Instead, a new plan formed in his mind, one that involved ransacking the old bastard’s spellforge for everything of value, then ordering his constructs to block up the passageway and never ever return.

“I think we should consider Plan B,” he said and went on to explain it.

Ellie dismissed it, but John felt she hadn’t really given it the thought it deserved. Venx was open to the idea, stating that she never wanted to return to the godforsaken place and that she could already hear demonic whispering in her mind. Surprisingly, Mawlock made the most sense.

“You have to open it. Think about it. Normal dungeon defenses don’t work against The Magnificent. As soon as they come, you’re going to get wiped out. If you manage to tame a demonic presence from the seventh hell ring, then you’ll be able to command all creatures of the night from one to six. That should give your defenses the oomph they need.”

While John wholeheartedly agreed with Mawlock’s assessment, he couldn’t help but think the mimic’s reasoning had opened up questions about how much he did or didn’t know about what was behind the door.

“How do you know it’s from the seventh hell ring–whatever that is?”

“It’s obvious,” the box raged. “The first circle is limbo. Those lazy fuckers don’t do the smoke and fire shit. They just mope around like hell owes them some suffering. The second level is lust. That one’s all winds and confusion. Winds would blow the smoke away. The third level is gluttony. That’s some hero-level disgusting shit that stinks worse than a latrine after a cholera outbreak. Then you’ve got–”

“I get the picture. So, what’s on the seventh level?” John asked.

“Violence. That’s all your murderers, rapist and blasphemers.”

“Seems a bit over the top to put blasphemers in with murderers and rapists,” Ellie said, but John was too distracted to comment.

“So, there could be a demon murderer behind there?” A demonic entity with a chip on its shoulder and a tendency to murder people didn’t sound as bad as he was expecting. “I think we might be alright.”

“No!” Mawlock screamed. “You’re not listening. It’s the demon that controls all those nasty fuckers. It’s the one that keeps millions of them in line. Imagine what level of hostility you’ve got to be to instill fear in those bastards.”

“Ah,” said John. “That sounds a whole lot worse.”

“I could use my boiling spell if it happens to be standing in water,” Ellie said as they reached the door.

The fiery red bleeding from the crack under the door extinguished that idea.

She shrugged. “Or you could give it a damn good–”

“Don’t say it!” John warned.

“Wash,” Ellie said, regardless.

“She said it,” Venx said, drawing her sword. “I should use my bow.”

John was beginning to believe she didn’t even have one. He reached for the doorknob, demonic mutterings passing through the iron-braced wood like it was made of paper.

“We could have a quick peek?” Ellie said, easing Venx in front of her. “Then if it looks too bad, we could, I don’t know…run like fuck?”

Sweat beaded on John’s brow as his mouth dried, the smoke and the stench of brimstone not helping. He turned the knob.

At exactly the same time, a bright red notification started flashing in his mind’s eye, and a sense of doom filled him.

“What the fuck?” he said, and immediately jerked away from the door, banging into Venx, who fell back but didn’t hit Ellie, mostly because she was ten steps down and already facing the other way. Venx did, however, trip over the mimic and fell flying backward. She performed a back flip using her massive dexterity score to not only complete it perfectly but also do it with some style.

“What is it?” Ellie said, bravely stopping but not turning.

“A notification,” he said, the blood draining from his face. “And it wasn’t about the other side of the door. Someone’s attacking Eerie Glen Dungeon.”

“Monsters?” Venx asked.

“Worse–humans. Human hostiles, eight of them.”

“Eight? That must be the Six Sisters,” Ellie said.

While maths hadn’t been his strongest suit in the game of poker that was his Earth life, it was good enough to know her math didn’t add up. He knew that the Six Sisters were only five, but had no clue where eight came from.

Ellie rolled her eyes like a child who was speaking to her dumb dad about the merits of the latest K pop band. “Five sisters, thirty-odd goons that do their strong-arming.”

Which actually made perfect sense to him. “Got it. So, an unspecified number of Six Sisters and their goons are currently attacking our dungeon.”

“Shayla and Gert are there,” Venx said. “And possibly Delacor.”

John hesitated for a split second. “Then what are we waiting for?”

They raced down the steps.
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“Gert! Are you okay, Gert?” John cried.

“Of course, she’s not okay!” Ellie said. “She’s covered in blood from head to foot.”

Gert sat by the dungeon entrance, picking brain out of her hair. “I’ve never seen anything like it,” she said. “It was horrific. They came out of nowhere.”

John cupped her cheeks, bringing her head close to his. “Shayla? Where’s Shayla?”

“She ran, but they chased after her.” Gert pushed his hands away. Her eyes were wide; her face drained of any colors apart from the liberal smatterings of blood. “I’m not sure if she made it or not.”

John drew his sword. “Look after her, Venx, I’m going in.”

“You can’t fight them on your own, John,” Ellie pleaded.

“They attacked my women,” John replied, rage running through him like he’d never felt before. He delved into his core, into the power of the dungeon, and his rage manifested in a blinding, green aura. “No one attacks my women and gets away with it.”

Dozens of tentacles shot from Mawlock’s chest, his lid vanishing, replaced by a vicious set of fangs. “Let’s get them, Boss. It’s chowtime!”

Buoyed by Mawlock’s evident desire to kick some Six Sisters butt, he edged in, sword raised and ready. The dungeon was darker than usual, the eerie green light of its walls duller. The pathways were clear, but slick, silvery green wetness coating them. John wiped his index finger down the wall, sniffing it. “Blood,” he said, then dreaded his next words. “Human blood.”

“I can smell it!” Mawlock shouted. “It smells glorious. My chest is rumbling.”

“Shayla!” he cried. “Shayla!”

He listened, edging forward, sure they couldn’t have got into the dungeon control area.

“She’s here, Master,” Delacor said. “She’s shaken, but she’s okay.”

John squinted. “Delacor!” he said. “Delacor! I knew you had it in you! I knew you weren’t a coward. Did you fight them off? Is that why you’re covered in blood? Where’s Shayla?”

“Indeed, Master. I made sure Ms. Shayla made the sanctuary unscathed. She was running toward it when they attacked. I managed to…show her the way, yes, show her the way, while keeping them back.”

“But where are they?” John asked, coming to the secret entrance and stepping through to see Shayla on the floor. Blood covered her tunic, her face, and her hair.

“You’re safe. Thanks to Delacor, you’re safe.”

She stared back at him, her eyes blank.

What terrors has she seen?

“It’s over, Shayla. I think they’re gone.”

“No,” she said. “They’ll come now. They’ll come to avenge their dead.”

John leaned back a little. He was getting something wrong. “Who’ll come?”

“All of them.”

“Tell me exactly what happened.”

Shayla sniffed, then cleared her throat. “They came with Mazy Daisy, just as we thought they would. It was Egger, Helga’s favorite. She’s a strongarm, an enforcer, but she’s not the brightest spark. That’s why Helga likes her. She’s told to go kick Eerie Glen’s butt, and Eerie Glen’s butt gets kicked. Fortunately, me and Gert were down in the village getting some of our stuff when they came. It was clear from the moment they pulled up that Egger was looking for trouble. Not sure if she’d had a bad journey or what, but she gave Jax a slap for having bugger all ore, then Filly a kick for having no bows ready. As we all had next to nothing, she told us to vote on who was going to die. One of us was going to pay the price.”

“Cunts,” John said, not holding back. “I’m glad they’re all dead.”

“Well, you can thank Gert because she stepped in saying we had some stuff hidden at the old dungeon that would cover the tithe. So, we led them up here, but Egger was in a foul mood, punching and kicking us all the way. Eventually, I couldn’t take it anymore, and I ran in, hoping to get to safety before they got me. Gert held them back, but they punched her to the ground. Then the boggarts attacked.”

“And Mazy Daisy?” John asked.

“She hightailed it out of there before anything happened—didn’t want nothing to do with it once Egger started talking about killing. She’s alright, Mazy. Like the rest of us, just trying to survive.”

“The damn boggarts killed everything!” Mawlock shouted. “They killed everything. I’ve just had to lick all the walls and pathways to get a snack! They didn’t even save me a skull!”

A light blinked on in John’s mind and not the powerful dungeon core. “They chased you into the dungeon and the boggarts got them?” He grinned. “They chased you into the dungeon and the boggarts attacked.” He punched the air. “I knew they were far too enraged for a level one! I knew it!”

“They ripped them apart, John. Tore them limb from limb, fighting over their body parts, fighting each other as their bloodlust took over. It was…It was the stuff of nightmares.” She bowed her head, shoulders juddering, sobs coming.

“Yesssssss!” John shouted and punched the air. “My dungeon is badass! It’s more fucking badass than a badass dungeon. You wait. You wait and see what the giant hornets will do! You wait until The Magnificent come!”

“We’ll tear their tits off and use them as ear warmers!” Mawlock said, dancing around the passageway, tentacles punching the air.

John calmed, crouching by Shayla again. “Immaculatus,” he said, casting it upon her and cleansing her of the blood and gore coating her. “Sorry, got a bit carried away there. I was sort of celebrating fixing the dungeon. You know, baby steps to get to the end goal–that sort of thing.”

“They deserved it,” she said. “They deserved their death. They weren’t nice women, John. They take anyone they need and set them to work for no pay, just flat bread and watery stew.”

“Slaves?” he asked.

“As good as.” She reached for him, momentarily distracted by the cleanliness of her hand and sleeve. She ran her fingers through her hair and touched her face. “It’s a miracle,” she said. “Just like the first time.”

John blushed. “Let’s not start all that, eh? I’m just a mortal with a different spell.” He blinked and shook his head. “Sorry, slaves?”

“They might not chain them up, but they sure as hell treat them like slaves. Helga Deathpunch will not take her women going missing lightly. She’ll demand some of ours in return.”

“They’ll take some of the village women?”

Shayla nodded. “I’m afraid so. It’s what they do.”

“I will not allow it,” John said, cutting a dashing figure in the corridor as he raised his head and jutted his chin.

“You won’t have a say in it,” said Gert, entering. She stared at Shayla. “You missed it all?”

“Far from it. John just cleaned me with his spell again.”

“Yeah, well, don’t get too comfy with it,” Ellie said. “He’s only got so much mana.”

“I’ve actually got plenty now. The wizard’s jewelry saw to that, plus, did I tell you I’d leveled? I’m level one now.”

“Why do you get a say in what we get?” Gert asked, squaring up to the witch.

“Because I’m the original. I was the first on my back, and I’m a guardian.” She slid next to John. “Eh, lover?”

He frowned. Ellie was pushing her authority too far. “I can cast my spell when I want, provided I have the mana,” he said. “It’s entirely up to me who I cast it on.” He cast immaculatus, aiming it at Gert. “In this case, Gert and Shayla needed it badly, but like I said, I still have plenty of mana thanks to my new enhancements.”

“What are we going to do about the other women?” Venx asked. “We need to tell them what’s going on so they can make a choice.”

“A choice?” Shayla asked. “You think we’re there now?”

“Yethen knows. It won’t sit well with her if we hide in here when the Sisters come. Hell, they’ll probably take her. She’s worth more than all of us put together.” Venx turned to face John. “Well?”

“Yethen saved my life,” he said. “We need a plan. I’ll talk to them. I’ll get them here where they can hide out.”

“No,” Shayla said. “It’ll work better if it comes from me and Gert. Ellie is allied to the dungeon. Venx doesn’t live in the village. It has to be us. Yethen will speak on our side.”

John pressed his lips together. “I don’t like it,” he said. “What if the Sisters come while you’re all in the village?”

“We have some time,” Venx said. “It’s a fair ride to get here.”

“Okay, how about this?” John paused while his plan crystallized. “Shayla and Gert go into the village. Ellie and Delacor stay here. Ellie, see if you can make some makeshift beds out of all the clothes, or better still, order the dungeon to rearrange everything how you think. Venx, you and me have stealth. We’ll keep watch over the approach to Eerie Glen. If it all goes wrong, then we have your bow, and we’re both decent with a sword. How does that sound?”

“We could go down to the bottom of the glen. There’s a small cave system there. One of us can watch while the other sleeps. I made a firepit once in one of the inner caves. It’s basic, but it’ll get us through the night.”

“How far away are they?” John asked.

“Half a day of hard riding. They’ll already know something’s up,” Gert said ominously.

“Helga won’t let it rest,” Shayla said. “I’ve had dealings with her in the past. It’s either her way or a blade in the gut.”


Chapter
Twenty-Two



Venx slipped through the forest, her feet barely making a noise, the undergrowth parting for her and folding around her like silken curtains, only for John to crash through. Crash was unfair. His passage through the forest was pretty silent. But when compared to Venx, he was like a bull in a china shop. Then again, he was a little distracted. Venx’s skimpy tunic had ridden up her crack to reveal even more of her ass, brushed by the setting sun and flecked by the forest’s flickering shadows. Looking at her calmed his surging temper.

A notification had been blinking in the corner of his mind since the upside-down tower, but he’d yet to get to it. The red danger warning from the dungeon had masked it initially, and once he’d switched that off, he’d been at the dungeon and in the middle of a whole heap of trouble. If one of his builds had finished early, he could afford to set another in motion. He’d received a healthy amount of flux from the recent slaughter. Dungeons really thrived on death.

They reached the bluff overlooking the Eerie Glen Village. John bent double to catch his breath. “Must be good to have such a high stamina score,” he said as she stood by him.

“It has its benefits,” Venx replied. “It’s mostly hunting based. I can chase a creature until it can’t run anymore. That is a bonus. I can make a clean kill. The animal doesn’t suffer, and the pelt is always unblemished. Mazy Daisy pays more for a perfect pelt.”

“Tell me, what do you buy? You can provide for yourself–your food, that is. I imagine Gert makes your weapons.”

“Filly,” she said. “Filly makes my bows. They take a long time, but in return, I provide her with creatures Kayla can’t reach.”

“So Filly is the carpenter?”

“More woodworker. She can do so much more than a carpenter. She has wood spells–what people called lore before they understood.”

“Right, and Kyla?”

“Huntress, but she doesn’t have my stamina, so she can’t get right up into the mountains. Something like a snow tiger’s pelt fetches silver. They are sought after for their organs, teeth, and even the eyes if I can get them encased in amber fast enough. One snow tiger can get us through most of the winter.”

“Us?”

“The village. We all chip in. Daisy charges a premium for grain, preservation stones, rejuvenation necklaces, that sort of thing.”

John took all the information in, realizing that he wasn’t even close to understanding the land. “Let’s take it one step at a time. Preservation stones?”

She scoffed. “Ah, right, okay. Yeah, you don’t know much, do you? I forget. It seems like you’ve been around a long time. When the witch cast her curse and wiped out all the men, she also condemned Asantia to a long, painful death. Without men, there could be no children, and without them, the land would cease to be. But we all became stuck at the age when the curse struck unless you were a child, in which case you continued on to full maturity. But, and here’s the catch. You still feel some signs of aging–the aches and pains. The curse isn’t perfect. So, they sell us magic to counter it. Handy, eh? If you believe it all.”

“Believe what?”

“That the witch thought of it before uttering the curse, and that it was all pre-planned. The trinkets enable us to endure while the Great Coven works on a way to create children without the need for men. They charge, of course, but it’s a great way of levying a tax you can’t afford not to pay.”

“Buy the charms and live pain-free forever?”

“Exactly, and even those who say life isn’t worth living without men might go one or two years without buying a charm. But as soon as the aches and pains of life hit them, they’re the first in line with their hands out.”

“But you don’t have one?” John scanned her body, his gaze lingering on her breasts longer than necessary.

“No. Elves are naturally long-lived. We have no need. By the time we age, we’ve usually had enough.” She shrugged. “I don’t get to pay the tax, but I help others.”

“That’s kind of you.”

She shrugged. “Who else is going to look out for us?”

“How come you they had nothing to pay the tithe? I’m not saying they should pay it, but nothing?”

“Things deteriorate. Decent game hasn’t come our way. Could be monster activity up in the hills scaring them or wiping them out. Jax didn’t get lucky with her prospecting—happens when you’re starving. But the knock-on is Gert had no ore to work with. That’s why she attempted Dead Man’s Cave. Without ore, Gert can’t repair the tools, so she ends up sacrificing two to make one.”

“A downward spiral.”

“Yep. Seems you came along just in time.”

“Let’s hope so. How far’s the cave?” John asked as the sun sank farther.

“Not far. Let’s get going. I’ll hunt us some food, and we can make a fire to dry out the bedding.”

“Bedding? I assumed I had a hard, stone floor.”

Venx laughed. “I use the cave when I visit the village. Saves me from staying with someone. Once a loner, always a loner.”

“You seem to mix just fine.”

“When there’s someone I want to mix with. I’m not a great one for idle gossip.” She stood, offering her hand and pulling him up. “I want revenge, John, revenge against the woman who did all of this.”

John followed her to the cave. It sat a little further on from the bluff but afforded a much better view of the larger valley their glen intersected. He tried to get a decent lay of the land, but the sun was too low, and all he could make out was the central river as it threaded in and out of the never-ending forest.

It was the perfect spot. The cave sat on the edge of a cliff like an open mouth, offering them a fine view, but still affording them shelter from the wind and the spits of rain.

“Got here just in time,” John said. “I’d help if I had a clue what to do.”

“I think you’ve enough to do. Learning how to run a dungeon and all about a new land is enough.” She strung her bow. “I won’t be long, the night-timers will still be foggy with sleep, and the day-timers will be tired. Like as not, I can get us a hare or squirrel.”

“I’ll keep my eye out. I have notifications to go through. Might be a complete build, or the battle report.”

He opened his tabs as Venx slipped away.

Battle Report

Location: Eerie Glen Dungeon

Floor: Floor 1 Boggarts.

Boss: Not Challenged

Casualties: Six Boggarts

Consumed: Eight Human Females

Flux gained: 4027

Recovery cost: 120 Flux

Duration: 6 hours

It was short and sweet, telling him everything he needed to know with no fluff. As he closed the tab, he saw he still had blinking notifications.

Mastery activated

Spell Acquired.

Spell: Reflection. Caster may reflect a spell cast against them to return and affect the caster. Caster may only reflect a spell if they have the equivalent amount of mana available. Mana usage equivalent to cast cost.

He reread it, not quite believing he’d got a spell from simply holding the spell book for a few moments. But his surprise was compounded when he opened up his next spell.

Spell: Mirror Mirror. Spell reproduces an exact double of the caster. Caster can maintain the duration of an image until the mana drain is complete. Mana drain is equivalent to ten times their charisma score per hour.

John digested the spell, wondering at its worth. Obviously, during a fight, it might be handy to confuse an enemy, but the mana cost was steep. Ten times his charisma was one hundred mana per hour. He was, however, suitably pleased to have three spells. At least he might shed the wash them joke.

However, when he thought more deeply about the cost, he was already at sixty mana per hour with the bracelet, so he’d only lose forty. As soon as he improved that collection rate, the deficit would be even lower. Upon reflection, he’d claimed the jewelry from the old wizard, and he’d not fully appreciated the leap in power it had given him.

He looked at his shredded pants, his ruined shirt and jacket with barely a sleeve left and sighed. Shayla would have to start over. But then he studied his first spell, immaculatus.

Immaculatus (Instant): Returns target to an immaculate state. May use on others. Mana usage - 8 mana.

Surely an immaculate state included his clothes. When he’d cast it before, it had cleaned them, so why not repair them? They could hardly be immaculate if they were ripped to shreds. He thought about it, and he had loads of mana, so the cost was nothing to him.

“Immaculatus!” he said, closing his eyes and then opening them again.

His pants were perfect as were his shirt and jacket. A grin spread across his face. His simple spell, requested on a whim, could repair clothes. It led him to wonder what else it could repair. If, for instance, he’d cast it on himself when he’d had the portal sickness, could it have cleansed his body and returned it back to an immaculate state? If he cut himself, would it heal him? Following that train of thought, if he hurt himself badly, how could he possibly be considered immaculate unless the wound vanished?

“There,” said Venx, scaring the shit out of him. “Told you. Caught this one napping.” She grinned, holding up a big fat hare. “Roasted hare, nothing better.” She walked back into the cave. “Hey, what happened to your clothes? How the hell did you repair them?”

“My cleaning spell does it–immaculatus. I have a theory that it might repair me if I get wounded.” He told her about the other two spells he’d picked up then fell silent. “Do you think they’ll come tonight?”

“Doubt it. Like I said, it’s a fair way. They’ll still assume the others got drunk or started messing around here. I don’t think they’ll start worrying until later tonight, more likely to leave at first light tomorrow.”

He ran his fingers through his hair, still amazed at how silken it felt. “So, why are we here?”

“Better safe than sorry,” she said abruptly, then looked away.

“Say, weren’t you tempted to hunt for one of those spell books? You’ve got decent Mastery. You could have probably picked up a spell if you’d touched it.”

“My spells are pretty specific. I’ve tried to keep it that way, plus it’s me leaning toward hunting and tracking that brings me those spells. I never saw myself as a warrior and certainly not a spell-casting one.” She screwed her face up. “If we’re going to fight The Magnificent, then I might have to alter that.”

“I hope the dungeon does our fighting.”

“Even that practice–fighting those boggarts—opened my eyes. My magic is a little too targeted. If I’m fighting my prey, then it’s fine. But if we’re fighting up close and dirty, my magic needs more of a destructive slant.”

“Like?”

“Like fiery blade or kill-strike. Those sorts of things.” She glanced at him. “Say, do you mind turning the hare while I wash up? There’s a pool a little deeper into the mountain. Water’s freezing, but it’s as clear as day.”

“I could cast my spell.”

“Not the same, John. Just not the same.”

“If Ellie were here, she could warm it up for you.”

“Oh, I can warm it up just fine.” She vanished into the darkness, not bothering with a torch.

John turned the hare. The thought of her bathing in the pool quickened his heart. She was a temptress, but he wasn’t sure she knew what effect she had on him. The trouble was, she’d laid out her boundaries, and it wasn’t up to him to cross them.

You’re being a bloody idiot! You’ve got Ellie and she’s enough for any man. What the fuck are you moping about?

But there was something about Venx. It wasn’t all about her exuding sex, the cute tattoo or her perfect butt that was always on show. It was her honesty that somehow made her even more desirable. Whether it was because she’d put herself beyond him by telling him how she felt and what she was struggling with, he couldn’t tell. But his underlying feeling was her desire to have a future combined with her willingness to go on a suicide mission and fight The Witch of Vernaster was what really intrigued him. The two goals made little sense. She wanted paradise and was willing to die getting it. It was either incredible or downright stupid.

“How’s the hare?” Venx said, strolling back into the cave, a fur wrapped around her. She sat by the fire, shivering. “I really enjoy bathing in the pool, but when you get out, it’s freezing.”

“Come, sit by me. You’re going to have to show me how to…” John hesitated. “How to do it–how to chop it up or whatever you do.”

“You’ve never de-boned a hare?”

“I’ve never deboned anything. I lived in a world where all this stuff was removed from us.”

“You never had hunters?”

“Kind off, but it was really one-sided. Most meat came in little packets–” He grunted. “Yeah, seems weird now. Let’s just say no. I don’t know how to do any of this stuff. But I am very good at turning the spit now, so thank you for teaching me that. If we ever move to the city, I will apply for spit-turning jobs.”

She chuckled. “Spit-turning. Hardly a job, more a quick crank as you walk by.”

“I’ll take a quick crank anytime.” He took down the hare, letting the fat spit and crack in the flames.

“You really don’t have a clue, do you?” She took the spit and shuffled back a bit, producing a knife from thin air.

“How the hell did you do that?”

“Hidden Pockets. It’s on my sheet. You’ve read my talents, right?”

“Yeah, but I focused on the arrow spells.” John quickly looked it up.

Hidden Pockets: You can store up to five different things in your hidden storage per level. These can total a maximum weight and volume as your own body and are no bigger than the host is tall.

“That is way cool. We had things like that in games and that, but never in real life.” John stared at the knife.

Venx winked at him, and the knife vanished, then she smiled, and it returned.

“What else you got in there?”

“A girl should have secrets.”

He waved away her words. “All weapons. You’ve got your bow, quiver, sword and knife–that’s four.”

“But there’s five. What’s the fifth?”

“Another weapon.”

“Perhaps, but what?”

John grinned. “Tell me!”

“No, you’ve gotta guess.”

“A spear.”

“Too tall,” she said. “Won’t fit in.”

“A mace!” he shouted, pointing.

“A mace? For hunting?”

“Good for making mincemeat,” he pointed out. “Give me a clue.”

“Ask me questions.” Venx began carving the meat.

“Okay.” He needed to narrow it down. “Is it ranged or melee?”

“Ohhh!” she said. “Great opening question.” She pinned a slice of meat and held it up to his mouth. John bit it carefully off the knife and chewed, waiting for his answer.

“It’s ranged.” She carved another piece off and ate it.

“Does it need projectiles? By that, I mean arrows and the like.”

She sighed. “You’ve played this before.” She piled up the meat and set down the knife. “Help yourself.”

“The answer?” John asked, picking up a slab of dripping meat and biting into it.

“It needs projectiles.”

“Catapult!” he said, punching the air.

“Nope,” she said.

He screwed his face up. “Not a catapult? Another bow?”

“No! Why would I have two bows?”

“A crossbow?”

“Is still a bow,” she pointed out.

“What the hell? So, what shoots projectiles that isn’t a bow or a catapult? I’m guessing you haven’t got a trebuchet in there.”

“No, that would break all the rules.”

He ate some more meat. “Then I’m out of–ooh, wait a minute–blow dart.”

“No!” It was her turn to screw her face up. “Who uses a blow dart nowadays?”

“Well, what is it, then?”

“You give up?”

He squeezed his brain to rinse the answer out, but his mind blanked.

“Yes!”

“Then you owe me.”

“Owe you what?”

She dipped her head. “I’ll think of something.”

“And I’ll pay it.”

“Good,” she said and returned to her carving.

“Well?”

“Well, here are some more clues. It uses projectiles you can pick up anywhere.”

“Anywhere? A river?”

“Yes.”

“A forest?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake! Just tell me.”

“A sling. The most underrated weapon around. You literally have to pick up a stone and you can knock someone out. It’s a great weapon–one of the best! Plus, it’ll only leave a small mark on a pelt if you get a nice rounded stone.”

“A sling?” he asked, looking dismissive but really wanting a go. “You’ll have to teach me.”

“Why would you need to learn the sling? You’re a dungeon lord.”

“For fun?” he said. “Why not? Like you said, it has limitless ammunition, and if I get one, I can just stick it in my pocket.”

“Has anyone ever told you that you don’t act like a typical dungeon lord?”

He finished his pile of meat and wiped his hands on the stone, offering them up to the fire to dry them. “Is that good or bad?”

She cocked her head. “Good.” She finished her meat off, standing, then walking out to the cave’s mouth. “It’s quiet out here. No torches, no arcane light, no nothing. Helga isn’t riding tonight.” She pointed as John came beside her. “There’d be light from over there if she was coming. I’m afraid I’ve dragged you out here for no reason.”

“Not no reason,” he said. “I have a reasonable idea of how to carve up a hare. I know you have a sling, and I can turn a spit. All in all, I’d say it was anything but a waste of time.”

She faced him, stepping close. “There was another reason I wanted to be alone with you.”

His heart skipped a beat as she pressed her body against him. “I thought you needed to think about⁠—”

She pressed her index finger against his lips. “Perhaps I’ve thought. Perhaps seeing others throw themselves at you has caused me to make a choice.”

“No. That wouldn’t rush you into a choice.” He rested his hands on her waist. “There’s something else.”

“Maybe.”

“You want your revenge, but you also want your perfect future.” He hesitated, knowing what he was going to say next might come across as bigheaded, and it wasn’t meant that way at all. “You decided I was your best chance at both.”

“That’s part of it. Yes, you might help me get my revenge, and yes, you are a man unaffected by the curse. But there’s more to it than that.”

“Such as?”

“Such as we don’t have all the time in the world, and I’ve seen you, John Davidson. You’re a good man. You raced back to the dungeon, not caring about yourself, only worrying about Shayla and Gert. You can have fun in even the most dangerous positions.” She grinned. “And you make me laugh. Do you know how much of a turn-on that is?”

“Show me,” he said.

“One thing first.”

Venx has requested to join the Dungeon Guardians. Would you like to accept her?

“Yes,” he said, breathlessly.

She puckered her lips but could not hold it, breaking into a smile and reaching up, embracing him and letting her fur slide away. Her naked body came against him, molding into his, their lips meeting.

It was a tender kiss. They pressed gently together. He let his arms fold around her, bringing her tighter to him, resisting the urge to brush the ass he’d spent so much time dreaming about touching. It was odd, her change, so fast it took him unawares. There was no seduction plan, no grand bed to sweep her into, no wine, no music.

The pitter-patter of raindrops accompanied the gentle sound of their kissing. Their lips pressed harder, slipping over each other. Her tongue met his, her breaths growing in intensity until she suddenly broke away. Taking a few steps back, she smiled, posing for him to see her completely. Her head tilted slightly, and her hair fell, its spike lost through dampness.

“You like?” she asked, raising her hands.

He stepped toward her, hesitated, then stepped back. Her body wasn’t as full and curvaceous as Ellie’s, but that wasn’t to say it was thin. Subtle layers of muscle softened every curve. The crease of her waist was almost the exact inverse of the cut of her thigh. Her chest widened, but her shoulders weren’t broad. She was perfection.

“Don’t leave me hanging too long,” she said, her voice husky with desire.

He said nothing, soaking in her breasts, so pert he had trouble resisting them. Her nipples, like her breasts, were perfectly proportioned for her. He closed his eyes. “You are stunning. Too perfect for me. I don’t deserve you.”

She laughed. “You’re the only man in town, therefore you deserve every female. You are everyone’s best prospect.”

“It seems unfair for me to stand here appraising you when you can’t do the same.” His heart beat hard, wanting her to desire him as equally as he wanted her, but found it hard to believe that was possible. He wasn’t short on confidence, but Venx was breathtaking.

He peeled his shirt off, tossing it to one side. His body was still a little alien to him. The increase in strength from his times-two nipple ring had fattened his muscles and broadened his chest. He stared at the daft thing, wishing it was something, anything other than a silver trinket hanging off his erect nipple. The necklace sat beside it, a single-mounted emerald hanging on a silver chain. “Sorry,” he said, “still getting used to this stuff.”

She scoffed. “I feel for you. I’m getting used to standing stark naked in front of a man who’s looking at his own chest.”

“You have a point. Forgive me?”

“If you lose the pants and boots.”

“I can do that,” he said. “Out here?”

“Out here,” she confirmed.

He slipped his boots off and pulled his pants down, then he stood while she gazed at him. She moved closer, reaching, but pulling back. “I’m not sure what to do next. I only planned this so far.”

“Not sure?”

“Unsure. I don’t gossip like the others. I have no clue where they might have found out from women who’ve been with men. Do I touch it?”

“Do you want to?”

She glanced at his cock, then looked away. “I don’t know isn’t the right answer, is it?”

His cock fattened a little, his arousal increasing, and twitched. She sucked in her breath, flinched, then reached forward. “Yes, but I’m not sure how.”

“Standing here isn’t the best way to learn.”

John took command, leading her inside and to the fire. “Stay here.” He walked into the inner cave and stripped the makeshift bed of its furs. Returning, he laid them out by the fire and then pulled her down onto them, lying by her side. “There, this is better. Now, let’s start by kissing and if you want to explore any part of my body, just do it. It’s all yours.” He cupped her head, drawing her to him again. He pressed his body into hers, his erection nudging between her legs, his tip against her pubic hair. She forced her groin into him, his cock slipping into her thigh gap, feeling her heat, her growing moistness.

He reached for her breasts, unable to resist any longer. Her hard nipples brushed his palm, the feel of her shortening his breath, making his head lighten. He closed his eyes, wanting them open to savor everything about her, but needing them closed so he could fall back on his other senses, his touch, his sense of smell, her taste and the sound of her growing passion as her groin bucked against him, riding his cock even though he’d not entered her.

“Wanna cut the foreplay?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He rolled her onto her back, easing her legs open. “We can do the other stuff next time.”

She fixed her gaze on him. “I trust you.”

Nervous doubt filled every micro-expression. Her lips trembled, eyes wide, and her cheeks flushed with passion. “Kiss me as you do it,” she said. “Kiss me hard.”

John dipped his head, grabbing his shaft and bringing it close to her lips, teasing them apart by moving it up and down her wet slit. He sought the ridge of her pubic bone, then down, mentally mapping the edges of her entrance. Moving slightly up, he pushed, easing her vagina open and forcing his fattened cock in between her tight, virginal walls. He gasped as she did.

“Man, you’re so tight.” He closed his eyes again, needing that extra focus once more, but this time to soak in every sensation pricking at his dick’s crown. He slid in a little further, burying his entire head in her as he came to her hymen.

“Fuck, you fill me up,” she said, pulling her legs wider, holding her knees.

“This might hurt,” he said.

“I don’t fucking care. Hurt me, just take me, fill me.”

He pressed harder, his shaft bending a little. Then Venx’s veil gave way, freeing his dick to spring into her and ease the pressure. He thrust in too quickly, slowing straightaway, but still gliding in. He reached her end before he’d buried himself completely, his tip pressing against her cervix.

She gasped. “Okay, okay, I got you. I can take you.”

He withdrew, staring into her as doubt rippled over her. Then he plunged back in, and she seemed to understand, to go with the flow, bringing her legs up aside her head, allowing him to establish a steady rhythm.

Her breathing came in shallow gasps, and she bit her lip and made a strangled sound. John forced himself to calm, to shed the primal urgency that demanded he come as quickly as possible. His rhythm became his guide, his yardstick to keep control. He wanted to make Venx’s first time special, to make her cum and to cry out his name. But most of all, he wanted her to remember it favorably, to think of it tenderly, not some rush job poorly executed.

He slid in and out, her moist pussy working in tandem with him, and then her legs wrapped around his back, and she crossed her ankles and locked him into place. She pulled his head close to hers, her lips puckering. “Kiss me, Dungeon Lord,” she said with a smile, and during that moment he realized she’d mastered all her worries. She’d conquered her fears. “Kiss me while you fuck me, Master.”

He met her lips, their tongues sliding together, entwining, battling in a joust for subtle supremacy. Her legs contracted as he thrust in, relaxing as he moved out, and he realized their pubic bones were meeting at the apex of each inward thrust. Her vagina had lengthened to accommodate his size. He pulled his lips from hers, needing to fill his lungs. He wanted to yell in ecstasy as he ground into her harder and harder, wanting to butt his tip against her cervix again and again.

She ground her clit onto him as he slid deeply into her. Her breaths shortened and his quickened, his heart pounding against his chest, threatening to dislodge his ribs as it exploded with passion.

“That’s it. That’s it!” she cried.

“Yeah, baby. Yes, baby,” he cried, his dick swimming in pleasure, in her wet and silken channel.

She thrashed from side to side, raising her arms above her head. He swooped, kissing her breast, bringing her nipple into his mouth to distract him from the rising orgasm hatching within his balls.

His tubes filled, cum gathering. He pressed on his pelvic muscle, desperate to delay his ejaculation long enough to bring her to orgasm. He forced himself to focus on her breast, circling her nipple with his tongue, teasing it hard.

Her breaths quickened further. Each was shallower than the last, rising as a scream hatched deep within her, born from the heat of her groin, over her sweat-brushed stomach, to her heaving chest.

And then it came, a cry so shrill and packed with passion that it filled the cave, the glen, and the valley surrounding them. Her body shivered, the tremor hatching like her scream, born of the heat in her loins and radiating out like an earthquake as she came again and again.

He released her nipple, arching his back and letting go, crying out in exaltation as he reached his orgasm instantly, pulsing cum deep inside her, his cock wedged in deep, the tip pressing against her again. His cum was endless, balls contracting again and again as he emptied himself into her.

He subsided, remaining inside her but letting his muscles relax as he lowered his body onto hers, using his elbows to support his weight. His lips brushed hers, feeling her aftershocks. He nuzzled her mouth apart, probing gently, his urgency replaced by calm tenderness. Her legs slipped from his back, knees folding against him, keeping him in place, locking him inside her.

She sighed. “I could stay like this forever.”

He reached under her, grasping her shoulders and pulling her closer to himself. “Yes, my Venx. My Dungeon Guardian.”


Chapter
Twenty-Three



John woke, the furs drawn up to his chin. He patted the bed, hunting out Venx’s warm body but finding it empty, so reached for his clothes, but remembered he’d discarded them in the cave’s entrance. Shrugging, he got up, immediately regretting it as a cold breeze bit. He grabbed a fur.

Venx sat crouched at the cave’s entrance, holding a steaming mug in both hands. “Weather’s turned. Some sleet in the air. The sooner the snow comes, the better. It’ll give us some breathing space.”

“Breathing space?”

“This shit’s going to escalate. You got the Six Sisters–even if we avert that, the Thunder Gang will hear about it. Then you got Lady Sutch from Laughing Water. She controls them all. I’ll bet you a pile of copper coins on that. We’re just one glen. She probably controls a hundred and a half as many valleys along with the main trade route through the mountains to the other side of Asantia.”

“Which side’s Vernaster?”

“This one. Lady Sutch and Vernaster have a love-hate relationship. They love each other when it suits them, and spend the rest of the time trying their hardest to fuck the other over.”

“But will she delay The Magnificent when they come?”

“Doubtful. The Magnificent will have their Delvers Guild to take care of us, but they’ll also flood the valley with elite units. They’ll hand down punishments to everyone for having an active dungeon close. And,” she sighed. “The Inquisitors will come, and if we’re really unlucky, the Scratcher herself might make an appearance.”

“It gets worse and worse,” John said as she offered him the mug.

“Oh, you wait. The city folk love an opportunity to grind us into the mud. They’ll be hangings, burnings…” She scoffed. “There’ll be blood running in the river, don’t you worry about that. Lady Sutch won’t stand in their way. If anything, she’ll try and get to us first before she’s accused of harboring a dungeon lord.”

He took the mug. “Sharing?”

“We’ll have to share. I only store one mug here.”

He sniffed the brew, a piercing mint smell clearing his nose. “Thanks. So, I have to ask. You still okay with everything that happened last night? If you want to duck out of the vow you made, I’ll release you.”

“You want shot of me?”

“No. Not at all. Never think that. I want to make sure you weren’t carried away in the moment and lost your head.”

She grinned as he took a sip of the tea. “Yeah, I lost my head alright, but in a good way. I’d even go so far as to say, I’m looking forward to a repeat performance. Pretty sure it’s one of those things you get better at pretty quickly.”

“You were mighty fine already.”

“No. I reckon I can get better. I already thought of some moves I could try.” She took back the mug. “And don’t forget, I’m really flexible–like, really. You can near enough bend me into any shape you want to.”

John’s dick fattened at the prospect. “That isn’t something I’m going to forget.”

“Hopefully we’ll have time, but looking at that, I think our first test is coming.” She pointed along the valley until he saw a bright red light.

“That?”

“Tilla Stormrider–their witch. She has powerful magic, much stronger than Ellie. The glow is there to let all know they’re coming. They want us to be petrified when they get here.”

He squeezed his eyes but could see nothing barring a dark ring surrounding the light. “Can you see how many?”

“There’ll be enough. They never come weak. Helga must sense something’s wrong–perhaps they have a communication stone, but I’m pretty sure that kind of magic would be out of reach of their pockets.”

“How long?” he asked.

“This afternoon. They’re riding pretty hard.”

“Then we need to find out if Gert and Shayla made any headway. We need to know if the women are going to sell us out.”

Venx sniffed. “They’d be daft to snitch. Helga won’t care. Once they find out the others are dead, she’ll take everyone and raze the village.”

“Then they won’t be leaving,” John said. “They all have to die.”

Venx stood. “We can’t fight all of them.”

“No, no, we can’t. But the dungeon can.”
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John strolled through the village gates like a returning hero. His back was straight, and his chest was out. He’d invoked his core but had tuned his aura down, giving him a slightly edgy glow and hopefully exuding a measure of the power he’d gathered since appearing in Asantia. Venx strolled to a large dwelling, smoke pouring from its chimney and raised voices booming out. She held him back. “Let me smooth the way.”

“We’re beyond that,” John said, pushing the door open with his boot and strolling through.

The women had gathered around a large central table. Gert and Shayla stood at one end. Another woman with ginger hair was berating them, while several others banged the table. Only the healer, Yethen, stood apart from the crowd. She eyed John with a measure of surprise but said nothing. A small smile did hatch on her lips, but he thought it was because of the fuel he was about to put on the fire rather than being pleased to see him.

“Quiet!” he shouted, hushing the women straightway as all turned to him. “If you have any argument, you have it with me, but know this, I never wanted this for myself. It is a burden I carry.”

The ginger looked him up and down. “You have brought certain death on us. What say you to that?” Her tone was one of resignation rather than defiance.

“You’ve killed us, Demon,” spat a freckled blonde.

“One man has brought us our downfall!” screamed another.

“It was Gert! It was Shayla!” said another, and they all glared at the two women.

“Bickering won’t help you. Blaming Gert and Shayla won’t either.” He set his jaw in a firm line, his eyes blazing green. “You brought Helga’s women to the dungeon. You never had the goods to pay your tithe. What did you think they were going to do? Gert and Shayla didn’t bring death to your door. They saved you! I didn’t bring death to your door. My dungeon killed those who would have killed you. You seek to blame me? This was a death that was waiting for you, and it just came visiting. Gert, Shayla, come to my side. We shall retire to the dungeon and let these ungrateful bitches bring Helga’s warriors to us. Let’s see who wins.”

Yethen walked toward him. Her stride was measured, and her expression was sultry. As she bridged the gap between the table and John, she turned to the women, waiting until Shayla and Gert had passed. Then she dipped her head, running her fingers through her long, blonde hair and fluffing it out to give it a little extra body. “All we’ve talked about,” she finally said, the place silent for the first time. “All we used to talk about as we sat around this fucking table night after night is what it would be like to have a man, to hold him, to lie with him–to ride his cock until dawn. That’s it. That’s all we talked about until we gave up talking. Do you remember? Do you? Remember going back to your empty cot and fingering yourself until you dried up?” She paced up and down. “Then one comes and you aren’t even prepared to help him. Not that he needs your help. I’ve felt his power. I know what the dungeon can do. You stay here, around this table, and you talk about what will happen when Helga comes–when Tilla Stormrider sends her magic into your gut and warms your womb, just like we always wanted it warmed. You stay. I’m turning in another direction and falling to my knees and begging him to take me.”

Yethen spun around, kneeling before John.

Yethen has offered to become your healer and potion maker and requested she become your minion to serve you faithfully for the duration of her remaining life or until you release her from her pledge. Do you accept? Yes/no.

“I formally request I become your dungeon minion, to serve you as healer and potion maker until my death,” she said out loud, and John assumed it was so all the women could hear.

“And I, Lord John Davidson of Eerie Glen Dungeon, accept your service.”

She rose, taking her place by his side, and then she smiled. “One day, my lord might ask me to join his harem as Venx and Ellie have. Maybe one day, I’ll live the life we dreamed of at the table.”

The ginger sat back against her chair, facing them. “So, that’s it, Dungeon Lord? You are leaving us on our own?”

“You cannot despise me with one breath, then ask for my help with the other.”

“How can you possibly help us? You are a newborn. At best, you’ll have a few spells. Tilla can call lightning down the heavens. She could flatten you with a single word. Don’t for one second imagine your dungeon can withstand her power. Once she’s crushed your boggarts and broken your traps and puzzles, then she’ll come looking for you, and once she’s dispatched you, they will cart us off in chains.”

John smiled. “Perhaps, but at least I’d have fought.” He furrowed his brow. “But let me paint you this scenario. Tilla falls victim to the power of my dungeon. Helga goes with her, cleaved in two by my boggart boss. You see, there is one thing you don’t know. I witnessed The Magnificent getting killed on level two. I saw them sitting with spider horns through their guts. And yes, Yethen saw that I too had difficulty with floor one when I went against my own monsters. Do you want to know why?”

“Because you’re weak?” She smirked and looked around, receiving some shouts of encouragement.

“You tell him, Kyla,” said the freckled woman.

“No, because I believe it is broken. I think Eerie Glen Dungeon’s rage is unparalleled. So, you have your choice. The Six Sisters are on their way. They’ll not find their missing sisters, and so they’ll begin their hunt for retribution. You may come with me, or you can stay here. I know what I’d prefer. Kyla,” he said, bringing his charisma to bear. “I need another huntress.”

“Why? Venx can hunt for you.”

“But I have more than one dungeon,” he said and sprung his last surprise. “Besides, I’m hoping I’ll have more mouths to feed, because I have a need for carpenters, for a cooper, a cook and a mason. I have a mine that needs emptying. I have a need for everything you all offer, and soon, I will have the means to house you all. I just ask one thing, and that is for your own safety.”

“What?” asked Kyla.

“You have to swear to be my minion because only then can you enter my dungeon.”

The freckled woman snickered. “How do we get you to enter our dungeons?”

“Filly!” shouted Kyla.

“Well, Yethen is right. It’s what we’ve always wanted, and now it’s standing over there and we’re fixing to offer him up to save our skins.” Filly stood, her chair tumbling backward. “Well, I will not die a dried-up old spinster. If it means switching to the Dark Bitch, so be it. The Light One isn’t getting me laid anytime soon, is she?”

Filly shook her short, mousy hair out, her freckles making her plain face cute. She walked forward, glancing at Kyla. “Fuck it. If you don’t like it, change it.”

Approaching John, she fell to her knees. “I’m Filly, Lord John, the carpenter you need–unless that was bull. I can make most things, but I’ll need a few new tools. Can’t afford to get Gert to fix the ones I’ve got.”

“I can take care of that.”

“Then you can take care of me, too.”

Filly has offered to become your carpenter and requested she become your minion to serve you faithfully for the duration of her remaining life or until you release her from her pledge. Do you accept? Yes/no.

“I accept, Filly, and welcome to my dungeon. Your skills will be most useful.” John braced himself, knowing that the rest were on a knife’s edge.

“Filly is right,” Kyla said. “And I am wrong. She’s right. I remember every painful word. The way we fawned over those who remembered men. How we all saved our coins so we might afford one of Daisy’s phallic carvings. Yes, I think fear got the best of me–fear of change, of losing the safety of our current boring lives for the chance of freedom and the unknown. She is right, and I am wrong. We must embrace that change or die like the sour spinsters we’re rapidly becoming.”

“What are you saying?” another asked.

“I’m saying the days of me walking like an unoiled hinge are over. I’m saying I’ve changed my mind. Filly is right. It’s time to side with the Dark, for the Light has forsaken us and left us with nothing.”

She stepped forward, her head back and ample breasts thrust out, and she kneeled, parading her fine cleavage before him.

Kyla has offered to become your huntress and requested she become your minion to serve you faithfully for the duration of her remaining life, or until you release her from her pledge. Do you accept? Yes/no.

“Before I accept,” John said. “Know this. To be my minion is one thing. You can come and go from my dungeons. All your work will go toward the dungeon’s gain, and in return, the dungeon will look after you. To join my harem is another thing. For that, I must call you a friend and a lover. But even that is not enough. The dungeon must judge your allegiance, and it must be at least Loyal Champion.”

Kyla looked away like the slight was too much for her, but then she returned her stare, and her lips came together, pressed firmly with determination. “I’ll take minion for now, but you’ll take me for a wife before the winter is done.”

He accepted her request to become his minion, then grinned and held out his hand. “Do you really think I’ll last that long without wanting to bed you?”

She rose. “I know you won’t. But if what you’re saying is true, it isn’t up to you, is it?”

“It is between you and the dungeon. This is about all our survival, and I’ll not risk what I have without a damn fine reason.”

Four more women pledged their lives to him. Gemma was next. A farmer by trade, and the owner of a fine pair of goats, some ducks and a small patch of herbs, vegetables and several fruit trees. After that came Jax, a prospector with a grand knowledge of all the local ore seams and the best places to pan for gold and silver. Then there was Della, a cooper by trade and the proud owner of a large stock of barrels and casks of all shapes and sizes that lay empty because no one had the goods to store in them. Lastly came Sarah, and she was the most hesitant of the lot, constantly asking for Fellora’s forgiveness, and vowing her allegiance with her jaw straining at her neck cords. She was the town stonemason, although there was little evidence of her trade around the glen. She told him that of late she’d only found employment down the valley building dry-stone walls. John only accepted her because she was the last, and then he regretted it straight away.

“I have a bad feeling about that one,” he muttered once they were done. “She, of all of them, was pledging to bide her time and no more.”

Venx leaned into his ear. “She will double-cross you before the day is done.”
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“Ah, Ellie,” John said, returning to the spellforge. “How did you get on extending the living quarters?”

“Not quite as well as you extending your cock. I see Venx joined our harem, and our minions appear to have grown immeasurably.”

John arched his eyebrows, bringing her into his arms. “You’ll always be my favorite witch,” he said.

“I’d better be. Very well. We have several spare rooms. Seven of them, I counted. The carpenter, Filly, can make some beds until the dungeon can facilitate it. We’ve no use for a stonemason at the moment, so Sarah can be the cook. Kyla can hunt with Venx while Jax can work with Gert and produce some weapons and farming tools. Gemma can hold tight for a moment. I see her farming Dead Man’s Glen. Perhaps we should base them there. It would be safer.”

John mulled over the idea. He didn’t want to split them up but had the feeling she was right.

“What do you think, Venx?”

“I think this is our battleground, and the other is our home. I think this one will get attacked by the Six Sisters, then The Thunder Gang, perhaps Lady Sutch’s army, and then Vernaster itself. You build your home in the valley, house the village women there, and have your slaughter here.”

“And you, Gert?”

“It’s a luxury. Sure, it is. But they’re both right. If you have two dungeons, why ruin both? Could you extend the dungeon so Eerie Glen Village becomes part of it? If they can’t get farther than that, then our life in Dead Man’s Glade should be as near to perfect as possible.”

John held Venx’s hand. “Perhaps you might have the children you want.”

“Blaa!” said Ellie, pretending to throw up. “We gotta a lot of fun times to make up before that happens.”

“I think it makes perfect sense,” Delacor said. “Plus, we can research the wizard’s magic while we’re up there. Ellie can build her new spellforge in the wizard’s upside-down tower. We can clear the glade of murder blooms and farm it. The game is plentiful, and we can build all winter if we can trap enough flux to power the improvements.”

“Then when The Magnificent come in summer, they can conquer this dungeon, satisfy their bloodlust, and go home to Vernaster happy. All the while, we’ll grow in power until we’re ready–ready to kill them all.” John’s eyes grew wide with hatred, his green eldritch light flashing. “I have my harem to protect. I have my minions to look after. This is our first test.”

Ellie screwed her face up. “You’d think it was that simple, wouldn’t you?”

John froze. “Why? What’s up with my master plan?”

“Simple. The Magnificent attack. The dungeon defends. If the dungeon falls, you and us guardians get called to the throne room and there’s not a damn thing we can do about it. They slaughter the ass off us and go home.”

All of a sudden Emberbane’s death scene made sense. He’d sat there because he couldn’t escape. He’d played his last cards and lost.

“Fan-fucking-tastic,” he said.


Chapter
Twenty-Four



John walked around the deserted village. He kicked at the doors and peered inside the empty dwellings. It had taken the women less than half a day to move their frugal belongings. None of them, not one, had realized the extent of the poverty they’d been slowly ground down to. Shayla wept when she realized her most precious possession was half a roll of hessian. Yethen cuffed away a tear when she found all of her jars and pots, her mixtures and potions, fitted in two of Della’s empty barrels. And Della kicked the last of her stock into a corner of her empty home.

“I’ve suddenly realized it’s been a month since I made anything. There’s been no point with no one to buy my goods–with nothing to store.”

Gemma harvested what little she could and packed up her meager stock of seeds and roots, her buckets of tubers and her preserved cuttings. “I hadn’t bothered planting most. Just didn’t want to see it go to waste,” she said as she drove her goats up to Dead Man’s Glade.

John had watched all, knowing part of his task was to fix them all. The next phase–the reason Ellara had chosen him–was to fill these women with desire once more. To turn them from gray to vibrant color. He’d already seen it with Gert and Shayla. Gert was full of vibrance already, knowing she’d get a second forge in Dead Man’s Glade.

Shayla was more relaxed, glad they would put some distance between them and the rest of the land. Dead Man’s Glade had already become a utopia they would all live in once the battle with the Six Sisters was over. It would be a hard winter, but a good one.

“How will they come for us?” he asked Venx.

Of all the women, she was the most capable. She had a sense of the bigger picture.

“They will ride in their torches blazing and Tilla’s magic striking all. They’ll want the women running and cowering, and they’ll not care if they kill a few by accident.”

“They won’t scout,” Kyla said. “It’s not their way. They’ll not believe any can stand against them.”

“Can we?” asked John. “Can we take Tilla’s attack? Do boggarts resist magical attacks?”

“Don’t they have such things as monster sheets in your dungeon menus?” Kyla asked.

“Perhaps,” John scoffed, “but I don’t think that dungeon is fixed enough yet. I have my spells, but I probably haven’t got the power to deflect her magic.”

“Then we could be doomed. She might be able to tear through the dungeon, and if she finds the throne room, broken or not, she’ll draw you there and force you to defend it.”

He pondered Kyla’s words and tried to think of a way around his problem.

“The caster is always physically weak, is she not?”

“Usually, but Tilla is no fool. She wears armor the same as any melee warrior. She’ll be wary of a ranged attack.”

“So, they race in without regard, but are careful all the same.” He strode through the tiny village, looking down the trail. “We can’t defend this—can’t do anything with it. We need to get close to Tilla to take her out, and we can’t do that here.”

“What do you suggest, Dungeon Lord?” Kyla asked.

“I suggest,” he said. “That we leave this village open and show them we don’t care about it any longer. That if they want their revenge, they’ll have to come into our home and kill us there, and then we do this.”

John explained his plan.

“You are either the stupidest dungeon lord to ever exist, or you are the cleverest,” Kyla said.

“But, are you willing to fight like that?” John asked.

She stared at him. “If we win. Might even up my loyalty enough.”

“Why the hurry to become my guardian?”

“Because if this is your idea of a fight, I won’t live a long and peaceful life, so I want to make the most of my short one.”

“It’s a deal. Venx, are you willing to do it?”

Venx grinned. “I’m a hunter. It’s what I do.”

“Then all we need to do is bait the trap.”

He released Sarah from her vow.
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Tilla reined in her mount, scanning the glen’s sides. She didn’t like it. It was way too quiet. Silence was their usual welcome—quiet punctured by the sobs of the fearful, the whimpers of the weak. It always pissed her off. If all you had to do was die, then at least do it with dignity. Peasants were the worst. She spat on the mud, still moist from the melted frost. Eerie Glen—could you get bigger cowards? All of them hiding from something. Sure, they had their stories, but those would end that day. She would make sure of it.

There was a cave high and to the east. It overlooked the glen’s entrance and was ideally positioned to scout the valley beyond. She sent out her echo talent, pausing just a moment for it to return its findings.

“They know we’re coming,” she said.

Tilla didn’t have to raise her voice; it curled like a whip around Helga’s ears, none of the party hearing her words barring her intended. Helga turned, cutting a fine figure.

There was little doubt the woman was magnificent, and also no question she’d had the prowess to become a Magnificent. Helga looked the part she played so well. She’d braided her dirty blonde hair as she liked to before a battle. Its shorn sides gave her a severe look. The undercut also displayed her tattoos. Helga thought the glyphs made her immortal. Tilla knew better. Tattoos were, sometimes, just tattoos.

She was muscular, too, but not overly so. Enough to swing her double-headed axe with ease and with enough stamina to power through even the longest battles. She was a fine woman; one Tilla would have bedded with pleasure. But Helga’s eye had turned in another direction, and Tilla’s lust remained unsated.

“Are you sure?” Helga asked.

The question pissed Tilla off. If she said something, she said it for a reason, and that reason wasn’t to mislead. Not this time, anyway. Her scowl served as a reply, but she couldn’t resist displaying her power for all to be awed.

“There were two of them watching. They left some time ago but would have seen our early approach. They were lovers. I can smell their residue. It has a strange tang.” She added the last bit more as a thought. The scent was wrong. Female sex had a vivid smell, one she could get lost in. This had a dominance about it, a potency that she couldn’t place.

Helga spat on the floor. “Then we will have to hunt them down. Egger is lost. I can feel it in my cold bones. My sister, Bren, has fallen. It will be the last.”

“Egger was careless, all tits and no brain. They would have turned her eye with a flash of their pussies, and then struck as she drooled on their mud floors. No amount of numbers can counter a knife in the back,” Tilla said.

She broke off the masked conversation. There was no point in listening to Helga’s protests. Egger besotted the woman. Talk wouldn’t change that. It was tragic. Tilla could have given Helga so much, but the woman didn’t want it. Perhaps it was time to move on. Lady Sutch would have her instantly.

Yes, she thought, it might be time to swap a mountain camp for a nice, comfy castle.

She nudged her mount forward, keeping her eye on the steep, forested banks on either side of her. The Glen Witch was little threat to her–might send a fireball or throw up a vine trap, but nothing that would trouble her overly. Not that the bitch was a bad magic user, just that she had no chance of progressing her talent all the while she hid in that cold cave, clinging to the fact that it was once a dungeon. She grinned as the thought flitted through her mind. Perhaps if she left Helga, she could take on the witch as an understudy. It would be good to have someone make up her preparations. Firebolt, in particular, was a long and tedious preparation.

“I don’t like this,” said Elfin as the spearwoman slowed to let Tilla draw beside her. “It’s too quiet, and there’s something wrong with the air. It’s too heavy. There’s…”

Tilla liked Elfin. She didn’t have the muscular frame of Helga, but what she lacked in strength, she more than made up for in agility. Her dex stat was way out of whack with every other. If it wasn’t for Helga’s deft axe work, she doubted she could call who would win a fight to the death. More than likely, it would end up with both mortally wounded.

An idea formed in her head, so briefly it might have been a bubble popping. She discounted it. Even if she were the leader, she’d still have to live in squalor. Better to get this fight over and done with and then head west. If Helga protested too hard, she’d kill the bitch, love or no love for her.

“I smelled their sex earlier,” Tilla said. “There was something heavy about it–like it had a life of its own. It was lingering where it had no business.” She inhaled, pushing her modest chest out. “You are right, Elfin. Something’s not quite right.”

Eerie Glen village came into view. Its gate was open and its stockade was in some disrepair. Helga sent Sniffer forward. The scout zigzagged toward the entrance, then pressed herself onto the stockade before blurring and appearing crouched on its top. She surveyed the scene, using her seeking talent to root out any hidden women. She lifted her palms to the air and shrugged, then cut her throat and jumped down.

“They’re hiding!” Helga barked, her words echoing around the glen. “You get a choice! The first one to come to me and tell me where the others are gets to join the Six Sisters. The rest die, and if I find my people are dead, you die slowly–a roasting. There’ll be a roasting.”

Helga waited, but silence, the rustle of leaves as a cold breeze filtered down the glen and the burble of the stream replied. “Then we go in,” Helga said, bringing out a torch and holding it aloft.

Tilla blinked, lighting it and others as each of the warriors moved forward, dismounting and going house to house, setting the tiny village ablaze. The witch sat astride her horse in the middle of the flames. She breathed deeply, taking power from the destruction around her and staring at the broody sky as clouds closed over the glen. She grinned, a stirring feeling rippling through her, one that signified change. Returning her focus to the destruction, she looked through the village and to the rear gate. There stood a woman, a plain-looking thing with a rope-cinched rag for a dress.

“Helga!” Tilla’s voice whipped through the mayhem. “We have our snitch.”

Helga called for quiet, mounting her horse and tossing her torch away. “Well, well, well, what have we here? Tilla, Elfin, flank me.”

That Helga asked for her two best fighters was a measure of her disquiet. Tilla, though, obediently moved forward as did Elfin, and the three approached the woman, the fires spitting and snapping in the background.

“Speak or die,” Helga said. “It’s a simple choice.”

The woman hesitated, looking behind her and then back. “I’ll say nothing until you vow me protection.”

Tilla leaned forward in her saddle, patting her horse’s neck. “What can you do that’s worth protecting?”

“Stonemason by trade, Mistress. I could build you a solid house.”

Helga laughed. “Our houses are plenty good. Wood keeps you warm.” She leaned forward, too, her veins rising, streaking down her forehead. “Tell us what you know or face my witch’s wrath.”

“Shall I burn her or run her through with ice spines?” Tilla asked. A threat was usually enough to get them talking.

The woman shuffled her feet, glancing back. “It’s the Dungeon. The Lord has returned, and he’s charmed all of them.”

Helga threw back her head and roared. “Have you been drinking? All the dungeon lords are dead.”

Tilla stared at the woman, then looked back along the glen. Was that what she’d sensed? Was that the reason she could smell potency? Her power gathered, her loins heating and her breath shortening. With a dungeon lord by her side, she could rule all.

“What’s his name?” she asked the woman.

“Sarah, my name is Sarah.”

“Not your name, bitch!” Tilla yelled. “His name! What’s his name?”

“What does it matter?” Helga asked.

For once, Tilla flashed the defiance that always smoldered behind her calm veneer. “It matters.”

“John, John Davidson. He has the aura–the power. He is a dungeon lord returned, your Powerfulness. But he is weak. His power is new. He has only completed two levels.”

Helga sat up. “A dungeon lord, eh? Did this dungeon lord kill my women?”

“The dungeon did. They chased two of ours into it, and the dungeon slaughtered them. I heard the boggarts swarmed them like rats. With no magicker, they didn’t stand a chance.”

Tilla puffed her chest out, bringing her staff up. “Boggarts are toys, nothing more. They are playthings, mere trifles for the likes of me.”

It was true. Boggarts weren’t restricted to dungeons. They thrived in Asantia’s swamps. Whether there was a difference between a dungeon boggart and a wild one, Tilla didn’t know or care. They were so far below her power that they didn’t merit a second thought.

“Just one level?” she asked.

“Gert says the second level is being built, and I overheard he has formed another dungeon.”

“He’s stretched himself thin,” Helga said. “Perhaps we could trap him in his throne room and make him swear to me.” Greed colored her eyes. “This could propel us above the Thunder Gang. We could loot the dungeon daily and get untold riches.” She reached forward, patting the girl on the head. “Sarah, you say?”

“Yes.”

“You’ve done well. Make it quick for her, Elfin.”

Before the woman could scream, Elfin’s spear passed through her heart. The agile warrior dismounted, pulling it out. “No one likes a traitor,” she said, giving Tilla a long, hard stare. “Unless they’re very good at it.” She smirked and mounted her horse.

The gang moved out, trampling Sarah into the mud.

Tilla mulled over the latest news. A dungeon lord returning was news indeed, and one with two fledgling dungeons was even greater news. If her memory served her correctly, a young lord with two dungeons would likely grow powerful quickly. But if he’d only created one level, then he must be a mere babe. His stats wouldn’t exceed ten in anything. Hers would easily best him.

“Murder blooms?” Elfin questioned as Sniffer motioned them forward. “They belong higher in Dead Man’s Valley.”

Tilla grinned. So that’s where the other dungeon must be…

It was perfect. The dungeon would be secluded enough to build up slowly and surely. But she wasn’t quite sure why he’d moved to create two dungeons at once.

Gert, he has Gert! He needed the metals. Clever.

Her appreciation of this John Davidson grew. He had his wits about him. It was a shame that Helga would kill him. No matter what she said, she could not have any that might challenge her rule. It was how she was still in charge.

“He would have some rudimentary traps set,” Helga warned, but Sniffer had already triggered a pit trap. She waved a stick in front of her. Several darts streaked across the approach.

“Clear,” Sniffer said. “Nothing really.”

“He hasn’t had time to build up his defenses,” Helga said. “Trigger the first floor; let’s see what we’re up against.”

Sniffer grinned, spinning on one foot and edging along a wall before vanishing into the dungeon. “He’s there!” a cry came out. “I see him.”

Then silence came before a terrible scream rang out. Sniffer’s bloodied face appeared at the dungeon’s entrance, her hands clawing at the mud. But her struggle proved futile as a weed-covered paw grabbed her hair and flipped her over, pulling her back into the cave, gouts of blood pumping from the stumped remains of her legs. Mawlock’s glee-filled cries resounded for mere moments before silence fell.

“Perhaps scouting a dungeon wasn’t the best idea,” Tilla said, preparing to go in.

“The dungeon’s alive!” Helga shouted. “Finally, a challenge worthy of the Six Sisters.” She raised her axe, dismounting and striding toward the dungeon. “Dungeon Lord!” she screamed. “Dungeon Lord! Come out and face me.”

“Really?” said Tilla, her staff in hand, its dark jewel glowing with arcane power. “You expect him to come out here? History tells us of their cowardice, how they’d hide in their throne rooms quivering with fear. Come on, sisters! It is time to end this and avenge the deaths of our friends and family!”

It was a stirring speech, she thought. One to get the spirit up–one to fuel rage. And it did, and much to her surprise, their troops rushed in. Perhaps it was the glory, or maybe the thought of loot snuffed out the vision of Sniffer’s fast death. But it was more likely they were dumb, and that made her roll her eyes. Helga, naturally, had raced forward too. She always had to prove she had the larger axe.

Tilla stepped forward, pausing at the cave’s entrance and letting her eyes accustom to the dark. As she suspected, the path narrowed quite substantially, and those who had rushed in were queuing for a chance to slaughter the boggarts in much the same way they queued for their stew at night. Shouts and screams came from them, which led Atilla to presume the initial battle wasn’t quite going to plan.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, let me through,” she growled, her temper getting the better of her and sending her logic away.

She barged and shoved her way to the front of the cue, where Helga was finally making some headway. Using firebolt, lightning strike and shadow punch, she soon cleared the gathered boggarts and allowed Helga and the few warriors surrounding her to race forward. Straight, she noted, toward the dungeon lord, who lurked by the entrance to a large hut.

The Lord was devastatingly handsome, and she hadn’t expected that. He wore all black, Tilla’s favorite color, and he held himself straight, proud–a man with honor. Her eyes strayed to the bulge in his crotch, and her imagination rode a wave of desire. She wanted to see it, to touch it–to see if it felt like the carvings that kept her awake at night.

But there was something wrong with the lord–quite what, she couldn’t put her finger on. He ducked into the hut, grinning like a madman. Helga raised her voice in triumph, her faithful following her. Then it came to Tilla, and she understood precisely what was wrong. The lord was too flat, not rounded enough, like her early illusions when she used the Mirror Mirror spell. It was the mark of a terrible magician–an ill-practiced novice of the first degree. How it had fooled anyone, she couldn’t imagine,

As she was about to bring down a lightning strike on the hut, something caught her attention. Two bright white eyes with brown irises stared out from the muck-coated walls. Then something grabbed one of her ankles, and then something else grabbed her other.

And then the pain erupted as steel slipped into her from three different directions.
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A little before…

“Right,” John said, standing in the dungeon, the boggarts milling around them. “Ellie, no offense. You’re out of this one until we kill the caster.”

“Tilla.”

“Yes, untilla we killa the caster.” He gave her a look. She was acting strangely. “There’s no need to be childish.”

“No,” Ellie said. “Her name is Tilla–the caster’s name is Tilla.”

“Ah,” he said. “That makes more sense.”

“I’m perfectly capable of helping to kill her,” Ellie said. “I demand, as a minion and founder Guardian member, that I join in the takedown.”

“Okay, well, here’s the plan. We need to get close to Tilla, so you girls have to hide in the swamp water.”

“What?” Ellie asked.

“We plan the ambush for this intersection. I’ll arrange for the boggarts to attack en masse here. That should hold them up. Then, I’ll use mirror mirror to lure the leaders away and into a boss fight in the hut. We’ll keep using the boggarts until Tilla is right here.” He marked a spot on the path. “Venx, you need to get in there, hide underwater breathing through the reed stalks. Kyla, you go to the other side in this small bog…erm…pool. Stealth must be complete. I’ll be here, against this wall, and I’ll camouflage myself in weed and mud until no one can see me. I’ll use my dungeon interface to see where she is. Ellie, you go–” He looked around. “Ellie?”

“She went through the secret entrance. Said something about looking after the others,” Kyla said, staring down at the bog. “Do we really have to hide in there? There are things crawling around in it, and those silver things…”

“I’ll clean you afterward.”

Kyla gave him a look. “I can wash in the river.”

“He’s got a spell,” Venx said. “Trust me, you want it. It’s awesome.”

“A spell that cleans you?”

“Down to your teeth and clothes,” Venx confirmed.

“Do I have to be in the harem to be considered for that?” She fluttered her eyelids at him.

“If we kill the caster, you can jump the queue right into my good books. So, you’re both underwater. I’m plastered to the side. She stands on the X and bam, we attack. We’re so close that she won’t get time to react. As soon as she’s down, I call the boggarts to attack, and we retreat into the residential quarters.”

“Then what?”

“We go home.” He grinned. “Your new home, Kyla. Seems like the old is burning.”

Kyla sniffed the air. “They’ve torched the village.”

“They were always going to. Just like Sarah was always going to betray us. It’s why I released her from her service straight away.”

Kyla sat on the path, dangling her feet in the bog. “This is so fucking gross.”

John scooped armfuls of bogweed out. “First, you’ve got to cover me up. I need to be out of the water so I can cast my spell.”

“I’ll do it,” Venx said. “I’m used to camouflaging my traps.”

“I think we’d better hurry. If they’ve started torching the village, then they’ll be here before we know it.”

They plastered John into the wall, covering every bit of skin with mud and swamp weed. “How do I look?” he asked, getting a mouthful.

“Can’t even see you,” Venx said, then slid into the bog, her grimace betraying her genuine disgust, a knife between her teeth.

Kayla did the same, both girls vanishing from sight as their stealth kicked in. John pulled up his dungeon surveillance tab and watched as Sniffer entered.

At first, he wondered where the boggarts were. His inner eye clouded with red, the intruder notifications piling up. But then the first boggart rose in front of Sniffer, drawing her attention and sending her into a crouch as she readied to fight or run. As that occurred, four boggarts blocked her exit, and the rest was a fast and furious demolition of a very agile, but ultimately outnumbered, woman. In fairness, she wasn’t so nimble once they’d ripped her legs off.

John resisted the urge to grin and punch the air. He didn’t want to disturb his camouflage, nor did he think it was right and proper to celebrate such a thing. It would show he’d swayed to evil. But hell, it was damn fine to watch. They tore the woman limb from limb, Mawlock had gotten a snack, and then they’d vanished into the swamp.

A few minutes later, a rabble stormed the dungeon. John hadn’t foreseen that. He’d assumed the magician and perhaps their best warrior would lead. There was carnage at the front as the boggarts attacked with such vicious abandon that John was almost sick twice. Then, a large woman fought her way to the front and might as well have had leader stamped on her forehead. John knew he looked upon the mighty Helga.

The warrior steadied the ranks and began killing his boggarts a little too easily. So, John moved his plan forward and summoned his likeness to fool Helga into a fight with the floor boss. It was a last-ditch gamble that worked perfectly as Tilla fought her way to the front and nigh-on stood on the X as she cast her spell to demolish the hut.

He didn’t hesitate. After all, he knew that a sorceress’s weakness lay in her ability to defend herself from close-quarter attacks, and you didn’t get closer than John, Venx and Kyla. As Venx leaped up, stabbing the sorceress in the groin, Kyla pricked her, and John’s sword erupted from the muddy wall and slit the bitch’s throat. Tilla died with her spell half said, and as if the boggarts noted the death of the one thing that might kill them off, so more rose from the swamp and attacked the rest of the Six Sisters’ gang.

At exactly the same time, and thoroughly off script, a dozen tentacles burst from the swamp, dragging the women in, a maelstrom of blood and flesh quickly turning the dark bog water crimson.

Helga reappeared just once. She attempted to flee from the hut, only for the boss boggart to grab her throat and pull her back. Her cries, her pleas for freedom, died soon after that, and the dungeon’s swamp lapped at the pathway, its water redder than before, its occupants fatter, and its treasure left unclaimed, ready for the next adventurers.

Meanwhile, John, Venx and Kyla snuck into the dungeon lord’s private quarters, coated in swamp guts and stinking the place to high heaven. Each of them wore a paradox on their face. They smiled, exhilarated and victorious, but simultaneously looked haunted by what they’d seen.

“How went the slaughter, Master?” Delacor had asked.

“It went according to plan,” John replied and realized it had and that perhaps, indeed, he was an evil dungeon lord.


Chapter
Twenty-Five



John sat in his chair. Ellie stirred her cauldron, humming away almost as if her mood was pleasant. She tilted her head to one side and smiled. “It was nice of the boggarts to save us a leg. Delacor didn’t get to hunt today so we were out of meat.”

“Hmmm?” John mumbled. “Good, good.”

“It’s a good one too. Muscly with only a bit of sinew. Wouldn’t be surprised if it wasn’t Helga’s. She kept herself in good shape.”

“Lovely. Can’t wait,” he muttered, waving her words away.

He checked his battle reports.

Battle Report

Location: Eerie Glen Dungeon

Floor: Floor 1 Boggarts.

Boss: Not Challenged

Casualties: None

Consumed: One Human Female

Flux gained: 545

Recovery cost: 0 Flux

Duration: Not applicable

Battle Report

Location: Eerie Glen Dungeon

Floor: Floor 1 Boggarts.

Boss: Victorious

Casualties: Nineteen Boggarts

Consumed: Seventeen Human Females

Flux gained: 11,527

Recovery cost: 380 Flux

Duration: 19 hours

“Do you want a toe?” Ellie asked. “Only the toes are the best part. I’ll clean out the crud in between. Grit gets in your teeth.”

“Hmmmm,” John said. “Why not? Thanks.”

He checked his own battle report.

Battle Report

Location: Eerie Glen Dungeon

Experience gained: 439

Mana gained: 0

Flux gained: 11,527

Which led him to check his character sheet.

John Davidson

Level 5

Experience:541

Flux:13,657

Mana:2,498

Passive Mana Collection: 64 P/H times 10 - bracelet of enhanced mana production (640)

Claimed Dungeons: 2

Battle reports: 7

Attributes

Strength:9- times 2 - nipple ring of enhanced strength (18)

Dexterity:7

Stamina:9- times 2 Ring of enhanced stamina (18)

Intelligence:6

Charisma:10

Mastery:11- times 2 - necklace of enhanced Mastery (22)

Weave:1- times 2 - toe ring of enhanced weave (2)

Unallocated points 3

Skills – 4/5

Swordsmanship: Expert. You are highly proficient with a sword. You can execute precise strikes, parry attacks successfully, and hold your own in combat, but you are no master.

Stealth: Proficient. You have honed your ability to move quietly and remain unseen. You can sneak past guards, hide in shadows, and eavesdrop on conversations without being detected, but you are no expert.

Survival Instinct: Expert. You have a keen sense of danger, and your survival instincts will keep you alive in many situations. You can sense impending peril and make quick decisions to avoid it.

Leadership: Expert. Represents your ability to motivate people or creatures to perform your bidding. You will be fearless in battle, charging in where others fear to tread, yet cautious when needed to preserve your followers. It is imperative a dungeon lord is an expert at this. You are.

Talents – 4/5

Hearthrall Core: Your Dungeon Core allows you to view your status and powers. It allows you to monitor the dungeon and view its floors, chambers and rooms. It will list all your minions and allow you to view their character sheets, direct them, or dismiss them.

Construct Creation: Allows you to build and control constructs to make and repair your dungeon. Once formed, you may use the construct for dungeon upkeep and personal service. Constructs are formed using flux, but will then draw their power from the dungeon’s embedded eldritch power.

Fluxmastery: Allows you to manipulate the dungeon according to your will, to form its levels and to harvest and store its flux overspill.

Mana Manipulator: This is your ability to use magic. Your magic is tied to your mana storage. You can only gather the mana associated with your level.

Spell List - 1

Immaculatus (Instant): Returns target to an immaculate state. May use on others. Mana usage - 8 mana.

Phantom Reflection (Instant): Allows the caster to assign a target and then spy on that target. Cost dependent on Intelligence differential.

Spell: Reflection. Caster may reflect a spell cast against them to return and affect the caster. Caster may only reflect a spell if they have the equivalent amount of mana available. Mana usage equivalent to cast cost.

Spell: Mirror Mirror. Spell reproduces an exact double of the caster. Caster can maintain the duration of an image until the mana drain is complete. Mana drain is equivalent to ten times their charisma score per hour.

“Do you want your toe with or without a nail on? Delacor prefers with, but I prefer without. I can whip it right off with a pair of snips. It’s no problem.”

John closed down his menus. He was too tired to allocate his points or worry about choosing extra skills and talents. It had been a hell of a day.

“Sorry, Ellie. What did you say?”

She glared at him.

“I asked you if you wanted a toe with your bit of Helga’s leg. If you did, whether you wanted it nail-on or nail-off. But as usual, you were miles away not listening to a damn word I say.”

He recoiled. “I don’t…You’ve not put…” He screwed his face up. “In our everlasting stew?”

“If anyone’s going to eat human legs it’s me!” Mawlock rasped.

Venx grinned, but then stared at Ellie, her jaw sagging open. “You’re kidding, right? Tell me you’re kidding.” She looked down at her half-empty bowl, dropping her spoon. “You better be fucking kidding.”

Ellie’s eyes clouded over, her madness bubbling away under the glaze of her sanity. “Does it look like a leg would fit in this cauldron? The stump would stick out. Plus, did you see those boggarts go? I was in the observation room and saw it all until the blood misted the window too much.” She sighed and then gritted her teeth. “I was trying to get your attention.”

John grunted. “Busy looking at the battle reports. I gained some levels—four. I’m up to five now.” He creased his forehead. “Five meant something, but I can’t remember what. I’m pretty sure it was important.”

“And I’m not?” Ellie said sweetly.

“Give him a break, Ellie,” Venx said. “It’s been a busy day.”

If Venx thought that being reasonable was one of Ellie’s strong points, she was sadly mistaken.

“Really Venx? Have you thought about this? There’s Shayla, Gert, Kyla, Yethen, Filly, Della, Jax and Gemma all making their cozy nests in Dead Man’s Dungeon as we speak. How long do you think it’s going to be before one, then two, then three—you see where I’m going with this—more women are Dungeon Core Guardians? If I can’t get his attention now, what fucking hope have I got then?”

Venx turned her gaze to John. “Yeah, John, how are we going to get a look in?” But Venx was smiling where Ellie was waving her knife around like she was conducting a macabre orchestra.

“I haven’t worked that out yet,” John said. “But I’m hoping that we form a team.” He stretched and yawned. “I’m missing something—a purpose to that team. It can’t just be to wait until the throne room’s attacked, then do one fruitless charge at The Magnificent. There has to be more to the Dungeon Core Guardians than that.”

“Hate to burst your bubble, but that was about it. They lazed about being all important, then every now and then they’d screw Bogface. If he could get it up. And at the final reckoning, they did their bit and ran onto The Magnificent’s spears and died an honorable death. Not a bad life.”

“Not a huge career choice, though,” John noted. “If that was the pinnacle of a woman’s aspirations around here, then the bar was pretty low.”

“What?” Ellie asked then rolled her eyes. “Earth thing. Let me tell you, I signed up with you. The lazing around is a pretty good deal. The fucking’s great, and when the time comes, I’ll get myself suitably wankered so the spear doesn’t hurt so much. Could be worse.”

John didn’t particularly see how, but then their options had been limited up until that point. “We could try and change it to another outcome.”

Ellie raised her eyebrows. “I’d like that. I’ll be honest, I’m not particularly chuffed about the death part. Bit of a cloud on the Ellie horizon.”

“Well, we aren’t going to follow Emberbane’s lead. So, we need to make the Dungeon Core Guardians an elite force. How’s this for an idea? You constantly strive to improve and when The Magnificent come, we hand them their asses.”

Ellie tilted her head one way and then the other. “I like it. Not sure about the striving, but I’ll give it a go. One problem, I’ll need a fuck-ton more spells, so I’ll need to level to up my Mastery.”

“We defend the dungeon,” Venx said, and for a moment, everyone fell silent.

John tried to think it through. “But the dungeon levels do that. When The Magnificent beat Emberbane, he sent his guardians forward, and they died. So yes, they died defending the core and all that, but it was symbolic at best. There must be another purpose.”

“You’re not getting what I mean. What if there are more ways to protect a dungeon than just fighting in a dungeon,” Venx said.

“What do you mean?” John asked, but he had a gut feeling. He wanted Venx to come up with the idea.

“Well, we know that Mazy Daisy will now be with or on her way to the Thunder Gang. We also know that she’ll end up at Lady Sutch’s castle. So, we can bank on a visit from the Thunder Gang, and any number of smaller ones that’ll fill the void left by the Six Sisters. But, did she hear anything? I don’t think she did. I’m pretty sure there was no mention of you while she was about. She left before any fighting—before the confrontation. She always does. It’s in her interest to get on with everything.”

“No one knows I exist,” John said, but he knew that was a lie. Celibate Sunrise had seen to that.

“All they know is that Helga was going to murder all. If she went back to the Six Sister’s camp, then when they don’t return, she’ll know we won, but nothing else. What if we, Eerie Glen, and not the dungeon, are the badasses?”

Ellie sighed. “Get to the point, Venx. I want to eat and get boned tonight, and I’m not particularly fussed which one’s first. Hell, I’ll take the same time. Seeing all that slaughter got my juices flowing.”

“My point is this. There’s nothing to say we can’t defend the dungeon from the outside. We need to get building. We need defenses—a wall across the glen.”

Ellie screwed her face up, but John was getting excited. “Anything else?”

“Everyone has to work. You want to kill Lady Sutch? You have to get over her walls first before you get to her bailey. Then you have to fight through her halls, her banner rooms, destroy her barracks—and that’s if she lets you get to her castle in one piece.”

John tapped the table as Ellie dumped a plate of stew in front of him. “But we won’t be able to do that until spring.”

“Hate to break it to you, but we let the Six Sisters kill our only stonemason,” Ellie said.

“The constructs can only work in the dungeon’s domain,” John said. “So that’s them ruled out.”

“We need dwarves or…” Venx said, and Ellie spat out her stew. “No, we need dwarves.”

“There’s no such thing!”

“There is, or there was.”

“Dwarves exist. They taste like rabbit,” Mawlock said. “But you have to go deep to find them, and they’ll only work for two things.”

“What?” John asked, his heart pounding.

“I don’t know. I only ate them.”

“Ale and food,” Venx said. “We go deep, and we’ll find monsters before we find dwarves.”

“Then we try the other,” Ellie said. “Or monsters. Not sure what’s worse.”

“What’s the other?”

“The Melligon—they live up in the mountains,” Venx said.

“They eat fucking rocks for breakfast,” Ellie said.

“We’ll get them then,” John said, finding rock-eating mountain women preferable to battling with monsters from the deep.

Venx screwed her face up. “Not positive they exist. I’ve seen tracks, but never seen one.”

“So who the fuck are they?” John asked.

“Supposed to be giants who build the passes, the bridges, the tunnels that link East and West Asantia.”

“Yetis,” John said. “Stone crafting yetis.”

Venx screwed her face up. “If that’s your word for them. Whether they survived the curse is another matter.”

John pondered it all. He hated the conclusion he came to. “We have a dungeon. That dungeon leads us to the underground. I think we’re better off looking there than chasing after some mythical people.”

“Then you need to speak to Miskin. He knows all about dwarves,” Mawlock said, plowing through the conversation like a bulldozer.

“Who the hell’s Miskin?” Ellie asked.

Mawlock’s lid creased like he was confused. “Not sure, but I think it has something to do with that door you still haven’t opened. He might be there.” The mimic’s lid opened and shut. “I have a very small brain. It’s not meant for remembering, it’s meant for killing and eating.”

“Miskin,” John muttered.

“Don’t tell me you’re going to open that door,” Ellie said. “Remember the smoke, the red glow, the demons and shit!”

“No good can come of opening that door, John!” Venx said.

“Master, please, we’ll find another way,” Delacor said.

John looked at them all, one after the other.

“But there isn’t, is there? We have three choices. We try and find a legendary race that might or might not exist. We go blind into the underground and fight god knows what monsters. Or, we open the door and hope a man who may or may not be there is there. If we sit and wait, we die in spring. Venx is right. It’s up to us to protect the dungeon. It should be our last stand, nothing more.”

“So,” Venx said, reaching and grasping his hand. “What are you going to do?”

“Open the door,” John said. “I’ll open the door. It’s the only thing we can do right now.”

“Or tomorrow after…” Ellie said with a wink.

John smiled. “Yeah, in the morning. Been a hell of a day.”

“But what if…” Ellie said. “What if there’s a demon behind there?”

“Then it all ends tomorrow.”

Ellie stretched, pushing her plate away. “Then it’s up to you and me, Venx.”

“To do what?”

“To make sure this is the best night of Dungeon Lord John Davidson’s Life.”

[image: ]


Ellara sat looking out of the window, the rain falling in sheets, the wind blowing a gale. A thousand thoughts filled her mind, each dealt with, remembered or forgotten as only a god or goddess could do. Prayers were the worst. Their importance level was always so overstated. It was faith she needed, or she’d wither and die like Asantia. She had faith that John could do that for her, even if he had none in her.

But he had called out to her that one time…

She glanced up at the waitress as she set her plate down—a fine steak that John would have loved. Waitress was a bit of an understatement. The girl was the owner, thanks to John’s generosity. Or was it generosity when he had nothing to lose? That he’d thought of the girl as that bus had hurtled toward him was a measure of the man. Ellara had chosen well.

“What’s wrong?” Ellara asked, knowing full well.

The woman cuffed a tear-filled eye. “Nothing, sorry.”

Ellara inclined her head and smiled. “I think we both know that’s not the case. Sit, share some wine and tell me everything.”

The woman sat, and a golden shroud enveloped them.

End of Book 1 - Watch out for Book 2 - Follow Jack Spry on Amazon. Catch up with me in the Royal Guard Discord, or pop into the Dukes of Harem Facebook page.
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