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The story thus far.


Ken—an adventurer with a few years of experience diving into dungeons and a powerful class he has only tapped into—returned from an adventure in the nearby Elven world to find his classmates more than ready for the next school year.

He knew that adventurers at large needed to grow stronger after a recent Naga attack had nearly taken the most powerful adventurers down, but he had not considered the degree to which his world would continue to change.

When the students returned to school, the Headmistress put pressure on the upperclassmen to improve, and especially to stay ahead of Ken’s class in progress. She instituted a level requirement for graduation that would steadily increase over the next several years.

All in, humans were reacting to the Naga invasion and pushing all of them harder. Without Crimson, humanity would have lost.

Not all students could meet the challenge of the new requirements. Some were too weak to keep up. As Ken’s class progressed through the dungeon, two students ended up left behind. One student could not handle the constant death that surrounded being an adventurer, and her friend left with her.

The class was being driven hard to hit the thirty-second floor and prepare for their first raid. Alongside them would be classes from the other Big Four dungeon colleges.

The first semester of Ken’s second year was harsh as he and his party pushed themselves to their limits. The class even rotated parties to get varied combat experience and celebrated their wins together in the 25th floor safe zone.

While he made faster progress, Ken was repeatedly put to the test and challenged. He had gotten a new stalker of the dungeon monster variety. The dungeon repeatedly put him up against a panther made of smoke that no one else could harm. It appeared several times, only to leave after killing Ken.

Thankfully, other adventurers could revive Ken after those deaths, and he slowly could fight back as he built new skills and learned the panther’s moves.

In the end, Ken found out that the panther was a type of trial given by the dungeon. Crimson had undergone a similar trial in the past, earning her famous [Limit Break] as a result.

Ken and Crimson worked together to train him to defeat his own trial, bringing them even closer.

The Harem Queen’s class caught up to Class A, and a spark of rivalry formed between Crimson and Heather.

Finally, on the cusp of being attacked by the last remnants of the Kaiming Organization, Ken defeated the Smoke Panther and gained [Liminal Speed], a powerful ability to rival [Limit Break].

[Liminal Speed] enabled Ken to gain speed continuously until he utilized the stack skill to freeze time. The time frozen was proportional to the number of stacks he could accumulate.

The ability soon saved him as his party, as they were attacked by the remaining Kaiming assassins.

Testing out his new skill with the United Guilds, Ken could show off his skill and keep up with Crimson, blowing everybody away. With the skill, Ken knew that the barrier of potential between him and Crimson was gone and pushed his teacher back against a wall, and eventually, into a bed.

As they grew more intimate, Crimson could receive Ken’s portal ability. In typical Crimson style, she used the new ability to antagonize the Harem Queen in the class next door.

As the classes continued to dive deeper, they came across a new conflict they had not been expecting.

A Dwarf Queen and her colony attacked the safe zone with acrid smoke and a rapidly increasing army of Dwarves made by the queen. It seemed the queen had been pushed out of her territory and was working to establish a new area for herself.

As their class was attacked, Crimson headed off to deal with the greater safety of the UG, while Ken defended the Haylon students and the building. The Harem Queen joined Ken amid the chaos, and when Dwarves kept coming, they realized that the Dwarf Queen needed to die to stop the attack.

In an epic battle of Queen vs Queen, Ken joined the fight to tip the scales and help Heather, the Harem Queen, win the fight. Unfortunately, the assist cost Ken a mana burn to his arm.

In the end, his harem took tender care of him while he recovered. Soon they would move to a new event where they could quickly grind to an appropriate level to take on the raid before the end of the first semester of their second year.


Chapter 1


The rest of my Haylon class was milling about, ready to start as the rest of my party and I walked out of Crimson’s portal to a meeting area with class 2-A.

“Ken!” Penny’s head shot up, seeing me arrive. The blue-haired Frost Knight was always eager to see me. “You’re out of the sling.”

“Yes, I fucking am.” I rolled my shoulder. It still felt stiff from disuse. “Are we all ready to hunt some vampires?” I chuckled.

It wasn’t just Class 2-A present in the room. Class 2-B was standing around as well, with the Harem Queen lingering behind them, and then several clusters of upperclassmen were sprinkled around as well.

Ren, president of the senior class, gave me a sharp wave. “You aren’t allowed to beat us or we won’t graduate. Figured the best option was to ask to join you on this trip.”

I glanced at Crimson as she played with her long, black braid. The group around us was far larger than I’d expected.

“Oh, it’ll be fine. This event is quite large,” Crimson answered my unspoken question before speaking up to the rest of the people present. “Listen up. We’ll be heading out in just a moment. You can all set up camp at the base of the path. It’s fairly safe.”

“Crimson-safe or safe-safe?” Taylor raised her hand while speaking at the same time. The sporty fighter smirked at her question.

In fairness, it was a valid differentiation.

Crimson deadpanned at her. “It isn’t a safe zone if that’s what you are asking.”

“Right, right.” Taylor nodded, and her group started organizing who was going to be on watch. We all knew the dangers of the dungeon and wouldn’t be caught unprepared.

“Let’s get this show on the road.” Crimson seemed less than pleased with the question and ripped a portal open to compensate. It glowed around the edges, and through it there was a bleak landscape.

Everyone else probably just thought she was being impatient. Yet I knew Crimson intimately now.

Charlotte hung onto my arm as we walked through the portal. The druid was our healer and had been taking extra care of me since I’d suffered mana burn from wielding the Harem Queen’s spare sword.

The move, while painful, had been worth it to take down the Dwarf Queen that had been invading the safe zone.

Charlotte had not been there to give her opinion at the time, but she had certainly voiced her opinion afterwards despite taking such good care of me.

Since the start of the new year, she’d been more mature; some of the softness that had been in her before had been ground away by her mother’s training. Yet I found it back in full force once I’d been injured.

The green-haired druid was still a softy at heart.

As we stepped through the portal, the scenery shifted from the white stone building built in a safe zone to a packed earth that was dark, lit by a false moon hanging in the sky. It wasn’t really a moon, but rather a convincing replica in the ceiling of this dungeon floor.

All around us were bare stone cliffs and trees without a single leaf. The dungeon floor was spooky.

“Don’t know what I expected.” Des came out behind us, and we walked away from the portal to make room for the others.

The Demonic Mage’s hips swayed from side to side as her long, purple hair danced just at her waist. She ran a hand through the unruly lock of hair that often covered one of her red eyes that had become a little pinker with her changes this summer.

“We are going to be killing vampires. This feels like the sort of creepy scenery you’d see in a show for a vampire’s… la…ir.” She stared off to the side, and we all followed her gaze.

Not far from where we were standing was a jagged, winding path leading up to an absolutely massive castle in the distance. It was placed with the moon hanging over it.

“Guessing that’s the event.” I nodded at the castle.

“That would be a good bet,” Des agreed. “Definitely feels like the spot I’d find a bunch of vampires.”

Fayeth came up behind us and rubbed her tan arms. “It’s a little chilly here.”

“It isn’t like you are wearing much,” I pointed out.

The Elf’s world was unbearably hot, so much so that they had to live under the shade of giant trees to survive. Her fashion hadn’t changed much since coming to our world. She tended to stick with the thin, strappy dresses.

“It’s the kind of chill that makes you want to find somewhere warm to nap.” Felin came up behind us, wearing human clothes.

She’d squeezed herself into a pair of leather pants and had on a bright-red leather jacket. Though covering up more did little to hide her non-human nature. A pair of snow-white cat ears with little blue tiger stripes stuck out of the top of her mane of white hair. The stripes continued down along her skin, giving her blue stripes all over.

The rebellious tail that flicked back and forth behind her also gave her away as different.

“You would think of a nap.” I sighed but led the group forward, using [Eyes of Wisdom] to scan for monsters. “Up ahead. Fayeth, if you’d do the honors?”

The Elf squinted in the gloom.

“Right there.” Felin pointed over her shoulder. “Can’t you see the big hairy guy?”

“Not all of us have such good night vision,” Fayeth said and started marching forward in the direction I’d indicated.

She’d run into the giant werewolf eventually. In fairness, she could probably handle the monster on her own. This was the twenty-eighth floor of some distant branch of the dungeon.

We were all level twenty-nine or thirty.

The werewolf saw her first and howled into the sky, summoning half a dozen wolves around it.

“Never mind. Found it,” Fayeth called out and blew [Agitating Spores] all over the area in front of her as wolves jumped out with spittle flying from their fangs. Drops fell on the dungeon floor with a sizzle.

The spittle didn’t bother the tank at all as hard roots curled out around her shoulders and down her arms, forming armor and a shield as she stepped into the first wolf. She knocked the wolf aside with her shield and swung her glaive in a wide cleave.

“Want me to help, or do you want to play with your new blades? You finally get to bring them out of the box,” Des said.

“Maybe he should…” Charlotte started to object, but I already had two spinning in my hands as I charged in behind Fayeth, spraying an arc of shadowy blades over the opponents, and flipped over a wolf to strike at the larger werewolf with my own incredible agility.

The new blades from the Harem Queen worked like a charm, slicing through the werewolf in short order as purple lightning raced up my arms. With the monsters focused on the elven tank, I was able to let loose. Fayeth and I squeezed the small pack of monsters into black smoke between us.

Items dropped on the ground as the smoke dissipated.

Crimson clapped her hands. “Alright. See? Relatively safe. Let’s move up a little closer to the path, and then we’ll set up camp before we take on the event for the first time.”

“Anyone know what we are getting ourselves into?” Kendra asked the wider group. The enchantress led one of the parties in Class 2-A.

“Where’s the fun in that?” Crimson frowned.

Candice had her CID open and was reading. “There will be a large number of vampires, more depending on how many groups are present. We slaughter them, and they turn into a stream of blood that goes into the heart of the castle. There’s a blood orb in a secret basement that, once it’s absorbed enough, spawns the boss.”

Crimson sighed as her student had a dungeon almanac open and was reading from it. “The thing we want to train fighting the vampires is to fight other humanoids,” she told the classes present. “It takes a different sort of skill set to dodge a sword strike than a giant foot. I also want you all to start coordinating as a larger group in preparation for the raid.”

Given what we had all just gone through, many of us nodded. A sudden gloom began to manifest in the crowd. The battles with the Dwarven race had left more than a few scars.

“Let’s set up camp and then get training.” Crimson clapped her hands. “No time like the present to get stronger. Besides, my class is going to win the raid contest between the schools. I need to keep pushing them.”

The Harem Queen snorted, several handsome men trailing behind her. “My class is going to give yours a run for your money.”

As for the seniors, no one seemed to be supervising them. I wasn’t sure if that was on purpose or not.

Crimson and the Harem Queen started bickering behind me as my group moved closer to the path up to the castle and started throwing down our camping supplies.

Crimson could have portaled us back to a safe zone every night, but that wasn’t much of her speed. She liked to push us. Besides, we had good bonding time around the campfires.

“Gonna put your tent here?” Selene came up next to me as I was unloading camp gear from my CID.

“Huh? Yeah,” I said distractedly.

Selene took measured steps away from me and started to get her group to set up right next to us. It wasn’t out of the ordinary for the whole class to camp together.

Quickly, Penny’s group, as well as Kendra’s and Felicity’s, made a quick horseshoe of tents around a central point, while more than a few of them were breaking branches off the dead trees and piling them up in the center.

It seemed that Leah and Wendy were having another argument about the pros and cons of log cabin campfires versus teepees.

“Again?” Des snickered, clearing a spot and starting to hammer in a stake for our tent—we had forgone the magically comfortable Elven tent for one with more size. “I’m pretty sure with our magic that it doesn’t matter what shape the bonfire is in. Fireballs make it all go woosh.”

“The log cabin one is certainly warmer, though.” Fayeth threw her opinion into the ring for our little group as she started up a little cooking station with Charlotte.

“They get overzealous with the teepee and make it too tall. Remember the time that Taylor knocked one over?” Charlotte was helping Fayeth with her setup.

At this point, we were a well-oiled team.

“That was this summer?” I asked, having missed that moment.

“Yeah, your grandparents sent us really deep and made us camp on a low floor to really drive home the points of camping,” Des explained. “Taylor snuck in a keg and threw a small party.”

Felin was watching us with curiosity as we spoke. I could only tell by the way her tail flicked back and forth, like it was batting something invisible behind her.

“Alright, let’s pop it up.” Des and I had gotten pretty good at this part of tent making, expanding the legs and hooking them into the stakes before walking the other two out.

Our tent was a large rectangle with a pitched top. Honestly, it was a small building that we quickly assembled and disassembled. We had some smaller ones, but if we were going to be here a while, we might as well get comfortable.

Felin watched and pulled out the large rug we’d given her earlier. “So, I just roll this out?” Nekorians seemed to be more comfortable camping out in the open.

“Yeah. It’s not exactly the softest thing in the world, but it beats the dirt,” Des said.

All around us, the other classes were pulling out their larger group tents and setting up. Harley was even trying to shuffle a third healer into her own.

It wasn’t fair to say she was ‘off’ the team. Yet in the raid setting we were going into, she was adamant about finding and solidifying her ‘healer harem’. Not that I blamed her; in fact, I’d support her just to see my friend blossom into what she wanted to be.

Felin crouched down and started rolling out the rug as Des and I secured the other legs of the tent. Then she got to hanging large cloth dividers to make separate rooms.

But with Harley out of the tent, our need for privacy went way down.

Crimson swept into our tent. “Lovely.” She threw down a big bed and started to make herself at home, unzipping her dinosaur leather suit part way.

I paused. “What is it that you think you are doing?” I put my hands on my hips and faced off with her.

“Moving in, duh?” Crimson’s bed looked invitingly soft. “Someone has to stay behind while you all go to the event. What if the dungeon thinks this is abandoned and tries to absorb it all?”

“We both know that won’t happen that quickly.” I narrowed my eyes.

The dungeon could be surprisingly intelligent about some of its decisions. It was even part of her class lessons, so she knew that just as well as I did.

“Let’s not risk it.” Crimson clicked her tongue and then put out a table and chairs before throwing down a portable shower that made Des give me a pleading look.

“Fine. Not like I was going to leave you out in the cold. I was worried about your reputation, Crimson.” I leveled a glare at her.

She blinked. “That? Who cares about that? Well, besides someone mistaking the Harem Queen for me. That’s unacceptable. This, though? I won’t mind the rumors if you won’t.” Crimson started whistling a happy tune as she made herself at home.

Since removing the final barrier between the two of us, she was increasingly familiar with me in public.

I sighed and finished staking the tent. “Well, then you’ll be too busy here to hover over our shoulders as we go do the event.”

“Yep.” Crimson was laying on her chest on the bed with her CID off and propped up with reruns of a famous sitcom. “You have fun.” She kicked her feet in the air and pulled out some chips as she settled in for what I assumed was a session of binge watching.

The Harem Queen walked in. “You started without me?”

“You were slow.” Crimson didn’t look up from her CID.

I frowned. “Since when do you two get along?”

“We don’t. But everyone loves Neighbors.” Heather, the Harem Queen, pulled out her own popcorn and sat on the bed. “Don’t you have levels to grind?”

I stared at the two high-level adventurers and decided to stop asking questions. I’d seen weirder things than the two of them starting to get along. Maybe it was because Heather had brought her harem with her or because I had started being steady with Crimson that the tension had broken.

Fayeth was outside by the unlit bonfire, dusting her hands off at getting her kitchen set up when I walked out. “Oh, Ken. People are starting to gather for the event. We can’t be late.”

I walked up to the adorable Elf and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks for looking out for me.”

The rest of the Haylon students were gearing up, strapping on armor and checking their inventories to get ready for a fight. I was just happy to not be fighting actual people for a change. The monsters of the event would be almost like a break.

Harley waved at us with three healers flanking her. “Oh, Ken! Guys, this is my party member, Ken. Though, we’re still the healer party for the event,” she clarified hastily. She was obviously excited to start her healer harem.

The pink-haired bard skipped over, the bell in her hair tinkling as she landed firmly in front of me. “Make me look cool,” she whispered.

“How am I supposed to do that?” I shrugged, giving her a high-five.

She rolled her eyes. “The healer harem is coming together.” Her voice was strained with barely contained excitement.

“Good for you.” I bumped her shoulder. “I know you’ve been wanting it. Look on the positive side. We have this event and then the raid. You can push your healer harem dreams as far as you want between the two.”

Her eyes shined. “I know. Helps that you’re good with this.”

“I’m more than good with it, Harley. Healers are the lifeblood of the raid; just make sure that they are all rested come time to perform.” I gave her a pointed look.

“Perform?” She grinned like a loon and bounced her eyebrows.

“You know what I meant. The fighting, Harley, the fighting.” I sighed. She often only had one thing on her mind.

“Just teasing.” Harley played with her hair and gave a soft smile that wasn’t for me. “They will all be fit as a fiddle and ready to raid or do the event fight when it’s time.” She pinched her eyes together. “It’s really happening! Going to have the best, soft, loving healer harem ever.”

“Keep your voice down, or they’ll realize how not chill you are about this,” I chuckled. “Now go back to them and get ready. I think we’re heading up to that castle as soon as everyone’s ready.” I raised my voice so her girls could hear. “It’s a damn shame you won’t come back to my party, you’re the best damned support.”

Harley smirked and scurried off.

Des made herself known by leaning on my shoulder.

“Ah, the baby bird is leaving the nest.” She mimed wiping a tear from her eye.

“Don’t lie. You’ll miss not having her to torment.” I pulled Des in against me.

“In some ways, she was a better tank than me.” Fayeth sighed at my side. “I’ll miss her, but Felin is really starting to do great work.”

“Just need to fill that other spot in the raid before we get there,” I said and saw we had everyone gathered. Felicity’s party had lost two people this semester.

Rather than give anyone a spiel, I just pulled Fayeth with me and started walking up the path. At this point, we were all adventurers with some experience under our belt. We could organize on the fly.


Chapter 2


The path to the castle quickly opened up into a giant courtyard. There was already a party of adventurers hacking away at a group of vampires. Our large group’s presence was felt almost immediately as more vampires rushed from around or within the castle to greet us.

It would seem that this event would scale with our numbers. At least we wouldn’t be penalized for bringing several classes.

“Tanks, up front.” Fayeth smashed her shield with her glaive, eliciting a loud thunk as she started marching forward.

“If they are going to come out to greet us, this’ll be so much better.” Des spun up a bolt of dark magic in her hands.

The vampires just kept pouring out of the castle as if there was an army within those walls.

“Yeah… if they ever stop coming.” Though, it would be quick experience if we didn’t have to split off most of our group to draw monsters into a group.

Each vampire looked a little different from the next, but all of them were dressed like they had been at the fanciest ball of their lives. Probably dining on blood in wineglasses.

“Good thing we have you.” Des clapped my shoulder.

I started jogging forward, my blades flashing out in my hands as I rushed the vampires that Fayeth had already established aggro on. The first vampire had his hair slicked back so hard that his forehead was pulled taut, keeping his beady red eyes wide as he drew a rapier and struck at my Elven lover.

She smacked his thin blade away and drove her glaive in a wide arc as she used [Cleave] to hit him and several other approaching vampires. My women could be such badasses.

I slipped in beside her, my blades carving into the first vampire.

The new skill book I’d gotten from the UG as a reward appeared in my CID, and I used it now that Charlotte had cleared me to use my mana channels again. I activated [Triple Breach], my dagger stabbing out three times at the vampire. The dagger punched through what little armor he had and blew holes out the other side. Two of them had procced the piercing quality of the ability and went right through him.

“New skill looks good.” Fayeth stepped into the swing of another vampire, using the shoulders of her armor to block the blade as a heal from Charlotte made her glow slightly.

I hovered near Fayeth, stabbing and stunning vampires as they collected around her. Spells flew overhead from Des, and storms buffeted vampires away from us, courtesy of Felin.

The rest of the groups had similar formations. Their tanks were spaced out in front, taking on a section of the oncoming vampires while their teams supported them from behind. It was like the tanks were rocks amid the rapids, churning up the flow of vampires into black smoke.

I killed one of the vampires in front of me, moving out of the normal black smoke. But beyond, a trail of blood shot off from it, swirling through the air and back towards the castle.

“Heads up!” Des called out as magic flung back at us.

I lifted my hand and used [Absorb] to catch one of the spells, and then used [Spell Mirror] to spit the spike of blood back out at the closest vampire.

Quickly, my stacks of [Liminal Speed] were stacking up, and my attacks began to increase in speed, only growing the stacks of [Liminal Speed] that much faster. It started to scale at an incredible pace.

This was the true power of the ability I’d gotten from the Dungeon Trial.

The weapons from the Harem Queen only made it more effective as I fought around Fayeth, helping her trim down the vampires before they could surround and overwhelm her.

The vampires were fast, ducking in and out of range, trying to pierce Fayeth’s armor with their thin rapiers. Others gathered in the back, lobbing thorns of blood over their compatriots at Fayeth and then at everyone’s healers in the back line.

Felin waved her staff, and a wall of wind erupted between the healers and the vampires, knocking the thorns of blood off course.

Charlotte wrapped us in green, glowing healing when spells got through.

My own speed was ramping up, and the vampires around Fayeth popped one after the other into black smoke with a trail of blood shooting off into the castle.

“I’m going to deal with the casters,” I called out, seeing that while all the groups were managing the melee vampires, the casters had formed a mass that was continually increasing.

Rather than wait for an answer, I shot off into the group ahead of us. I knew that, in the worst case, I could always use my stacks of [Liminal Speed] to pull myself out of a pinch.

Jumping past two vampires rushing to the front, I cut both down in a dozen strikes that landed before they even focused on me. My blades flashed as purple lightning coursed off me, and my ability had me moving almost five-fold my normal speed.

The casters were becoming a huge problem as more and more amassed in the back.

I wasn’t the only one pushing forward, trying to reach them. A few groups were having their casters lob spells over the melee vampires to deal with their own groups. Those had the unfortunate side effect of shifting the ranged vampires’ focus to those casters, putting their healers under tremendous strain.

Yet I was determined to be the most effective of everybody. Competing with Crimson really had brought out my competitive streak.

And having gotten [Liminal Speed], I felt a certain responsibility to lead these groups in damage. It would be almost embarrassing if I got outdone when I had this ability.

There was more to it. This ability almost elevated me above everyone.

I hadn’t spoken to anyone about my fear, but I worried that I’d far outstrip my current party given the power I now possessed. After all, I could start to keep up with freaking Crimson if I built enough stacks. How were any other damage dealers at my level supposed to keep up?

Outside of someone helping me stay alive while I got my stacks going, I could likely get fast enough to solo most bosses. That fact had been swirling around in my mind during my ten days of bed rest, and I couldn’t get it out of my head.

I carved through the first few casters before they started to turn to me, focusing on the one cutting through their ranks. Bloody thorns rocketed past me as I twisted and dove out of the way, making sure to keep up my attacks and my stacks of [Liminal Speed] as I sped up endlessly.

My blades swung as I scratched the casters, moving faster and faster with each attack, even if I wasn’t able to really focus on one of them.

I flashed back and forth through the group of vampires, appearing and tearing through a chunk before disappearing in a clap of thunder.

Spells went every which direction, and even a few of the new melee vampires had rushed to attack me.

I slammed my foot down using [Earth Stomp] and stunned enough of them for me to dive into the casters with more focus. In the brief duration of the stun, I killed half a dozen of the casters before spraying [Blades of Shadow] over the group and applying a DoT to each of them.

The melee vampires were closing in, trying to corner me with their swift strikes, but to me, it was like they were clumsy, slow idiots. I effortlessly dodged them, returning their attacks five-fold and turning them into smoke one after the other before returning to the casters.

At this point, everything else felt like it was slowed down and moving through molasses as I streaked about, shrouded in purple lightning. Shooting through the crowd of vampires was like dodging people in a packed mall. Pointy rapiers and flying spells just weren’t fast enough to bother me as I picked off the weakest of the casters and then continued to burn them down one at a time.

A spell cut at my hips—I had missed it. There were just too many for me to dodge every single one. Yet it only lit a fire in me.

I mowed them down and then moved to the next group, clearing out their casters and then the group beyond that. Every vampire I destroyed was faster than the last.

Blood from my kills started to twirl through the air like streamers at a parade, faster and faster.

I stopped killing the ones already engaged and instead stepped forward to stem the tide. My blades tore through the vampires as I ran against the stream, ending them in puffs of black smoke that must have looked like the launch site of the city fireworks.

One after the next they fell effortlessly to my blades.

I kept moving, pushing into the castle itself, and began to sweep the place of vampires until the whole castle exploded with bright red light. Smiling, I raced past the large atrium I’d come through and to the statue at the back that was absorbing all the blood and channeling it into a staircase in the back of the room.

The stairs wound down, and I paused only a moment before I decided to check it out before reporting back to my party.

After all, with these many stacks built up, I was practically untouchable. Worst case I could always retreat and wait for the others.

The room below was a crisscross of fancy red carpets trimmed with gold edges. All around the room, candles flickered on sconces, casting a dim light. Perfect for a boss fight.

In the center, a giant blob of blood slowly churned. Painfully slow.

I paused, staring at what I assumed was the boss forming. Then my eyes flicked to my stacks of [Liminal Speed]. They hit their point and slowly started to fall off.

“Shit.” I turned back the way I’d come, but a pull from the blood sphere prevented me from moving very far. I frowned and tried to rush up the stairs, only for my feet to slip back down like I was running on some endless staircase.

My stacks were pretty high, but they were plummeting faster by the second. The speed from my ability didn’t seem to help me in regard to the pull.

The blob of blood slowly drew itself inward in the shape of a humanoid.

I watched the action with my heart racing against the clock that was my stacks trickling down. Rushing towards the blob, I tried to start attacking it early, but even with my speed, it warped out of the way before I could strike it.

The dungeon wasn’t going to make this kill that easy.

The blood that was moving so slowly suddenly snapped together in the form of a handsome man in a tuxedo. If the dungeon wasn’t going to let me escape, then I’d just have to take this head-on.

“Ah. It seems I have a delight here tonight.” He laughed with a mouthful of fangs.

I shot forward again, this time cutting him and stopping the decay of my stacks at 80% increase to speed. Then I activated [Triple Breach] and dodged out of the way of his first strike.

But the boss wasn’t going to be so easy. He pushed towards me, striking out in a flurry of blows, half of which made it through my guard and cut me deeply.

“Aha! You dare come into my lair and ruin my ball? I had a grand entrance planned,” the monster spoke, though it felt rehearsed and a little stiff. Something told me I was going to hear those lines every time we did this event.

“You will pay for that.” The boss jumped back to the center of the room and raised a hand.

A red line tethered me to him. I dodged to the side, but it stuck to me like glue. Next I tried [Absorb], and nothing happened.

“This is the price!” The boss jerked his hand, and blood gushed out of the center of my chest, taking my breath with it.

I gasped and used [Dodge] to shift to the side as the boss flew at me; his rapier had been ready to run me through. He hit the wall and kicked off it, rushing towards me without giving me a break.

I slugged back a healing potion and worked to get a few more strikes on him, but they were weak. I was weak. Whatever the boss had hit me with had taken some of the wind from my sail.

Checking my CID made my jaw drop.

[Drained - Weakened by 20% until healed to full]

What? Fuck. That wasn’t good.

I didn’t want to risk potion toxicity just yet in the fight. Clearly, the boss had a long way to go. Activating [Hydra] that I had from Elysara, I hoped to utilize some of the passive healing while I focused on dodging the boss.

However, the passive healing hadn’t scaled with my level, and it was just going to delay the inevitable.

I settled in to dance with the boss, avoiding that rapier as best as I could while working my stacks back up.

A dozen dodges later, the boss stopped and flicked his rapier to the side. Almost half the room was suddenly engulfed by bats made of blood.

I wasn’t in a position to dodge those. [Shadow Phase] made me ethereal, and most of the bats flew through me harmlessly, though a few hit me and knocked me back a few steps each.

Blood came out of my mouth as my ribs threatened to readjust themselves and several cracked.

“You will pay for interrupting my ball!” The boss jumped back to the center.

Oh, not this line again. That meant…

A red beam centered on my chest in warning of what was about to happen. Since it was unavoidable, I had one ability to reduce the damage.

Unfortunately, I’d just used [Shadow Phase], and it was still on cooldown.

This wasn’t looking good.

“There he is!” someone shouted from the stairs, and a crowd rushed down.

The red beam ripped a chunk of blood from my chest again, and I cried out as I fell, unable to move as he lined up his rapier and rushed me once more.

My savior came from the most unlikely of places.

Angel wings and red hair fluttered in front of me as Helen landed with a thud, and her shield glowed as she braced for the impact with the boss. His rapier pierced her shield and went right through her arm as her feet slid back to only just graze me.

Several different colors of light hit me, putting back together the hole in my chest and patching up all the cuts I’d suffered. It felt good to be whole again.

“Thought you could take it all by yourself?” Des grabbed me by the arm and lifted me up as the rest of the participants flooded into the room. It was a huge room, especially with the boss only slightly larger than the average person.

“I was just looking. It wouldn’t let me leave.” That was sort of the truth. I certainly hadn’t wanted to fight it once I knew my stacks weren’t going to stay. “The boss does an undodgeable drain, several dashes across the room, and a big wave of blood bats!” I shouted to the crowd.

The tanks grouped up and started to harass the boss as best they could as healers made sure everyone was topped up. With more people and well-trained healers, this was going to be a lot easier.

I was back on my feet and rushing the boss, looking for my own sort of revenge. My blades danced along his side as all the melee jostled for a chance to damage him.

Rather than fight for a spot, I went with the flow of the other fighters. Thankfully, the boss moved quite a bit, and I could outrun the rest of the melee, catching the boss and blowing all of my abilities as well as getting a few swings in before rushing off again to chase him down.

It seemed with more people in the room that the boss was all over the place, targeting random people for some of his abilities.

“Tanks, hold him still!” someone shouted.

“They can’t stop the boss!” someone else yelled back. “Unless you want them to die so that you can do more damage.”

I could feel the tension in the group rise quickly before the boss moved to the center again.

“Ah. All of you unwelcome guests are still guests. Allow me to show my hospitality!” Red beams filled my vision as they lined up on each person’s chest.

“I can’t dispel it!” one adventurer yelled.

“You just have to tank it,” I shouted as people tried all manner of abilities to escape the ability that was targeting them.

“I’m not a tank!” another yelled.

And then the spell hit.

Blood went everywhere as it burst from people. There was something about the sight of their own blood oozing out of their chest that caused a little panic in the adventurers.

Not to mention a few hadn’t been topped up and went down in a heap, curling in on themselves in death. It was okay—we’d be able to resurrect them when we finished this.

The blood all gathered back to the boss who practically radiated health.

Des confirmed what I was worried had happened. “He healed. Almost all the damage we’ve done to him is gone.”

“There has to be a better way,” someone else complained.

The boss lined up his rapier and went right through the crowd, piercing several Haylon students and a random adventurer who had been present, skewering each of them until he hit the wall, cracking the last in line’s head against the stone before he flicked them off his blade.

“Never say I am a poor host. I always take care of my guests.” He flicked the blade, and the blood of the four adventurers rolled off the blade, growing and forming several more vampires. “Tonight, we feast!”

“Kill them quickly.”

The chaos had people worried, but I thought they were just normal vampires and ignored the boss to build up more stacks of [Liminal Speed], using the vampires while I could.

The room was so full that it was actually difficult to quickly move around and get to each of them in turn, making sure not to damage any of the adventurers present.

I also wasn’t the only melee damage with that idea. We dog-piled the four vampires as a way to vent our frustration of running after the boss this whole time only to have him completely heal.

Taylor smirked at me. “What are you doing? You are fast enough to keep up with the boss.”

“Doesn’t mean I like to be crowded any more than the next person.” I laughed and rushed back to the boss now that the vampires were dead.

The cycle repeated itself.

Only this time when the red lines appeared through the group, someone shouted, “Use whatever damage reduction you have! Throw out shields. Anything!”

I watched as Felin made a swirling shield of ice around a small group, and I had [Shadow Phase] up again, using it to reduce the damage I had received. Everyone did what they could, and I checked the boss with my CID. Reducing the damage we took did reduce the damage the boss healed.

“Great, now again!” I shouted.

The boss lined up his rapier, and people quickly got out of the way as the crowd parted. Only a healer at the end got skewered and nearly died as the boss cast her aside and continued to rush throughout the room.

That was a manageable loss.

The tanks started to spread themselves out in the room so that one tank was nearby no matter where the boss attacked rather than rush around and drag him back to the center.

We organized ourselves quickly. After all, most of us where students at the prestigious Haylon College and were being trained by some of the best adventurers in the world.

My [Liminal Speed] stacks started to really add up, and I kept up with the boss easily, several other melee damage dealers getting out of my way so that I could continue to hammer away at him. [Dark Blades] was always on my weapons, adding plenty of shadow damage to the daggers as I tore into the boss.

Like this, we all continued until the boss melted into a puddle of blood, leaving behind a handful of shiny epic loot.


Chapter 3


An adventurer that wasn’t part of Haylon rushed forward to snatch the loot as our efforts were focusing on resurrecting everyone.

I still had my stacks rolling and moved far faster than they could, collecting all the loot and stepping back. “Des, a table please. Listen up, everyone. We didn’t discuss loot beforehand.”

The man stared at his empty hands for a moment coming to terms with it disappearing right before he could grasp it. “That doesn’t give you the right to hog it all.” The man pointed an accusing finger at me.

“Which is why I am not,” I said as patiently as I could. Sometimes randoms in the dungeon could be worse than monsters.

Des pulled a table out of her CID, and I laid out the items.

“However, we are going to discuss how it’s divided. Your group was here first,” I told the man as he and the few behind him nodded. “Yet it is a much smaller group and portion of the contributions. So, you get the first pick of the five items.”

Between the adventurers present and my stacks still rolling, I could have forced them into any deal I wanted. Yet, once again, this ability felt like a heavy mantle. What would I do with all the power I now held?

I liked to think I was a fair person and would operate accordingly.

“Pick the staff, Rick,” a woman behind him encouraged. “It’ll sell really, really well.”

“You’re just going to sell it?” a girl from Class B huffed. “We are here trying to get stronger to survive.”

“Not our business what they do with it.” I picked up the staff and offered it to the man I now knew was Rick.

He took it and hurried back like I was going to steal it before his group surrounded him and they left. They were squirrely, but then again this far from the main branches of the dungeon were known to be seedy places.

“Great, now Class A, B, and the Seniors. We have four items and three classes.” I tapped on the table.

Ren shrugged. “Doesn’t matter to me. We are going to get what we need eventually. Sounds like we are going to be running this raid for a while. Just get the healers as decked out as we can first to minimize losses. Getting that debuff off is a priority.”

I nodded at their statement. “Perfect, we’ll do that then. These two are healer items, this is a tank’s armor, and finally, fairly general movement-increasing boots.” I handed off the healer robe and belt to Harley. “Make sure these go to someone other than your party. Best not to favor them too much.”

Her budding healer harem looked at Harley’s role with shining eyes. Everyone loved loot, and I was going to help Harley where I could.

“Not a problem.” Harley grabbed the loot from me and started skipping back over to a cluster of students. “Healers, gather ’round! We have loot to share. Show me what you’ve got, and we’ll upgrade the person with the weakest gear.”

Getting the best bang for your buck by upgrading the lowest gear was a good way to go about it and hopefully fostered a cooperative mentality.

I knew she would handle the task well. As flippant as she could be in most situations, she was reliable when it mattered.

The tank armor didn’t matter for Fayeth, who preferred to find less cumbersome pieces of loot.

“Not going to foist this on someone who won’t use it. Who wants it?” I held up the chest piece.

All the tanks started to scan the item and look at their CIDs. A few sighed. Others shook their heads. Penny, a girl from class B, and a tank standing next to Ren all raised their hands.

I glanced at the armor; It seemed it wasn’t that popular. “1, 2, and 3.” I pointed at each of them and then showed my CID as I put in a random number generator for 3 and hit enter.

A big 1 flashed on my screen, and I handed the armor to Penny. “Now don’t be stingy, and let others get things before you go for your second item,” I warned her, largely for performance.

Penny was a very softhearted woman despite being a tank and having frost magic. She also had a giant crush on me that I had yet to acknowledge. Though most of our class knew by the fanfiction she wrote.

“Of course.” She took the armor with a slight blush, putting on the white and gold piece right in front of everybody. It was a little more weighted towards strength than most of the tanks wanted, but Penny needed that to parry since she tanked with a long sword rather than a shield.

The style looked a little heroic on her as she pulled back her chin-length, blue hair to make sure it didn’t get caught in the collar.

“Looks great.” I smiled at her, giving her a thumbs-up.

She blushed all the way down to the armor’s collar and probably farther.

“Now, the boots. Who needs movement speed?”

Dozens of hands went up.

“Alright. Know that after you get this, I’m not giving you another piece until everyone has had a shot,” I warned, and half the hands dropped before I counted them off and rolled a random number generator for twenty-nine people.

It went to a senior dressed in a monk’s robe who happily put them on. She tried them out by doing a dance routine, and the rest of her group started laughing with her.

For a group suddenly thrown together and all pushing to get ahead, dividing up the loot went surprisingly smooth.

Des poked my cheek. “They all respect you so much that no one is even going to fight your decisions. Well, among this group. The randoms might have, but you did a good job pacifying them first.”

I swiftly took her hand and kissed it. “It seems my schemes have been seen through by you,” I played along.

Truthfully, I’d just done what seemed natural and fair to me, not considering that my show of power had earned me enough respect that they’d follow along regardless. But I was glad that Des saw my moves as fair.

“Doesn’t help that the Harem Queen is walking around singing your praises.” Des gave me a half-lidded look. “If I didn’t know better, she was smitten. You are certainly up to the standards of her harem.”

“Not a chance.” I playfully swatted at Des’ backside. “You all keep me busy enough as it is.”

“Don’t forget it. You also owe me a little busy time with a princess,” Des replied, ever having her priorities straight.

“Who knows? She might show up this semester. It sounded like it was still all up in the air but that she wanted to come. She can’t exactly abandon the throne until her father gets back.” My eyes slid to the side as Felin sauntered up to the two of us.

“Is it time to go back and nap? That was quick.” The Nekorian gave me a toothy grin.

The Nekorians were a little more cat-like than some cartoon character. She had the ears on top and the tail, along with some heightened senses and reflexes. Her smile always had a predatory edge with a set of large canines on the top and bottom. She also loved naps and stole my clothes for her little nap nest that she had previously made out of the couch.

Her tail was flitting back and forth playfully—it was more honest than her. It was also how I knew she was joking.

“We’ll head back. We can surprise Crimson with how quickly we cleared this and then probably get scolded and come do it again.” I shrugged, estimating how Crimson was going to react.

“At least we have you to blaze through it.” The Nekorian grinned so wide that her eyes pinched closed. “Maybe we can set a number that she wants and then take the rest of the day off.”

Des winced. “That’s not how Crimson works. By ‘rest of the day off’, you mean intensive physical exercise?” Des turned to me. “Unless you can fix that for us?”

“Hmm? You do realize that she’s just going to make me fight her until I’m able to match her speed and then push me harder.” I knew that Crimson desperately wanted someone who could match her in the lowest floors of the dungeon.

I was that person. Especially after I passed a dungeon trial and earned a skill just as overpowered as her [Limit Break].

Crimson was a terrifyingly powerful adventurer because of it.

I looked at Des, the fear of outstripping the rest of my party flaring up once again. I didn’t want to leave them behind; they were my heart. Even if it was normal to change up parties when an adventurer out-progressed the rest, I wanted to bring this party with me.

“You have a serious frown.” Des kissed my cheek as we walked out of the event. We had a little time; at the very least, it would be a bit before the raid reset. “As much as I love that handsome, brooding look, you should tell me what’s going on.”

Felin had moved ahead, pouncing on Fayeth. The two of them got along well, both strangers in our culture.

Charlotte, however, was moving on a collision course with us. “Why’s he brooding?” She read my face, too. “Did you reinjure yourself?”

I held up my hands in surrender to Dr. DuVell and to demonstrate that they were both fine.

“We were just going to get an answer.” Des held my arm in her cleavage, and Charlotte wrapped her arm around the other one as we walked.

“It’s stupid. Completely stupid.” I sighed and shook my head. Would they even understand?

“Doesn’t matter. Let us help,” Charlotte spoke softly, looking at me up through her eyelashes.

I kissed her cheek, making her blush. “Love you, too. That’s part of the problem.” I realized that answer was a horrible way to start, and the rest spilled out as I tried to recover from that blunder. “The new skill. It’s so much more than I expected, which means I’m going to be progressing even faster. I’m worried that I’m going to outstrip you all, except there’s no one else I want in my party.” A sigh ripped itself from my soul and out my lips. “It’s silly, but I worry.”

“Aww.” Des squeezed my arm harder. “He thinks he could escape. Charlotte, what do you say we get Fayeth to run interference on Felin for a little while we remind Ken why he’s sticking just where he is.”

Charlotte blushed, but she tapped on her CID while she spoke. “Ken, there are plenty of groups with an extra strong member. Think about what almost happened back there.” She paused from texting Fayeth to glare at me. “Where you almost got yourself killed.”

“Huh? No. I had it in hand.” I scratched my cheek, being a terrible liar. “Okay.”

“You always need a group to have your back.” Des smiled. “Who better than us? Besides, as far as levels go, you are going to be helping us level, too. We just might have to take more breaks and work on our stats.” She drew a lazy finger across my arm and looked up at me through her long lashes.

We both had abilities now that could help us improve our stats through less than conventional means. Des could help me and the others train our stamina, and I could help all the girls work on their magic while working on my own mana.

As for strength and agility, Crimson could work me to the bone any day of the week to push those forward.

“Good. Less broody.” Des planted a tender, loving kiss on my jawline while I looked ahead. “Now, is operation ‘distract the kitty’ in play?” she asked Charlotte.

“They are going to cook,” Charlotte replied. “Fayeth thinks she could get her to fall asleep by the bonfire.”

“Perfect.” Des nearly skipped as she pulled me faster towards camp. “We need to keep practicing our attributes, or we’ll fall behind! Ken, maybe you should put your focus on training for that demon sealed inside of you. I bet he has some more goodies inside once you crack him open.”

I nodded. Demon Lord Snu Snu certainly had more to give me. I refused to tell anyone his actual name.

“Yes, become stronger. You’ll just be the ace of the party,” Charlotte reinforced what Des had said. “It’s like some of the best groups out there, you know? They have that one member that is clearly the leader. Like the Harem Queen. No one really talks about her harem, but they are there and support her. It’s a win-win for everybody. We would let you know if we weren’t okay with the situation.”

“Huh,” I replied, making it back to camp and wondering if Heather might actually have a teaching moment somewhere in how she ran her harem.

Des, however, pulled my mind away from other women with another soft kiss. “Hmm. Think of me and Charlotte. Whyever would you think you’d outstrip us, huh? You don’t think we’d hold you back, right?”

Charlotte blushed. “Though, you’ll need to use that ability on us, for training.”

I grinned at the thought. My chances to use the ability with Dr. Charlotte keeping me from doing much with the mana burn had been scant. Yet images of Des enjoying it flitted through my mind briefly. It had earned its name ‘Delirious Pleasures’.

We made it back to our tent, only to find Crimson and Heather still lying on our bed watching a sitcom together. I had thought they’d have killed each other by now for sure.

“Back already?” Heather asked. She was in a paper-thin slip like she was about to go to bed.

For a moment, I saw much of Helen in her, only without the anger complex. I shook the thought away. That would never happen.

“Ken here blew the event away.” Des patted my shoulder. “We were hoping for a little time in our tent.”

“Oh, join us. This is a good episode.” The Harem Queen patted the bed between her and Crimson with the kind of offer that would melt any teenage boy into a puddle of love on the ground.

Crimson popped another chip. “It is a good one. This is the one where Diane realizes that Boss might not be so bad.”

“Yeah, but they just tease those two the entire series,” Des said, moving to join them.

I squinted at her.

“What? They are right. It’s one of the best episodes.” Des shrugged. “Besides, that promise is certainly good for a few hours.”

“What promise?” Heather’s face was the picture of innocence as she kept her eyes up on my face while Crimson dipped down to look at my pants and grin.

“I don’t know what it could be. He walked in with both of them arm in arm. Not to mention, do you see how red Charlotte’s face is?” Crimson scooted over. “Come on, join us.”

“Pass, I’ll sit in the back.” I brushed away the invitation, not wanting to encourage their teasing.

“Can you believe someone denied being pressed between the two of us?” Heather kicked her feet idly. “If I didn’t know better, you’ve lost your edge, Crim.”

“Ha. Says the Hag Queen,” Crimson shot back, not even looking away from the ongoing show.

“I’m not a Hag.” Heather shifted to look at me as I tried to get behind them on the bed with Charlotte and Des still holding onto me. “Really, I thought I was always up there with Diane. God, that woman is a fiery redhead. She really dominated that era.”

“She was the person for like every beauty product ever,” Des said, finding her spot. “I just wonder how she found the time.”

Crimson rubbed her thumb and forefinger together over her shoulder. “Money. You’d be amazed how quickly people find time for money.”

“That was just at the beginning of the dungeon opening up,” Heather said, rolling back over to watch the show.

I pointedly kept my eyes away from her. “Bet she would have loved to go in and get some vitality rather than rub whale fat or whatever on her face to make herself young.”

“I don’t think people ever used whale fat,” Des corrected me. “But I bet Bellaire would know. She probably uses all the things.”

“Why?” Crimson shrugged from where she was watching the screen. “At this point, we’ll probably live to be several hundred years old and look like a smoking hot twenty-something for the majority of it. Heck, Bellaire came in and got some level. She will probably get some more out of her deal with Silver Fangs, too.”

“Bellaire is hot,” Heather agreed, earning a few looks from everyone. “What? I can appreciate a good-looking lady. Not my speed, but I’m not in denial.”

“Pretty sure you are in denial about a few things.” Crimson kicked her feet. “Like the fact that you are getting old.”

“I am not.” Heather tried to kick Crimson off the bed, but the other high-level adventurer just shimmered for a second, and the kick missed.

“Slow, too. Shame. You are getting old enough to match those wrinkles,” Crimson continued to taunt Heather.

“Why did I come here again?” Heather narrowed her eyes.

“I wasn’t sure. My best guess was masochistic tendencies, but you can never be sure with old people. They might just be lonely.” Crimson shrugged helplessly.

Charlotte leaned to whisper into my ear. “Are they friends or enemies?”

“Both,” I answered.

“They are rivals in a sense. Each of them understands the other a lot better than anyone else would, yet they seem to compete in everything,” Des said.

“And I win every time.” Crimson flashed a smirk over her shoulder. “Come on, Heather, why don’t we do a little training? I think your joints are getting stiff with age.”

In a flash, the Harem Queen was off the bed and in an outfit far more suitable to fighting. “Well, I shouldn’t turn down an offer like that from The Crimson, even if she’s going to be passed by soon.” She tossed her hair and marched out.

Crimson smiled at the three of us. “Have fun.” She winked and bounced off the bed to continued antagonizing Heather.

I squinted after them. “Wait, was that an act by the two of them, or did Crimson just seriously wingman me?”

“Does it matter?” Des pushed me down onto the bed. “Charlotte, dear, it seems Ken is due for his reminder of how much he wants to keep us around.”


Chapter 4


Islid my pants on as Des weakly tucked Charlotte in. Des smiled, flopping over onto her side with a satisfied face. The green-haired druid had a smile plastered on her cute, sleeping form as well.

“That ability is never going to get old.” Des sighed, her eyes a little unfocused as she ran her hand through her hair. The unruly lock that hid her eye refused to be anywhere else.

“You sure it’s okay to use it so much?” I asked.

“Pretty sure the text there is a little misleading.” Des smirked. “I don’t think anyone will die, but you might get poor Charlotte hooked to the point that she’s an addict. Then again, she’d be a cute little nympho.” The purple-haired demonic mage played with Charlotte’s chest as she slept. “Besides you have revive if it really makes someone’s heart explode.”

I rolled my eyes and put on my shirt. “Take good care of her.”

“We’re just going to have a nice blissful sleep.” Des pulled Charlotte in close to cuddle and murmured, seeming to fall asleep immediately.

The two of them had really gone all out. Charlotte taking riding lessons from Des had been an interesting twist. The cute druid was getting bolder, and Des only continued to corrupt her to the pleasures of our time together.

Still, I was surprisingly full of energy, maybe even more so than when we’d started. Des had certainly been effective at reminding me why we were all better together, not that I’d needed that reminder.

The blunder of walking into that boss room alone had been enough for me to realize that diving the dungeon was incredibly dangerous, and having people at my back to support me when I stumbled was always going to be a good thing.

We couldn’t all be as reckless as Crimson. She was a powerhouse unlike any other.

It wasn’t like those books where the character lived as a lone wolf for their entire life, growing with neatly spaced-out challenges. Those were unrealistic. An adventurer needed someone to watch their back.

I couldn’t think of anyone better than my party. We would all die to protect each other. Bonds like we had were unbreakable.

Besides, I’d go crazy being alone for that long.

I brushed aside the tent to the roar of a bonfire and chatter from the groups all around it. The tent was incredible at blocking sound. I smiled, taking a step as I noticed a lot of looks coming my way. They couldn’t have heard, then again I had been in there with Charlotte and Des for a while.

Most noticeably, Fayeth and Felin were staring. The two non-human girls were easy to pick out of the crowd.

I shot them a wave and headed over. Fayeth had her cooking station set up and a splattered apron on as she worked. Felin kept darting forward and trying to steal a piece of prosciutto from her pan while she had her head turned.

Fayeth smacked Falin’s hand away with a spatula without even looking. “The other two?” she asked casually.

“Passed out.” I shrugged helplessly.

Fayeth raised an eyebrow. “Des? Tired?” she spoke with mock shock.

“I think she just wanted an excuse to cuddle Charlotte, who is most certainly passed out.” I covered for the temptress who would hate to have her prowess doubted.

“Charlotte is adorable,” Felin said, rubbing her hand where the spatula had left a grease mark. “I would think both of them would make incredible pillows.”

Of course, the Nekorian was more concerned about how good of a pillow they made.

I shifted my focus to the lovely Elf in my life. “What are you making?” I asked Fayeth as she turned the pan and deftly used the spatula to scoop liquid from the corner and drizzle it back over the cooking meat. I could tell she was making something wrapped in prosciutto, which I had learned was just fancy bacon.

“Chicken Marsala,” Fayeth said, letting Felin steal a dripping mushroom and pop it in her mouth. “Well, it would be if someone would stop eating it before it’s cooked.”

“It’s good,” Felin said. “You’ll love it.” She nodded towards me with a giant grin.

Fayeth gave her a flat stare.

“Is it for me?” I asked, coming to sit next to Felin. The Nekorian’s nose twitched over me as I made myself at home with a glass of water.

“Oh. OH. That’s why they are so tired.” She shook her head. “You are all a very active pride.”

“Are Nekorians not that sexually active?” Fayeth had zero problems talking about sex. My time in the Elven world had made me a little more comfortable, but that was fading now that I was back among humanity.

“Eh.” Felin waffled her hand. “It’s fun during heat if you find the right partner, but outside of that, it’s rather uncomfortable.”

Fayeth tilted her head. “Uncomfortable? Really? I don’t think you’ve had the right partner before. Sex is incredible.”

“The barbs are—”

I spat out my water. “Barbs?”

“Yeah. You know, the spines when you get all roused, and the blood makes them swell and hook you down there.” Felin waved between her legs. “During heat, you are so caught up that you really can’t feel it, but…” She trailed off as both of our mouths hung open. “What?”

“I don’t have spines or barbs,” I said quickly, feeling the need to dispel that notion.

“It’s smooth. Well, a little rough in the right ways,” Fayeth added thoughtfully. “No barbs, though. Not even a prickle.”

Felin just stared at both of us, her mouth open as if we’d just told her that the sun wasn’t real. She closed her mouth and looked down and to the side murmuring to herself.

I think we broke her.

“Well, now that that’s been sorted out.” Fayeth plated the food and handed it to me with both hands and a giant smile. “Eat up.”

I kissed her briefly before pulling out a knife and fork.

The blonde and tan Elf was a bit of a homemaker. She took delight in cooking for her party and doing simple things like sewing up torn clothes. That was when she wasn’t showing off that she was physically the strongest of us and holding off giant monsters with her shield.

“This is so good.” I swallowed my first bite. “You are wonderful, Fayeth.”

She hummed happily and started on another dish.

Our group wasn’t the only one around the bonfire. All the other Haylon parties were split up into their own groups, chatting away, enjoying a meal by the fire. They were fairly intermingled. The exercise to have our parties switch around had really helped us get to know each other.

Though, it seemed that Fayeth, Felin, and I were being given our own sort of private moment amid the clamor.

“So, no barbs?” Felin finally came out of her musings.

“None,” Fayeth confirmed for her. “Do you have any special anatomy? He was surprised a little at my own.”

Felin frowned. “Special anatomy? I have no idea what normal anatomy is for you. I thought we were the same, but apparently, now I’ve been corrected.”

“You’ve seen us all naked at least once,” I mumbled between bites; the Nekorian was a bit of a peeker.

“I didn’t examine you!” Felin pouted, and her tail curled around her waist protectively. “No, I’m completely normal. Normal for a Nekorian, that is.”

“What about this ‘heat’?” Fayeth frowned at the word and glanced at me because she clearly didn’t recognize the usage of it in this context. Though perhaps those romance novels she read to learn English might have been tamer than I expected.

“Do you have animals with only once or twice a year fertile periods?” I asked Fayeth.

“Ah. Yes. The female then… oooh.” The Elf understood the word now. “Nekorians are like that, too?”

“Twice a year.” Felin rolled her eyes. “It’s weird that you guys go at it all the time.” She sniffed me again.

I patted her on the head, rubbing her between her ears until she let out a satisfied groan. When I stopped, she went back to eating. Nekorians were really more cat than we gave them credit for at times.

Fayeth took out some cream to make a sauce, and as soon as the jug touched the counter, Felin tried to swipe it. I stopped her, but her ears fell back, and she gave me the most pitiful pleading face.

“Don’t fall for it,” Fayeth warned me, rolling her eyes. “She’s already had a jug.” The Elf stared down at the Nekorian’s trim waist with a little awe.

“Just a little more?” Felin pleaded, curling her lip into the most heart melting pout.

I caved and pulled out a glass before pouring her a cup of cream.

Fayeth sighed as Felin slugged back the whole cup in an instant and started licking her lips. “She has zero restraint when it comes to dairy.”

Felin also had zero regrets judging by her satisfied face.

“Wait, then what happened to the milk that I gave you?” I asked Felin.

She had a guilty look on her face. “Huh? That? I don’t know.” She looked to the side as if someone else would answer it. However, there was no one there.

I deadpanned, knowing just how much we’d given her. I was impressed that she wasn’t a giant blob.

“See?” Fayeth said, setting aside the white sauce pan and working on meat in another.

“It’s so tasty, though.” Felin looked longingly at the empty glass and then back at me. “Just a little more?” Her ears dipped back, and her eyes got wide again, hoping to make me cave again.

“She’ll never stop asking,” Fayeth warned me and went back to cooking.

“Later,” I told Felin, knowing that she’d be able to eventually wear me down and that I was probably going to end up giving her some later, regardless.

“Okay.” She perked up. “So, did Crimson say anything about the training?”

“Eh…” I hesitated. “That didn’t come up.” I wondered where she and Heather were now. Hopefully, no one was dying.

Felin shrugged. “That’s fine. I sort of figured she was going to start handicapping you. The rest of the groups are going to get reliant on you otherwise.”

I thought about her statement and shrugged. There were those heavy manacles that I had stopped wearing, but I wasn’t sure how effective they’d be now with my current stats.

Suddenly, the idea of Crimson covering me in sandbags and making me fight like that occurred, and I shuddered.

It was a distinct possibility knowing her sadistic training methods.

“Or you might get benched and forced to train with Crimson,” Fayeth added, pulling out a cutting board and sliding it over in front of me along with some herbs.

I knew when I was given a job to do. Using the kitchen knife, I performed my duties as an automated chopper brilliantly. Felin clapped as I turned chives, parsley, and basil into little flecks and separate piles for Fayeth.

Fayeth hummed happily and added the herbs to the meat before making dough and wrapping each of them in little rolls before pouring the cream sauce over them in a shallow baking dish and tucking it into her grill.

My Elven lover was an incredible sight. There was something very peaceful about her when she cooked.

“You do enjoy cooking,” I said, watching her.

“Of course. Everyone eats. Why not make the process enjoyable?” She hummed and dusted off her hands before filling a shallow bowl with water and handing me a scrub brush.

“Ah. This is an interesting dynamic of the pride,” Felin narrated from the side. “After the females catch the ingredients and combine them, the male must clean the utensils to get his share.” She nodded to herself, her ears bouncing on top of her head.

“That’s not what’s happening.” Fayeth sighed. “I’d give him food if he didn’t clean… it’s just… it’s…”

“It’s my inclusion in the process even if it seems a little less than the cooking part,” I explained. “It really isn’t. She did all the preparation by getting the ingredients and cooking while also feeding me. I’m simply thanking her by doing the cleaning.”

Felin nodded. “The females get the food—as it should be.” She flashed her sharp teeth reminding us all that Nekorians were predators.

I thought about arguing but decided to let the concept go. Instead, I focused on cleaning the pans as Fayeth dried them, and occasionally, we swapped dishes and kisses as we worked.

Just as we were finishing up, Crimson appeared next to me, quickly leaning on my shoulder. “You are done with Mrs. Renard faster than I expected. If I had known you were out here, I would have abandoned the hussy a lost faster.” She pecked me on the cheek.

“I can’t figure you two out,” I said referring to her and the Harem Queen.

“It’s easy. She lost, I won. I always win, and that’s fun.” Crimson smirked. “So, when were you going to tell me that you carried the whole event, hmm?” Her brows bounced, and she forced me to turn and face her blue eyes that were only inches away.

“Me?” I feigned innocence, feeling the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end in warning of impending danger. “Are you sure that hussy isn’t just messing with you?” Blame the Harem Queen and run. That’s what my instincts were demanding I do for survival.

“Helen told me, and she’s not really one to exaggerate your accomplishments now, is she?” Crimson pursed her lips. “Now, I was wondering if we were going to have to hold you back…”

“You just want me all for yourself, don’t you.” I booped her on the nose, trying to stop her train of thought.

The fierce adventurer blinked as I booped her nose. It was like her reset button. Nobody else was so brave to be so physically familiar with her.

It worked!

“What?” she asked, confusion flitting across her features.

“Exactly. So, we don’t need to hold me back.” I nodded in agreement as if we’d just had a whole conversation about it.

She shook her head. “No, you need to wear those manacles I got you again. Besides, they are really classy and strong. I was thinking we could get them enchanted so that they get heavier the more stacks you get. Just think how strong you’ll be by the end of grueling training.” Crimson batted her lashes at me as if she’d said something sexy.

“Pass,” I said. “To the enchantment. Though maybe I should start wearing them again. They’ll help with training my strength.”

Crimson nodded her head rapidly. “You are going to be our ace at the raid. We need to get you as strong as possible.”

I scratched my cheek. “Wouldn’t I already be able to run laps around most damage dealers?”

Crimson nodded. “Most,” she agreed. “But the Big Four are full of talents. Headmistress has been doing a little light snooping, and from the Royal Academy, there’s an adventurer from Qatar who’s been power-leveled to the mid-forties and geared up in legendary gear for his level. He also has access to extensive potions and elixirs to help him work on his stats.”

That type of leveling wasn’t unheard of, though it required quite a bit of funds. Certain financial powers in the world went all-in on adventuring early on, spending exorbitant sums to gain power and control over the dungeons in their regions.

More than a few oil barons had chased after mana crystals, realizing their potential as an energy source and the threat to their current control.

“That’s practically cheating,” Fayeth said. “It goes against the rules of not overly helping an adventurer progress.”

I had to agree with her, but then again, he might not be in any danger if he stayed so far ahead of the curve. Being able to quite literally buy adventurers of that strength could be very useful for creating farming teams.

Crimson shrugged. “He’s still overwhelmingly powerful for an event of his caliber. Some people really hate to lose. I hear Trusk has a class with some interesting adventurers. Something about a whole slew of summoners. Marlow couldn’t get much on them. Then, of course, Pendulum is considered the top of the Big Four, and they are going to be coordinated as fuck with an average strength above ours.”

“So, I’m our ace?” I repeated her earlier words. It sounded like there was going to be a fierce competition. Here I’d been worried I would blow everyone away.

It seems that fear was unfounded.

“Duh. That’s what I just said,” Crimson scoffed. “Leveling is all nice and swell, but we’ll get that pretty quickly. This event takes four hours to regenerate every time you finish it. So, we’ll level quickly enough. The rest of the time…” Crimson chuckled darkly and rubbed her hands. “You’ll be training with me.”

I kissed her, contrary to her expectations, and she melted against me. “Thanks for taking such good care of me. We’ll have to find ways to train my stamina, too.”

“Yes. Yes, of course.” Crimson’s grin widened. “I brought lots of rope.”

Felin tilted her head like a confused cat. “I don’t get the rope comment. Are you making a hammock to sleep in?”

“There are no barbs, thus he has to find another way to control Crimson,” Fayeth explained.

“Ooh,” Felin made a noise of understanding and blank eyes.

“You still don’t get it.” Fayeth slapped her face, and Felin moved like lightning to steal the rest of the cream that she’d left out.

Fayeth removed her hand from her face only to see the Nekorian sigh as she pulled the carton away.

“You! I’m going to run out of cream at this rate. Do you realize how hard it is to make Italian food without cream!?” The petite Fayeth moved to strangle the larger Nekorian woman.

It was an odd interaction because Fayeth had significantly more strength than the larger woman.

“Should we help them?” I asked Crimson.

She shrugged. “I think it’s more fun this way.”

“Stupid cream thief. You owe me some more.” Fayeth was clearly overpowering the Nekorian.

“Na-uh. You left it out. It was going to go bad. I was helping.” Felin couldn’t be dying if she could still speak.

A Haylon student came to a panting stop not far from us as we watched the Elf and Nekorian banter. “Ken… Crimson…” she huffed.

I raised an eyebrow, trying to recall which group she was from, only to realize she was from the seniors. “What can I do for you?”

“The… others… too much. They bit off too much.”

I realized that she had sprinted all the way back to camp from the event. That’s why she was so winded. I stood up. “Where are they? The event?” I checked my CID. It had been a little over four hours since we’d defeated the boss.

The student sucked in a deep breath and nodded. “They wanted to push themselves.”

Crimson shrugged. “Up to you, Ken. People die in the dungeon every day. Are you going to help them?”

“You aren’t going to save them?” I asked.

“Teaches everyone a bad lesson if I do it. And you probably can do it, so why not let you make the decision?” Crimson decided to use it as a teaching moment, or she was just lazy.

“Fayeth, Felin… Crimson is going to go run to a safe zone and get you more cream.” I pointedly looked at the woman who stuck her tongue out at me.

Then I looked out over the bonfire to spot many of my classmates relaxed. More than a few of them had started drinking.

“Selene, Candice, are you two fit for a fight?” I picked two that weren’t drinking.

Candice was so straight-laced that she wouldn’t be touching anything, and Selene… well, Selene had been too busy ogling me to drink. They were the group next to us, and I’d observed them out of the corner of my eye for most of the time I’d stepped outside the tent.

Selene put up her hands like she was going to box. “For you, I’m ready.”

I chuckled. “I need a healer.”

“Even better. Where are we going?” Selene asked.

Candice stood, straightening her hair that didn’t need it and straightening her clothes that already looked like they were fresh from the ironing board. “We’ll go.”


Chapter 5


Irushed up the winding path to the castle, already hearing the sounds of combat ahead of us. Skidding to a stop, I saw three parties of Haylon students up against a large mass of vampires.

The students had managed to hold against the melee vamps, but the casters in the back had amassed into a very large problem. Adding onto that several of the students had been taken out of the fight. There weren’t enough heals going around to get them back up and involved again.

Instead, they’d fallen back, bleeding badly behind the healers that were barely keeping the tanks on their feet.

“Heal them.” I started organizing our group. Getting the numbers back up was the best use of our healing. “Fayeth, Felin, do what you can to reduce the casters’ damage.” To stem the tide, we needed to give them some relief. It would take a minute for me to get my stacks up to the point where I could safely go after that mass of casting vampires.

Fayeth moved to block or absorb the raining blood thorns falling on the harried healers. A shell of ice floated in the air, soaking up more of them. Candice and Selene started healing.

The Arcane Weaver had been a good choice. Candice’s class was incredibly flexible, able to mimic any spell in the form of a rune that would pulse it several times. Unfortunately, it took her longer to create a rune and have it cast the spell than another class would take to simply cast the spell.

For her flexibility, her spells took longer than they would normally. Not that she let it bother her.

Selene, on the other hand, was a mix of damage dealing and healing. She started draining vampires with an eerie thread of magic and then redirected the health to the wounded.

While watching them work was exciting in its own way, I needed to get started. I’d need enough stacks to finish this. My blades cut into the melee vampires as purple lightning began to build on my arms.

The senior Haylon students were getting overwhelmed, and I quickly pulled aggro off their tanks, having to dodge as two of the vampires with rapiers separated to come at me.

Two on one wasn’t a problem.

I jumped back to avoid their initial attacks before using [Dodge] offensively and slipping inside their guard. [Earth Stomp] stunned them, and [Shadow Arm] grabbed both rapiers in a single large claw.

While I disarmed them for a moment, my blades danced along their sides, opening up vents in their suits before blood gushed out. Vampires bled like the leeches that they were.

[Triple Breach] tore through one just as the other wrestled his weapon free. The vampire came at me again, its rapier chasing my chest. I knocked it to the side, taking a cut on my shoulder, and quickly dispatched the second with a series of stabs.

Pale blue light wrapped around my shoulder, healing the cut instantly.

“Thanks, Selene,” I called out as I dove into the mass that the seniors were fighting.

[Liminal Speed] made my arms glow brighter as purple lightning continued to race around me and down to my chest as I sped up even more. I stepped in and used [Elemental Shield] as well as [Absorb] to catch more of the ranged vampire attacks.

My current goal was to get the seniors back on their feet while I built up stacks. Once I had enough, I’d be able to mow through the ranged vampires.

Ren wiped blood from her face, passing me in the crowd of vampires. She held a spiked mace in her hand, stunning and bloodying vampires with every swing.

“Thanks for the assist.” She was short before going back to damaging vampires.

I didn’t have time to chat either, rushing through and killing as many as I could.

The crowd of melee vampires actually thinned enough that the seniors pushed them back into the ranged vampires, beginning to launch area of effect attacks over the whole group. In short order, the weaker ranged vampires crumbled under the heavy waves of multi-target attacks.

It was a great strategy to deal with them, but it put the healers under tremendous strain as the tanks started absorbing large spikes of damage.

The four that I brought with me did everything they could to mitigate the damage, but two tanks went down only making the pressure on Fayeth and the last senior that much worse.

Another group of ranged vampires began to form in the distance, but I rushed in and cleaved through them before they became a nuisance.

We continued on until we stopped at the gate of the castle and the vampires stopped spawning. Several seniors leaned against the cool stone, wiping their foreheads.

“What was that?” Selene snapped at them as I worked to revive several. “You all almost died. For good.”

Ren put away her mace and grunted. “Our choice is to push ourselves or get passed up.” The Japanese woman crossed her arms and faced Selene. “We all know what we are doing in the dungeon. Don’t take their choice to push themselves away just because it’s dangerous.”

I sighed, the lightning around me dwindling. “The college made the decision to push them and the rest of us harder. Some deaths are inevitable.” I didn’t like it, but I understood the seniors’ thought process.

Ren gave me a sharp nod. It seemed she had accepted that her path forward was destined for some losses.

“However, given that we’d be back here tomorrow with a good force, I don’t understand your need to do this alone,” I said, my brows pressing down as I stared at the leader of the seniors.

“We’re already behind.” Ren glanced at the other students in her class. “Meaning, if we only train with the second years, we’ll never catch up.” She twisted her sleeve around her arm. “We have to do this.”

“How about the boss then?” another senior asked.

Fayeth smacked her over the head with the flat of her glaive. “We just came to rescue you, and you want to dive back in? That boss is tricky. It’s true we overwhelmed it with everyone earlier, but I wouldn’t go at it with a small group like this. Besides, your healers look dead on their feet.”

The mentioned healers ground their shoes into the stone walkway.

Ren still held firm.

I let out a sigh. “Your issue is understood. We’ll figure out a way to fix it. You could farm the actual dungeon floor outside the time we are working on the event.”

“We both know that’s slow,” Ren was quick to argue. The woman was stubborn.

“Slow or not, it’s your best option not to die,” I growled. “Crimson is going to be having the rest of us doing exercises to raise our stats between runs of the event, which means you have time to make progress. Perhaps by the time we leave for the raid, which we won’t be earning much experience during, you’ll be able to solo this event.”

“Then you can all pass us in levels.” Selene rolled her eyes and leaned on my shoulder for effect.

“We should be gone by the end of this semester and spend the other one in the raid,” Candice piled on, twirling a strange of her hair. “If you can’t close the gap then and pass us, perhaps you shouldn’t be qualified to graduate.”

Ren and the rest of the seniors glared at us.

I didn’t blame them. Most of them had worked hard, albeit not Crimson-level hard, and were considered the top in Haylon. But then they had a new class come, driven by a sadistic training regimen to encroach and pass them.

Then the entire world decided they weren’t trying hard enough. All four dungeon colleges had begun pushing their students to new expectations after the Naga had attacked and almost won.

They had been prepared for one final year and then to step out of the school as favored picks for many of the top guilds. That had been firmly shattered now, and they were struggling to right themselves.

After a long tense moment, Ren huffed and pushed past me.

Felin sighed. “At least she didn’t try to fight us. You owe me for helping these pathetic humans.” She poked me.

“What do you want?” I asked her.

Her tail flitted back and forth as she smiled.

I was starting to realize just how honest that tail was; she was going to be mischievous. I thought about the cream she so loved, preparing myself to hoard it just to deal with her.

“Since you took me somewhere, then I get to take you somewhere.” She grinned at me.

“Where would that be?” I asked.

“Secret.” She grinned those predatory teeth at me, though I was half sure that she didn’t even know where we were going yet.

Felin likely just wanted some time alone. Which was fine. I should spend more time with her to improve our group cohesion.

The mood was broken by a round of applause as Crimson made herself known. “Well done. Return to camp. I’m going to kill the boss to reset the raid.”

I glanced up at her. Despite her rather casual dismissal of their plight earlier, she’d shown up to make sure everyone survived. “They passed?” I asked her.

“Barely. If they went for the boss, I’d have sent them all back,” Crimson answered me loud enough for the retreating seniors to hear it. “Ah. Sadly, I don’t get to punt them through portals. I was really looking forward to seeing if I could be a kicker.”

The idea of Crimson using the seniors like footballs and the portal like a goal made me wince. Poor ladies.

A few of the seniors ducked their heads and hurried away.

Crimson hopped down off the castle wall. “You guys, too. Head back.” She pecked me on the cheek. “Good job saving them. Can’t let a bunch of students die in this affair or I’ll get a bad reputation. Some rumors already swirl, like I’m a demonic trainer. Can you believe that? You were pretty badass, cutting those vampires down like they were nothing.” She paused. “We’ll have to increase your training.”

With that statement, Crimson swaggered into the castle, her red leather-clad rear swinging beneath her long, dark braid.

“It is fun to watch that,” Felin said and started swaying her hips like she was practicing Crimson’s walk.

“You have a more feline grace,” Candice said.

“Yeah, but sometimes I want to be badass.” Felin started walking back to the camp, popping her hips back and forth. It looked much more awkward on her.

I shook my head and held Fayeth’s arm as we started walking back, too.

***

The next several days turned into a farming fest that was fairly mundane. We’d push into the vampire castle several times a day and then exercise outside of it.

But today was a little different.

I had sandbags over my shoulders and my arms out in front of me as I let out heavy breaths doing another squat, and my [Shadow Arm] was trying to juggle two rocks in front of me while sweat dripped into my eyes.

“Good. Good.” Crimson checked her CID before opening a portal for someone. “You can stop juggling.”

Bellaire walked out with a roller suitcase behind her. “Thank you for the lift.”

Her two assistants came out behind her and took the suitcase before quickly opening it. A tiered tray came out as one began to assist the social media queen with a touch up of her makeup.

She was quite pretty, with long, straight black hair and a faint tan. Her lips were plump and pillowy, yet shone with a muted red. Her simple tan dress cinched at her narrow waist.

“Not a problem. We talked about this before. Ken needs more preparation,” Crimson said.

I didn’t stop my squats, watching Bellaire as she pulled out a folding chair and sat next to me. If my training bothered her at all, she didn’t show it.

“Am I getting an interview now?” Might as well add more tasks to do at the same time.

“No.” She pursed her lips. “Just a talk right now. We’ve talked about working on your image before. I wanted to prepare you for another round of interviews. With the Nekorian and the Elves circling around you now, I wanted to do more foundation work.”

I nodded, having come to grips that managing the media was its own kind of battle. “Anything bad out there about me?”

“Of course,” Bellaire said. “We’ve done a little so that there was a foundation and some asshole couldn’t paint you however they wanted. They tried several angles, but none of them have stuck for more than a few days, though.”

“But you need more?” I hazarded. My relations with the other two races was bound to be divisive.

She crossed her legs and put her hands on her knee. “Yes, we do. Preferably with Felin. That way we can show the world what Nekorian’s are really like and quell some of the thoughts.” She glanced around for the Nekorian.

I huffed and stood up from my workout and wiped my brow. “Felin?!” I shouted.

There were people working out in all manners around us. That included people throwing around fireballs and explosive gusts of wind.

A gust of wind carried Felin over, and as she landed, her ears perked up as she smiled at me and then Bellaire. Her jacket was a little singed in singular points in what I recognized as lightning damage. “Yes?”

Bellaire looked her up and down before nodding. “She’s cute. That’s always helpful.”

“Cute?” Felin growled. “You call kittens cute. I am not a kitten. I am a Nekorian shaman.” She showed off her sharp teeth.

“Less cute.” Bellaire smiled. “Cute is good—it’s marketable. Sexy works, too, but the optics are a little worse. We just need to figure out what angle works best for you.” She laced her fingers together. Bellaire was a famous social media personality that was now working as our PR lead for Silver Fangs, and it turned out she had quite the business acumen.

Felin pinned her ears back. “What is this marketability? Optics?”

“Uh.” I scratched my cheek and drank some water. “She’s going to film you with some cameras and then display those all over our world to try and change people’s perception.” I kept it simple for the Nekorian; they didn’t seem to have any major media.

Felin blinked and tilted her head. “Why do I need my perception altered? I am awesome.”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “It’s a human thing? Do your shamans ever try to change how other Nekorians view them?”

“Yes. It’s called being a decent Nekorian,” Felin huffed. “This seems odd.”

“You’ll be on TV,” Crimson added.

Felin perked up. “Like Neighbors?” She referenced the sitcom that had become a regular in our tent at night.

“Sort of, except that is fake. This would be real,” Bellaire added. She hesitated for a second. “This would be better.”

“Of course Neighbors is fake. How can Ross be such an idiot? Joey is a thousand times better because he is true to himself,” Felin declared and crossed her arms. “Fine. You can film me saving the seniors every time they mess up.”

I sighed and covered my face. “That’s not going to help. You can’t look down on other people.” I might be a noob at this stuff, but I knew that would go over terribly.

Bellaire nodded. “A Nekorian being superior would be bad press.”

“I am superior. At least to them.” Her tail batted my thigh as she spoke. “Ken, however, is on my level as a shaman. I can respect those who’ve gone through The Great One’s trials.”

Bellaire smiled. “How about we do a little practice?” She pulled a small camera out and placed it on her thigh, pointing it at Felin. “What’s being a Nekorian like?”

“What’s being a human like? What a stupid question,” she huffed. The catgirl had little patience when it came to what seemed like boring questions.

I patted her shoulder. “It’s different, right? You guys have lived in the dungeon from a young age.”

“Yes. We live in safe zones because that’s where resources are,” Felin said and smiled, showing off her fangs. “We aren’t as soft as humans. Nekorians are a proud race that have grown used to living in the dungeon. We are blessed by The Great One when we are thirteen.” She held her chin aloft.

“Wonderful.” Bellaire smiled. “What does that mean about your home world?”

Felin froze all the way down to her tail. “Uhem.” She cleared her throat. “It’s a world.” It seemed that question hit a fine point.

“Do you not know? Are you like the monsters in the dungeon, spawned in?” Bellaire pushed her.

“It’s not the dungeon,” Felin snapped. She normally understood that was what humans called it, but it seemed that Bellaire had gotten on her bad side. “It’s The Great One, and Nekorians worship it. We shamans provide a link between our people and The Great One.”

I rubbed at her back, trying to calm the Nekorian down. “What she said. They have a ritual with special ink.”

“Yeah. I marked Ken here,” Felin said quickly.

“Marked him?” Bellaire noted that down. “So, the growing star of humanity has been marked by a Nekorian? What does that mean? Is he in danger?” Bellaire continued to push Felin’s buttons.

It was time to stop this before it got out of hand. She didn’t need to prepare Felin for an aggressive interview. “I’m—”

“Bah!” Felin looked like she wanted to knock the camera off Bellair’s lap. “Why do you ask stupid questions? No, he’s not in danger. I want to join his pride. Supposedly, he has no barbs.”

I smacked my face into my palm while Bellaire blinked in confusion. “Don’t talk about barbs,” I muttered into my hand. “We don’t talk about barbs.”

“What? You and Des are loud about enjoying your barbless staff,” Felin said, her agitation shifting towards me instead of Bellaire.

“You can’t say that in front of the camera,” I tried to calm her down. “It’s just not what we do. For the interview, you have to be measured in how you talk about things, as well as calm. Concepts like barbs and being overly proud won’t work well.”

Bellaire watched the two of us closely. “I think there’s a lot of work that needs to be done before she can go in front of a camera for real.”

“This one is fake?” Felin glanced at the one on her leg.

“It’s not on,” Bellaire clarified.

I was thankful that everything that had just been said wasn’t being preserved. “What do you suggest?” I asked Bellaire, knowing that she likely already had some thoughts on the next step.

“You two are good, and she wants to join your pride apparently. I think you need to work on your chemistry together. Spend some more time together.” Bellaire smiled. “Interviewing with her and helping guide both her and the interview away from pitfalls such as your apparent lack of barbs would be invaluable.”

“Chemistry?” Felin frowned thinking through the word. “Mixing chemicals?” Her eyes lit up. “Oh, like that!”

“I don’t know what just entered your mind, but erase it. It’s a way to say that two people work well together. That they mix well,” I clarified. English never seemed complicated until watching someone learn it for the first time.

“That’s stupid. Almost as stupid as needing to be polite and proper for people who you don’t even know.” Felin crossed her arms under her chest.

For a woman that was tight and fit everywhere else, she had plenty of curves there.

“How about we train together for a little while?” I tried to appeal to Felin and ease her away from Bellaire before she had another outburst.

If they wanted to put Felin on camera, it was going to take some serious work.


Chapter 6


Ihad managed to calm Felin down and get back to work.

Bellaire had watched me workout for a while, sneakily filming me. I had a feeling some of those shots would show up as some form of ‘organic’ content later. Though the way she kept smiling softly gave me odd chills despite the rigorous exercise.

Just as I was wrapping up, Ami appeared. Her long, white hair swished behind her as she approached in her pantsuit and black mask. I knew under the mask that she was a beauty, but she kept her face hidden.

As always, my butler’s expression was unreadable and frigid. Unless she was moving quickly, I never really saw much expression from her. The woman was addicted to speed.

“What can I do for you?” I wiped at my neck with a small towel.

She handed me a letter as her answer.

I rolled my eyes at the theatrics but opened the letter, my eyes scanning over the words. “Near here?” I asked, assuming she already knew the contents.

“The thirtieth-floor safe zone below this floor,” Ami confirmed. “Your grandparents believe that you also need to work on the family business. You are the heir to the Nagato Clan.”

I started to rip apart the letter while my mind played out the situation.

My grandparents had given little information about the target. And they had subtly said for me to judge the target myself, meaning they hadn’t even officially taken the job. Instead, they wanted me to live up to the Nagato name and assess the situation and determine if the clan would take the job.

This was a test from them.

Ami stood patiently to the side.

I could have asked her opinion, but that would defeat the purpose. No. As the letter became nothing more than confetti in my hands, I became determined to check the situation out for myself.

Yet, I could almost hear boss music starting when Charlotte and Des discovered that I’d gone alone. They had some training, but I couldn’t exactly take all of them without causing a commotion. It would be best if I just took one of them on a date to the thirtieth-floor safe zone.

A small group would be best, and two people drew less suspicion than one.

I quickly ruled Felin and Fayeth out. They were too eye-catching in the human territory of the dungeon. Des was competent, yet on a date, she could be a little distracting for me, not to mention men tended to stare at her. Of course, Crimson was out. Everyone and their mother would recognize her. Charlotte? She might be my best option.

My eyes fell on Ami who had been extensively trained as part of the clan. She was subtle enough with her mask up. If it fell down, it was another story, but with it up, most people only gave her a short glance.

The more I considered my options, the better it seemed to take Ami with me. There was just one problem. The woman asserted she was a butler, and I wasn’t sure how she’d feel about faking a date with me.

“What?” Ami frowned under my gaze.

“Uh…” I scratched the back of my head. There was no secondary intention, but she was the best option. I hoped she wouldn’t misunderstand. “Thinking about how to scout it out. The easiest would be to bring myself and someone else inconspicuous. Pretending to be a couple out for the day always lowers people’s guard.”

“Sure,” Ami answered plainly.

I let out a sigh of relief. “Good. Let me get cleaned up and get ready to go.” My eyes wandered over her suit. “Maybe change?”

Ami’s brows pinched down. “I am competent at the art of subterfuge in its many varieties, and I do not need your input.”

I held up my hands. Well, shit. Apparently, asking her out on a fake date didn’t bother her, yet trying to tell her how to disguise herself did. Then again, she was pretty big on her competencies. I was happy to leave the details to her.

Hurrying back to my tent, I dodged several other groups dragging themselves back for a moment of respite before they took on the event again.

Des was fluffing her hair dry. “What took you?”

“Ah. I got a job from my grandparents,” I said, happy she was around for me to explain everything. Disappearing would not go over well. “They want me to investigate a group in a nearby safe zone.”

Des squinted her eyes. “And who are you bringing?” She gestured at herself.

“Ami,” I said quickly. “You are just too beautiful. Everyone would stare at you and pay attention to us.”

“Hmm.” Her eyes pinched tight, half happy, half suspicious. “You have a very valid point, and I don’t like it.”

I suppressed a grin. “Can’t help it. You are just too stunning.”

Des sighed. “Fine. No Fayeth?”

“Walking around with an Elf, a Nekorian, or the famous Crimson would be almost as bad as walking around with a beauty like you.”

“Careful, I’m starting to think you’re playing it up a little too much.” She poked my side and turned her cheek.

I was smart enough to know that she wanted the kiss and planted one on her. “Besides, Ami is fast and stealthy. I can use her rather than risk myself for some tasks.”

“Oh. I like that. Use her lots.” Des nodded along, making her purple hair bounce. “She’s fast enough to escape on her own should things get messy. But you are investigating rather than killing?”

“My grandparents phrased it like a test. They want me to determine if we should take the hit,” I clarified. “Which is kind of a big stepping stone for me.”

“They want you to continue the family business.” Des nodded, suddenly becoming serious. “It isn’t a bad thing, but don’t get yourself into too much trouble.” She poked my chest and then fell against me as her towel threatened to fall. “Do you have to go right away?”

I cleared my throat. “Sooner is better. Never know when people are going to move around.”

She nodded. “Crimson is going to go then and make sure she can portal in if you need her.”

“Why’s he going to need Crimson?” Fayeth stepped out of Crimson’s portable shower next and waved at me. “He’s not doing anything stupid, is he?”

“Never,” I promised.

“So, he’s doing something stupid.” Fayeth nodded to herself. “Who are you taking with you?”

I huffed. “It’s like you two practiced.”

“Who says we haven’t?” Des still had her chest pressed to me, that pressure being the only thing keeping her towel up. “He’s taking Ami and going to use her for anything dangerous,” she informed Fayeth.

“Ah. I guess that’s better than running off on your own to kill murderers, monsters, assassins, Dwarves.” She ticked off her fingers one at a time.

“Hey, I fought with the Harem Queen for that last one. As for the murderers, I was just a distraction,” I argued.

“Uh-huh.” Des sounded unconvinced. “Fay-fay. Does someone who plants poisoned spikes in the ground and hides in a tree to ambush them count as distracting?”

I sighed. “If I didn’t kill the archer, I wasn’t going to escape. Why am I arguing this? Ami is coming.”

“Alright. I’ll talk to Ami before you leave. Go take a shower and get dressed.” Fayeth took it upon herself. “What are you going as?”

“Uh… a couple?” I hesitated. They were obviously okay with my harem, but Ami wasn’t part of the party.

Des, however, cooed. “That’ll be so cute. I wonder if Ami will get into it?”

“Miss Stone Face?” I scoffed. “Doubt it.”

“I bet she gets into it,” Des countered me and tapped her lip. “Let’s make a bet. You let me put a collar on you on my next night if I win and she gets into it.”

“What if you lose?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Duh, then you get to collar me.” Des smiled brightly.

“Sounds like a win-win both ways to me,” Fayeth chuckled. “Just be careful.” She made me promise.

Her voice had a slight undertone of a second meaning, and I frowned.

But not wanting to waste time, I shrugged off whatever extra insinuation she was making and hopped into the portable shower, eager to scrub off my sweat and dirt.

***

I got myself dressed in a fairly normal adventuring outfit and slicked my hair back to give myself a little edge.

Des had a big grin as I came out. “Took you long enough. Tada.” She stepped aside and gestured towards the strange woman behind her.

I blinked, not recognizing her at first, until the traits of her long, white hair and pretty face made me realize who was standing there. “Ami?”

“At your service, master.” She bowed.

The woman was out of her butler outfit in more normal adventuring gear. She wore a tight bodysuit with leather straps around her shoulders, hips, and thighs. Each pulled at parts of her, making me realize she had curves, even if they didn’t compare to Desmonda’s.

Ami looked like a hot rogue adventurer.

I cleared my throat. “So strange seeing you out of your suit.” I covered for my fumble.

“Ah.” Ami nodded, clearing her throat, putting on a bright smile and skipping over to my side to grab my arm. Her voice was nothing like the serious one she often used. “Let’s go have fun in the safe zone!”

I just stared as she transformed into a different person.

Ami pouted. “Are you going to cancel? But you promised.” She pouted and puffed her cheeks out playfully. “You were going to take me on a date.”

“I think your acting skills are just too good for him.” Des clapped softly. “Ah, Ken, I’ll get a collar sized for when you get back.”

Ami continued holding onto my arm. “A collar?” She tilted her head like a ditsy flirt. “Oh, can I get one, too?” She batted her lashes at me.

“Your acting is incredible. Maybe calm it down until we get there?” I offered.

Ami cleared her throat and nodded sharply, putting her mask back on. “Let us go, master.”

I had chills from how quickly she had switched back. Ami was low-key terrifying to the point that it made me wonder which was the real her. Focusing on the task at hand was for the best.

Rushing off towards the next floor of the dungeon, Ami kept up with me. The woman still had all her stats in agility, determined to make herself into a speed demon.

“Do you know all of the details about this task?” I asked.

“You know as much as I do.” Ami nodded.

I spoke aloud to order my thoughts more than anything else. “Brandon Sayer, Level 38, though the record is old. He’s upgraded his warrior class into some sort of elemental-based fighter. The hit was put out by a small guild who claimed that he plays small-time warlord of the safe zone. UG doesn’t have a presence in the safe zones that don’t come up from the entrances based on Earth. A dead branch like this is up for grabs.”

Ami nodded along. “They said that he took all their CIDs and their inventories. After losing two members escaping back to the surface, they scraped together their savings and put out a hit on him. This far from the main safe zones, we cannot easily gain information on Brandon.”

“Thus, it rests on my shoulders to assess him. If he’s harmful to the rest of humanity, then I’ll end him.” I grimaced. There was a pressure on me to play judge, jury, and executioner. In the assassin business of the Nagato Clan, we didn’t take just any job. Our own morals played a role in which we’d accept.

Not paying attention as I thought, I almost ran into a werewolf, deciding to stop and use [Triple Breach] followed by [Shadow Strike] and two swings of my blades.

The werewolf exploded into black smoke with that quick use of multiple abilities. [Triple Breach] worked fantastically for a powerful burst.

Ami’s eyes sparkled seeing the purple lightning racing down my arms as I took off even faster than before. The butler raced after me. “That ability. You can share it? I noticed that Crimson has your portal ability.”

“No, sadly, this one and her Limit Break don’t work that way.” I shook my head.

Ami’s gaze lost much of its excitement. “Still, it must feel amazing to go so fast.” She had a dreamy expression plastered on her face as she kept up with my strides.

I had to wonder what her agility had leveled up to in order to keep up, even if I only had a few stacks of [Liminal Speed]. “We’ll just have to find you other abilities to increase your speed,” I offered.

She leaned forward, and the slight glow of mana around her showed she was activating an ability before she shot forward like a flash of light twenty yards.

“I am collecting them,” she said with a big smile. “One day, I’ll just chain them and be the fastest.” She activated the familiar [Sprint], and I had to activate mine to keep up with her.

Another werewolf came up ahead, and I used [Shadow Ambush] to melt out of its shadow and strike it. Ami used her own ability to teleport to the monster and activated three abilities in quick succession.

My own [Triple Breach] hit, and the monster exploded into smoke before we started rushing off again.

Continuing forward, we rushed through the dungeon floors. The werewolves were supposed to summon a small pack of wolves to help them each time, but we were so swift in killing them that they didn’t have a chance to get their summon off.

After killing numerous monsters, the giant bronze doors that marked the thirtieth-floor dungeon boss finally came up ahead. Rather than fight it, we dodged around it and down the stairs to the safe zone below.

As soon as we stepped out of the gloomy thirtieth floor to the brightly lit safe zone, Ami’s body language shifted.

“Love, this place looks great!” She clung to my arm, swapping her mask out for an item veil that covered half her face and seemed to make my eyes slide slightly off it.

Interesting.

“Yeah.” I scratched my head like a fool. “We are so far off the beaten path, yet the dungeon is as beautiful as ever.”

Like all safe zones, it was a large span of grassy plains with only a touch of hills. In the center, there was a small settlement and a large stone castle. One man stood nearby. If Brandon really controlled this safe zone, then we had to put on the act the second we arrived.

“Look at that.” She pointed ahead to the small castle that had been built with a low wall ringing around the settlement.

Someone had certainly put a lot of work into this place. They had been here a while to set all of this up.

Ami bounced on the balls of her feet as we saw the first person. “I always wanted to visit a castle!”

It was just too strange for her to sound excited and eager. I was having some trouble coping with the sudden shift.

She squeezed my arm tight, and I felt the warmth of her chest enveloping me. “Are we going to visit?”

I chuckled. “Sir?” I waved at the person we were putting a show on for.

The safe zone wasn’t split up, and there weren’t any particular markings around any of it. Instead, it just looked like a castle had been built in the middle of the field that took up the whole safe zone. Around the walls of the castle, I could see smaller huts leaning up against it and leading away towards the entrance to the lower floor.

“Ah, you must be here for your first time?” he asked. His smile was tired but not entirely unfriendly.

“Something like that. Our party wanted to camp out on the thirtieth floor a little longer, but we needed a break, you know. A little alone time helps,” I said with a smile.

It wasn’t uncommon for parties to be made of two groups. In this case, I was saying a group of three and the two of us needed some time alone.

He chuckled. “Well, we’re a little unique here. This far out from the main path, we live off the grid.”

“Off the grid?” I asked, surprised. “Do you go back to Earth at all?”

The man chuckled. “Nope. I’ve been down here for three years. The guy that runs the place almost six. We prefer it to the surface. Fewer stupid rules.” It sounded a little rehearsed to me.

“Politicians just won’t leave well enough alone, will they?” I huffed in agreement, knowing the right thing to say. Disguises weren’t just about physically changing yourself but adapting to your surroundings and fitting in socially.

Ami pulled at my arm. “Don’t get started on that.” She rolled her eyes. “We’re here to have fun.”

By doing so, she aligned me further with them without making me actually get into it. Most people would fill in the details with what they wanted.

“Sorry,” I apologized blandly to her. Yet in my mind, I wondered just which rules were stupid. Did that include theft and murder? “So then, you guys run this like a real castle?”

“Well, there are some perks living in the dungeon. Honestly, you guys came at a good time. We haven’t had many visitors lately, and it would be nice if you could trade. The floors you came from have lots of werewolves. We can get plenty of hides and even meat from them.”

He started to lead us back towards the castle, though there was more energy in his body language than when we’d first greeted him.

“That one”—he pointed off in the distance—“has big rock monsters that we use to build buildings. Then that one over there has a plant monster. It’s a little rare, but it drops edible loot that helps make up what we’re missing down here.” He waved us after him to join him. “I’ll show you around.”

He seemed friendly enough, yet my senses told me that something was wrong. I kept my mind sharp as we walked, waiting for whatever was triggering my senses.


Chapter 7


The village started before we got to the castle, which mostly consisted of small buildings made from rough-cut stone that were being propped up with a good amount of wishful thinking. Many of the homes looked like they’d be blown over with a harsh breeze.

Yet in the dungeon safe zone, there wasn’t even a breeze unless two high-level adventurers were fighting.

“Most of us living here made our own homes,” our guide explained while waving his hands about.

“Sorry, I’m Ami.” The woman on my arm bubbled up like a fount of extroverted-ness that had overflown.

“Henrich.” The man shook her hand. He had a touch of an accent, but not enough for me to have placed him as German. “A lot of people here call me Henry, though,” he added. “It’s a close-knit community.”

“They’ve built quite a lot,” Ami gushed. “Look, Ken. There’s an old-timey mill!”

“We grind up those plant monster drops there,” Henry explained.

“You all must spend quite a bit of time diving the dungeon around this safe zone,” I tried to make conversation. “Do you have any tips on where to farm levels around here?”

“Ah. I don’t spend much time outside the safe zone.” Henry was quick to explained.

I frowned at him. “None? How’s that possible? You couldn’t live down here without venturing into the dungeon proper.”

“Mostly, I work as an administrator down here. King Sayer keeps me very busy,” Henry continued on. “But I think there’s an event the way you came from. It’s on the twenty-eighth floor—you really can’t miss the giant castle.

“Wow.” Ami stared at Henry with shining eyes. “There’s a king down here?”

“Someone has to keep everyone organized and keep away the rabble when they show up,” Henry spoke as if Brandon Sayer was doing them all a favor.

“Are we the rabble?” Ami looked at me with an adorable expression that made my heart skip a beat.

Damnit, she was really good at acting.

I cleared my throat. “No, we aren’t the rabble. How can someone as lovely as you be the rabble?” I pushed myself into my role even if Ami continued to throw me off.

She blushed all the way from the tips of her ears down to her chest. “Aww. You say the sweetest things. Henry, is there a place we can rent out for the night? Preferably somewhere with solid walls.”

Our guide only chuckled. “I see you two are having fun in the dungeon.”

“Sometimes the full group can be a little stifling. Best to enjoy the safe zone while you have a chance.” I made up an excuse. “Never know what tomorrow will bring.”

“Right you are.” Henry glanced back to see Ami clinging even tighter to me. “We don’t have an inn, if that’s what you are asking, but King Sayer has some space in his castle for guests.”

“In the castle?” Ami gasped and pulled at my arm before she whispered quietly, “That’s on my bucket list.”

I pulled her waist tighter to me. “Then we must stay at the castle and get the full experience,” I said louder. It was getting easier to treat Ami like a girlfriend with how familiar she was acting. Her hands were all over me, and she kept looking at me with love in her eyes.

Henry waved at a few people as we moved through the village.

I couldn’t help but notice that very few people even had CIDs. And most of them didn’t have more than one piece of gear on them. The gear could be stored in their homes, yet something was bothering me about seeing adventurers without gear.

Perhaps they weren’t really adventurers anymore.

If they were trying to live a life here in the safe zone, they had given up the mantle of being an adventurer and were something else entirely. I didn’t know what to think of people who were living this far off the grid.

“These people are so friendly.” Ami continued to act as she smiled and waved at them. They were not waving back.

The woman on my arm was unrecognizable in her tight bodysuit with a smile so wide that it was clear under her veil and even reached her eyes.

“Yes, as I said before, we are close-knit. You have to rely on each other to survive down here,” Henry said.

We approached the castle walls, and then I noticed that there were several other buildings besides the castle within them.

A woman on the wall leaned over, a quiver on her back and a bow resting next to her. She was the most equipped person I’d seen since we had arrived. “Halt. Henry, what do we have here?” she spat down to the side.

“Visitors. Part of an adventuring group wanted to wander off and take a break in the safe zone. I’m showing them around, Frances,” Henry said with a smile.

The woman on the wall tossed her greasy hair like she was bored. “Come on in then. They looking to stay at the castle?”

“We’d love that!” Ami spoke up. “This place is so cool. A castle in the safe zone.” She squirmed with excitement.

“Alright, head on in. The king’s not too busy today.” Frances hooked a thumb over her shoulder.

I had a feeling that the king wasn’t too busy any day of the week.

Sure, there might be some effort in managing this place, but not that much. He was the king of maybe a few hundred people. If Henry was really an administrator, it wasn’t much work at all.

The question that also went through my mind was, why did he need a guard?

As we passed the castle walls to the inner part of this safe zone, I noticed a lot more people with gear. These people looked like real adventurers, and many of them were rather unsavory ones at that.

There were squat buildings that I hadn’t seen from outside the walls that led up to the castle itself.

Several of the rough-looking people looked up from where they were loitering. Many of them had beer in hand. Somehow, I doubted they were brewing their own down here. Likely, someone was going to the surface or another safe zone for it.

They looked away quickly, going back to their drink and quietly talking about their day.

I couldn’t get a read. Some of them were entirely too casual about visitors, while others were interested.

“These people seem well equipped. Are they diving the dungeons around this one?” I asked Henry to keep the flow of information primed.

“Ah. These are the nobles,” Henry said casually, gesturing at a trio playing cards and a drinking game. “Stronger adventurers that do work for King Sayer. We have to have some who are strong enough to farm the bosses.”

There was clearly a power imbalance, but I wasn’t going to jump to conclusions. In the end, most societies fell into an unequal structure. Egalitarian societies might as well be a myth.

It didn’t mean that he was necessarily mistreating people to the point that I should kill him. Though, it was very easy to already hate him for the imbalance.

These nobles not only had the power to farm the bosses but also to stop the rest of the rabble should they try anything they didn’t appreciate.

“Oh. They don’t look too strong for this level in the dungeon,” Ami commented, casually ignoring the angry glare one of them gave her. She wasn’t entirely wrong either.

“They are. Don’t worry,” Henry was quick to correct her. “It’s just that gear is limited here.”

“Why? Wouldn’t there be plenty from the bosses next to the safe zone?” I asked, curious myself. People might not be able to make an entire set of gear from the limited number of bosses, but there should be some decent rare gear.

“Of course, it’s just limited,” Henry said quickly and led us into the castle.

Yeah, that was not a good sign. Understanding why gear was so ‘limited’ would likely give me the answer I came here for.

The halls were rather bare. Some simple ornaments were placed around, and a single maid turned around when she saw us.

Instead, we walked through the castle that would be incredibly drafty if there was a breeze in the safe zone. There were points where you could see between the stones that had been stacked with minimal grout keeping them together.

“My King!” Henry shouted before entering the final room.

A big man, who looked like he’d once trained hard but now had a gut that had begun to expand past his belt, lounged on a crude throne with a woman on each arm rest. They were both feeding him as his hands rested on their hips.

He was rough shaven, and his hair was pulled back into a ponytail. For a king, he desperately needed someone to work on his appearance. King Sayer looked like a man I’d expect to find working his way through the bottom of a bottle.

“Ah, visitors? Welcome.” He cleared his throat, and one of the women got up so that he could use his right arm. “We welcome visitors always.” He waved his hand at us.

I half-wondered if he expected us to bow.

Ami spoke up first, continuing her act. “Wow! A king! Sir King.” She performed a curtsy. “Did I do that right?”

“Well enough,” Brandon Sayer said from his throne, a little more interested after Ami’s excitement. “Yes, a modest king if you would. I mostly assist the nobles with the boss fights around here and help some of them train.”

“Ah.” I scratched the back of my head. “We came to this safe zone to get a little time together away from the rest of our party. I don’t know if I could barter for a stay in the castle? Not sure how it works here.”

He waved away my concern. “We are happy to have you. No charge, but if you’d be interested in trading, I would have myself or one of my girls show you what we have.”

The one that had gotten off the arm of his throne sauntered her way over to us with a roll of her eyes. “That would be me. I keep the books. King Sayer doesn’t do any of the trading himself.”

Huh. He didn’t keep hold of everything himself. That was a notch in the right direction. She didn’t appear to be forced either.

The other woman took the moment alone with the king to run her hands along his shoulders.

“Ah. Then we’d be happy to trade. I’m sure you have some items in spades if you spend all your time in the safe zone. Our CIDs are pretty much stuffed from this dive,” I told them quickly, hoping to tempt them. If they made it easy for me to decide, then my task would be simpler.

“Wonderful, then I hope we can offer some items in return that you might appreciate.” Her eyes pinched tight as she gestured for me to follow her. “I’ll show you to a room before we get into any business.”

“Henry.” The king stopped him from following us. “Glad you came. We have matters to discuss.”

Our new guide swished her hips back and forth as she walked us down a path like it was her home. Which, technically, it appeared to be.

“The construction could use a little refinement,” she commented, seeing a gap. “Really, it’s a lack of resources. Stones? Those are easy for us, but something like mortar is much harder. Heck, Brandon would hate it, but if you had a can of foam crack filler I’d empty the coffers for it.” She chuckled.

“He wouldn’t punish you?” Ami asked, clinging to me this whole time.

“Would that guy next to you?”

“Absolutely not. Ken loves me.” Ami blinked, giving me pitiful eyes. “Right?”

“Of course, honey.” I plastered a giant smile on my face. “I didn’t even realize that was up for question.”

She curled against me like a cuddly kitten.

“You two are adorable. We don’t have any other guests, so this wing is pretty much empty. Don’t worry about the gaps. No one will hear you two.” She winked.

No one will hear us scream, in ecstasy or pain, I added to myself.

“We’ll be model guests.” Ami batted her lashes innocently.

“Think you two could be ready to have dinner with us in…” She checked her CID. I realized she was the first person I’d seen use theirs since coming to the safe zone. “… four hours?”

Ami hesitated. “It’s been a little while… maybe five hours?”

I coughed into my hand as a blush spread over my cheeks that was completely natural. Ami was a little much in this current persona.

“I’ll leave you two be then.” She winked and headed out before I even caught her name.

Ami pulled me into the room. It was basic, but it wasn’t like this place screamed riches.

As soon as I closed the door, Ami threw herself against it with a thud. “Ken, she’s probably not even down the ha—” Ami started moaned loudly.

My butler was rather attractive in the bodysuit she was wearing, and the movement had caused her veil to fall off one of her ears so that her beautiful face was exposed. She was going all out with the acting.

Her eyes went hazy, and she opened her mouth wide with her tongue flopping about. “Ken! You beast. Uh! Yes,” she cried out and slammed her hips against the door. “Give it to me, you beast. Hard and FAST. So fast. Yes, more. Faster!”

I was dumbfounded. Standing there, I didn’t know what to do. She was my employee and I had firmly placed her in the ‘off limits’ section of my brain. Yet watching her I felt like I was supposed to help with the act.

I tried to decide if I should just let her do her own thing or participate?

Clearing my throat softly, I raised my voice. “Hold still, that’s it.” I walked up and thumped my fist against the door. “Take the whole thing.”

“It’s so big! Un! I’m going to be split in half,” Ami cried out. Her hot breath washed over my face, and for a second, my mind shifted and demanded I end the farce and do it for real.

Something twitched in my pants.

Ami grabbed onto my shoulders, pulling me close and pressing her body to mine. “Yes. Fuck me, oh. We’re doing it in a castle! My bucket list!” she cried out, her legs wrapping around my waist like two serpents before she threw herself back, slamming herself against the door and dragging me with her.

The motion drove my stiffening member into the gap between her squeezing thighs.

My resolve nearly cracked.

I had to keep reminding myself that she was my employee! This was just an act. Nothing more.

“You feel so good, honey. Take it. Oh, I’m going to explode.” I let out a series of grunts and cried out while I repeated ‘this is an act’ to myself.

Ami cooed. “More. I need more. Take me to the bed.” She didn’t get off me, so I walked us over to the bed. Then I slammed her down before starting to use her to shake it, bumping the walls a little as she moaned under me.

At this point, I was hard enough to bend steel.

Everything about the current moment was making my skin prickle and my heart hammer in my chest. Each moment felt less like an act.

Ami made loud kissing noises and kept swaying so that we rocked the bed. “Yes, more. I have pills if you get tired. I need it faster.”

We shook the bed harder.

This was an act.

I had to remind myself, instead focusing on what was happening I shifted my focus to the room. The noises we were producing was part of the act. And the room might not be safe.

Scanning the room while keeping up the act, I found it was so simple that they couldn’t hide anything here. The space had two small windows without glass to let light in. I would check the curtains in a minute and then a desk as well as the bed. Both were made from rough-cut stone. The mattress was an actual mattress and surprisingly clean.

It was almost like someone had set this room up and then never used it.

“Oh!” Ami let out another loud wail and waved her hand. “Give me a moment to rest and then we can continue. Cuddle me.” She freed me from her powerful thighs and pulled me close.

All the acting fell from her face back to the serious mask she normally wore as my butler.

I felt whiplash from the sudden change. “I think she’s gone.” My voice was low; the cuddling if someone was around us would make for a good excuse to whisper.

Ami nodded sharply. “Good job acting.”

Acting, right. That’s all that was. I tried to get my body under control and on the same page with several deep breaths. “You were a different person.”

“Un,” Ami grunted. “Being able to alter one’s own self is required for an expert ninja. Disguises are a cornerstone of stealth. What are your thoughts about Brandon Sayer?”

“He’s a self-made king. Though, I didn’t see anyone being severely abused here. He’s the king of nothing in a corner that affects no one. At least, that’s my first impression. We’ll see what they do when they think we have valuables. Trading might be an excuse to get a look at my CID and what’s inside.” I was already thinking ahead. “The lack of CIDs on everyone else bothered me, though.”

“Good.” Ami nodded, her face only an inch from mine. “We’ll rest up, make some noise, and repeat. This place is too easy to listen in on with the cracks in the stone. While we’re here, we’ll have to keep up the act unless we are sleeping or like this.”

I smiled after reminding myself that it was indeed an act. “Sure, whatever you want, honey. We’ll stay for dinner and some time tomorrow before heading back.” I let my voice rise and returned to acting.

“Can’t leave our party alone for too long.” Ami nodded in agreement. “Until then, keep your eyes open. I’m going to get a little rest.” She closed her eyes and seemed to instantly fall asleep.

I had to pause, wondering if this was another act, but she started to breathe deeply in a way that was impossible to fake.

What the heck was with this woman? I rolled away and onto my back. She was just too damn convincing. I even felt like she was my girlfriend. Taking a peek at her sleeping face, I wondered if that was the real her. Ami’s acting skills had made me question nearly everything.

Yet for this trip, I’d have to pretend to be her significant other. Putting up too many walls between myself and her would ruin the acting.

Damnit. I pushed down on my pants. My lower extremity needed an off switch because it wasn’t keeping up with my head when I told it that everything we had just done was all an act. Instead, I ended up lying there, staring at the ceiling while I waited for the discomfort to subside.


Chapter 8


Ami took the second watch and let me get a little sleep before dinner with King Sayer and his two ladies. Turns out all that restraint was a special kind of exhausting, and I passed out only to wake up and have to peel myself off the bed.

For her part, Ami had changed into a revealing red sundress that most certainly had a bandoleer of throwing knives strapped to her thigh.

I had straightened my clothes and prepared for dinner in my usual adventuring outfit.

“Oh wow!” she gushed as we walked into the dining room. Unlike the other rooms that were fairly bare, this one had seen the touch of an interior decorator in trying to make it grand like a castle.

“Yes, we are slowly working to make the rest like this.” The treasurer, as I thought of her, smiled.

“I never got your name.” I smiled.

“Trish.” She grinned and took my hand, pumping it. “That’s Ray. And then of course, King Sayer.”

“Does that make you Queen Trish or Queen Sayer?” Ami asked with a bright smile.

“I guess it does.” Trish smirked, and with a wink, she added, “Don’t tell Brandon, though.”

The two ladies shared a laugh.

“Where did you get all the gold?” I asked. “On that note, what do all the people in the village do?”

“Most of them go down to the thirty-first floor. There are some fairly weak monsters that drop meat,” Trish explained. “They are the big pack of weak monsters type.”

“Those people had to have some decent gear to have arrived this far out in a dead branch of the dungeon,” I said.

“You’d think so.” Trish rolled her eyes. “Half of them were picked up or saved because they were dying in the dungeon. They took some cruddy taxi service to get this far out and then needed saving.”

I thought of Crimson’s story about taking a bad taxi when she was just starting out. It was a thing that happened. Though for it to happen often enough to fill this safe zone seemed off.

Ami nodded. “Probably the same mentality as a lot of adventurers that go to dead branches. Somehow, they think that if they had a bunch of space for themselves, they could grow?”

Trish hooked a thumb at Ami. “She gets it. Or is that what you two were doing out here?”

I shrugged. “Our party leader had a line on an event that’s pretty good.” It was easier to lie when mixing in a bit of the truth.

“Ah. Yes, there are a few of the nobles here who do the vampire event. Though a group just came back saying that a bunch of Haylon students descended and claimed it for themselves.” Trish rolled her eyes and glanced away as the doors opened.

Thankfully, the entrance let me hide my reaction. If the group of randoms that we had encountered at the event were here, they might recognize me.

In the split second the other woman turned to see King Sayer and Ray enter, I could glance at Ami meaningfully and then smooth out my reaction.

“Damn preppy Haylon students,” I reacted appropriately. If that was the reason our party was here, we would know they had come down, too. “They gave us some pity loot and pushed us away. That’s the only event?” My lies were getting a little tangled.

“Yes, well, that will harm the people here.” She shook her head.

“Oh no,” Ami gasped. “Can’t you do anything?”

“Do anything about what?” King Sayer heard the last as he joined the conversation, and after he sat, the rest of us took our seats. “The food will be coming. Do you care for wine? We brought out the good stuff for guests.”

“We only have one type of wine.” Ray laughed. “Though we still have some beer normally.”

The king shrugged. “Thus, it’s the good stuff.” He pulled out a bottle and bit the cork to pull it out.”

“You don’t have to do that on our account.” I smiled and tried to wave away the gesture.

“Nonsense. I’m trying to get you drunk before you make deals with Trish. She might not look like it, but she’s a shark.” King Sayer laughed as his two ladies rolled their eyes. “But what were you talking about?”

I had to admit, he even got me to let my guard down a little before returned to the conversation.

Ami went right on ahead while I hesitated. “Those Haylon students hogging the event.”

“Ah.” King Sayer nodded. “I heard there were nearly a hundred of them. Even if I out-level them a fair bit, there isn’t much I can do on that scale. More interesting to me is how they got this far out from the main line of the dungeon.” He tapped his chin as he emptied the wine bottle into a large mug.

“What do you mean?” I asked, realizing he might have the same concern about how I had gotten here.

“We are so far off the main path of the dungeon that normally people have to come through this safe zone first, and we can get to know them.” King Sayer shrugged. “It would just be good to know if there was another way into this dead branch of the dungeon. Here I thought I sat on the only entrance… and exit.”

I tried not to show my concern that he might be suspicious of us. “Oh. I’m not sure. Maybe they had a teacher with them?”

“Could be.” King Sayer smiled as a servant came in with several bottles of wine and started pouring the rest of us glasses. “But that doesn’t matter. Instead, I want to welcome our guest and get him drunk for my Trish to squeeze him for trades.” He laughed.

By making his objective obvious, he was very disarming.

Trish only made it worse when she shook her head lightly at his antics. “I’ll deal with you fairly, but some items here have different values.”

“Like what?” I asked curious.

“Mana crystals are worth almost nothing.” She shrugged. “There’s none of the technology that runs on them here. No big UG presence for us to easily sell them. Same with coins. It’s all bartering item for item.”

I thought about the wine and the beer. Someone was making it to a UG safe zone for those items. Which meant…

A few pieces of the puzzle snapped into place.

“Oh no. If mana crystals aren’t worth much, then what’s the standard unit of payment here?” Ami asked, likely on the same train of thought I was on.

“Food,” Trish said bluntly.

This place was impoverished enough that food was the basic currency. In other words, survival.

Speaking of, food was brought out on big platters. It smelled great. I got a whiff of expensive spices all over it. There was no way they weren’t traveling to a UG safe zone or even the surface.

Food would be relatively cheap there compared to here. Already I could see how they squeezed a ton of profit off the two systems and being the only people going between them.

“If I wanted to trade some mana crystals, how much would it be for a portion of meat?” I asked.

Trish pulled off a chicken leg and placed it on her plate. “A hundred for a portion of meat.”

I nearly choked. “A hundred black crystals for a serving of food?” You could buy a truck load for that on the surface.

They were likely getting higher grade crystals at the thirty-first floor. A green crystal there would be worth a thousand black.

“No. A hundred green or a thousand blue,” Trish answered simply.

I was gobsmacked. The price of a meal was astronomical. You could buy a nice car with a few meals. My eyes couldn’t help but drift to the food being placed in front of us.

“Don’t worry. This is free,” King Sayer said before taking a bite of chicken and pulling away to tear the skin.

“As he said. This is us welcoming guests.” Trish smiled. “I’m sure since you’ve come this far out, you must have plenty of food?”

I chuckled. My CID was currently full of cream. “Do you want dairy?”

“That works.” Trish smiled. “It’s not something we get here, so it could go for a premium.”

I decided to do a little test. “Since mana crystals are so poor for you, how about you trade those?”

All three of our hosts froze.

“Are you sure? You can’t eat mana crystals.” Trish gave me a weak look. “It would be a shame if you had trouble afterwards.”

“It’s fine. The cream is sort of a luxury. It’s so we can bake.” I could always get more by sending Crimson on an errand, or perhaps one of these days I could get my mana high enough to use a portal myself.

“Well, let’s look at what we have to barter before we talk about crystals,” Trish offered and pushed a CID towards me. She wasn’t using the one on her arm. Instead, it was a spare that she was using to facilitate the trade.

Her answer was enough for me. All these people here were essentially farming green mana crystals at ridiculous trade prices. They might as well have been slave labor.

That they wouldn’t trade these ‘worthless’ crystals to me was a clear answer they were trading them out themselves.

“Oh?” Ami drew attention away from me as I brooded. She was great at playing her role and covering my lulls in conversation. “So many epic pieces of equipment.”

“We pride ourselves on being able to farm our surroundings. With enough time and attempts, some of those are rather common,” Trish said. “Still, they are valuable pieces of loot. We’d happily trade food for them.”

Part of my mind tried to jump to the future of such implications. If I paid in food and ran out of it, I’d be back at the castle in a month and trying to trade for food, only to get stiffed and forced to trade everything I owned back to them for food.

My mind went to those outside the castle walls with no equipment and how loot was ‘limited’.

Fuck.

That had to be what was happening here. The people outside the castle walls were forced to farm mana crystals for food. Then King Sayer and the rest in charge ended up able to make it to some place where they could get the full value of said crystals.

If they couldn’t get a substantial source of food, they couldn’t make a trip somewhere safe. Meanwhile, the longer those who were starving continued to need to trade, the worse their gear situation, and the fewer options they had for survival.

They were stripped and held at the mercy of these three to survive. But why? Beyond the obvious greed of course.

“What do you think?” Trish urged me.

I returned to the present moment, remembering that I was supposed to be paying attention to the CID with loot.

Ami covered for me. “There are some really nice pieces here. Ken, what do you think of this one?” She tapped on a pair of axes.

“I don’t know. What about this staff?” I tried to pretend like I’d been paying attention.

“You don’t use a staff. Neither do I.” Ami paused and looked up from the CID. “Charlotte is the only one in our party that uses a staff. Why are you getting her a gift?” She looked incredibly cute with her brows pinching together in a frown.

King Sayer let out a hearty chuckle while Trish shook her head with a smile.

“Charlotte’s our healer.” I pretended to be awkward, which wasn’t hard. Ami was making me feel like I was caught cheating. “Gearing out the healer is always a good idea.”

Ami squinted at me for a long moment before she broke out into a smile. “Oh. That’s great.” She went back to the CID with a silly grin still on her face.

The king shook his head. “You are a lucky man. Hang onto that woman.”

I put a possessive arm around Ami. “She’s a gem.”

“Of course I am. So, maybe get me one of these belts? They have so much agility.” Her eyes sparkled with real excitement. Of course she wanted the pure agility belt.

“Those are nice. Hold on.” Trish fished around in her own CID. “I have a really high quality one. It’s just a little more agility than the average one, but every little bit helps, right?”

Ami turned to me, her eyes wide. “Maybe we could get both the staff and the belt?”

I cast a wary glance at Trish. Clearly, I was not going into any bartering with a strong stance for negotiations. Not that it mattered. Honestly, trading cream for these was a steal.

“Don’t worry. I won’t take you for too much.” The lady laughed.

“Well, how much cream do you want for the two of them?” I laughed, pulling out jug after jug, until I only had four more for Fayeth. I was suddenly very glad that Crimson went overboard with just about everything she did, and I had plenty.

“Oh. That’s quite a lot.” Trish started counting and doing some math on her own CID. “I can take half of these for the belt, though it’s a little less than I’d normally do for the staff…”

“How about I throw in some mana crystals.” Ami dumped a handful of blue crystals on the table in absolutely horrible negotiation, but it fit with the character she was playing. We were still getting both of these for a steal.

“That’ll do.” Trish made it all disappear, leaving behind the belt and the staff.

Ami was quick to take the belt and try it on. It certainly didn’t fit with her sundress but would look great with her black bodysuit. “What do you think?”

“You look great in everything,” I answered correctly.

She twirled around in it a few times.

“Well, I’m glad to see you are happy with your purchase.” King Sayer smiled. “Next time, you should come with the rest of your party. We’ll host you all again.”

“The night is still young.” Ray poured us some more wine. “Tell us about the recent news. I’m afraid we don’t get much down here.”

“Ah. You all probably haven’t heard about the Naga then?” I asked.

“Naga?” King Sayer leaned in. “Some new monster in the dungeon?”

“Another race,” I clarified and put my elbows on the table. “A very hostile race.” Even before they attacked, I was privy to more information than most. Someone who spent little or no time on the surface wouldn’t even know they existed.

“That’s interesting,” Ray added.

“It gets better,” Ami added on. “They used portal magic to attack Haylon.”

That really got them leaning in.

I cleared my throat and gave what information I’d seen on a news broadcast rather than my own experiences.

***

Ken and Ami left as King Sayer leaned back in his chair with Ray. Ray quickly rose up and began massaging his shoulders.

“What do you think?” she asked.

“Not entirely sure.” Brandon rubbed at his stubble. “They didn’t arrive through the normal means. Did they follow Haylon? Something’s a little off with him.”

“Could they be from Haylon?” Ray asked. “She’s kind of a ditz, but she has to be at a decent level to be down here at her age.”

Brandon barked a laugh. “No. Are you kidding me? Haylon is famously all girls. The chances of a guy being let into Haylon are less than Mistress Crimson coming here to give me a million bucks.”

Ray shrugged.

Of the two ladies, she wasn’t much of a thinker. If she wasn’t a fantastic taxi with her ability to turn into a whirlwind, he’d think about replacing her. Trish was the real brains of the operation, and of course, none of it could be done without Brandon himself.

“I have another batch I’m supposed to pick up tomorrow. Think they’ll be gone by then?” Ray asked.

“Yeah. They’ll be gone.” He rubbed at his knuckles.

Part of what Ray had said began bothering him. Many adventurers started to age slower, so it was hard to tell, but both of them had felt very young to Brandon. Their age combined with their ability to wander at the thirtieth floor like it was a vacation made him concerned with who they really were.

“Place someone in the hall down a little ways from their room. I want to make sure they aren’t getting up to anything in the castle tonight.”

Ray nodded and got off him to head to the ‘nobles’. In reality, they were just the prisoners that had agreed to help Brandon manage the place for a little more luxury and freedom.

Brandon wasn’t really a king; he was a warden. His little kingdom was a prison for people that the surface couldn’t easily contain.

***

A portal opened up in our room and Crimson skipped through. Des stepped in right behind her.

“Going to be able to do that myself soon.” Des rubbed her hands together. “Just need Ken to get his stamina up so that we don’t have to wait so long in between.” She winked.

I flapped my hands in the air and held a finger to my lips. “Quiet.”

“Is that why we came here?” Crimson lifted her hand and made a barrier for sound. “There. I don’t do quiet very well.”

“No, you do not.” I sighed. “As you can see, we are perfectly fine.”

“Going to kill the king?” Des asked.

“After we get back, I’m sending Ami to look into a few more things. There’s definitely something fishy going on here.” I rubbed my face; acting was tiring. “People here are barely surviving, farming the surrounding areas of the dungeon for food, meanwhile ‘King Sayer’ collects all their loot and mana crystals.”

“They just let that happen?” Des huffed.

Crimson, on the other hand, had a more thoughtful expression on her face. “Interesting. They don’t have enough food to make the trip back to the main branches of the dungeon.”

I nodded. “Exactly. They are trading away mana crystals for pretty much nothing. Yet if these guys have a way to make it back to the main branches, this place is essentially a slave labor farming operation. The original hit was because someone claimed that Brandon tried to force them to stay here. Yet I didn’t get much resentment from the people, more resignation than anything.”

“What do you want me to investigate, master?” Ami asked.

“You got Ray and Trish’s faces memorized? Henry’s, too?”

She nodded quickly.

“Use those first names and the images and figure out what their statuses are. Is Henry missing? Presumed dead?” I pushed.

“Ah.” Crimson figured out my thoughts. “You want to know how they ended up here.”

“I have a suspicion, but let’s see what Ami can find. I don’t want to bias her. We’ll head back to the event tomorrow. It sounds like these guys range all the way there, so I’ll have to be careful if any of them show up.”

“Great.” Des smiled. “We’ll pick you up in the boss room tomorrow morning. Enjoy your night with Ami. We have another trip. Crimson is going to take me collar shopping.” Des chuckled as Crimson ripped open another portal for them.

I shook my head as they left, and Ami’s expression returned to her acting role.

“Baby, we only have one night in a castle. My bucket list!” she cried out and tackled me to the bed.

I had a sleepless night, unable to sleep as Ami orchestrated a convincing all-night sex session.


Chapter 9


Trish tried to negotiate a few more trades with us, this time going after our mana crystals. I let her have a few before giving excuses and escaping with Ami to the boss room on the thirtieth floor.

Now fairly sure that I was going to take the hit, I’d get my value back later.

Crimson was at the boss waiting for us and whisked us back to the campsite at the vampire event. “Hope that was fruitful.”

“Very,” I said, kissing her on the cheek. Part of me wanted to grab her braid and push her down on the bed. I was fairly pent up after Ami’s acting.

She gave me a smoldering look, likely sensing my eagerness. “Let me send Ami off to the Nagato Clan. Does she have everything she needs?” Crimson opened a portal.

“Yes.” Ami nodded, somehow having already traded out her bodysuit for her butler outfit. “I’ll perform my duties and be back in a few days.” She dipped her head and walked through the portal.

“Now where were we?” Crimson asked. “Stamina training?”

Something tight wrapped around my neck and clicked as a chain rattled.

I turned to see Des with the biggest smirk on her face.

“Come on, time to pay up,” Des said. “You’re going to do as I say, and so is Crimson.” She put another collar around the powerful adventurer, excitement evident in the temptress’ eyes.

Des’ pink eye behind her purple hair nearly glowed.

“Yes, Mistress.” Crimson played along just fine.

I cleared my throat. “Mistress, what would you have us do?”

“Don’t worry, you’re going to love it.” Des started walking, and we both had to follow her or let the chains pull us over. “Red, get on your hands and knees. Ken, strip yourself, then her. Slowly.” Des sucked on her lower lip.

Crimson played along, getting down on the bed and wiggling her butt at me as I tossed my clothes on the floor.

I unzipped her red leather suit and peeled it back off Crimson’s obscene curves slowly, letting Des savor in the moment of being in control. Each moment of Crimson’s soft flesh pushed out of the tight leather was tantalizing.

“Yes.” Des licked her lips. “Red, that cock looks mighty tasty. Give it a lick.”

Crimson spun around quickly and licked me like an ice cream cone from base to tip. “So good, Mistress, can I do more?” She stuck her tongue out for another lick.

“No. Ken, grab her hair and give her all that she wants.” Des was clearly excited by her opportunity to orchestrate our night.

***

I wiped at my brow as we finished up another round of the vampire event. It had been a week since returning with Ami.

“Another of the chest plates.” Helen stood up from the smoke and tossed it at me.

The last three of the chest plates had gone to waste because no one wanted them. So, into my CID they went. I’d split out the profits later after Crimson took me to a UG safe zone to offload everything.

“We got the speed boots!” Penny picked them up, and people started to raise their hands.

The boss had died several dozen times now, and they were a common loot that many people wanted. It seemed that movement speed was a universally loved stat. Maybe if there were enough by the end of this that we started selling them, I would buy a pair for Ami.

Either way, the goal for farming the event wasn’t just to gear up, but to get our levels up for the raid on the thirty-second floor. Those monsters would be Level 32 but far harder than normal.

We might even want to be a few levels above them. I checked my CID, looking at my stats. The weapons from the Harem Queen had made a sizable difference, and including them in my stats made me smile at my progress.

Gear was a part of an adventurer’s strength, and I was no longer viewing them as a separate part.

Ken Nagato

Class: Emperor

Secondary Class: Demon Lord

Level: 30

Experience: 11%

Strength: 95

Agility: 214

Stamina: 166

Magic: 112

Mana: 124

Skills: Dark Strike, Earth Stomp, Charm, Metamorphosis, Sprint, Absorb, Discharge, Dark Blades, Shadow Arm, Camouflage, Shadow Ambush, Elemental Shield, Portal [Special] [Restricted], Mana Burn, Hydra [Elysara], Cleave [Fayeth], Spell Mirror, Dungeon’s Blessing, Blades of Shadow, Mana Implosion, Shadow Wave [Desmonda], Revive [Charlotte], Shadow Phase, Dodge, Liminal Speed, Eyes of Wisdom [Crimson], Delirious Pleasures, Triple Breach, Arcane Singularity

Now that I had hit Level 30, I’d gained yet another new ability. [Arcane Singularity] had a fancy name and a powerful ability to go with it. It was a little tricky to use in a large group, though.

Any spell, allied or enemy, within five feet was sucked into the ability like an [Absorb] that lasted ten seconds. Using it in the middle of the vampire casters had essentially allowed me to spam [Discharge] for the whole duration.

I was officially back above average stats for my level. At 30, the average adventurer should have 600 total stats if they were keeping themselves balanced. I was about twenty percent ahead of the curve, but I knew much of that was the push I’d gotten from the epic gear from the Harem Queen.

If I wanted to continue to stay ahead of the curve, I’d need to keep pushing.

“Ah, back to torture,” Taylor grumbled. “Think if we hide here for a few hours, Crimson will miss us?”

“You say that loud enough and you’ll find yourself weighed down like Ken.” Kendra laughed. The pink-haired enchantress had been consulted by Crimson on how to make all my weights heavier.

Several of them looked at me, seeing the weights around my ankles and the big metal cuffs on my wrists. They were magically etched to weigh far more than you’d expect.

I shrugged playfully. “I have to weigh myself down for you all to keep up.”

“Oh.” Several of the girls gasped and giggled.

Taylor rolled her eyes. “You have that stupid broken ability. If I had that, you’d be kissing the ground that I walked on.”

“Probably,” I agreed. “But I’d also be chasing after you like a demon.”

Taylor huffed and threw her mace over her shoulder. “Oh well, let’s get back to training everyone.”

“How her tune changes.” Des sauntered up next to me and took my arm, running her hand over my bicep.

“You’re in a good mood.” I peered down.

“Still in an afterglow from being in control of you and Crimson,” she admitted and held my arm as we left the basement of the castle. “Maybe soon I can add a few more to your harem. There are some lovely ladies in our class.” She trailed her fingers over me.

Each of my steps was still heavy as I adjusted to the new weights that Crimson had put on me. Operating [Liminal Speed] helped me work my agility and to a lesser extent my stamina. Adding in weights worked my full set of physical abilities.

Time with the ladies helped my mana, and I had [Shadow Arm] as a relative way to exercise my magic. My class, while incredible, did need me to train all my stats.

At this point, I was a training machine. And my women were working to keep pace.

Fayeth had a new shield that weighed nearly a ton and would practice with just about anyone, focusing on being able to block any and every attack that came her way. Her strength was climbing quickly, along with her stamina.

Unlike me, she could focus whole-heartily on just two of her stats. The others were all doing the same. My class was difficult in that it utilized all my stats, but I liked to think it gave me a higher potential.

“Well, I’m glad you enjoyed it. You’ll have to win another bet with me, though, if you want to put a collar on me again,” I told her.

“You liked it. I let you be aggressive. Only difference was that you were aggressive when I wanted you to be.” Des grinned. It had really been about control more than submission for her.

“Ken, do you have time to train?” Fayeth caught up with us.

I smiled at how hard they were all working. The previous concerns of out-pacing them were a distant memory.

“Of course. It’s either work with you or have Crimson try and crush me with her whip.” I chuckled awkwardly. It seemed that even being intimate with Crimson didn’t spare me from her hellish training.

We wound down from the trail, talking happily until we got to camp and split up for our training. Des had taken Felin to the side with Charlotte; the three of them would beat each other up with spells while Charlotte practiced her healing.

Fayeth pulled out her heavy shield. It dropped into the ground, the edge biting into the hard soil. “Don’t go easy on me.”

“Never.” I switched out my weapons for a duller pair of training blades and rushed her.

She lifted the heavy shield in time to block my first strike and stepped back, twisting the shield to push me away rather than deal with the second.

“Getting old on me? That was slow,” she taunted me and pushed hard on the shield to try and throw me off balance.

I leaned into it, using my heavier weight so that she didn’t throw me off. Once Fayeth was fully extended, I used [Dodge] to slip to the side and catch her on the shoulder plate with my training blades.

She didn’t even mind the hit. Her feet were rooted to the ground, and she was actively healing as she fought.

“By the way, I had to sell the cream that Crimson got to replace Felin’s pillaging.” I decided to make this fight harder on myself.

“You what?” She swung the shield to get me off her.

Purple lightning was already starting to race up my arms after the few strikes. It didn’t save me, though, as her shield glowed and rushed at me as she used [Shield Bash] to bloody my nose.

“Do you realize how many calories we all need after this training?” she huffed. “That cream is a vital resource.”

I used [Hydra] so that we could go at the fight without any real injuries. “You sound like Felin right now,” I teased her, dancing around her shield and going in for a few quick strikes while she was recovering.

“At least tell me you used it for a good cause.” She got her shield back up in place and twisted to continue to put it between us.

That was fine. I hammered on the shield like it was a drum, working on my own forms.

“I bought Ami a belt and then Charlotte a staff, only for the staff to be obsolete by the time I got back,” I admitted.

Fayeth tried to bash me with her shield again, but I danced backwards. Then I used [Shadow Arm] to catch her shield and keep it extended as I went in for another round.

Roots coiled around her shoulders, protecting them from my attack as her strength increased, and she clipped me with her shield before I could move out of the way. She hadn’t moved it much, but with the weight of the shield, it still threw me off balance.

“So, you bought Ami a belt with cream?” She frowned.

“The safe zone,” I reminded her.

“Yeah, the one with the bad people you are going to take the assassination job for.” Fayeth hurried me through it before I explained it again.

“I didn’t say I’d take the job just yet,” I admitted.

“No. The way you talk about it, even if you get wildly different information back from Ami, you’re going to go after them.” She looked over the lip of the tower shield at me.

“You sound so certain.” I felt like I hadn’t quite made up my mind.

“Even if those people aren’t entirely good, they are trapped down there. I won’t say the Elves never do anything bad, but I don’t think we’d trap people and force them to work for the rest of their lives. Honestly, we’d just kill them before we did that.”

She activated an ability to create a green shield behind her when I tried to reach around with [Shadow Arm]. My stacks of [Liminal Speed] were building, but I was so slow with the weights on that Fayeth was keeping up.

“Because even prisoners should have rights?” I asked, dodging back.

“No. Because if you let assholes take advantage of people, they always go too far.” She swung her shield to meet me as I tried to dodge around to her side.

“That’s fair,” I said, hammering her shield and making her grunt with the effort of holding it steady. “I still need to know more before I go back.”

“Yes, well, you are taking us when you go back. Maybe even the whole class. After all, we are all in Silver Fangs.” She tried to slam the lip of the shield down on my toes.

That move typically would have broken something. Thankfully, I used [Dodge] to slide back a foot. “Careful.”

“You’ll heal.” Fayeth grinned. “That’s what you get for selling my cream. I’d threaten to withhold food, but we both know I’m going to stuff you full after training.”

“I love you, too.” I blew her a kiss.

“Then do me a favor and get Des’ mana high enough that she can use your portal ability, and I can send her on shopping trips.” Fayeth blew me a kiss in return and tried to break my toes again.

“Savage,” I teased and continued to bang on her shield. “Des needs no encouragement. If I let her, she’d drain me dry.”

“Let her if it gets her mana up.” Fayeth switched the shield to her other arm. “Now, without cream, what am I going to make?”

“You could do barbecue,” I offered.

“You and Felin are two peas in a pod. It’s always meat, meat, meat with you two.” She huffed and swung out with a leg to try and trip me.

“Don’t forget the sauce. That’s the best part,” I shot back, my training blades ringing out a staccato rhythm on her shield.

Fayeth rolled her eyes. “Because that’s what holds all the flavor. Perfectly cooked meat, grains, and veggies are important for making sure we all stay healthy and get the maximum gains from this exercise. That includes the cream!” She pushed back.

“Fine. Fine.” I smirked and lifted one that I’d saved from the negotiations with Trish. “Here.” I tossed it to her.

She dropped her shield to catch it and put it in her CID.

I ducked in, raising my blades threateningly.

Fayeth just stared me down as she put the cream away. “I. Dare. You.”

I took advantage of her not having the shield and grabbed her by the waist for a deep kiss, booped her on the nose, and then stepped back for her to pick up the shield again.

“Love you, Fayeth. I didn’t sell all the cream.”

She shook her head with a smile and squared up against me again. “Ah. I should have known better. My Adrel wouldn’t leave me high and dry.”

“Well, Felin won’t have much cream she can poach,” I admitted.

“That woman.” Fayeth sighed. “At least we get along well. Though, it will be up to you to make her Adrel with the rest of us. This ‘pride’ she talks about hinges on you.”

We started to practice again, dancing together for my training blades to clash with her shield for a moment before breaking apart again.

I danced around her, forcing her to move her heavy shield and making myself move to work on my own stats. “She’s not that bad.”

“Tell yourself that when she goes into heat for the first time.” Fayeth smirked.

“Wait, is there a timer on that?” I asked, suddenly concerned.

“Now you ask?” Fayeth playfully clicked her tongue. “Should have considered that earlier, my Adrel. I have talked to her about it after she informed us of her biological need.”

“No seriously.” I smashed past her shield with my increasing speed. “She’s got some control over that, right? Medicine or something?”

“Of course she does.” Fayeth smiled. “But a troublemaker like her? Something’s bound to go wrong.” She used my moment of hesitation to drop her shield on my foot. “Got you!”


Chapter 10


“Really, you trained so hard that you are both banged up.” Charlotte tsked as she healed Fayeth and me.

After several rounds of taunting each other, we had really gone at it. While we both had self-heals, they hadn’t held up to the intensity of our training.

“It’s my fault.” I scratched the back of my head. “We got carried away.”

“Well, at least you had someone come get me.” Charlotte kissed the top of my head. “Now, the doctor’s orders are to rest up for an hour before doing anything more. I don’t want to hear that Crimson got you working again.”

Bun-bun huffed on top of her head and chattered angrily at me.

“Yeah, yeah.” I waved away the angry rabbit. “We were training and in moderation. No need to sic the orderly on me.”

Bun-bun just crossed his arms and gave me a flat stare, mirrored by Charlotte’s, only hers was far cuter.

“We did go a little overboard.” Fayeth nudged me. “At least it wasn’t as bad as Crimson’s trainings. She gives him potions before she lets him come see you.”

“She does what?” Charlotte shifted her gaze to Fayeth. Bun-bun covered his eyes with his paws, peeking out of them slightly like someone who couldn’t help but watch the oncoming trainwreck.

“Those are stamina potions,” I tried to save Fayeth. Normally, I was so worn out from Crimson’s training that I needed something so that I didn’t pass out. “So, I can stay awake and make the walk.”

That didn’t sound as harmless as it had in my head.

Bun-bun smacked his face.

Charlotte pursed her lips tightly and applied a little more healing to Fayeth. “I guess I shouldn’t blame either of you. We are all pushing ourselves.” She let out a sigh.

Bun-bun perked back up.

“We are all a little maniacal in our training.” I scratched the back of my head. “I heard about your training last summer. You really pushed yourself with your mother.” By pushed herself, I meant having her mother hammer her with wind spells while she forced herself to heal through the damage and disorientation.

A brutal way to train stamina, magic, and mana all at once.

Bun-bun rapidly shook his head as if warning me not to bring that particular moment in time up.

Rather than be upset, Charlotte just sighed and continued to heal us and tend to our injuries. “Ken, we are going to do something very nice and not related to training for the holidays.”

I knew better than to even argue. “Of course. We’ll all be sick of training by then, and it’ll be a lovely vacation.”

“Good, good.” Charlotte nodded. “Sometimes, we should enjoy life rather than continuing to push as hard as we can into the dungeon. Why are we even pushing so hard?”

“The Naga?” Fayeth hazarded.

“Why do I need a set goal?” I challenged both of them, staring at the ceiling. “Can’t I just like diving the dungeon? I don’t want to be stuck forever grinding some floor like a corporate job. No, I think I’m addicted to seeing my numbers go up.”

Bun-bun looked at me with a tilted head.

“What are you looking at?” I made a face at the rabbit. “It’s completely normal.”

“What about Silver Fangs?” Charlotte asked.

I gave her a guilty chuckle. “That should be part of it, right?” I cleared my throat. “Yes, of course I want to make my guild the greatest in the entire world— no, the entire connected worlds from the dungeon!” Shrugging, I returned to my normal voice. “Adventuring is fun. There’s a thrill in doing all of this, particularly doing all of it with you and the rest of my Adrel.”

Charlotte’s eyes softened. “Do you have to push yourself so hard then?”

“Yep.” I smiled. “Because while it’s a fun adventure, I can’t leave anything to chance, and I have to prepare myself to ensure we all make it out alive so that I can keep enjoying it.”

Charlotte leaned forward and gave me a soft kiss as Bun-bun patted the top of my head.

Was that approval from the rabbit? I should have gotten a picture.

“I guess it’s up to me to slow us down from time to time then,” Charlotte said and glanced at Fayeth.

The Elf nodded sharply. “You have my support.”

“Good, good.” Charlotte nodded to herself. “Now, both of you, rest a little.”

I shrugged. “Sounds good. Fayeth, what are we cooking?”

The Elf pulled her hair back to tie it into a ponytail. “I was thinking after such a good workout that we need protein.”

“Steaks?” I asked, licking my lips.

“Steaks,” she confirmed, and I hopped ahead of her to the kitchen area as Charlotte went and tended to other classmates who had injured themselves during the day’s training.

That was Charlotte’s own training.

Fayeth was the queen of the little mobile kitchen she now brought through the dungeon. It was a stainless-steel station that collapsed into a few parts. The center was a grill with an oven hatch underneath it. Then there were two large workstations on either side, and even a faucet with a small reservoir of water.

She put on an apron and started humming as she pulled charcoal from her CID and lit the grill before putting out her pans and knives.

I watched as she was completely at home cooking.

“Do you really not have any goals?” she asked me.

“Hmm? The goal post keeps stretching out. I just hit Level 30. Now I want Level 32 to be ready for the raid. As soon as we get in there, I’m sure I’ll make some goals for stats,” I said, having long ago accepted that goal posts always seemed to move when reached.

It didn’t bother me; it was just a fact of life and the human condition.

Fayeth gave me a strange look. “Then what keeps you going?”

“Your food.” I smiled at her.

Fayeth kissed me, holding my head still for a moment. “Thank you, but I think you need more than that.”

“Well, there’s you and the rest of our party.” I shrugged. “We have to graduate Haylon, right? Crimson’s whip is quite a bit of reason to keep going.”

“It’s really that simple for you.” She threw the first seasoned steak down on the grill.

Like a summoning spell, Felin appeared behind the grill, sniffing the air.

Fayeth wasn’t even surprised. “Can I help you?”

“I’m so hungry.” Felin gave her pleading eyes that would melt all but the coldest of hearts.

“Maybe you should think about contributing to the funds that buy all the food you keep eating.” Fayeth put her hands on her hips.

Felin reached into the small leather at her waist that held far more than it appeared to and then poured out a fist full of blue mana crystals. “Steak, please.” She sat down next to the workspace with a fork and knife.

I felt odd as Felin paid far more than a steak was worth. It reminded me of Brandon Sayer’s little place and the exorbitant price they put on food.

“This is all going to the next grocery trip.” Fayeth waved it all away with a swish of her arm. “I’m going to replace all the cream that you’ve been snatching.”

Felin’s ears dropped. “I’m nothing but skin and bones. I need more cream.”

Staring at the Nekorian’s large chest, I broke out into a laugh.

“What?” Felin pinched her tiny waist. “Look, there’s no fat.”

“You are far from starving. Maybe you could make your own milk.” Fayeth wasn’t shy about staring at her chest.

“Huh? You want me to have kittens?” Felin asked before turning to me. “Ken, we are making kittens! That way, I’m part of the pride forever.”

My head banged against Fayeth’s cooking station. “That’s… that’s not what she meant.”

“Oh. So that wasn’t acceptance into the pride?” Felin looked crestfallen with big eyes and her ears back.

“Don’t you dare give Ken that look. That’s the same one you give me when you guzzle four bottles of cream and ask for a fifth,” Fayeth chided her.

“She looks so sad, though,” I offered.

“Why do you want to join Ken?” Fayeth pushed Felin.

The Nekorian perked up. “Oh, that’s easy. He did a trial, which means he’s strong and an equal to a shaman. To make it better, he’s not an asshole… yet.”

“Yet?” I raised an eyebrow.

Felin nodded hard enough to make her ears flop. “Yup! All the shamans and trial victors eventually become assholes like Crimson.”

“She’s got that right.” Fayeth tilted her head to the side, giving the Nekorian the win.

“Crimson’s not…” I couldn’t finish defending her. She was good to me and by extension my party, but she pretty much did what she wanted otherwise. Which very much included being an asshole if she didn’t like the person.

Felin snickered. “See. He can’t even defend her. Yet she’s a kitten to him, because he’s going to be just as strong or stronger than her one day. Thus, you will be a passable mate for a shaman as incredible as me.”

“Just passable?” I raised an eyebrow.

Fayeth had finished the steak and was about to plate it.

“Yep.” Felin took the steak off Fayeth’s fork, hissed at the heat, and started to nibble on it as she traded which fingers were holding it.

“It’s okay. She doesn’t appear to have the best judgment,” Fayeth said dryly.

“Hmm?” Felin was so engrossed in the steak that she didn’t hear the Elf. “The steak is great.” She smiled around it so wide that her eyes pinched closed, and her ears turned outwards a little.

Yet the cute look didn’t seem to get through to Fayeth as the Elf put her hands on her hips.

“How can you be mad when she looks so content?” I asked, trying to get the two to get along.

“Because that was your steak.”

“Oh. Give that back.” I reached for it.

The Nekorian danced away, quickly devouring the steak before I could even attempt to get it back. She licked any remaining flavor off her fingers. “That was great.”

“Now if only my food lasted more than a minute.” Fayeth sighed but threw two more steaks into the pan.

Felin came back, her tail flitting back and forth mischievously. “Sorry, it was just too good for me to resist.”

“If you steal Ken’s steak again, I’m going to make you cook your own meals,” Fayeth warned.

“But I paid you! Fraud! That’s the right use of the word?” Felin asked me, seemingly slightly uncomfortable with the word.

“I think you did it right. Why?”

“That word is dangerous in Nekorian,” Felin said. “Umm… How to translate… if someone lied about a deal, you’d call them ‘Death Marked’? No, cursed. That’s the word.”

“You’d call them cursed, or you’d curse them?” I clarified.

“The second, preferably with a hot iron brand. Scars are a lot harder to heal.” Felin nodded rapidly with a big stupid smile on her face.

Fayeth winced. “Yeah, that’s not what he meant. Are thieves branded?”

“People who make bad deals can’t be trusted by the tribe, and we make sure everyone knows.” Felin crossed her arms and held fast to her beliefs. “On Neighbors, there was that lawsuit episode. I cannot believe humanity is so… inefficient. Just off with their heads.” The Nekorian smiled slightly at the mention of violence.

“What if you are wrong?” I asked.

“Shamans aren’t wrong,” Felin shot back without missing a beat. “Just like I’m not wrong that you will be strong and that I will become part of your pride.” She gave another of her big smiles.

I sighed. She was fixed on joining. “You still need to take me on that date, and we need to practice some questions so that Bellaire doesn’t throw you off too hard next time.” There had been an… attempt last week that didn’t go well.

Fayeth stopped mid-action. “You can’t put her in front of Bellaire. She’ll eat the kitty alive.”

“Only Ken gets to call me a kitty, and Bellaire didn’t seem particularly dangerous. I would like to see her try to eat me.” Felin let out a soft, challenging growl.

“It’s… why do I try?” Fayeth quickly plated a steak and handed it to me. “If you go on a date with Ken, will you behave?” Fayeth held back the second steak.

“Of course.” Felin nodded rapidly, making her ears smack against the top of her head. “I want to join the pride. That means treating him really well and maybe bringing him somewhere private before going into heat.” She snatched the steak from Fayeth the second the Elf relaxed.

I cleared my throat. “About that. Is there… uh… some timer on that?”

“Mu-ch-tu-da, wen-day my heat.” Felin formed absolute nonsense words around the steak.

“Did you catch that?” I asked Fayeth.

“Nothing except the last two. Which was already the subject of conversation,” Fayeth sighed and started cutting potatoes.

I shook my head. “Let’s not get too carried away. If you are taking me on a date, it’s just the two of us going out and coming back before too long.”

“Heat can take days,” Felin said.

“Then no heat.” I stared at her.

She nodded. “Fine. We’ll go hunting. Gotta go down a few floors for a good challenge. Nothing like a hunt to get the blood moving and getting to know the other. Not to mention, I can show off enough that you’ll have to be an idiot not to take me into the pride.” Felin smiled using her giant fangs.

I glanced at Fayeth who shrugged. “Fine. A hunt it is. You pick the date.”

She frowned for a moment. “Oh. Right, that word has two meanings. Yeah, I’ll pick the day for the date,” she spoke slowly. “Don’t worry, you’ll love it. Who doesn’t love a good hunt? You had people we needed to kill, right? Want to hunt them?”

“No.” I hadn’t made up my mind about Brandon Sayer. Ami would be back in a few days with the information I’d requested. “We will make a plan for that later, but it will be the entire pride,” I spoke her language.

She rubbed her hands together. “Then we should go on the date soon so that I’m part of the pride’s hunt. Tomorrow? No, that’s not eager enough. Tonight! We go on the date tonight. You promised me.”

I sighed. “Fine. Tonight. You’re the one planning it, though.”

Felin jumped to her feet with unnatural grace. “I need to find Crimson. Where is she?”

“Do I look like her keeper?” I asked.

Both stared at me like I’d asked a stupid question and waited for me to answer.

“Heather, the Harem Queen’s tent. Pretty sure she was going to go harass her for fun.” I sighed because I actually knew where Crimson was most of the time.

Felin clapped her hands with finality and started off before pausing. “Where is her tent?”

“That way. The big green one. If you can’t find it… well, you must be a terrible hunter.” I chuckled to myself.

Felin gasped as if I’d just called her fat.

“Even I knew that was a bad thing to say.” Fayeth put a pot on to boil while Felin stormed off. “At least she’s not going to eat everything as I cook it now. The only thing that’s safe from her are vegetables, and those cause another long-eared problem.” Fayeth shook her head and kept on cooking.

***

Des wiped her brow after finishing with some of the seniors. “Good training today.” She pulled a small towel out of her CID and wiped at the back of her neck.

She’d take a shower, even though her sweat had a very sweet scent now. Bellaire told her that she could bottle it as a perfume and people would go crazy for it.

Still, Des didn’t like to be dirty.

“You, too.” Mel, a senior, nodded at her. “Hey, uh.” Mel scratched the back of her head. “Ken wouldn’t happen to be looking for more, you know?”

Des had a playful smirk slide across her lips. “Hmm? More what?” She was going to have too much fun with all the women interested in him. If only Ken would let her expand his harem to epic proportions.

“Yeah, more what?” Frankie nudged Mel. “Going to go ask him out?”

“Shut up. I saw you ogling him,” Mel snapped back.

“Duh. He’s hot.” Frankie shrugged. “I’m not into girls, and he’s eye candy. Can’t help it. My eyes just slide over that way whenever he walks by. It’s a fucking crime when he puts his shirt on after training.”

“Frankie!” Des gasped. “That’s my man.”

“Lucky bitch,” Frankie grumbled. “Anyway, Mel wants a piece of that. What’re her chances?”

Des shook her head. She’d love to line them up and watch Ken go at them. The idea suddenly made her smile. “Sadly, he’s kept pretty busy.”

“Told you.” Frankie nudged Mel.

“You were trying to get me to ask, coward,” Mel shot back before focusing on Des. “Really? No chance?”

“Eh…” Des tapped her lips. “How should I say this? Ken is very dedicated to his party. I think you’d have to get into his party to even stand a chance. Charlotte would die before she left his party. Fayeth and he have an Elven love bond that they are both dedicated to. As for me, fuck no. I’m not leaving. You’ve all seen those abs, but I’ve seen that pocket monster he’s got.” Des licked her lips and bit the lower one for effect.

She’d need to go tease Ken after thinking about it.

“What about the last slot?” Franking asked, showing some interest finally.

“The Nekorian.” Mel rolled her eyes. “I’m straight, and I’d probably take a shot at her. What are the chances you get another pass at a smoking hot catgirl?”

Des smiled to hide the sigh. Really, Ken could learn something from these two and bang Felin already. All he’d need to do is put a bowl of cream on the floor and she’d bend right over for him.

No, he just needed to wet his pocket monster with some cream and Felin would lick that thing clean for him.

Probably purr while doing it.

Damnit, Des wanted a piece of the kitty. Why did he have to be so slow about these things?

“Look at her. Even Des wants the Nekorian,” Mel said.

“Damn right I do. Now you two got my imagination going. I’m going to see what Ken can do about that.” She shot the two a wink.

Frankie grunted, and Mel turned to tease the bigger girl about being thirsty before the two broke down into an argument about who needed to get laid more and what position they would choose if Ken ever was interested in them.

Sometimes women were so thirsty. Ken had no clue what kind of danger he was in every time Crimson convinced him to work out without a shirt.

That wasn’t even counting the videos that Bellaire took and shared with the rest of the Silver Fang group chat.


Chapter 11


“You’ll bring him back in one piece?” Charlotte had her arms crossed under her chest and a frown on her face.

Honestly, it made her adorable, but I wouldn’t say that out loud because I knew she was trying to be fierce. As fierce as one could be with twin braids and a rabbit on their head.

“Yep, yep.” Felin nodded. “I’m a good hunter. It’ll all be okay.” She glanced towards Crimson and then me, her white and blue tail swishing happily.

It seemed the rest of my harem were giving her the third degree before she could take me on the date. Des and Fayeth had already prodded her with questions.

“Where are we going?” I asked, trying to move things along.

“Secret.” Felin smiled. “But Crimson is making the portal.”

I glanced at our teacher.

“Alright, you two can both go. Ken, you have plenty of potions?” Crimson asked me.

“Yep. I’m fully stocked for the event. We can handle ourselves,” I told her.

“In three hours, I’m making another portal. If you aren’t there, I’m flipping the floor upside down,” Crimson warned, hands on her hips, before turning her gaze to the Nekorian. “No funny business.”

“Geez.” Des broke out a big smile. “You’d think we were giving you away for the prom or something,” she snickered. “Go have fun. Don’t get too drunk, and be back before dark.”

I rolled my eyes. “Let’s go, Crimson.”

She opened up a portal without teasing Felin anymore. The Nekorian grabbed my shirt and jumped through like she was escaping for her life.

“Phew, that was close. I thought they were going to skin me,” she stated as the portal winked out behind us.

“They are being a little protective,” I agreed. “So, where are we?”

“A thirty-fourth floor of the dungeon.” Felin rubbed her hands together. “It has boars we can hunt.” Her blue eyes gleamed like two sapphires.

I took a moment to look the Nekorian over.

She had a penchant for leather since wearing human clothes. She’d gotten a blue leather jacket that matched her tiger stripes, and a pair of white leather pants that fit her like a second skin. It only made her white hair stand out more.

Like all the Nekorians I’d seen so far, Felin was fit. The painted-on leather pants even showed off her thigh muscles as she moved.

She sniffed the air. “Nothing like the smell of a hunt.” Her cute little button nose wiggled as she turned back and forth, breathing in deeply. “Well, your shirts might compare to a hunt.”

“I think boars probably smell terrible until you skin them and put the meat on a spit.” I laughed. “Though, maybe ones in the dungeon don’t smell half as bad. Don’t think monsters poop and roll in it.”

Felin shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. This isn’t about anything but hunting together.” She pulled out a spear from her pouch.

“Not going to let me take the lead?”

She gasped. “I am the one trying to seek entrance into the pride.” She jabbed a thumb into her chest. “You shall see me in my full glory during the hunt. Please hang back and let me lead.”

I peeled my eyes off her to look at our surroundings. The area was a densely forested area, and we were presently on top of a treeless hill. It was almost enough for me to call it a jungle. She must have picked this place on purpose.

“Alright then, lead on. I’m going to help you, though, especially if there are more than one.” I nudged her forward.

“We need to be stealthy,” Felin said and then did a double take over her shoulder.

I activated [Camouflage] and crouched low, using every trick in the book that my grandparents had taught me. She didn’t need to tell me how to hide my tracks.

Though she instantly located me as soon as I started moving.

The ears on top of her head weren’t just for show, and a part of me had taken offense to her thinking that I couldn’t match her ability to move unnoticed by a bunch of monsters.

She smiled at me and moved forward. There was no direct skill involved, but she was silent as she moved through the jungle. Every now and then, she would check behind herself and squint to make sure I was there and keep moving.

It didn’t take long for her ears to twitch, and her whole body shifted in that direction until she led us both to the top of a hill, overlooking three big boars snuffling about the ground and digging with their tusks.

It was a little comical to watch. There was nothing they could actually dig up. Once again, the dungeon was a facsimile of life, yet it never went all the way.

“Three.” Felin’s voice was just a whisper behind her smile. “Do you think you can join me for the hunt?”

I had my daggers out as I came out of [Camouflage]. “Thought you’d never ask.”

Felin huffed a few times at how eager I was. “I could handle three. It is just that you said you wanted to participate.” Apparently, this was a point of pride for Nekorians.

“Well, thank you then. Humans hunt together,” I added.

Felin pointed down with her fingers in a V. “I’ll take those two; you get the other one. Let’s hope one drops some meat; otherwise, we’ll just keep hunting.”

With that, she sprang forward like she had springs in her legs, throwing herself high over the first boar, her spear glowing blue as she dropped on it.

I jumped down the hill, feeling the wind in my face and a grin spread across it before using [Shadow Ambush] to teleport next to my boar. I stabbed both of my blades into its hide, yet it was tough enough that only one of them found purchase.

The boar squealed like a pig as it spun and tried to gore me.

[Dodge] slid me back a foot, just out of reach. I used the boar’s miss to drive my daggers back into its other side and activate [Triple Breach]. My ability tore right through the boar, and I jumped back before it tried to kick me.

Felin let out a roar as she hefted a boar up with the spear and slammed it into the third before ice erupted from the first, turning it into a giant, gory spiked mace.

The Nekorian who sat around Fayeth’s grill with giant, watery eyes looking like the epitome of cuteness was currently showing her fangs. She looked badass as she crushed one boar with the bloodied body of another. To make it even better, she had a wide smile that looked appropriately ferocious with her fangs.

I had gotten distracted watching her, and my boar managed to spin around, getting one of its tusks against my chest and ripping it along my side.

“Fuck.” I grabbed my side and made some space between me and the boar.

It dropped its head and threw its whole weight into a charge.

[Elemental Shield] popped up in front of me, and the boar slammed face first into a net of lightning. The shield cracked away a split second later, and I followed up with [Earth Stomp] to prevent it from coming again. Then I danced my blades along its wounded side.

This monster was a little harder than I’d expected. Unlike the werewolves on the twenty-eighth floor that went down from a single burst, these were going to take a little more effort.

The boar swung its head at me. Missing its tusks by a hair’s breadth, I pulled myself away with [Shadow Arm].

“Get it! Take it down!” Felin cheered next to two pillars of black smoke.

I grunted at being outdone and rushed back in, activating [Hydra] to help heal myself and tearing into the boar with a series of abilities.

“Done.” I stepped back as it puffed into black smoke.

Felin was already at my side, poking the wound that was healing steadily. “You got hurt? I thought you could hunt with me.”

“I got distracted watching you fight.”

She paused, and her tail went rigid. “You were watching me?” Her eyes were wide as she waited for my answer.

“Yeah. You had a sort of ferocious beauty. I couldn’t take my eyes off you when you stabbed the one and then used it like a mace.” I laughed at the vision again. “It was impressive, and in a certain way, sexy.”

Her tail started to flit back and forth so fast that I thought she was going to propel herself forward with it. “Really?”

I nodded. “Sorry for getting distracted. Won’t do it again.”

“No. No. You can watch. I want you to watch!” She got angry enough to stomp her feet. “Yes, I’m hunting, and you should watch me be an incredible huntress. Fine. You’ll watch, I’ll fight.” She made up her mind.

I raised an eyebrow at her. “Is that so?”

“It is. You got injured. Your pride is already going to be upset with me. They’ll see the torn shirt and get all fussy. So, now you have to let me hunt. Watch me hunt.” She gave a big toothy smile and gripped her spear. Her tail hadn’t stopped moving the whole time. “Alright, only one hunk of meat.” She lifted the slab. “We need lots more before we can make a good fire and eat it all, so come on.”

Without waiting for me, Felin started stalking forward, her tail curled around my wrist to pull me along.

I chuckled and shook my head.

No one had explained how Nekorians saw romance, yet it was becoming increasingly apparent that this hunt was important to her. Me watching her hunt was a part of it, too.

Maybe they showed off to each other? Or maybe it was because she was joining ‘my’ pride that she was trying to prove herself to me?

I pulled the tail curled around my wrist off, and Felin’s ears jerked up before she sheepishly retracted the tail. “What was that?” I asked.

“Nothing. Sometimes this thing has a mind of its own.” She looked like she was about to scold it. “Come one, be stealthy. We need to find more piggies to slaughter. I’m hungry, and there’s no Elf here to make my food for me, so we need to hurry.”

“Fayeth has her role in the party,” I told her.

“I will have a role, too. You all need another support,” Felin argued.

“No doubt about that. Yet by the way you handled those boars, you aren’t a half-bad fighter,” I continued to praise her. “You’ve certainly used a spear enough to be comfortable with it, and the way you mixed your magic into the fight so easily makes you very strong.”

The Nekorian’s smile was incredibly wide as she preened under my praise. “Yes, I am. All Nekorians learn the spear. It was after I got my class that I had to shift to focus on magic. Shamans sit in the back both to protect them and because their magic is superior to their fighting.” She had mentioned before that Nekorian’s got their classes earlier than humans.

I nodded, remembering the ice and wind magic she often used. Activating [Eyes of Wisdom], I asked it where the closest boars were, and a path lit up before me. “This way.”

“Your eyes glow.” Felin glanced at them. “Very pretty blue, that matches mine.”

“Crimson’s ability. Eyes of Wisdom allow you to ask The Great One a question, and it will show you the path,” I explained.

“Ah.” Felin nodded several times. “She’s very favored by The Great One. Such an ability is a great boon. You took it from her?”

“Shared,” I clarified. “I… uh… my class allows me to share an ability with someone who I have harmonized my soul with and shared the bed with.”

Felin’s eyes were a little wide at that new insight, but she nodded along. “Truly another favored one. Your pride will be strong. Very strong. It is a very fitting pride for a Nekorian shaman. I’ll only make it stronger.”

While she was distracted, I stepped up next to her and laid a kiss on the side of her head.

Her ears twitched against me, and she froze. “Ken?” Her body was coiled like a spring ready to explode.

“Yes?” I asked.

“Please. Don’t tease me,” she grumbled.

“Ah. Sorry, I just meant to encourage you.”

She turned slightly, her eyes hazy. “It has been a while. So… so my resistance is a little low.”

“Eh?” I backed off. “Right. I should probably ask about the heat thing.”

“Right. Every Nekorian woman has it. It’s a slow buildup. We can feel it growing, and then when we get… amorous, it can sort of explode.” Felin rubbed her boots in the dirt.

“Wait, do you have control over it?” I asked, suddenly worried that if I kissed her again it would end up being much more.

“Sort of. Like I said… it’s been a while. It is like holding back a dam by myself right now. I have the herbs to help, but my body and mind are not in agreement to hold it back.” She looked up at me through her lashes.

Ah fuck. I had no idea what it would be like, but I didn’t want to trigger something like that until we were both ready. “Then you tell me what’s too much.”

“Ah. I’m ready now.” Felin closed her eyes.

I leaned back in and kissed her cheek.

She pinched her eyes closed, and her ears did a cute little flapping motion while her tail coiled around my arm like an anaconda bent on crushing it. “Oh, that was alright.”

Her tail and ears gave me far more honesty than her mouth.

“You’re very attractive, Felin.” I cupped her chin.

Her nose flared, and her cheeks turned bright red. “Ehem. We have a hunt. I need to show you that I’m a good hunter.” She pulled away even though her tail still clung to me.

“Right.” I nodded, petting her tail to relax it and slip my arm out. “Show away.”

She picked up her spear, throwing it over her shoulder and marching forward. “You hold onto the meat. When we camp, I’ll cook for you like your Elven lover. I might not make fancy meals like her, but I can cook meat!”

“I look forward to eating your meat.” My footsteps stopped as I replayed those words.

“What?” Felin asked, confused. “Let’s go so that you can eat my meat.”

I shrugged. As long as she didn’t repeat that around Des or Crimson, I was probably going to be all right.

Felin’s energy redoubled, and she tackled the next boar without a spear, thoroughly manhandling the poor monster into black smoke. With its death, another piece of meat was added to the pile.

We continued on until we had well over a dozen flanks of boar and circled back to where Crimson had made the portal.

“Alright. Let’s make a fire. Oh wait, how is your cut?” Felin moved to my side and lifted the cut in my shirt, poking and prodding at the flesh.

There was some dried blood, but no wound remained. It had been a minor injury, and my stamina had been enough to heal it during the rest of the hunt.

“We should wash it off before we head back. Don’t want Charlotte to see it.” I pulled the shirt off. Thankfully, I had multiple in dark blue.

Before I could stuff it into my CID, I thought about Felin’s collection and handed it over to her.

She grabbed it greedily and shoved her face in it, taking a deep breath as her tail swished back and forth. “Don’t worry. I’ll hold onto this one.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“It’s special. You went on a hunt with me in this shirt.” She held it up to her nose and took another big sniff. “Smells like you when you’re watching my ass.”

“I wasn’t,” I tried to defend myself.

It was Felin’s turn to raise her eyebrow. “You totally were. Which is good. That’s why I wore these pants. They look great, don’t they?” She twisted around in the white leather pants that were like a second set of skin. “Sadly, I didn’t have time to dye little blue stripes on them. Then it would be almost like I was naked.”

Deciding that it was best to just compliment the Nekorian, I conceded, “You look great in them.”

“Ha! You were watching. I was a great hunter.” She moved about, pulling sticks out of the pouch on her hip while very purposefully bending over and wiggling her rear at me as she started stacking the wood for a fire. “Gonna let you eat my meat. It’s gonna be the best meat you’ve ever eaten.”

“Don’t say it like that.” I slapped my forehead. The way she kept repeating it, I just knew she was going to carry it over once we got back.

“Why?” she asked.

“Because… it has sexual connotations. It’s a euphemism.” That last word made her tilt her head like a confused cat. “A saying with two meanings. Eating meat could mean me using my tongue and lips to pleasure you.”

That clarifying statement only made her more confused. “Your tongue would not be comfortable.”

“Well, mine isn’t rough like yours,” I explained.

Felin got in my face, trying to stare into my mouth as I talked. “Really? First you say no barbs, then you say your tongue is smooth?”

“Yep. For the record, you cannot give me head.”

“I can’t eat your meat?” she clarified.

I sighed, “No, you cannot.”

“Aww,” Felin pouted and then suddenly stuck her finger in my mouth. My eyes went wide in surprise as she poked around.

“Oh, my Great One. It’s smooth and slippery like an eel!” she squealed.

“Do not compare me to an eel,” I said around her finger, before pushing it out.

Felin looked at me with a new interest before turning around and working on the fire again. “Gonna make you eat my meat,” Felin started to sing as she swayed her hips and worked on getting the fire going.

I was so going to regret teaching her that phrase.


Chapter 12


Iwatched as Felin got the fire going and then skewered several pieces of meat. Pulling out some oil and spices, she slathered them onto the meat.

“Smells good,” I said, leaning back on a chair.

She wiped her hands off on a towel before jumping over and plopping herself down into my lap. “You’re going to love my meat. It’ll be the best meat. Better than Fayeth’s meat.”

“You can keep this up on the date, but do not say that around Desmonda,” I warned her. She was clearly stuck on that phrasing.

“Why?” Felin’s tail curled mischievously around my leg. “She seems quite into meat eating.”

“Naughty kitty.” I flicked her nose.

Felin’s eyes went cross, and she pulled back, wiggling her nose. “Why did you do that?”

“Because I told you not to say anything around Des. She’ll… well… she’ll eat us both alive if you tease her like that.”

“Our meat?” Felin asked.

“Yes, and then torture us both by never forgetting that you said that.” I nodded.

“Sounds like an induction to the pride to me.” Felin shrugged. “Anyway.” She wiggled deeper into my lap. “Since I hunted for you and am now cooking for you, don’t I deserve something?”

I thought for a moment as to what she could mean before I recalled that I often kissed Fayeth while she cooked. Pulling Felin’s tiny waist against my lap, I planted a kiss on her cheek only to find a soft pair of lips.

The Nekorian pressed her lips hard against mine, pushing my upper lip into hers and kneading it between hers. Felin’s big eyes pinched into two crescents as she enjoyed kissing me. Meanwhile, her tail batted at my hips.

“Is it okay? I don’t want to bother your heat.” I broke the kiss.

“Kiss me, dammit.” Felin grabbed my head and shoved our lips back together. She savored the kiss enough that a low vibration emanated from her entire body.

But those vibrations had the very unfortunate side effect of vibrating where she sat on my lap, and I grew into her firm rear, pushing my length against her.

“Ooh.” Felin ground herself on me. “That’s nice. Can I see it?”

“Really?” I asked.

“I want to see that there are no barbs.” She pouted enough that I sighed and nodded.

The Nekorian was off my lap in an instant. She flipped around and peeled my pants off as it popped up. She gasped and wrapped a hand around it, feeling all over with her fingers. “No barbs!” Her hands were so soft.

“I told you,” I grunted as her soft fingers worked up and down my length.

“You need a release.” She looked at it and licked her lips.

I was reminded that her tongue was like Velcro, and not the fuzzy side. Yet, rather than risk it, her tail came up between us and curled around my shaft.

“Oh,” I murmured in surprise, enjoying the touch.

Her tail was velvety soft and yet strong. This wasn’t the first time her tail had wrapped tightly around one of my appendages. Yet it was gentle as it started to stroke me.

“That’s good?” Felin asked. “I never thought about this before, but I promise I will bring something unique to the pride.”

“Come here.” I pulled her up so that she was sitting high on my lap.

“This angle works better.” Her incredibly soft tail coiled and ran along every sensitive edge of my cock.

At times when it was freed from her tail, I could feel the warmth of her ass brush against it only for it to be devoured once again in her soft tail.

“You like it.” Felin grinned.

“I do.” I had no problem admitting that what she was doing felt good.

“You call eating meat a blow job, so this is a tail job.” Felin’s tail continued to squeeze and pump me like I was being slowly undone by a velvet cord.

“You give very good tail jobs, but you know there’s a sticky part at the end,” I warned her, flexing my abs to keep myself from blowing early.

“Fine. Just tell me when.” She leaned forward and sealed my lips as her tail worked me over.

For how rough she could be, she loved gently.

I focused on her petal soft lips, kissing them and dragging out the moment as she began to purr every time our lips separated. The feeling was so intense that it felt like I was being vibrated all the way down to my bones, and I twitched in her tail.

“It’s coming soon,” I grunted.

She coiled her tail tightly around me and tensed it such that the vibration of her purring went down its full length.

I grabbed her hips as I exploded into the soft coil. “Fuck.”

“Good?” Felin pulled back with hopeful eyes.

“Very.” I kissed her and pulled her down so that her head was in the crook of my neck. Enjoying the moment, I held Felin close.

She curled her body against me and nuzzled into my neck. “I liked it, too. Can’t wait to share my heat with you. When you are ready, of course. We don’t know how a human is going to react.”

I raised an eyebrow as I pulled back to look at her. “React?”

“Yep. Nekorian men have a strong reaction to heat. That’s why you both go into it knowing what’s about to happen,” Felin explained and pulled her tail up. It was covered in globs of my sticky, white seed. “Shit, I forgot. Now how am I going to get this out?”

She sniffed the air and then swayed her tail in front of her face, smelling it again. “Mmm. Smells like my pride.” Then she sniffed the air again. “The meat!” She jumped from my lap and rushed to the fire to salvage the flanks that were starting to sizzle.

“They look perfect,” I said, getting up and fixing my pants before pulling out a little bucket, some water, and shampoo. “When you get those off, let’s let the meat rest a moment while I help you with your tail.”

Felin quickly removed the large skewers of meat from over the fire and stacked them on a large wooden platter. “One moment.” She finished up and came over to me, handing me her tail. “Are you an expert at this?”

“Nope. Never cleaned a Nekorian tail in my life,” I joked and poured water over it before squirting out some shampoo and massaging it into her tail.

Felin’s eyes pinched closed. “Mmm.” Her tail went limp in my hand, letting me do as I pleased to it.

“Your tail is sensitive, isn’t it?” It twitched as I ran a finger over the tip.

“Very,” Felin said. “It has to be. I shift it constantly to keep myself balanced when I’m moving. That means there are a bunch of thin muscles in it.”

“Do they ever get sore?” I applied a little pressure and squeezed down her tail like I was giving a massage.

Felin’s expression melted into one of contentment. “Yes. More. I like that. Right there. Do not stop,” she grunted.

I chuckled and continued to run my finger against her tail, feeling all the little tense spots in it. “You should really have someone do this more often.”

“I mean, sometimes I groom it. Your hands are magic, though.” She arched her back with her mouth open and peeked at me through her half-closed eyes. “Do all the pride members get this?” Felin asked.

Smiling, I took a little longer, working over her tail as she purred for me and rinsed all the soap out.

Then I pulled out some massage oil and poured it into my hands. “My pride members don’t all have tails, but I have another way to help them. Take your jacket and shirt off.”

Felin had no problem with being naked, shucking both of the articles of clothing in an instant as her tail twitched excitedly before finding my leg and coiling around my ankle, clinging to me.

I quickly set to work, wrapping my hands around her shoulders and beginning to work on massaging her back.

“Oh. Oooh,” Felin moaned as my fingers found and relaxed knots one after the other. It seemed Nekorian muscles worked in much the same way.

“Des gets this treatment when she’s been good,” I told Felin, working through the typical human pressure points and releasing the tension in her shoulders before taking long strokes in the direction of her muscle fibers.

Being an assassin meant knowing how the body works so you can disrupt it best. Yet that knowledge can easily be used to massage someone. Luckily, Nekorian anatomy was similar enough.

Felin became a liquid puddle of happiness after just five minutes.

“Alright, the meat is probably ready. I think I should eat your meat,” I teased her.

She started, “But… but I was a good kitty, right? Don’t I get more?”

“After,” I promised and handed her back her jacket.

She tossed the jacket on and zipped it up before regaining her senses and moving to the platter of meat. However, her tail betrayed her and clung to me. She frowned and looked at the thing as if it took a force of will to get it to uncoil from my ankle.

“You’re going to love my meat. Better than Fayeth’s meat.” She held up one of the skewers. It was still hot, but no longer too hot to eat. “Here. On a hunt, you don’t need fancy silverware, just a skewer.”

I accepted the skewer with both hands and waited for her to get her own.

Yet it seemed that Felin was eagerly awaiting me to try the food first.

I took a big bite, and meat juices ran down my chin as I tore off a tender piece of the boar flank. “Good,” I mumbled around the food in my mouth.

“Of course it’s good. I hunted that meat for you. It’s the best meat you could eat. Hunted with love.” She gave me a giant grin and picked up her own piece. “O’ Great One. Thank you for this bounty we’ll use it to nourish our bodies and ensure they are strong enough to bear your gifts.”

I joined her. “Thank you, Great One, for the food and for the company.”

“You thank the Great One for me?” Felin tilted her head. “It did not provide me.”

“No, but it connected our two worlds.” I pointed out.

Felin’s brows pinched down, and she nodded. “Thank you, Great One, for my new pride.” Forgoing manners, Felin tore into her food.

I had to admit, she did a much better job of just tearing into the slab of meat. Her fangs could do some serious work.

“So, do you like it? Is it better than Fayeth’s?” Felin fished for compliments as juice ran down her chin and her tail, clearly happy.

I could tell this was important to her. “It’s wonderful. Uniquely Nekorian barbecue. I hope in the future that you won’t mind it when I have a craving for it.”

She bobbed her head happily up and down, her tail flitting back and forth playfully. “Of course. Whenever you want it, we’ll go on a hunt, and I’ll get you the best meat to eat.” She chomped happily into her own skewer with her eyes pinching tightly and her head bobbing back and forth.

It seemed that the idea of joining a pride to her was very much about being able to provide something for the group. She was already an incredible adventurer. Not only did she come with a large suite of supporting abilities and ranged magical attacks, but today, she showed me that she could cast all of that aside and fight in melee.

Of the people I’d see in the dungeon, she might be the most well-rounded party member. Yet her attitude was great as well. A few compliments and she was so cute with how contently she chomped on her food with a giant smile.

Then again, some of that cuteness came from her unique cat-like appearance.

I found myself reaching out between her ears to rub the top of her head. Felin paused and then pushed into my hand with another adorable smile and continued to chomp on her pork.

In short order, she finished the giant piece and then looked up to see that I’d only consumed half of mine.

“Oh no! You need to eat it all before it gets cold.” She tapped the side of her head. “Right. You humans and your flat teeth. So silly. Not very practical for fighting. It’s probably harder for you, isn’t it?” She flexed her hands, and claws came out between her fingers as she shredded my piece into strips and caught them.

“Say ‘ah’.” She shoved the first strip into my mouth.

I chewed on it, unable to argue against just how happy she looked. “You know, you are incredibly cute right now. If Bellaire were to get this footage, she could make every human on Earth root for you.”

Felin snickered. “They wouldn’t know I was so happy because I’d just given my man his first tail job and he loved it. Loved it so much that I’m a shoo-in for the pride. Gonna be part of the best pride, make it even better.” She smiled and shoved another piece of meat into my mouth. “Now, don’t ruin this with talk of the stupid Bellaire lady.”

“You don’t like her?” I asked around the meat.

“She’s useless. Not even a half-decent warrior. I bet she couldn’t even hunt you rat meat.” Felin shoved more meat in my mouth to keep me from arguing. “She’s pretty, but she’s like a painting. Something you hang on your wall to look at from time to time. Not like me. I’m your favorite spear. You’ll take me everywhere because I’m never not useful.”

My experience with ladies kicked in, and I nodded along with her description of herself. Even if she failed to understand the importance of Bellaire to the Silver Fangs organization.

She beamed and then went to get more meat, shredding it and hand feeding me. “Yes, I’m the best. My meat is the best, and you’ll keep me.”

Nodding, I made her smile even wider.

“Yes. Yes, Felin is the best.” She pulled her tail up for inspection and then started shaking it back and forth. “We’ll get this dry and then give you another incredibly, mind-blowing tail job.”

“Or we could eat your meat,” I teased her.

She blushed at that comment. “We can’t. I don’t think I could hold back. I’m too excited as it is.” She quickly grabbed more meat and shoved it in my mouth, her face so red that I thought her stripes were going to change color.

“I meant this meat,” I said around the flavorful barbecue in my mouth.

“Oh.” She paused and squinted at me. “You’re just saying that.”

I shrugged. “You’ll never know.”

Felin gave me no warning before she pounced on me, tackling me to the ground and straddling my hips. “Ha. Well, since you like my meat so much, enjoy it!” She started stuffing me full of her cooking.

“So, let me ask about Nekorians.” I swallowed a large slice of meat, and Felin stopped to have a few slices herself. “Elves have Fieores and Adrels. They harmonize their souls to each other. Humans date, engage, and marry. Do Nekorians do anything?”

Felin chewed on a piece of meat while she thought about my question. “We work together, closely. Then normally when a woman takes a man aside for heat, it’s a big deal. Especially since there’s always the risk of pregnancy. So, that’s a fair level of commitment. Though, a lot of young Nekorians don’t give it the gravitas it deserves.” She tapped her lips. “I guess finally you get a shaman to mark it on your tattoo so that you are marked for life by each other. Most do that when they realize they got pregnant.”

I cleared my throat. “Pregnancy is not in the short-term plan at all. Humans can prevent it.”

“Of course it can be prevented. It isn’t perfect, though,” Felin scoffed and shoved another piece of meat in my mouth. “For you, I’d accept being part of the pride and then sleeping together. Finally, we could do the human engagement and marriage but make marking your tattoo part of the wedding ceremony. Not that I’ve given it thought.” She blushed and refused to meet my eyes.

I grabbed onto Felin’s hand with both of mine. “Then, Felin, the beautiful Nekorian who has wandered into my life, would you like to officially become part of my pride-Adrel-harem thingy.”

She fell on top of me and started kissing me rapidly before her hands worked at my pants. “If we hurry, we can do another and clean my tail before Crimson shows up. Maybe even some time to stuff you full of all my meat.” Her tail coiled around me again and squeezed tight as she gave me a toothy grin.

“Careful, I just ate a lot.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be gentle.” She shoved meat in my mouth as her tail started swooshing back and forth. “You have to eat all of my meat, though. I worked hard to hunt it.”

***

By the time Crimson opened the portal, Felin was all smiles and practically had to roll me into the portal with all the meat she had stuffed into me.

“Have fun?” Crimson asked as Felin rolled me through the portal to the other side.

“It was fantastic.” She flashed a toothy grin.

“He ate my meat. Lots of eating my meat. So much that he’s stuffed to the brim,” Felin said with pride as Des started to laugh.

I groaned, but it didn’t matter because the second she helped me into the bed, I lasted only a few seconds before passing out.


Chapter 13


Over the next few days, we went back to training. And Felin was working far closer with Des and Fayeth than she had been before we had gone off hunting together.

It made me happy to see her accepted into the party more fully.

“What’s got you all smiling?” Bellaire sat down next to the agility ladders. Today she was in a form-fitting pencil skirt and a nude blouse. She looked bitchy, but in a hot way.

“Watching my party grow closer.” I let out a breath and started working the ladders, weaving my feet in and out. Sadly, I couldn’t always spar. And if I was going to continue to be in full control of my body, I needed to do some simple exercises to make sure I was used to my constantly changing stats and their effect on my body.

“So, do you think I could get you and Felin in front of a camera?” she asked, casually slipping a small camera onto her thigh and tapping a few buttons to record me.

Apparently, we still needed to record more of the ‘organic content’. It really seemed like she had to have enough at this point.

“Maybe. I could get her in a pretty good mood the other night, and I think in that state, she’d make for some good interviews.” I thought about how happy she’d been after proving that she could hunt.

Bellaire raised an overly manicured eyebrow. “What exactly did you do to get her in such a good mood?” she asked suggestively.

“Not that!” I rolled my eyes. “We went on a date.” I picked at my damp shirt and then glanced at the camera, deciding I should keep the shirt on despite my desire to take it off.

“Don’t mind the camera. Just do what’s natural. You can take the shirt off.” Bellaire pursed her lips like she was upset with me.

I shrugged and peeled the wet shirt off. “We went on a Nekorian date, which was more like a hunt, and then ate barbecue after.” I recalled Felin’s comments about Bellaire being useless and had to school my face.

“Interesting. So, she was in a good mood after a hunt. She’s quite aggressive, isn’t she?” the social media star continued to probe.

“She’s a Nekorian, and their culture puts a finer point on being able to fight. After all, they seem to spend a lot more time in the dungeon than humans, and nearly everyone seems to dive the dungeon.” I shrugged. The several times her world came up, Felin got very quiet. She talked about her time growing up, and it seemed that even before she got her class, she was living in a safe zone.

Bellaire pursed her lips, but before she could grill me more, I was saved by my butler.

“I’ve finished.” Ami came to a stop next to me, hands behind her back in a stiff posture.

My eyes flitted to Bellaire, and I jerked my head to the side for Ami to follow me. The conversation we were about to have wasn’t for Bellaire, and it certainly was not for her camera.

“Before you go. I’d like to try that interview.” Bellaire held up a hand to stall me.

I hesitated.

“Please?” Bellaire pushed. “It is important to maintaining the image of the guild since you are the leader. If she trends well, we could use her for some recruitment. Which, by the way, is continuing to build interest. When you have time, I’d like to discuss that further as well.”

I sighed. This was part of being the guild master for the revived Silver Fangs; it couldn’t always rely on The Nagato Clan. For it to succeed, it needed to grow. “Fine. Stick around and we’ll do it.”

“Wonderful.” Bellaire’s lips spread into a wide smile. “I’ll prepare on my end and track you two down at some point.” She tapped and turned off her camera as I continued into the tent.

Ami followed along with her arms crossed behind her back until we got to the tent. “Would you like me to prepare you tea?”

“That would be lovely. While you are at it, tell me who you managed to look up.” I sat down, self-conscious about my sweaty body on the chair. But I sat anyway, deciding it wasn’t worth the hassle to do any different.

“Heinrich, Ray, that female guard on the wall, and two faces I recalled from passing nobles. Sadly, we didn’t see enough of the people in the village for me to do much with them,” Ami reported as she deftly put out a tray and started to prepare a pot of tea. “Trish was an enigma. I couldn’t find anything on her.”

I grunted, not surprised. The way she handled the money, I had to wonder if she was really the one in charge.

“Ray used to work for a taxi service in the dungeon. When they were shut down, she presumably went to the unregulated side of that business. I dug a bit more, and there are several reports to that fact. She had a few run-ins with the authorities before her record became squeaky clean about seven years ago,” Ami clearly laid it out. “She’s been seen multiple times at UG facilities in the last month. It’s clear she’s traveling to other areas of the dungeon often.”

“So, she’s the one moving the goods.” I nodded, knowing there had to be someone. They were offloading those mana crystals they were forcing the occupants of that safe zone to part with for a small fraction of what they were worth elsewhere.

“On the other hand, Trish and Brandon Sayer appear to have not entered UG territory or the surface in quite some time,” Ami continued.

“What about Heinrich?” I asked.

“Massive gambling debt before he disappeared. He owned the vast majority to the SJS Financial Group.” She glanced up from her tea to see my confusion. “It’s a conglomerate bank from several of the wealthy middle eastern countries. In fact, it’s the main sponsor of the Royal Academy.”

“Fuck,” I cursed and closed my eyes.

The Royal Academy was one of the Big Four dungeon colleges. That in of itself wasn’t a problem, but all four were extremely connected to the greater organizations that entered the dungeon. After all, the elites were largely made up of their graduates.

“The others? Were they in debt?” I asked.

Ami pulled out several manila folders and slapped them down in front of me.

I opened the first and saw the guard who’d been on the castle wall. She had eight loans from SJS Financial Group; all the debt was weighed against her potential income as an adventurer. “Well, it’s the bank’s problem if they give her so much in a loan.”

“Adventuring as a job is hard to measure. So, income is measured by your level and average stats. After all, if a Level 30 really put in the effort, they could make millions a year,” Ami explained.

Like when you forced them to farm or starve they could produce a large number of mana crystals.

I rubbed the bridge of my nose, knowing the other folders that were on the table likely told a similar story. “So, if you got this far, I’m assuming you looked into missing persons related to debt to the SJS?”

She flopped down another thick folder. “Three hundred and twenty-seven. All missing after owing over ten million to SJS. Over Level 20 and below 35. I figured anything outside of that range couldn’t do much there. Though, we know that number isn’t close to what’s down there.”

“Some could have died,” I answered quickly, knowing that was likely the case. It didn’t seem like Brandon Sayer would have let any dissidents live, and people died in the dungeon every day, especially those without proper gear. “Any line on those who’ve disappeared? What about the group that contracted the hit?”

“They do not have any debt that I could find,” Ami indicated. “From all intents and purposes, it does appear that they stumbled on Brandon Sayer’s little kingdom and potentially angered him. Those that disappear have yet to ever return to the surface. Judging by their debts and the rate they could acquire mana crystals around that place, they wouldn’t make a dent in their principal, and it would continue to expand.”

“Are there payments on those debts?” I asked.

“None recorded.” She had been thorough. “They’ve disappeared. Any payments at this point would indicate that SJS knew their location.”

“Any evidence that SJS runs this? Beyond the relation of the debt. For all we know, Brandon could be targeting high-debt individuals because they won’t be missed.”

Ami shook her head and laid out a cup to pour the tea. “No.” She paused while focusing on filling my cup. “It’s extremely clean. We can find no flow of money back to SJS. If it is going somewhere, it is private.”

I drummed my fingers on the table before picking up the cup of tea and using it as an excuse to think through what I had just been told.

As I had suspected, someone was using the situation as a way to generate money. Except if it really was the SJS Financial Group, then I had ended up catching a much larger fish than I was expecting.

Possibly a much larger one than I could handle.

What was happening at the castle was certainly wrong. That part was easy to decide. No one should be forced into that sort of situation. Frankly, it was the bank’s problem; forcing these people into what amounted to slavery to get their money back wasn’t the answer.

Yet, if I went through with stopping them, I would open the Nagato Clan and the Silver Fangs Guild to retaliation. The large financial group wasn’t exactly a soft target.

“There’s always the chance that they claim no involvement and wash their hands of it,” Ami offered, sensing my hesitation.

I snorted. “A place like that? They’d happily pretend it never happened. Maybe they would even give me a reward while plotting a way to cut me off at the knees. No, we can expect that if this is at all sanctioned by SJS, they’ll play nice on the surface and put serpents into our bed when we aren’t looking.” People with this much power didn’t take things lying down.

I was glad that I had Crimson and several other trump cards to play. But that was a last resort. This was the first job my grandparents had given me to do my own diligence and execution. Calling in Crimson, Heather, or anyone else at that level to help would be the same as me admitting defeat.

My pride and the need to be a true leader of our clan did not allow me to make that move lightly.

“What would you have me do then, master?” Ami asked, pouring herself a cup of tea but not drinking.

I covered my face, peering between my fingers as I contemplated what I would say next. “Ensure that the client won’t ever speak of this. There needs to be an absolute surety that they won’t gossip and let this get back to SJS.” Protecting the clan was the priority.

“Would you like me to kill them?” Ami asked so calmly that it was eerie.

“No. Killing clients is not a good look. Simply, if we are going to do this, we need to do it quietly. It needs to be so perfect that SJS can’t trace it back to us. That means no talking clients and no witnesses.

“I’d prefer to not kill any of the debtors that haven’t become those nobles. So, we will need to have the client or someone else alert the UG to pick the people up. Maybe we can do a small smear on SJS Financial Group from the shadows.” I didn’t like what they’d done at all, and a little bad press would be satisfying as long as I could do it safely.

“Tie their tongues and accept the contract. I’ll handle the rest. When you come back, we’ll begin planning our strategy,” I said as the tent flap parted and Des stepped in, wearing a workout outfit that matched her purple hair.

Her lips twisted up into a smile. “A little birdie told me that Ami came back, and you went away with her. I hope you weren’t planning anything without us.”

“You are firmly part of the plan,” I promised her. “In fact, I’m glad you are here, because the decision is going to affect all of the Nagato clan and probably the Silver Fangs.”

Des’ smile turned into a sultry grin. “Perfect.” She plopped down next to me, and I immediately found myself scooting to close the small gap between us.

Her eyes crinkled with how big she smiled, and she rested her head on my shoulder. “Catch me up, Ami.”

I got a nose full of her scent coming from the top of her head. Wrapping my arm around her, I relaxed. Only now did I realize how tense I’d been considering what we were about to take on.

Des’ eyes flitted up to me, and she cuddled in closer, making my heart feel like it was made of molten metal.

I loved her. If it weren’t for her bold chasing of me during my first semester at Haylon, I might not have made the party we had now.

Des had been with me every step of the way. She used her family’s grimoire to get me my secondary class and allow CIDs to work for me, even if I had an aberrant class.

Squeezing her tight against me, I reveled in our relationship together.

“Uh-huh,” she responded to Ami as the butler pointed at the folders for Des to peruse as Ami continued with the brief explanation.

I really wanted to pick Des up and bring her to bed and relieve some of my stress. I paused, deciding that as soon as we were done bringing Des up to speed, I was going to follow those thoughts.

“So, it became a lot more complicated. A big company like that isn’t something you want to poke.” Des returned her focus to me. “But you were making plans?”

“Take the contract, be sure the client stays silent, and then we do it like we’re removing a tumor. Go in, cut out just what’s bad, and step back without anyone the wiser. After that, we let it heal, maybe let someone go run to the UG, and they can deal with relocating those people,” I laid out my plan.

“Hmm. So, you’re going to need a small group to go in, kill them, and come back. Probably while we also have an alibi.” Des tapped her lips, drawing my eyes to them.

“Using Crimson is out of the question,” I clarified.

“Of course, that would be cheating. My main concern is that woman… Trish, was it?” Des waited for me to nod before she continued. “She handles the money, and we couldn’t find a thing on her. My woman’s intuition is screaming at me that she’s dangerous. Possibly more dangerous than the target.”

“I don’t see how we could do this without killing all three of them and the nobles as he called them. Otherwise, it’ll just start back up.” Organizations like this would recover from anything but a fatal blow.

Des rubbed her face against me as she nodded. “True. Still, something is bugging me about this Trish.”

Ami nodded as she stared into her tea. “I can try again to find something. But she was a ghost when I looked. I went through lists of adventurers that had gone missing, SJS staff, as well as Brandon Sayer’s history.”

“She was careful not to let us touch her actual CID, and I would have been rude to scan her there.” I rubbed at my forehead. The thought of reaching out to the UG for more information was tempting, yet that just created more paperwork connecting me to this job.

I might have trust for the President and Director Amato, but they were both sticklers. Any information request would be logged. The UG was large enough that there was a good chance that SJS Financial would find that request. They had to have people in the UG.

“Perhaps we could use this job as a way to get more information out of her?” Des offered. “It would be a risk to take the time to interrogate them, but we could understand what we are up against then.”

I frowned at her. “It would be a large risk. Your techniques might not work on her.”

Des grinned. “Your Delirious Pleasure would work on her. You can just touch her cheek and make her drunk on it before asking questions. Then if she escapes, we can always tell Crimson, and she’ll go find her and murder her out of jealousy. Really, it’s win-win.”

Ami stared at Des for a long moment. “Is it that good?”

“It’s fan-fucking-tastic.” Des sighed. “I’m hooked, if I’m honest. If we are not using Crimson for this, then there’s a very important training that I have to complete before then.”

I frowned, unsure if she was just fishing for time with me or if there was more.

“Mana. I think I’m close to the requirement for your portal spell. If we are going to be as careful as we are trying to be, then we need to portal.” Des grinned and slid out from under my arms. “Ami, thank you for the tea, but I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

Des’ eyes were glowing a faint pink; the one often covered by her bangs had its pupil in a heart shape.

“Thank you, Ami. Take the job. Go ahead and inform my grandparents of the plan. It’s a courtesy to inform them; we aren’t asking for help or additional feedback.” I wanted to give my grandparents that much.

Des was already having her hands roam over my chest and was playing with the hem of my shirt, just waiting for Ami to leave. There was an intense desire in her gaze.

Here I thought she was supposed to be the temptress, yet it seemed that she was the one who couldn’t wait.

“Of course, master. I’ll be back in a week at the most.” Ami bowed.

“We’ll be ready to execute the plan and the person then,” Des called over her shoulder. “Lovely visit. Next time, we should talk more. Sorry, but training comes first, right, Ken?”

I wrapped an arm around her trim waist and pulled her firmly into my lap. “Training. Yup, lots of training. We’ll work on my stamina and then your mana.”

Des melted against me, her body hot. I didn’t see if Ami left because I couldn’t look away from the beauty in front of me as she rubbed her chest into mine, and then her eyes took up my full field of vision as she pounced.


Chapter 14


Two days later, Crimson surprised all of us.

“Alright.” She clapped her hands. “Today we are taking a break, and by break, I mean I need you all to stop complaining that your CIDs are full.”

The students all chuckled awkwardly. That complaint had been going around every time we finished the event. People had started using large bags to carry back the loot.

“Are we going to the surface?” Kendra asked. The pink-haired party leader sounded like she was beyond excited.

Then again, none of us had seen the sun in over a month. This dungeon floor was particularly gloomy.

“No. Just a safe zone. Actually, the safe zone is just above the raid that we are preparing for.” Crimson shrugged.

There was a murmur from the students.

I heard a couple of them and decided to be the voice for the class. “Can we go get our stuff now, and does anyone have to stay behind?”

Crimson rolled her eyes. “I’m keeping the portal up most of the day. You can all come and go as you please. But in eight hours, I’m closing it, and if I have to do a headcount and go pick people up from the safe zone…” She trailed off, letting us fill in the punishment with our own imaginations.

The crowd of students exploded into a mad scramble.

Fayeth grabbed my arm and pulled me back towards the tent. “We need the bag of mana crystals. Then we are going grocery shopping!”

“Cream!” Felin added in and excitedly rushed to grab another bag to help Fayeth.

“We aren’t getting cream,” Des said sharply. “We are going clothing shopping. I lost three good bras during this training.”

“What about gear?” I tried to interject before Felin started a fight over cream. But nobody answered me. I was hauled along with them, slowly joining with the rest of our class as everyone rushed to grab their items from their tents.

Many of the others were throwing armor off without a care that there was a guy in the middle of camp and swapping out their dungeon diving equipment for lighter, breezier attire.

“Ken, what do you think?” Selene bit her lip and twirled in a frilly black dress.

“You look great.” I put a big smile on my face.

“What about me, Ken?!” Penny blurted out, her face turning red as my gaze shifted to her. She had changed into a yellow sun dress with a white orchid print.

“Penny, you are strikingly beautiful today.” I smiled at my classmate.

“What about—” Wendy shot out of her tent.

“Let’s go!” Des pulled my arm. “Before Ken manages to woo any other of our classmates.” Des had changed into a powder-blue blouse and white pants.

“I have the crystals.” Fayeth came rushing out behind her with a comically large bag that clanked as she ran.

Bun-bun jumped and landed on the top of the bag, his head pitched upwards like he was the king of the world.

“Get down from there,” Charlotte scolded. The healer had a bold red dress cinched tightly around her waist, outlining her proportions.

Bun-bun chittered angrily at her.

“No, she is not your steed.” Charlotte sighed. “I am.” She furrowed her brow after saying that.

The rabbit seemed happy with himself and jumped clear of the bag to land on Charlotte’s head with a happy noise.

“Really?” I asked him.

He blew his tongue at me and curled up on Charlotte’s hair while the healer sighed.

“We can always cook him if we get hungry enough,” I offered her. “I’m sure we can engineer a situation where we run out of food, if that would make you feel better.”

Bun-bun cracked open an eye and narrowed it at me.

“It’s fine. As much as he’s like a cantankerous old man, I don’t think it would be the same without him,” Charlotte admitted.

Des laughed, still pulling my arm along. “He might as well be family now. You don’t have to like all of your family.”

Bun-bun squeaked at her.

“Oh. So intimidating.” Des continued to laugh as she pulled us up to the portal.

Crimson was next to the portal in her signature leathers, but she was playing with the collar around her neck in a way that made me take action.

“I hope you aren’t going to sit there and mope all day.” Reaching out, I hooked a finger in the collar and pulled her face down for a kiss before dragging her behind me.

Crimson only put up token resistance.

It was amusing the way people stared wide-eyed at the terrifying adventurer as I dragged her through the portal.

Like other safe zones, the one Crimson had chosen was brightly lit from a giant crystal in the center. This one was about two miles across, and most of the space was taken up with man-made buildings forming walking streets between the rows. The bustle of adventurers busy going about various chores hit me immediately versus the silence of the twenty-eighth floor we’d been on.

UG buildings lined the street that we were dumped out onto.

“It’ll stay up without you standing there, right?” I asked, continuing to pull Crimson with me.

“Yep,” Crimson said with a smile. “Where are we going?”

“United Guilds Office.” Fayeth shrugged with the giant bag on her shoulder.

“Wait for me!” Felin shot through the portal and landed on the bag, clinging to it with all her strength while she had her own back over her shoulder. “Where’s the grocery? I will help.”

It was comical to see the thin Elf hold all of that up without issue.

Fayeth sighed and rolled her eyes. “We are going to the UG first. Dropping off all of these for ren, and then going shopping.”

“Can I get those?” Felin still hadn’t let go of the bag, but it didn’t bother Fayeth who trudged forward. Our tank had enough strength that she could probably carry a car without much trouble.

“What took you so long?” Des asked as we walked through the safe zone.

More than a few heads turned to stare at us as we got our bearings and headed towards the UG building that rose above the others.

I wasn’t sure why we were so eye-catching. It could have been Crimson still being dragged by me, or the Elf with a giant sack and the Nekorian clinging to it. Of course, it could just simply be Des and Charlotte’s beauty attracting all the attention.

“I was oiling my tail.” Felin swished her tail back and forth.

“Why would you be doing that?” Des’ eyes crinkled with how wide she was smiled.

“Tail hygiene is very important. I need to make the fur as soft as I can. Ken likes to play with it,” Felin said flatly and then turned to me and gave a very obvious wink.

“Subtlety is not your strong suit.” I sighed.

“So, you like tails?” Des held my arm into her chest. “That’s good to know.”

“Everyone brings something unique,” I said diplomatically and turned down the street to see the entrance to the UG building.

All around us, the safe zone was downright busy. But I was also adjusting to the difference from where we had just been. We were in the main branch of the dungeon at this point, where the UG and the rest of humanity had a much stronger presence.

By the thirtieth floor, almost all the Earth’s dungeon entrances had converged and begun to mix with other worlds such as the Nekorians’ or Dwarves. And then there were a few dead branches that guilds could conveniently occupy.

This was a far cry different from the distant dead branch that Brandon Sayer occupied. Compared to that, this might as well be the central trunk.

“So many people.” Felin’s tail swished back and forth.

“If you think this is a lot, you should see one of the cities on the surface of their planet,” Fayeth added. “Only about 18% of their population become adventurers, though many step into the dungeon and get at least a few levels.”

“What?” Felin gasped. “Why not? Are there things worth hunting on the surface?” The Nekorian looked to me to explain.

“No. Well…” I trailed off, translating her ‘hunting’ for something more like ‘success worth striving for’. “Many people live lives using building skills.”

“Oh. Builders are good.” Felin nodded along. “You can’t have a city without builders. So, most humans are builders… huh.”

“Ken is oversimplifying it, but yes. Most people are builders,” Des added in. “Lots of people just don’t have the desire to put themselves in danger, not when they can safely build on the surface. Of course, then there are the poor people who rush into the dungeon to try and better their lives.”

Felin nodded, still clinging to the bag while holding this conversation. “Bad hunters.” She shrugged. “For us, they become builders. They make clothing or take care of cubs. Normally, they are too soft hearted and not aggressive enough to be good hunters.”

“Are they lesser than the hunters?” Charlotte asked.

“No. But hunters are preferred. Well…” She puffed herself up. “Shamans are the best. Hunters aren’t bad. Who doesn’t want to be self-sufficient?”

“Of course, since you are a shaman, they must be the best,” Fayeth pandered to her.

But Felin accepted the statement as genuine and preened. “Yup.” Her tail lashed back and forth.

“We’re here,” I told Felin who might not have been able to see around Fayeth’s bag.

She hopped off and did a slow turn. “It’s not much.” She sounded disappointed. “You all talk like it’s some wondrous place.”

“Let’s cash in and then hit the shop,” I said, ignoring her. I couldn’t wait for her to step into the shop after this.

The tellers were all busy, and we had to stop and wait for them to finish. The other groups there were quickly passing their CIDs around and to the teller behind the counter.

“Hey, what’s with the bags?” someone huffed behind us as we took up the lobby.

Fayeth turned and nearly knocked them over.

The woman had her hair pulled back and gold strands woven through it. She wore a fancy leather jacket with a patch on it.

Des wasn’t one to back down and purposefully checked it out. “I don’t recognize that patch. Do you, Ken?”

“Nope. Must be a small guild.” I shrugged, not even bothering to check myself.

The woman choked on Des’ words. “You fucking inborn buffoons. You can’t recognize the leader of the Big Four colleges.” She pulled her sleeve so that we got a good view.

The purple and gold crescent moons with a star cradled between them was obvious enough to me. I gave Des a look; she had certainly recognized it and picked a fight.

Also, the Royal Academy was not the top of the big four. I expected Des to point that out.

Yet she pulled down her eye lid and stuck her tongue out at the other woman. “That’s funny. I’m fairly sure Haylon has that title. Ken, which college did the number one adventurer, Crimson, graduate from?”

I shook my head at the college rivalry that was bubbling up. “She’s right here. You could ask her yourself.” I gestured to the woman who’d followed us after I had stopped pulling at her collar.

The Royal Academy woman barked a laugh that was taken up by the rest of her party. “You want me to believe that the Mistress Crimson waits in lines? I’d much more expect that she’d just kill the person in front of her to make space. Quit cosplaying in the dungeon. This is for real adventurers.”

I glanced at Crimson, waiting for blood to splatter on my face from the poor woman who underestimated the high-level adventurer.

Yet Crimson was just ignoring the other adventurer, idling on her CID.

I tried to peer over her shoulder and saw she’d connected to the UG store and was currently shopping for kinky outfits.

That figured.

“Besides, what is a guy doing with Haylon?” She pointed a finger at me.

That finger disappeared a moment later to be replaced with a bloody stump as Crimson stated, “Don’t point at him.” She didn’t even appear to have moved from where she was shopping, but a bag of potato chips had appeared, cradled in her arm. She munched on them between swiping.

“AH!” The Royal Academy student screamed bloody murder as one of her party started healing her and another caught the potion. “Attack! We’ve been attacked!”

The response was immediate.

UG guards popped up from every entrance and exit of the place, only for them to freeze in place as they used their CIDs to check on who was causing the issue.

I could see two big, red markers show up on their screens.

“What are you doing! Arrest her!” The girl pointed her now regrown finger at Crimson, only for it to explode again.

“At least she didn’t draw her weapon. It looks expensive,” Des commented, nonplussed by the situation. She too had opened up her CID to start shopping.

One guard stepped forward, and when Crimson didn’t look up, he shifted his attention to me and rubbed his hands together. “Excuse me, would you like me to have her kicked out, Mr. Nagato?”

I paused, realizing I must be the second mark.

After my [Liminal Speed] and the fight with the Dwarf Queen, my treatment from the UG had massively shifted. Though, I didn’t expect their CIDs to give them a warning about me the same as it would Crimson.

“Yes, she should be removed.” The Royal Academy student apparently couldn’t read the room. Her party’s healer could, and he was trying to pull her back.

“Ah. I think her party understands the situation.” I glanced at the healer, making eye contact and told them with no uncertainty that it was time for them to leave.

Really, it was for their own safety.

Thankfully, Crimson was more interested in shopping than dealing with them. I could only imagine the horror if they tried to stop her from using her CID.

“What’s happening? Stop dragging me away,” the student shrieked until a rather charming man came up behind her group and put his hand on the healer’s shoulder.

“You should stop trying to force her out. After all, she was attacked.” The man had a soft smile on his face, yet I felt that it was fake. He was handsome if overly manicured with his dark hair slicked back and blindingly white teeth that could have been used as a level. They particularly stood out on his tan skin.

I didn’t need to see it through my CID to tell that the saber on his hip was a powerful weapon, at least as strong as a pair of my daggers, not to mention the bronze shoulder pad and his greaves practically radiated mana.

“Prince Albar”—the woman practically swooned—“that woman—”

“Is Mistress Crimson.” He tucked one hand against his chest and performed a very formal bow. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you, but your beauty yet radiates as powerfully, if not more so.”

Crimson picked at her teeth with her fingernail. “Who?” she snorted, not even bothering to give him a full sentence.

His eye twitched as he came out of the bow. “Prince Albar, though you might recognize me as the son of Emir Talni. It’s been—”

“Ooooh,” Crimson made a noise of recognition, cutting him off.

The prince didn’t seem to mind. Instead, his smile grew to cover his entire face.

“That bastard who practically bought his way into the upper echelons of adventurers. Then again, I let him pay me quite a bit to carry him through some of the floors in the 50s. So, maybe I’m to blame. In fairness, he paid me quite a bit. He hasn’t shown up to things in a while. Is he still sore about how I cut his legs off when he tried to touch my ass?” Crimson squinted at the prince. “You kinda look like him, I guess.”

The smile that had grown across the prince’s face turned so brittle that it began to crack as she talked, and his eye started twitching non-stop. It looked like a man who had just had his heart broken, then stomped on before it was tossed in the gutters to wallow in shit for the rest of its life.

I sighed. “Crimson, you can lay off.” She’d just crushed the man; I felt a little sympathy for him.

“Just making it clear.” She pouted. “I’m taken,” she told the prince. “Also, if this woman is part of your class, you should probably put a leash on her so that she doesn’t run around barking at the wrong people. Someone might not take kindly to an aggressive dog in the dungeon and just put it down.” She shrugged helplessly.

The woman in question was frozen stiff, probably with the realization that Crimson was actually Crimson. She’d just insulted an adventurer famous for killing people on a whim.

She was lucky that Crimson only destroyed her fingers. Frankly I was close to pulling out an umbrella for the shower of blood that I expected.

“Taken?” Prince Albar asked with an uncomfortable crack in his voice. It seemed only one part of that had stuck with him.

Crimson stopped trying to shop on her CID and leaned on my shoulder that Des wasn’t occupying. “This guy. Ken Nagato is going to be the strongest adventurer in a few years. I’m investing early.” She played with her collar. “He got me this.”

Prince Albar gritted his teeth so hard that I was pretty sure I heard one crack. That was going to need some healing.

“Next!” a teller shouted.

“Oh, Ken. Stop puffing up. Silly males. We need to go sell all the mana crystals so we can buy cream!” Felin pulled at me to hurry up.

“Mana crystals?” one of the other students asked, and their eyes turned to the sack that Fayeth was carrying. “A Nekorian and an Elf?”

Fayeth grunted and walked the sack over to the teller before plopping it down. A few spilled out as she did so. “Yeah, our CIDs were full. So, we had to start bagging it.”

“You criticize my father and then farm crystals for them like that.” Prince Albar came back to himself and scoffed. “Crimson, are you that desperate to win the raid competition this year?”


Chapter 15


“Hmm?” I turned, half way to the teller myself.

The man’s antics behind us at the bank had not really interested me before, but now his accusations had my attention. He was accusing us of being carried by Crimson. Taking away the credit of our hard-earned loot.

That hit a particular nerve of mine.

“Yeah. I knew that would hit a nerve. The truth always does,” the prince sneered as he continued. “As for my father, he’s been busy with work. The SJS Financial group is one of the largest businesses in the world. It not only backs the Royal Academy but the UG, too.”

I didn’t miss the relation he had to another of my problems, only making me dislike him more.

Felin made a noise of understanding. “So, he wasn’t a good hunter, and when he couldn’t hack it, he went to be a builder?” She was completely sincere.

I burst out laughing. “You are exactly right, Felin.” Leave it to her to be utterly devastating while trying to clarify.

Prince Albar narrowed his eyes on the Nekorian. “What is the cat even doing here?” Even if he didn’t understand, it was plainly an insult.

Fayeth stopped Felin cold with a heavy hand on her shoulder. “It isn’t worth it.” The elf pulled Felin back to the counter with a soft. “You can’t get cream if you get into a fight.”

“She’s part of my party. Also, in case the Royal Academy doesn’t have a broad curriculum, she’s a Nekorian. You know, a friendly race in the dungeon? One with substantial strength. Also, she’s a shaman, which means she’s important enough in their hierarchy that your words can have an actual impact.” I sighed as if he was such a bother. “Really, you buy your levels and your gear, does someone take your tests, too?”

Des raised an eyebrow at me, surprised with how much I was willing to verbally spar with him. His assumption that Crimson had farmed all the gems for us had really gotten to me.

As for the poor UG guards, they were paralyzed, unsure if they should intervene.

“I thought you were taking her out.” Des pointed a finger past the prince, ignoring him.

“Your betters are talking!” Prince Aldar snapped.

Des scoffed. “Careful. You are talking to Haylon students. Which one of us doesn’t have a parent of note? At least the Renard Family earns their levels.”

Her parents were certainly more famous than most. And I was slowly learning that her mother had a fairly nefarious reputation for those who crossed her. That my grandparents had taken more than one job from her was telling.

“Excuse me. Please follow us.” A guard gestured for the Royal Academy student to leave. It seems they had made their decision to side with me and Crimson.

She choked on a scoff and huffed at us as they pulled her arm.

“No need. I’ll escort the fine lady.” Prince Albar smiled as his face continued to twitch.

“A dog like that is fitting for you.” Felin piled on fanning in front of her face. “Though, I thought dogs had better noses. Oh well, let’s get some money to buy cream and drink until we forget these stinky people.”

Crimson gave the other group a pitiful smile.

“That’s it!” the prince snapped. It seemed that Crimson was a bit of a thorn for him. “We’re making a bet.” He pointed a finger at me.

“You don’t have anything I want.” I shrugged.

“Bah. Everyone wants money.” He threw a wad of cash at me that unfurled and green paper fluttered around me.

“And what is so important that you’ll write me a blank check?” I narrowed my eyes.

“I want to bet that the Royal Academy will beat your pitiful class in the raid this year.” Prince Albar had a very punchable smile on his face.

It seemed that this encounter had worn off any semblance of civility from him.

But that was fine. I’d take his money.

“We were already going to win, so what are you going to give me as a prize? You never told me what it is that you wanted.” I had a suspicion, but I wanted to make him said it out loud.

“Crimson!” He pointed at her. “If you lose, you’ll give me her.”

I stared at him flatly, some of my temper cooling as he brought such an outrageous request. “Uh…” I shifted my gaze to Crimson to see if he was about to get painted onto the walls.

She wasn’t even paying attention.

“I cannot offer Crimson. She’s a person, after all,” I sighed. What an ass. Here I’d been all worked up to make a bet.

Crimson laid herself over me. “What do you mean, Ken? When you take me to bed, you tell me I’m nothing but your tool to use as you wish?”

Prince Albar was shaking with rage as he heard her whispering such things in my ear.

“This collar is your symbol that you own me.” Crimson snapped her choker and whispered in my ear for me alone. “If I put myself up for the bet, just how hard can you work to make sure it doesn’t happen?” Her voice had some barely contained excitement.

Fuck me. She was serious, wasn’t she?

Either this was playing into her kink or she was going to use this to push me even harder in training.

Perhaps it was both. Though, I’d hazard it was more to train me like the devil himself.

I sighed. “Fine. Crimson is beyond valuable, though…” I trailed off, wondering how much to asked for her.

“Twenty billion ren.” Prince Albar threw out the number like it was his betting money.

My mouth went dry at that number. It wasn’t inaccurate to say that was enough for me to stuff in long-term investments and then run all of the Clan Nagato and Silver Fang operations off the yearly income it generated.

Crimson nudged me. She was going to go through with this if I didn’t. Besides, it wasn’t as if he could hold onto her if Crimson had other ideas.

“Deal. Hey, UG guard.” I motioned to the group still watching. “Can we get this written up and the UG as witness?”

“Ah. Let me go get the director.” The mentioned guard rushed off.

I didn’t blame the guard. I wouldn’t want to get in the middle of what we were doing if I weren’t already.

“Alright, when you are done, can you give me your CID?” Fayeth held her hand out. None of this mattered to her; she was laser focused on getting things sold and ingredients for our meals.

I pulled it off and quickly handed it to her. “The items for sale are already separated.”

Fayeth started operating the screen with Felin ‘helping’ her.

“Hey, you still had cream!” Felin shouted and then grumbled as Fayeth pulled at her ears.

***

We settled up our accounts at the teller and then the contract with Prince Albar. Crimson was all smiles and whistling afterwards as we headed to the UG store.

The doors opened up, and Felin stopped dead. Her eyes opened abnormally wide at the sight.

Row after row of glowing equipment in a pristine white, brightly lit warehouse expanded in front of us. Unlike some of the earlier floors, the magic glowing off each piece of equipment was brighter to the point that all the colors gave off a faint rainbow that reflected off the gleaming floor.

It made it all that much more impressive.

“Come on. It’s just the UG. There’s nothing impressive here.” Fayeth threw the Nekorian’s earlier words back at her. “What? Do Nekorians not have shops?”

“Shop? This isn’t a shop. This is a dragon’s hoard.” Felin looked around with wide eyes as if expecting some great dragon to pop up and swallow us all.

“This is the power of human builders, except it isn’t just one or two. It’s a whole army of them,” I explained and held her arm lest she get lost.

“So, I can buy things with what we turned the mana crystals in for?” Felin asked, her eyes stopping on a glowing staff and rushed over to grab it, hissing as her hands touched it. “This is high level. You can buy it?”

“It’s expensive.” I pointed to the tag. “Even if we all pitched in together, we couldn’t afford it. Come this way. The shelves are arranged by level, so we should go to our level’s area. They put the high-level stuff near the door because they look a lot more impressive.”

“There will still be good stuff but level-appropriate.” Des urged her forward when she planted herself in front of the high-level staff. “There are also lots of skill books.”

Felin let out a growl similar to that when she hunted and stalked after me.

“So, why did you bet Crimson?” Charlotte asked as Bun-bun chittered on top of her head. “Don’t say that, it’s rude.”

“I will cook you,” Crimson warned the rabbit.

He shrank down and covered his eyes with Charlotte’s hair.

“She wanted me to bet her.” I sighed and glanced at the woman again. I didn’t like it. “Crimson, do you want to share with the class why?”

“Because it’ll push you harder.” She had a new bag of chips out and was slowly working her way through them.

“Aren’t you worried about making him snap after a certain point?” Fayeth asked, looking at a shelf in passing.

“No. Ken won’t snap. At least, not in a way to worry. If he gets too mad, I’ll let him take it out on my body.” Crimson fanned herself.

“That makes sense.” Felin nodded, clearly taking notes. “She’ll pay the price, so it’s okay, but what happens if Ken loses?”

I rolled my eyes. “That won’t happen. She all but ensured that I will train like a demon until the raid and then give it my all. I’m not going to lose Crimson, especially to that prick.” I wasn’t quite sure how I stacked up to him, but with [Liminal Speed], I had confidence.

“At which point, he breaks, and then I have to sacrifice myself. Really, it’s a win-win for me.” She tipped back the bag of chips and guzzled them. “Gotta get some calories in me before then.”

“Is that just an excuse to eat more chips?” I squinted my eyes at her.

Crimson just shrugged. “You’ll never know.” She moved fast, and I missed stealing her bag of chips. “Don’t even try that without thousands of stacks. I don’t let slow people touch my chips.”

Des turned us down an aisle as Felin ran ahead to the bookshelf halfway down the aisle.

“Wow, so many books.” She pulled out several scrolls from her leather pouch. “Going to take a while to get through these.”

Charlotte took off her CID, scanned the books, and then handed it to Felin. “More human builder things.”

Felin blinked and tapped on the screen, scrolling down the list. “This is what they use those mana crystals for?”

“Among many other things.” Charlotte patted her on the shoulder. “I’m sure we could get you one to store things in and use to look things up. Don’t know if they’ll work with human physiology.”

“Like Neighbors?” Felin perked up, ignoring the last part. “I want one!”

I shook my head. But again, compared to what we were spending on other items, it wouldn’t be hard to get her a CID. They were relatively cheap to me now. How things had changed. “Fine. Let’s look through the skills for anything we need, though.”

“What are you looking for?” Felin had the list up and was scrolling through it.

“My kit feels fairly full. Mostly, I’m interested in multi attacks and another elemental buff I can put on my weapons. Lightning perhaps? I don’t think I’ll be able to use more than one at a time, but it’s for if I ever meet anything that’s immune to shadow damage,” I explained as I picked through.

“What, no need for new, more powerful spells?” Charlotte asked.

I shrugged. “There might be a few direct upgrades I could utilize, but generally speaking, my combat style has solidified.”

“Arming yourself with a thousand abilities won’t make you more powerful at this point,” Des agreed. “Honestly, you probably have so many skills at this point that you forget the important ones at critical junctures.”

I stuck my tongue out at her. “Nope. Definitely not.” It may have happened more than once.

Still, I was interested in another elemental buff to my weapons. If I ended up fighting something with shadow immunity, my damage would tank, even with [Liminal Speed].

“How much more equipment can you use?” Des asked.

“Besides the blades, the rest of my gear is heavily dated at this point.” I picked at a belt and a heart guard that were dozens of levels behind me at this point. “I could probably pick up two pieces of gear around our level.”

“We should make sure we are as kitted out as we can be.” Fayeth stepped away from the skillbooks and looked at a rack of necklaces. “The thirties are where monsters start to scale fast enough to the point many Elves struggle to keep up with monster levels.”

“Humans, too.” I remembered the lessons.

In the thirties, most people washed out. The average monster’s stats doubled from thirty to forty. They weren’t small to begin with. Even though they doubled from twenty to thirty as well, the five stat points per level helped keep up. Now, they barely counted. Less than ten percent of what an adventurer needed to keep up with the growing strength of the monsters on each floor would come from the free points when you leveled. Meaning, it had to be managed with gear, skills, and training.

For those that lacked one of those, it could be incredibly difficult.

“I know you’ve been focusing on Charlotte and Fayeth’s gear, but maybe we should help the damage dealers, too.” Des grinned. “After all, if the monsters die faster, they do less damage. Really, we are more important than tanks or healers.”

“Just very replaceable,” Felin said distractedly before she shot to her feet as Des took back Charlotte’s CID. “Hey.”

“No CID for you. No Neighbors for you,” Des taunted her. “I can’t believe you’d say Ken was replaceable.”

Felin jumped up to try and snatch it back, but Fayeth grabbed her waist, and her fingers dug in and started tickling her.

“Hey!” The Nekorian started to giggle.

Des tossed Charlotte her CID and joined Fayeth in attacking the Nekorian with wiggling fingers.

Bun-bun sighed and shook his head.

“They are teasing her. It’s a good thing.” Charlotte patted the rabbit.

Felin cried out for help as Des tickled her into submission on the floor.

“We are in public,” Fayeth chided the two on the floor as if she hadn’t just been tickling her, too.

“You started this.” Des’ fingers weren’t stopping, but Felin was growing resistant to her continued tickles and launched her own assault, pushing Des onto her back and tickling the Demonic Mage in turn.

Yet the purple-haired beauty just moaned and let out steamy breaths as her face became flushed.

Felin paused unsure if she should continue. “Wait, it just arouses her?”

“Everything arouses her,” I answered and helped Felin to her feet before helping an amorous Des who used the opportunity to re-latch onto me. “Let’s get back to shopping. If you don’t want abilities, let’s look at the equipment after restocking up on potions. What about you, Crims… Where’d she go?”

Crimson had disappeared while we’d all be focused on Felin and then Des wrestling and tickling each other.

In fairness, it was quite the sight.

“Who knows?” Des shrugged. “She’s a big girl, and she can do what she wants. Let’s go find you some new clothes and see if there are any sexy warlock outfits. Ehem, ones with good stats. I’m not Harley who picks what they look like over how they perform.”

“Afterwards, how about we find somewhere to eat as a party?” Charlotte suggested.

I flashed the adorable druid a smile. “Consider it a date. We’ll find a place with meat for Felin.”

“Yes! I’ll eat your meat,” she proudly proclaimed without an ounce of awareness before she paused, a flash of guilt crossing her face as she glanced at Des.

Des was on my arm, and a sinister smile was slowly spreading across her face. “Hmm? You’ll eat Ken’s meat? Do you even know how? Let this one teach you all about it later.”

Felin’s guilt disappeared. “No, thank you. My tongue is too rough.”

Des pouted and then turned to me. “You owe me some meat then. Let’s go shopping.”

I gave Felin a thumbs-up behind Des’ back as the Demonic Mage led me away from the rest of the party to go potion shopping.

“So, you and Felin?” Des bobbed her brows. “You never did give me the full details of the hunting date you two went on. Now she’s all about tail hygiene though.”

“You didn’t ask.” I wasn’t keeping my relationship with others from her by any means, but a date with Felin was still something of a private matter.

“Fine. She seems to be fitting in better to our pride-harem-Adrel. You really have made this overly complicated with three different races. If I didn’t know better, next thing you’d have one of those Dwarf Queens or a Naga princess.”

I shuddered at the thought of the Naga. They were more monster than man. And the dwarven queen hadn’t been ugly necessarily, but I also wouldn’t call her attractive. Especially the whole using human corpses to make a brainwashed arm of drone dwarves.

“Oh, you are actually thinking about it.” Des poked my cheek and filled up her basket with a bunch of tickets for potions.

“Not really. Just the horrors of what a Naga would do to me. But who knows, there are bound to be more races in the dungeon. We have no idea how deep it goes.” I shrugged. For all we knew past the Naga threat, there could be all sorts of new races. “Yet our focus right now should be on the raid.” It was fun to dream, but we had other things to worry about.

“Wrong. Worry about the little family project you picked up.” She glanced around to make sure there were no other shoppers near us. “We can work on the raid after that. Crimson has found an excuse to push you harder. I’m almost positive she’s off shopping for new weights she can strap to you and make you work twenty times harder. That woman…” Des trailed off and shook her head.

“What?”

“She really wants you to catch up to her. If power-leveling you wouldn’t completely ruin the concept, I’m sure she’d already have you down in the 50s absorbing levels every day.” Des shrugged.

“I want to catch up to her, too, but I want the rest of you along for the ride. Love you, Des.” I picked up Des’ hand and kissed the back of it. “Let’s continue to enjoy our time at Haylon.”


Chapter 16


“They have sushi!” Fayeth squealed, opening the menu at the restaurant that we had picked.

It was a jack-of-all trades sort of place. This deep in the dungeon, there weren’t many restaurants besides the few classic bars. This place just had a smattering of random ethnic dishes in no particular combination.

“The raw fish?” Felin stared blankly at the menu. She seemed a little overwhelmed as she flipped through the pages.

“They have beef wellington. You might like that,” I offered to make her decision easier.

“Oh.” Fayeth spotted that on the menu. “I’ve wanted to try cooking that. Can someone order it and let me look at it?”

“Does it have cream?” Felin asked, looking through the menu.

It was amusing to watch the two non-humans work through the menu. “What about you?” I asked the other two.

“The wellington, for sure,” Des said loud enough to satisfy Fayeth.

Charlotte was instead staring at the desert card that had been on the table. “We eat delicious meat every day. When was the last time we had cake?”

I chuckled. “Aren’t you already sweet enough?”

Charlotte blushed heavily, but the corners of her mouth twisted up. “Think I’m getting the triple chocolate delight. Today’s a day off, and I won’t hold back!” She smacked the menu down on the table with a newfound resolve.

“Yeah!” Felin let out a growl, getting into the moment without really understanding.

“Can you all keep it down?” the table next to us huffed. “Food tastes better in silence so that you can savor it.”

I raised an eyebrow and leaned back in my chair as I looked the group over.

The one word that came to me as I looked them over was ‘awkward’. Three of them had large glasses that made their eyes gigantic. One had to be almost seven feet tall but was nothing but skin and bones. The other was one of the rare fat adventurers.

“Look, Ken. It’s Tuskies!” Felin pointed excitedly at their jackets.

“Trusk,” Fayeth corrected her. “The college on the logo is Trusk.”

The group shifted as if suddenly noticing the Nekorian and Elf. The tall man shot to his feet. “A mixed group?!” His voice cracked.

Des threw her Haylon jacket over the edge of our table for them to see. “Haylon is hosting an Elven ambassador. The cat is just attached to my man.”

“I am.” Felin nodded rapidly. “Soon I’m going to wear them down and join their pride.”

All three of the glasses wearers pushed at the nose of their glasses in sync and light flashed off them.

“Ah. That makes him the famed Ken Nagato. The only man to have ever been accepted into Haylon and the current protégé of Mistress Crimson. He’s also the heir to the Silver Fangs guild and currently dating Charlotte DuVell and Desmonda Renard.” It was like he was reading my wiki page or something.

“It’s like 893271 come to life!” Another of the adventurers took a deep breath like they were struggling to breathe. His excitement and the six numbers… I felt embarrassed just to hear him have one memorized.

“No, it’s even better. Have you read 74 wives?” the girl with glasses asked.

“Rumors are that it’s based on real life events.” The fat girl’s eyes slid to me with a naked hunger that made me very uncomfortable.

“It must be! That makes them Fayeth and Felin! Is it true that Elven—” She was cut off.

“Who’s being loud now?” Felin’s ears twitched as she crossed her arms and stared down at the group.

“I apologize for their outbursts.” The tall, lanky one did an overly formal bow. “They like to read with their meals and can be cranky if someone disturbs them from their favorite smut. We don’t have much time before…” He trailed off as the door was thrown open, and a gaggle of nerds swept into the place.

I eyed the group, my eyes snapping to one that stuck out.

The woman was like a queen of the nerds. Radiant beauty with blonde hair that seemed to ripple with a breeze that only affected her. She wore loose white robes that somehow flowed around her, yet pressed into each and every one of her curves.

Her eyes combed over the crowd, stopping at our table and in particular Des’ jacket which was still proudly displaying Haylon’s logo.

The woman swept through the restaurant like she owned the place. The nerds at the table were like her worshipers.

“Class President! We are not worthy!” One of the bespeckled men threw themselves down on the ground.

Everyone ignored the gesture like it was a normal everyday occurrence at Trusk.

The Class President stopped at our table and spun with a flourish that made her hair fly through the air. “Oh my gosh. Is that a Nekorian?!” she squealed and giggled. “I didn’t know there was a Nekorian at Haylon.” Her queen-like air shattered into that of a fangirl.

Felin puffed herself up and crossed her arms under her chest. “I’m a new addition. You see, I am a Neko—”

“She’s Felin from 74 wives.” the glasses girl at the table behind the Class President called out.

The Queen of the Nerds had a bright flash in her eyes, and then they stuck to me. “Ken Nagato, Desmonda Renard, Charlotte DuVell, Fayeth Lyntean! It’s all of them! It’s real!” She did little excited hops.

“Now look it’s wildly—”

“Pretty much.” Des touched the woman’s hand. “We are just as awesome as we are in the story. One of our classmates writes it, though, and they go a smidge overboard with the sex.”

The Nerd Queen was panting. “I’m Marin.” She held out her hand to me.

I touched it only for her second hand to clasp it as she pumped it wildly.

“It’s truly an honor to meet you. I was going to dress up as one of the 74 when I go to my next convention! Personally, I think Charlotte is my favorite, but that might be Bun-bun rubbing off on her. Then again, it’s building up such that you might take Penny next, and I’m so down to do a cool frost knight outfit.

“I think I could do some wicked frosted tips to a blue wig, and then I am a professional with EVA foam. The armor she describes, I could nail it. Wait! Do you have a picture of Penny that I could use as a reference?! Oh my gosh I could be the most canonically accurate cosplayer. In your face, Melony.”

I blinked, unsure of what to said, which only made her continue to babble on.

“Oh! Or I could be Ken, but a sexy Ken.” She ran a hand through her hair and struck a pose with a serious face that I supposed was supposed to be me.

“Anything you wear, my queen, would be like a divine right to lay my eyes upon it.” The man from the table next to us was still pressing his face to the floor.

“Choices, choices.” Marin did a little dance with her hands up by her face. She completely ignored her worshiper. Everyone did.

“You could always join the 74, at least for a little while, and then cosplay as yourself,” Des offered, and I wanted to sink into the ground.

Do not encourage crazy people, Des.

I reached over and pinched the woman who only had thoughts of expanding my harem. She didn’t even flinch, keeping a big smile plastered on her face as Marin’s smile steadily grew.

“Oh my gosh! I could cosplay myself. You know, I heard that Tonikawa studios were in talks about an anime adaptation. If I’m to be a popular character, I have to really shine and get in there early.” Marin was actually considering what Des had said.

“You could be an arc’s antagonist. You just need to be beautiful and really go at it. I know! Why don’t you make a bet with Ken? He’s going to win the raid competition. So, if you bet yourself, then when he wins, there would be lots of speculation of what happens off screen.” Des winked.

“M-m-m-mys-s-self?” Marin suddenly started stuttered. “As in s-ss-sex?” She was shivering from head to toe.

What the fuck was wrong with these people? I rubbed my face.

“Not you. Your character,” Des tried a new angle.

Marin nodded along, quickly regaining herself. “My character. Yes, very sexy, very desirable. No. I cannot be the one to issue such a ridiculous reward; otherwise, what do I have to win?” She struck a pose and pointed at me in challenge.

Felin blinked owlishly and turned to me. “Are all humans like this?”

“No. Not even close.” I sighed, hoping this would all just go away.

“Ken Nagato! I challenge you!” Marin stuck a finger in my face while she covered her mouth and laughed with the other.

“Oh no. Whatever shall I do?” I said with absolutely zero enthusiasm.

“When I win the college raid competition, you’ll become my pet!” She was far too animated like she was auditioning for a play.

I glanced at Des. “Are we doing this again? Didn’t I just make a big bet with Prince Albar?”

“Wait, you met Albar?” Marin asked. “He’s a jerk. Treats women like objects. So, I introduced him to the latest eroge game about obtaining your perfect nubile slave girl. He spent like five minutes with me, and now he just runs away from me.” She shook her head, completely mystified.

“I cannot imagine why,” I deadpanned.

“Anyway, as compensation if you win, I’ll become your doll to dress up and play with as you see fit.” Marin puffed out her cheeks.

“Deal.” Des reached up and shook her hand. “I’m going to really enjoy you two going at it… in the raid competition, that is.”

Marin’s face blushed heavily again with Des’ double meaning. “I-I-I won’t lose!” She found her footing. “But Haylon finally showed up to the safe zone? You’re the last school to show up.”

“We’ll be leaving soon, too. Crimson has us out on a dead branch of the dungeon farming an event.” I didn’t see any reason to hold back the information.

Talking about the dungeon and Marin became confident and rather normal. “That makes a lot of sense. Competition here is fierce with all three colleges. Thankfully, the thirtieth floor is huge. We’ve been focusing out there on farming, because fighting the bosses is getting boring. Maybe a few will go do the bosses, but most of us don’t care about loot.”

“You don’t care about loot?” Fayeth asked.

“Nope. A good half of our class are summoners. We just plow through the monsters with summons,” she explained.

My mind went to the President of the UG who summoned an army of angels and the brief showing he’d put on during the Naga attack. It had shown he was as strong as a party of adventurers on his own.

“What do you summon?” Felin asked.

“A variety of things.” Marin tapped at her lips. “But if I were to be famous for something, it would be dragons.”

I couldn’t help reappraising her. Dragons, even if they were small, were nothing to scoff at. They were a rather famous monster type for good reason.

“She’s the best summoner the world has ever seen!” Several of the Trusk students started to chant for their president, who turned away from us to focus on calming them down.

The waiter used that moment to slip in and get our orders.

I ended up just picking something at random, because I’d forgotten what I wanted during the conversation with Marin. She had a particular way of sweeping aside the conversation.

Before she could get a handle on her class and get them all to sit down, a steady beat vibrated the table. Like a marching line, in perfect step, a crowd in Pendulum’s dark red and gold marched into the restaurant.

Machen was leading the group. He’d filled out, and his mohawk was down, giving him a little rocker vibe with half his head shaved and long hair going down the other side.

“Ken!” He broke the formation as they got to a table.

“Hi, Machen. Did I see that you were leading the group?” He was an old acquaintance from high school.

He chuckled nervously and scratched the back of his head. Despite the change in appearances, he was still the awkward kid I remembered. “Something like that. We had a big challenge ceremony to determine our class leader, and… well… one of them hurt my girl and I lost it. Woke up an hour later, and I’d crushed the rest of the challengers in my class.”

I laughed. I could just picture that moment. Leave it to a berserker to accidentally get class leader.

“So, this is a meeting of class leaders?” Marin recovered. “We just need the Stupid Prince.”

“I see you’ve met the Smut Game Queen here.” Machen gestured at Marin.

“That’s not my name. I’m Marin, and you listened with rapt attention as I explained the joys of Bale Beach collector’s edition. The special outfits you can put on those ladies…” Marin drooled a little. “So worth the extra twenty bucks.” Truly deserving of being the Nerd Queen.

Machen raised an eyebrow at me as if to say ‘see what I’m dealing with here?’

I nodded back at him trying to say, ‘You have my sympathy. Listening to her for that long must have been a true test of your patience, but good training for your berserk.’

Machen closed his eyes and nodded slowly. “So, are you in charge of your class?”

“Nope. Are you kidding me? I passed that buck onto someone who wanted it. Candice is our class president. She’s… well, you’ll recognize her if you see her. Super strait-laced blonde with long hair.”

“Oh, Candice.” Marin came out of her daydreaming about some video game. “In chapter forty-eight, when you broke her and turned her into your cock sleeve was epic.” She said that with a completely straight face.

Machen looked at me, talking with our expressions again. ‘What is she talking about?’

‘I wish I didn’t know, but sadly my mind has been tainted with such knowledge,’ I lamented with a shake of my head.

Machen patted my shoulder consolingly.

We understood each other in this crazy world.

“Oh. Then when he makes her beg and be first in the line up on chapter fifty-three.” One of the three at the table next to us broke into the conversation and offered a chef’s kiss.

They started going at it, talking about their favorite moments in 74 wives.

“Right. Well. We were going to eat. I’m sure you have things to do with your classes. We are just in for the day, selling shit and going shopping. Afterwards, we’ll be out of your hair.” I smiled at Marin.

“Are you going to be back for the DPS tests?” Machen asked.

I tilted my head in confusion. “DPS Tests?”

“Ah. You probably don’t know. No one has been able to figure out where you’ve been.” Machen scratched his cheek.

“They’ve been getting diabolical training from Crimson in a secret dark branch of the dungeon. She’s locked them all up and thrown away the key, forcing them to break their minds and souls as she turns Ken into a living weapon and then unleashing a pent-up Ken on the rest of the class.” Marin quickly babbled.

I glanced at Des to see if she understood any of that.

“Blame Penny.” She shrugged. “Besides, it’s not really wrong.” If it was Penny’s fault, that meant the most recent arc of 74 wives had taken a strange turn. Sadly, even if I didn’t read it, enough of them talked about it for me to know the story.

The rest of the ladies at my table were talking softly to each other, sipping colorful drinks through straws. Though, Felin was licking her lips, with a faint white film inside her glass that she was eying.

None of them seemed remotely bothered by Marin’s description.

“Fine. Though it’s just harsh training. So, what’s the DPS test?” I tried to steer us back on topic.

“Ah. Right.” Machen cleared his throat. “In two weeks, they are setting up a bunch of damage meters and some tanks and healers to basically hold some big tank-and-spank type raid monster. They will let the students go at it and get their mock damage numbers. There’s already some betting going on, anticipating the outcomes.”

“Any bets on me?” I asked.

“Eh.” Machen scratched his cheek. “No. The Prince, myself, and Marin have most of the bets. I think there were a few for Des behind you.”

I deadpanned before a smile split my face. This was a perfect use of all the money I’d gotten recently. Why not roll it into something bigger? “Where can I go to place some bets?” If my odds were low then I might just make bank if I put a big bet on at those rates.

“Here, in your CID.” Machen reached over and tapped on mine to open a UG page and swipe down and clicked another few links with practiced ease before stepping back.

There was a long list of names.

Himself, Marin, and Prince Albar were at the top.

Des leaned over and let out a whistle. “That’s a lot of money riding on them.”

“Yeah. It’s gotten a lot of popularity. They are talking about letting a TV station down here for the DPS tests. Then we might have a crew follow us in during our boss attempts. That’s being contested by Barret, though. He doesn’t want our tactics to spill out. He’s only saying he’ll accept a delay so they don’t show this until the raid is completed.” Machen sounded awkward with the potential TV coverage but continued.

I was swiping down, looking through the betting odds. “I have no idea what I’m looking at.”

“The ones with pluses, which is the whole page now, are not favored to win. Plus two hundred is a hundred dollars to win 200,” Machen explained.

“So…” I finally found my name. “Plus seven forty…” I was near the bottom of the list. “That means seven point four times my bet?”

“Yeah. Sorry, man. I know it stings a little to be that low.”

Rather than be down, I gave him a broad grin. “No! This is fantastic.” Quickly, I figured out how to pay from my UG account.

Des and Charlotte joined me in putting large bets on me.

“You guys are that confident?” Marin asked. “74 wives doesn’t get much into the combat aspect of the story.”

“Marin’s pretty fucking tough. I don’t know if you want to place too big of a bet against her.” Machen looked over my shoulder.

I shook my head. “Sorry, man. I’m sure both of you are tough as nails, but if nothing else, I’m doing this to encourage myself.”

Des chuckled darkly as she kept adding zeros to the amount.

I was sure the two of them were tough, but they had no idea what they were up against with [Liminal Speed] on my side.

“Then I wish you luck, man. We’ll catch up when you get back? There’s a Pendulum building on the north side of the safe zone. Just come ask for me.” He held out his fist, and I couldn’t help but marvel at how veiny his hands were. Then again, I’d been told women loved that look.

“Sure. I’ll do that.” Machen was still my friend, even if we’d gone different routes. Any jealousy I’d harbored initially at him going to my dream college because of his class was long gone.

After all, then I wouldn’t have gotten the opportunities that I had, and they were some pretty sweet opportunities.

“Ooh. Maybe there can be some boy love in 74 wives!” Marin’s eyes had stars in them.

I sighed. “Marin, don’t you have a class to manage? Our food looks like it’s coming.”

“Oh right.” She stuck her tongue out and skipped away.

I rubbed my forehead. There were some people with quite a bit of character across the other schools. And soon I would see what they could do in the dungeon.


Chapter 17


Charlotte swung our hands back and forth with a big smile on her face. The moment was only marred by Bun-bun’s snoring. The rabbit was tuckered out from the excitement of the restaurant.

“Thanks for taking the time to go on a walk with me.” She blushed.

I lifted her hand to kiss the back of it. “My pleasure. Too often, the others demand my attention. Happy to spend more personal time with my cute healer.”

We were away from the city in the safe zone, walking along the edges through the grassy fields. Charlotte was the quiet one, and it was all too common for the others to crowd her out.

She blushed deeply and had trouble meeting my eyes. “I’m glad you think of me.”

I rubbed her hand and smiled when she looked back up. “Charlotte, my tender healer, I love you, and you have nothing to worry about. Unless you are worrying about something in specific?”

She paused and shook her head.

“Charlotte?” I pushed her with a firm tone. If there was an issue, I wanted to resolve it; Charlotte was just too damn important to me.

“It’s just… with Harley leaving, I wonder if you’ll rotate any more of us out?” She fidgeted, her hand playing with the fabric on her beautiful red summer dress.

I grabbed her chin and tilted up her face, forcing her to look me in the eyes. “If you want to leave, that’s fine. But know that I’ll never chase you out.” I smirked. “Des would kill me, are you kidding me? She’d blue-ball me into eternity if I took away her cute and kind healer toy.”

Charlotte chuckled. “She is rather fond of sharing me between the two of you.”

“That would be an understatement.” I shrugged. “Candidly, I think she just likes to watch you squirm.” Taking Charlotte’s hand more firmly, I pulled her down to lie on the field.

She let out a squeak. Her exclamation was followed by one from Bun-bun as she fell on top of me, and Bun-bun was successfully dislodged, bouncing on the ground a few feet away.

The lazy rabbit looked up and let out a grunt of discontent, but he didn’t have it in him to come back over and lay down in the grass.

“You know, the grass here isn’t itchy,” Charlotte said, rolling off me and lying on her side, pressed up against me.

“The dungeon would probably eat pollen like it would dust,” I answered as I thought through the concept. “Besides, this grass isn’t even real. If we took it out of the dungeon, it wouldn’t be made up of living cells but rather dead blocks like cell walls and green pigment.” I flicked a blade of grass.

Everything the dungeon did was just a facsimile of life.

“Even the drops. You can’t plant most of the things, even if they are berries or whatnot,” Charlotte said. “You can melt down the metal, though. How are your shipments to the Elves going?”

“Everything is on track. Crimson wanted some guild contribution points and went a little overboard.” I shook my head remembering the massive pile she dropped in order to get a reward from the guild master.

“She’s just making excuses. Crimson might train you like she’s trying to kill you, but that's because she wants to spend more time with you.” Charlotte cuddled closer and put her head on my shoulder.

Of course she saw the good in everyone.

I stared at the light blue ceiling of the safe zone with the giant crystal in the center acting like the sun. The sky was just missing clouds passing by overhead to complete the illusion.

I returned to the conversation at hand. “I don’t mind it. She wants me to catch up to her. Crimson is excited about it. Think about it. She’s been up alone on her own in adventuring for so long. That is why she gets along with Neldra so well.”

“They get along?!” Charlotte frowned.

I laughed. “Yes. Crimson doesn’t do ‘friend’ so much as ‘rival’. Look at her and Heather. But back to the point. She’s pushing me because she sees the chance to have someone else up there.” I shook my head. “Here I am talking about another woman while spending time with you. Just, suffice to say, I’m also dedicated to bringing the rest of you up with me.” I kissed her.

Charlotte blushed again. “I don’t mind.”

“I do,” I shot back. “So, how’s the family? Is your father still trying to show his sword off to everyone he meets?” I just tried to get her to talk about herself and her life. She was so quick to move towards what others wanted. Maybe the dungeon picked selfless people to make them healers.

Charlotte choked on a laugh. “No. He’s being kept busy. The mothers and he set out for a deep dungeon dive as soon as they sent me back to Haylon. They are joining a push for 60s.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Ah. The Renards, my father’s guild, and a handful of the other top parties are being encouraged to push to the sixtieth-floor safe zone. They all chipped in on a big bet, and the UG is promising to make a big fanfare if they can beat the level.” Charlotte shrugged. “So everyone down there with him has seen his sword plenty.”

I snickered at the double meaning.

Charlotte’s eyes crossed as she realized what she said and burst out laughing. She rolled in the grass, settling on me.

Watching this beautiful woman laugh and smile warmed me all the way to my core. It was moments like this that somehow made me keep my sanity among slaughtering monsters all day and training with weights that would break a normal person’s body several times over.

She came down from her laughter and pulled close, giving me a fluttering light kiss. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” I pulled her closer, savoring a moment alone with the quiet druid.

We made out in the grass, our own private area, talking about the future and dreaming of what we wanted out of life.

***

“Cream!” Felin pounced into the grocery store. “Where’s the cream?!” she asked loudly to the first person she spotted.

“Ignore her.” Des gently pushed Felin deeper into the store. Sometimes it was nice to actually shop in a physical store and not just on a CID.

“She’s new around here.” Fayeth smiled at the poor adventurer that Felin had accosted.

Said adventurer did a double take at the group of mixed races, his mouth hanging open.

“Come on. We’ll go through the meat area first.” Fayeth pushed Felin forward.

“The cream second?” Felin’s ears fell, and her eyes became giant watering saucers.

“No. It’s on the other end of the store.” Fayeth clicked her tongue. “Come on. We’ll get you to eat something besides meat and cream yet.”

“She eats potato chips,” Des added unhelpfully.

“Crimson eats them. They must be fuel for powerful hunters.” Felin nodded excitedly. “Though, they are very greasy.”

Des snickered and stopped at the wine section, pulling a few into her CID. “None of the bars ever have wine; it’s all beer down there.”

“Beer keeps better,” Fayeth answered without missing a beat.

Rather than be like Des, who was just shoving armloads of wine into her CID, Fayeth was carefully picking through the wine for ones that matched her vision of cooking.

Felin glanced between their two styles before slowly backing up and scanning the aisles, skipping past the fruits and vegetables and ducking into the first one with a good scent. She let her nose guide her as she passed by brightly colored boxes to food that was so cheap it wasn’t even in a box, instead bright, plastic bags.

Glancing down the way she came, she saw no sign of her minders. She glanced back down at her find. The bag was likely for kids with how bright it was. Still, it smelled very interesting.

But her favorite part was the bag. It crinkled in a way that made her want to play with it more.

Crinkle. Crinkle.

Felin giggled to herself as she continued to play with the bag more roughly. Finally, she pulled too hard, and the bag exploded, little balls sprinkling onto the floor clattering everywhere.

She froze and turned down both sides of the aisle, but no one was coming running. Picking up the pieces, they were a variety of colors, just as much as the bag.

Just as she was about to pop the first one in her mouth, Fayeth came sliding around the corner. “Put. It. Down.”

Felin wanted to eat it just to spite her. “The bag was too flimsy. It broke when I picked it up.”

“That’s chocolate,” Fayeth answered by way of explanation.

Felin glanced at it. “What’s wrong with chocolate?” She popped it in her mouth. It was delicious. There was nothing wrong with chocolate.

“It kills cats,” Fayeth declared and rubbed at her face.

“I’m not a cat,” Felin hissed, and in protest, took a fistful of the delicious chocolate and stuffed it in her mouth.

“Des, help, please.” Fayeth started to wrestle the bag from Felin, only to lose her footing on the ones spilled on the ground.

Both of them fell over, and Des came by, plucking the rest of the bag from Felin’s grasp. “Until we know how chocolate affects you, let’s go easy on it, okay?”

Felin pouted. Just when she had discovered a new human delicacy, it was taken from her. “I want two, no… three bags. Use my contributions. If this goes over well, then I will eat them myself. If not, Ken would enjoy chocolate, yes?”

“He would.” Des smirked. “Now, clean up your mess. This isn’t some grocery store on the surface. You clean up your own mess.”

Felin shrugged, and with a snap of her fingers, she made a small whirlwind suck up all the pieces and deposit them into her spatial pouch. She’d eat them later. These floors were the cleanest she’d ever seen, except perhaps those in the equipment store.

Des raised an eyebrow at her putting it away.

“I am a Nekorian shaman. Some mundane toxin will not bother me.” She lifted her chin in defiance. Worst case she would just heal herself.

Des shrugged. “We’ll get you to Charlotte. Worst case, she has revive.”

She frowned. Was it so toxic? “So, Des. You want to add that Marin to the pride?” Felin changed the topic, following behind Fayeth as the Elf scanned the aisles for her prized ingredients.

“Huh? I don’t care about her as a long-standing member of the harem.” Des smirked. “She summons dragons, though. I want Ken to steal that ability so that he can ride a dragon into battle. That means he needs to fuck her.”

Felin’s eyes sparkled. “Genius.” Riding dragons was a very powerful image and would make him a fantastic pride leader. Humans liked strange things. Perhaps the strange woman would be enjoyable.

“I know.” Des ran her hands through her hair, yet that one lock continued to fall back in place and cover one of her eyes. “A summoner’s entire power is in their abilities. Sure, stats play a role, but Ken is already struggling because his class needs him to increase all his stats.”

“It’s good to be well rounded,” Felin said. Nekorians were extensively trained both to survive on their own in the dungeon and work in parties.

“I disagree.” Fayeth didn’t look up from where she was picking out meat. “Do I need to be good at dealing damage? No, I just need to be able to hold aggro and survive. Charlotte needs to keep us all alive, and Ken needs to do as much damage as he can.”

“He does good damage.” Felin bobbed her head and understood that they prioritized their participation around having a full team of specialists.

Fayeth hummed. “I can’t help but feel that he’s still pushing too many stats. Does he really need that much mana or strength? If he just did agility, stamina, and magic it might be easier for him.”

“Strength helps,” Des said. “But I see what you mean. He wants mana so he can use the portal and his finisher ability. Strength is probably less effective than focusing on being fast with the magic damage on his weapons. Yet it is easier for him to cross-train strength with agility. Crimson is pushing him in all directions at once.”

Fayeth shrugged. “My opinion doesn’t have to be right. Just saying that he could specialize more. You aren’t far from having enough mana for a portal, are you?”

Des smirked and held her hand out in the middle of the store. “Portal.”

A swirling circle appeared before her back to the tent on the twenty-eighth floor.

“Oooh.” Felin peered through, sticking her head into the portal immediately. “We need to get you to the place Ken wants to kill people,” she said as she pulled her head back.

“Stop saying that out loud.” Fayeth took a deep breath and selected a handful of marbled steaks. “She’ll be our ticket out. We will sneak in, or is the famed Nekorian shaman not up to the task?”

Felin smacked her fist to her chest and glared at the Elf. “I will sneak like the best. Just wait until you see me hunt.”

“We’d hope so,” Des teased her. “The rest of us have been trained by ninjas.”

Felin stormed ahead, making Fayeth hurry and snatch up all her ingredients in a hurry behind her.

“Oh. What’s this spot?” Felin paused at a large section of empty shelves.

Des leaned in and read the tag. “Potato chips.” She smirked. “I think Crimson was here.”

The whole aisle of potato chips was gone, only leaving behind the ‘healthy’ options of the puffed crisps.

“Well, at least I don’t have to buy any for her.” Fayeth checked that off her list. “Though, I wanted to try some potato-chip-crusted chicken. I figured Crimson would love that recipe.”

“Ask her for some later. Actually, get Ken to ask for you, chances are better that way.” Des shrugged. “Let’s keep going before the cream fiend finds something else to get into.”

Felin rolled her eyes. “I’m not that bad.” It was natural to try new things. While Fayeth had made many human dishes for her there were a surprisingly large number of things here that she hadn’t tried yet. What if one of them was comparable to cream and she missed out because she didn’t explore?

Fayeth gestured back the way they came. “Experiences thus far beg to differ. You get into everything.”

“She’s a cat,” Des chuckled. “Sorry, a Nekorian. Who happens to share a cat’s penchant for curiosity and chaos.”

Felin rolled her eyes only for them to fall upon giant glass containers full of familiar cream and milk. She darted over with the full power of her Nekorian legs, grabbed the handle, and nearly tore the door off its hinges, putting herself between the cream and another customer.

“Mine. All the cream is mine.” Felin wrapped her arms around the entrance to the cream storage and started to plan how she was going to get it all into her CID before this woman could get another.

“I just want the creamer.” The woman pointed to the top shelf.

Felin eyed the unfamiliar container. Creamer sounded like it was at least part cream. She could part with some lesser substance for the good stuff. “Sure, here you go.” She handed her one.

As long as it wasn’t her precious cream.

“Look, Felin is sharing. That’s personal growth.” Des came up as Felin was putting the items in her new CID. It chimed with little coin sounds every time she did so. This one was disabled on trying to check her body; it was just for storage and connecting to the UG systems.

“Our little chaos kitten is growing,” Fayeth laughed and snatched a few jugs of cream before Felin could take them all.

Felin snarled at her. How dare she take the cream!?

“I wonder where Crimson went? She obviously went here and snatched up all the potato chips,” Des changed the topic. “Think the prince is a stain on the dungeon floor?”

“Unlikely.” Felin was actually the first to answer. “He seems like a good whetstone for Ken. Crimson would leave him alive if to just give her an excuse to train him harder.”

The other two blinked and found themselves surprised that they were agreeing with her.

“Then… Ah. I bet the other school’s teachers must be here. Wonder if she went to find them,” Fayeth said.

“More likely taunt them,” Des sighed. “Go and rile them up so that they all come down hard on Haylon.”

“That seems more like Crimson,” Fayeth agreed, closing the now cream-less dairy section.

***

Crimson sat on top of Professor Gafar as the man pleaded for his life. Barret was missing half of his teeth a few yards away. His eyes were glassy, and Trusk’s Professor Silwin was barely holding onto her consciousness.

“See? Haylon is the best. Best of the best. I cannot believe you guys started a betting ring and didn’t tell me,” Crimson clicked her tongue and shook her head. She wanted to get in on ground floor of these types of things. Not to mention she looked at Ken’s position and grew unreasonably angry.

“We didn’t know where you were.” Professor Silwin held her bleeding stomach.

“Then try harder. Really now, this is just silly. Barret, get up before I beat you more.” Crimson had hoped she’d enjoy bullying them, but sadly, they didn’t even last a few minutes.

She pulled open a potato chip bag and started munching.

Barret shot to his feet. His outfit was skewed, and the cape over his shoulder was about to fall out. Yet his feet were steady and his sword ready. “You’re upset that your students are at the bottom.”

“Damn right, I am.” Crimson crunched chips angrily.

Really, who did they think they were?!

Ken was almost at the bottom.

She wanted to wring their necks for it.

“If you think they are wrong, just bet accordingly.” Gafar gritted his teeth. “You must have some money lying around unless you spend it all on chips. You weigh a ton.”

Crimson’s eyes gleamed, and an ability shrouded her and Gafar, vastly increasing the gravity around both of them. “This is a new one I got. Gravity Field. What do you think? I bet it’ll be a great training tool.” Her eyes glittered with sadistic glee as she thought about using it on Ken with all his weights.

“Perfect.” Gafar gritted his teeth to the point that one of them cracked.

“Anyway, I came to talk to you because your student decided to be an ass. Do you know he came over and tried to bet with my student, putting me as his prize as if I were an object for him to win?” Gravity around her doubled again.

She wasn’t bullying Gafar for no reason at all.

Barret’s face paled. “What a fool.” He shook his head remorsefully, probably assuming he was dead.

“It’s okay. He’s alive mostly because I think he adds some nice pressure to my star pupil. On that note, I’m going to bet lots on Ken Nagato. He’ll kick all their butts. What do you think, Gafar? I learned Royal Academy is the one hosting the bets and setting the odds. Think you have the finances to take my bet? Or do you think I should just wipe out your class for your student’s actions?”

“Crimson.” Barret’s tone was stern. “You wouldn’t.”

“I can do whatever I want.” Crimson broke another chip and smiled. “That’s the perk of being the world’s strongest.”

“Killing your competition,” Gafar muttered.

She broke into full-bellied laughter. “That punk who’s been carried?! Gafar, I had no idea you were a comedian.” She slapped his back hard enough for something to crack. “He’s going to do well because he’s got level forty-one gear on. Shit, that stuff is going to bridge the gap for his lack of training. Yet he’s never going to be on the edge of pushing the dungeon with that sort of strategy. Don’t you even dare compare him to me or my Ken.”

“He’ll stick to the rules of the bet,” Barret promised her. “Now, stop being a tyrant.”

Crimson stuck her tongue out. “Don’t wanna. I’ve been training my class in a dead branch of the dungeon for over a month. I’m bored. And none of you were even a half-decent fight.” She tapped her foot against Gafar a few times, and he finally collapsed. “Ah, none of you are fun. Enjoy losing the bets.” She grinned and disappeared so fast that it looked like teleportation to them.

Gafar laid on the ground panting. “Who the fuck was that?”

“That was more like the old Crimson.” Barret put away his sword. “She used to be a bit of a bully when she was in school. It wasn’t until afterwards that she became a loner.”

“I think I’d prefer the loaner.” Gafar rolled onto his back and pulled out a potion to pour down his throat.

Professor Silwin stood up like nothing was wrong and straightened her robes. “Well, she’s quite lively, isn’t she? Sounds like those students are doing her some good. This Ken? Can we look up his UG stats?”

“Nope. They are completely locked down,” Barret said while tapping at his CID. “No one except the UG President is getting a look at them, it seems.”

“Unusual.” Professor Silwin nodded. “Already treating him like a high-ranker. Well, then I’ll just have to work with Marin a little more. Girl’s got spunk enough for the whole class.” The Trusk professor folded in on herself until she became a paper airplane and shot off.

Barret nodded and glanced down to make sure Gafar would be fine before walking off in search of his own students.

Gafar grabbed a fist full of dirt as he pushed himself back to his knees. “I’m going to fucking kill this Ken.”


Chapter 18


Fayeth, Felin, Des, and I had just gotten back from our trip to the safe zone and entered our tent when Ami appeared in a flash.

“Hold on a second.” I waved for her to sit down while I plopped down on the couch, Charlotte still tucked into my arm. “I want to review what we all got while we were there.”

Felin came to sit down, but her butt only lasted on the chair for a second before she was up again, pacing like she had too much energy. Fayeth watched her with a smirk while Des claimed the spot on my other side.

Like she knew there was a family meeting, Crimson appeared. She was completely clean of blood, but there were flecks on her potato chip bag.

I glared at her. “Who’d you kill?”

“Me? No one. Why? Where’d I get blood on me?” Crimson checked herself out.

“The chip bag.” I pointed to it.

Crimson turned it around and frowned before upending the bag and guzzling the rest of the chips. Then she threw the bag in the air and hit it hard enough to turn it into a fine mist that the dungeon would absorb. “What’s with Felin?” Even she realized something was up.

The Nekorian in question was clutching her stomach before she straightened up and smiled. “Nothing! I’m a Nekorian shaman, and I will not be bested by some mildly delicious toxin!”

“Charlotte, do you want to help her out?” I asked.

“I have my own detox,” Felin refused the help. “It’s not needed.”

“She had chocolate.” Fayeth smirked. “Broke open a bag of candy at the store and had too much. I’m guessing it doesn’t agree with her Nekorian system.”

Felin was both a little green in the face and full of restless energy. “I’m fine. This is nothing to a Nekorian shaman.”

“Please, detox yourself and then sit down. Otherwise, how are we supposed to have a family meeting? You are part of the pride, right?” I knew it was a weakness of hers, but I decided to take advantage.

Several emotions flashed over Felin’s face before a cool breeze swept around her, and she let out a sigh. “Much better. Guess I can still eat chocolate, just need to use Cleansing Breeze.” She vaulted over the couch to land on the other side of Des.

I had a bad feeling about her reaction to chocolate, but that was a problem for another day.

Ami didn’t seem concerned about anything that was happening as she calmly began making tea.

Crimson perched herself on the armrest next to Charlotte. “So, let’s review what we did today?”

“Precisely.” I nodded. “I’ll start. There was a skill, Static Swords, that filled the skill I was looking to get. Its damage is a little lower than Dark Blades, but it has a chance to paralyze. Then I picked up a new belt.”

Belt of the Tomb Lord - Strength - 14, Agility - 28, Magic - 10

“I looked for a chest piece that had the stats I wanted and could take a little bit of the heavy blows for me, but all of them had too much stamina. I’m looking to lean my gear just down to damage stats.” Putting the belt on, I looked down. It was a slick black, almost metallic appearance.

“Guess I’ll go next,” Charlotte said. “Enveloping Mists. It’s a higher-level multi-target healing over time. With the raid coming up, I’ve been looking for broader healing abilities.

“The staff from the current event has me fairly happy from a gear standpoint. I went looking for other boots with movement speed but couldn’t find anything with a caster focus.” Charlotte sighed but leaned back against me. “Otherwise, Ken and I just spent some time relaxing. Oh, and I bought more magical carrots for Bun-bun. Got to keep powering him up.”

The rabbit preened on top of her and leaned over to look her in the face before chittering softly.

“No. Not now,” Charlotte reprimanded the glutton as he started to give her big eyes. No doubt he was pleading for said carrots.

“Right, and Ken got himself two big bets.” Des smirked. “One to get Marin as a sex slave, the other to findom Prince Albar.”

I fumbled the teacup that Ami was handing me and glared at Des. “I don’t think that’s how it happened.” Besides, if I had a financial domination kink I’d be milking Crimson. She was loaded.

“No. She’s got the right of it.” Crimson nodded. “Prince Albar is going to get royally fucked.” She smiled at her own joke. “I went and played with the other professors. The UG’s lockdown on your information after Director Amato’s assessment and your performance with the Dwarves was actually done quite well. They tried to look you up and apparently haven’t had any luck.”

‘Played with.’ I thought about the blood on her chips bag. Clearly, she had antagonized them. But at least she seemed in a good mood. Violence was exceedingly common around her.

I sighed. “Thanks for verifying that. Glad the other professors were able to entertain you. We saw how poorly I was ranked for the betting. I assumed they couldn’t be that stupid if they had access to my UG assessment.”

“I put five billion down on you.” Crimson grinned like a loon. “So, you have to obliterate them during the DPS check. I won’t accept anything other than complete and utter domination.”

“Me neither. I put everything I could spare towards it, too.” It was also a way to encourage myself.

“We want to be rich women, Ken,” Des reminded me. “We’ve all put down what we could. The shops here weren’t particularly impressive. Besides, a certain someone was putting all her money into cream. We didn’t spend much.”

“She didn’t even spend everything on cream. They ran out.” Fayeth sighed. “I got plenty of food and a new skill, Backtrack, to help with some of the heavy knockbacks I saw in the raid report. Apparently, a few of the bosses like to punt tanks. Oh, and a pair of stamina rings.” She wiggled her fingers, still wearing the ring that I’d accidentally proposed to her using on her fingers, flanked by two higher-level rings.

I glanced at Felin.

She just shrugged. “Cream and chocolate. I think I’m still ahead of the curve for your levels. That, and I’m comparatively poor. Oh! I got a CID and loaded it up with Neighbors.”

Yes, vital dungeon diving equipment there. Felin was ahead of most of us, having started her leveling and training years before us.

Finally, everyone’s focus shifted to Ami, who had finished handing out tea and took off her mask to drink her own. “I’ve completed the second round of investigations. Unfortunately, Trish remains a mystery. Though, the party putting out the hit has sworn on their lives that they won’t discuss who took out the target. They understand that we will kill them should they mention it. Your grandparents have agreed to enforce it if necessary, and they are aware of the very real ramification. I believe they won’t speak.”

I nodded and sipped my tea. “That means the hit is on.” I glanced at Des. “Do you have Portal yet?”

My purple-haired lover pouted. “Yes, but it was supposed to be a surprise.”

“I should give you a big tour of the dungeon soon,” Crimson offered. “You can only teleport to places you’ve been.”

“Yes, please!” Des’ pout fell away to a massive grin. “Elven world, too. Ken owes me a princess date.”

“Anyway.” I pulled the conversation back on track before Des went on about her princess fetish. “Two days to resettle here and provide an alibi. For now, don’t use Portal openly, Des. With Crimson elsewhere during the attack, we can argue we couldn’t have been there should the worst come.”

“You are that worried about them finding out?” Fayeth asked.

SJS Financial Group shouldn’t be underestimated. Even Prince Albar, with his head clouded by his infatuation with Crimson, was likely a very dangerous man in the dungeon. The gear he was wearing if he was at his limit in the 40s probably had more stats than I did. He also had a perfectly tailored set of skills to his capabilities.

And the SJS could quite literally produce that level of talent en masse. Each time they did, that person could be stuck into the dungeon and produce income. They likely had a number of powerful adventurers they’d invested in and several guilds that they sponsored.

“They are dangerous,” I said simply. “A bank has the kind of finances to make our lives difficult, even if we don’t come to blows. As for the budding Silver Fangs, it is critical that we don’t incur their ire.” I had more to think about than just myself.

“Just kill them all. The best kind of stealth is when there are no witnesses. A target has to be alive to be a witness.” Felin’s eyes pinched together dangerously.

“You are talking like I’m not participating?” Crimson’s tone was curious but not judging.

“Correct. Sorry, but this is a gig my grandparents have handed me to assess on my own. It feels like cheating to use you.”

Crimson shrugged. “I’m going to be your alibi, that’s fine. The other professors could stand to lose a little more money.”

I made a face, but Crimson only shrugged. “Alright, two days of training. We can’t slow down; if anything, we should speed up. Then we’ll hit Brandon Sayer and that safe zone.”

My comment caused Crimson to finally lean forward. “I got a new ability, too. You are going to love it for training.” She gave me a smile that I knew well, and it made my blood run cold.

***

Everything hurt. My bones strained under the gravity field from Crimson as I swung my training sword at her again. Purple lightning flooded my vision with countless stacks.

She stood in front of me in the training field, a thin sheen of sweat on her chest. I knew that the red leather didn’t breathe much at all, but I was proud to have made her work.

It didn’t help that she had [Limit Break] active and was actively blocking my attacks while shifting around me and making me move to keep on fighting. Her blue eyes taunted me as she worked me to my absolute limits and beyond.

I couldn’t move far. Otherwise, I’d step out of the gravity field, and she would find another way to torment me.

She batted my strike aside and snapped a kick at my legs, taking them out in a single blow. “You’re done.” I collapsed in a heap, unable to even roll out of the position.

“One more.” Purple lightning crackled around me as I tried to get back up and keep training, only for my body to fly up as she released the gravity.

My stacks hovered at the high number for a moment before starting to plummet, and the world returned to normal speed.

“Don’t overdo it.” She caught me and pulled me close as my purple lighting threatened to zap her, and she just didn’t care. “Hungry?” She held out a bag of potato chips.

I tore it open and didn’t even bother with politeness as I shoveled them into my mouth like a starved squirrel.

“You made it two hours. Honestly, you just need to eat. Like a lot.” Crimson gave me another of her precious bags of chips.

“Only two?” I asked, chips falling out of my mouth. “Felt like eternity.”

“Sadly, your regeneration doesn’t keep up with your increased speed.” Crimson clicked her tongue. “Can you stand?”

I nodded and bit my tongue to stop from crying out when the pressure of my body and the weights strapped all over me pushed down onto my knees.

“Here.” She put my arm over her shoulder and walked me back to the tent. “I want to say you’ve exceeded my expectations.”

I gasped playfully, “That’s even possible?!” before returning to shoveling as many chips into my mouth as I could.

She rapped me on the head, and I nearly fell. “If you are so exhausted, don’t joke.” She put me down next to Fayeth’s grill and rifled through the cabinet for pans before getting the fire going. “Prince Albar would be on his feet barking like a good dog as I prepared his food.”

“Sadly, I’m nothing like him.” I used the counter to bear some of my weight. “Which is a good thing, and we both know it.”

“Gonna take those weights off?” She changed the subject and started filling the pan with eggs, meat, and a sprinkle of greens and it soon sizzled.

“After the gravity training, I barely feel the weights.” I flexed my arms, hiding the grimace. My strength had only gone up a few more points, but I was adjusting to the weights. There was no way I was taking anything easy. This wasn’t normal training; my body’s mana channels were expanding with all the effort I was putting in. Continuing to stress them was for the best.

Crimson nodded. “Keep them on for as long as you can. You should passively gain a good amount of strength like that.” She flopped a disk of eggs and meat in front of me. “Eat.”

I didn’t need to be told twice, stuffing my face as soon as the food landed in front of me.

“Listening to Ami’s report, it seems that there’s an unknown in your assassination job tomorrow.” Crimson started working on another calorie- and protein-dense disk. An adventurer’s body might defy physics with mana running through it, but it was still human enough to need food for all the energy I was using.

“Trish. She handles the books,” I said between bites. “Ami can’t find anything on her.”

“Which means she’s dangerous,” Crimson added.

I nodded, already suspecting as much. For someone to be hidden enough that Ami couldn’t find them with the Nagato Clan resources meant that she was likely the most dangerous of the group.

“Good. Good. But I won’t be there, and I hate it.” Crimson flopped another egg disk down in front of me. “Tomorrow, take it easy. Go do the event and rest outside of it. When you get back from the job, you are going to be doing the most intense workouts of your life.”

Given that I was doing these in increased gravity and at accelerated speeds, I wanted to make a joke about hyperbolic time chambers, but that would likely go over Crimson’s head.

She frowned as if sensing something was unsaid.

I continued to dutifully devour her cooking. It was nowhere near as tasty as Fayeth’s, but there was something utilitarian and efficient about the food Crimson made. Which was Crimson to a tee.

She waggled her spatula at me. “Just don’t die. Or if you do, do it after everyone else is dead so Charlotte can pop you back on your feet. That girl is a good one. She might be a cute little thing, but deep down, she’s got the drive and the grit to survive as a healer.”

I nodded along, accepting another egg disk and digging into it. “The party is in a good spot. I’m not so worried about them. Instead, my concern is the class as a whole. We will need to come together as a team better when the raid starts.” I changed the topic.

“Already thinking so far ahead?” Crimson raised an eyebrow.

“I’ll win the DPS check. Training right now has me focused on being strong enough to cover some of the others’ weaknesses. If I can kill a boss faster, that’s less chance for someone to make a mistake or for healers to run into mana fatigue. Even with this event, we are still fighting largely in our party structures. Although, it’s likely that Harley is ahead of the game with her healer group,” I thought aloud.

Crimson nodded. “Raids are different by nature. In an event, you can still divide and conquer. When you get to a single giant boss with far more effects, it gets tricky. Sharing damage of some abilities, dodging others, or letting a tank take specific blows but not others. There’s more coordination involved.”

“Exactly. I’ll just kill things before they become too troublesome. There are always a few DPS checks in the dungeon. I can’t help but wonder if this test isn’t a way for the colleges to be sure we have the damage required to be able to beat the raid.”

Crimson smiled at my statement. The way she shifted her weight and put a hand on her hips said even more. “You’d be right. Though, there’s still time. Some of the classes want to push in. So, the DPS check will also be testing the entire class to see if they can meet the threshold to go through all of it.”

“The rest of the class?” I asked.

“They are still above average for their level. People sometimes get panicky when they are getting hit, so some people might not perform. Generally speaking, I think class A will make the cut to start even without you. Class B, too. Heather has been working them hard to catch up.”

“It’ll be fine.” I nodded. We’d continue to separate the chaff from the wheat, especially with the increased training speed of the dungeon colleges.

Crimson shrugged. Our teacher wasn’t one to worry.

Stretching much in the same way I’d often seen Felin, I felt my back pop satisfyingly several times. “Alright, I think we’re going to run the event soon, and then I’ll be rested and ready to go for another round.”

She shook her head. “Here I thought I was going to have to be pushing you more. It looks like the bet really was good for you. Now, let’s get going.”


Chapter 19


Ihad my hood up as I slipped into the thirtieth-floor safe zone. The light at the center was dimmed to a silvery moon as it mimicked the surface.

Felin pulled at her own outfit that covered everything but her eyes. “Why wear anything?” She was with me, along with the rest of my five-person party.

“Because he doesn’t want other people to ogle you naked. Pride leaders are protective like that,” Des answered quickly.

“No, it’s because your white hair and pale skin stick out like a sore thumb in the dark.” I scowled at Des. “Focus up.” I moved along the edge of the safe zone.

There were no clear watchers of the entrance, but I had realized that Henrich’s sudden appearance the last time we had visited was likely due to one.

“At least she’s not wearing all pink,” Fayeth said, following my lead and keeping her voice down.

“Small improvements,” Des hissed.

Felin had some swagger as she moved quietly through the safe zone.

The outlying shacks were mostly quiet, with a few small fires burning for light. It was the castle that was in full swing. Warm, orange light beamed from the windows, and I could already hear a ruckus rolling out from him.

“Is that a party?” Charlotte asked in her deep green outfit while Bun-bun had one that was a dark gray, perched atop her head with his ears up at full mast scanning ahead.

He chittered something quietly.

“Bun-bun says there is a party. He hears people egging others on to drink more. It sounds rowdy,” Charlotte translated.

“I can’t make anything out, but there are a lot of them.” Felin added her own hearing to the mix.

“Des, want to get your Demonic Eye up in the sky and see if we can’t get a better understanding of what we are walking into?” I asked as we circled away from the gate. If we were going to go into the castle, it wasn’t through the front door.

The demonic mage wove a spell, and a dark eye with her same pink heart-shaped pupil appeared before her and then shot into the sky.

“I can’t get too close,” she warned. “People look out windows far more than they look above them.”

We continued on in silence for a minute as Des’ [Demonic Eye] got into position.

“Definitely a party,” she whispered. “Several dozen people. If I had to guess, Brandon invited all the nobles for a shindig.” She squinted. “No sign of Brandon or Trish, though. There’s a woman that seems to be in charge, but she matches the pictures you showed me of Ray.”

“Well, them being drunk might make this easier,” I offered. “Plus, they are making some noise to cover us if we go for Brandon first.”

“I’ll look around.” Des focused on her eye.

We made it to the castle walls a moment later. I glanced up at the smooth face of them, crouching down before exploding upwards.

The weights stopped me from going as high as I thought I could, and Felin jumped up beside me. The wind followed her motion and carried me up the last few feet to catch the ledge and flip myself over.

I didn’t have time to offer her my thanks, because there was a guard on duty, and I leapt into action. My blades had a dark sheen of magic over them as I activated [Triple Breach]. The attack blew right through the guard’s chest plate with the crack of shearing metal.

Fayeth landed on the guard, grabbing the guard by the head and throwing her full strength into slamming them to the ground.

Felin’s spear went right for the throat, ending them swiftly. “Almost feel bad for them. They were up against hunters above their ability.” She flicked the spear to the side.

Bun-bun quickly dove under their armor and came out with a few items before nibbling off their CID while I looked around.

There wasn’t another guard on duty that I could see, but it would be best for me to run the length of the wall to be sure there wasn’t another around the other side of the castle.

“One moment.” I activated [Camouflage]. In the dim light, it was enough to hide my presence as I rushed along the top of the wall.

Sure enough, there was a second guard slowly walking his rounds.

[Shadow Ambush] melted me into the ground and then enabled me to appear beside the other guard as my hand clamped around his mouth. I pulled him tightly to my chest before punching my dagger into his throat.

He struggled, clearly a strength-based class as I barely held on even with my leverage. When he couldn’t pry my arm off, he started hammering my ribs with his elbow.

I hit his throat, his heart, and several major arteries before he started to lose his strength and sag down. For my efforts, I’d gotten a nasty set of breaks in my ribs.

Hissing, I hurried the rest of the way around to my party.

Charlotte must have sensed my distress because she came over to me and used her body to shield the light from her heals as she worked on me.

“Anything?” Des asked.

“Just one more guard. Guessing everyone wants to be part of the party.” I took a deeper breath as Charlotte finished healing me.

“No sign of them in the bedrooms, and I’m pretty sure I found the master or king suite in this case. My best guess is that they are in some inner room,” Des reported.

“Do we start hunting?” Felin asked, her tail lashing excitedly behind her.

“We do.” I nodded and jumped down from the wall into the inside of the space, rushing towards the castle.

Despite her being a caster, Felin kept up with me. One of these days, I needed to get a look at her stats.

The castle was too shoddily built to have actual glass windows, not that they were really needed in the picturesque weather of a safe zone. Instead, we were able to slip right into one of the openings and infiltrate the castle.

“There’s a pair of otherwise engaged nobles on the second floor.” Des had a hand over one of her eyes as she split her vision.

I turned down the hall. Remembering the guest area layout, I rushed up the stairs and down the hall, glancing at Des for the room.

“Two down on the left,” she reported.

Felin was on my heels as I shot down the hall, pausing only for Charlotte to get there and open the door for us. We burst into the room. Bun-bun shot between my feet and jumped on the surprised man’s face, growling and slashing with his little claws.

“What tha— Ah! Fuck!” He fell off the bed screaming as Bun-bun destroyed his face.

Fayeth jumped high, her glaive drawing a flashing arc in the air before cutting deep into the woman and cleaving the bed in two.

“Curse of Silence!” Des shouted as a swirling black mass entered the man’s throat.

I joined Fayeth, striking the woman down in short order while Felin’s spear repeatedly stabbed the man who Bun-bun was keeping busy. It took a number of strikes before the life sagged out of him.

“Hallway clear,” Charlotte said, her voice far calmer than I expected. “Let me make sure you are all in perfect health.”

Bun-bun had blood all over his yoroi and was pulling down his ears in distress, trying to get the blood off them.

Charlotte tried to pick him up, and he angrily chittered at her. She sighed and pulled out wet wipes. “You are just going to get dirty again. I’ll give you a big bath when we get back.” She used the wet wipe on his ears with one hand while the other healed him.

“CIDs.” Felin pulled two devices out. “I wonder how much cream I can buy with these.” She frowned as she tapped at them, but they did nothing.

“Locked.” Des took one and examined it. “Do they keep them locked, or are these ones programmed to lock you out when the user dies?”

There were certainly enough sensors in one to register the user’s death. But I’d never heard of them locking before. “Take it back. Maybe my grandparents have a solution.”

A loud bugle horn blared throughout the castle.

“What are the chances that they also detected their deaths?” Fayeth asked.

I glanced at Des and Charlotte to see if they had any insight.

“If they do, the core of this castle has some fairly high-grade equipment. That would require some UG equipment and not something they’d part with easily,” Des explained. “They don’t like anyone playing with the CIDs, connecting up to an alarm system included.”

“Understandable.” Fayeth summoned her living armor.

[Harden Roots] now wrapped around her arm to form a shield, which grew over her shoulders to form a set of full plates and down her other arm to make a gauntlet. It even grew down to form a skirt of roots around her hips. The ability protected her, and the roots were still alive, adding to her strength.

“No time to waste then,” I agreed, seeing her ready for a larger combat. “Des, where’s the closest person?”

“Those in the dining hall are scrambling, getting their equipment. And a few are taking potions to recover from the alcohol,” she reported. “They aren’t heading in a particular direction. Instead, they just seem to be messaging others and setting up a defense with the tables.”

Either they were incredibly selfish or they just didn’t know where we were, deciding to protect themselves and create a place of shelter.

Two more of the nobles threw open a door down the hall, from a room that didn’t have a window. The two men paused, seeing Fayeth geared up in the hallway.

Felin slapped the Elf in the rear with her spear. Then a wind wrapped itself around Fayeth as she shot down the hallway like she’d been launched out of a cannon.

“Hehe. I’ve been wanting an excuse to use that,” Felin laughed.

I rushed down the hall as the armored Fayeth crashed into the two adventurers, her armor catching the ax that one of them had brought up, and her glaive held low across the ground, tripping them both up.

“If you launch me like that again, I’m going to let the vampires eat you.” Fayeth got to her feet only a moment before the first of the enemies.

I was on them a second later, both blades buried in their backs before I activated [Triple Breach] and my dagger blurred in three strikes. I blew open the shoulder of one. And then using the other blade as a hook, I pulled him to the side and threw his weight against the wall.

Des blew a kiss at the other target. He stumbled forward, looking love drunk before Fayeth’s glaive sent his head crashing into the ground, bouncing painfully.

Felin pinned mine to the wall with spikes of ice before she pounced on the other, stabbing with her spear and twisting with a crack of broken bones.

“They are both done.” Felin threw the spear over her shoulder, flecks of blood nearly hitting Bun-bun and making the rabbit growl.

“Still no sign of Brandon Sayer or Trish, but that Ray disappeared. She has a movement skill that turns her into a whirlwind,” Des reported.

“That’s how they were getting around.” I nodded and stepped over the bodies, moving deeper into the castle.

Beyond the hall, there was a set of double doors that opened to a large central chamber. “Send the eye high above the castle. We need to be sure that they don’t escape with that movement ability. Which way did Ray go?”

“Towards the center of the castle,” Des confirmed.

“Could they have a secret escape?” Charlotte asked.

I shook my head. It wasn’t possible to dig more than a foot down in a safe zone before hitting dungeon stone. And beyond Crimson, I didn’t know of an adventurer that could crack dungeon stone. If you tried, you’d be stuck for a while. The dungeon made the stone thick enough that it couldn’t be used to bypass a floor.

“We go for them. Whatever they are doing must be important.”

“This way.” Des pointed in the general direction. Sadly, we didn’t have a blueprint for the castle. “The nobles in the hall seem to be ready to settle in. They’ve barred the doors.”

“Leave them then.” I wasn’t highly concerned with them. Rather, the three ringleaders were who needed to perish. We could always mop up the rest of them later.

Charging through the castle, Fayeth ripped the shoddy doors off their hinges or just blew them away. The castle itself rumbled. The stones were heavy enough that they didn’t shift even with the minimal mortar.

For that, I was thankful, but it was something to consider.

Fayeth shattered another door. Three nobles had been facing another door only to turn as we rushed them. They only lasted a few seconds before our combined efforts tore them down.

“Check the door they were looking at,” I said.

Fayeth charged it and slammed into it with her shield only for this door to hold and try to bounce her back. “It’s sturdy.”

There was shouting beyond the door, and I was sure that we’d found what we needed. Why else would they spend more on this door?

“Felin, burn it,” I told the shaman.

She flashed a fanged smile before thrusting her spear forward. A burning image of the spear leapt from the tip and scorched the door before turning into a steady stream and slowly blackening it.

“Can’t burn a wooden door?” Des clicked her tongue.

“Fire is not my specialty!” Felin growled. “I use storm and ice magic.”

“Sure. I think it’s all the cream. It’s made you a little lazy.” Fayeth leaned on her glaive. “Should I just knock it down?”

“You already failed. I. Will. Not!” Felin stopped the spell and spun her spear before launching a glob of molten lava the size of my head.

It stuck to the door and started to burn it.

“See.” She did it again before bracing herself and pulling out a mana potion. “Takes a lot of mana, though.” She started guzzling it messily.

“Just help me in a moment?” Charlotte held her hands together, and a small storm was brewing between them. “Even a healer needs an attack every now and then. My mother said it was good to work on things that can keep enemies away.” Her twin braids flapped with the wind that was coming off her spell.

Bun-bun was holding tightly to her hair, making sure that he wasn’t blown away in the process.

“Ready.” Felin wiped the blue liquid off her chin.

Charlotte pushed the ball of roaring wind forward as Felin added her own wind spell that curled around and buffed it. Together, the spells launched out like hurricane force wind against the door.

It groaned, and wood cracked loudly before the doors were ripped off their hinges and thrown deeper into the room. The doors hit something and then were shattered, leaving Brandon Sayer standing behind them with a pair of axes out.

He clicked his tongue and stood up more naturally. “I wondered who had come to visit us. What are my men doing? Don’t they know we have a VIP here tonight?” He seemed to be talking to the two women in the room rather than be particularly concerned about me. “Then again, you’re here for the VIP, aren’t you? Incredible that you knew about his trip down here, not to mention how to find this place.”

I glanced past him, my eyes searching for the VIP and finding a man in a crisp maroon suit sitting calmly with Trish like they were waiting for the help to leave the room so they could begin discussing business again. Also in the room were server banks that glittered with mana crystal technology embedded into them.

Ray was fidgeting to the side like she wanted to sweep all of them away and escape.

Brandon was confident, though. He held his axes loosely, yet ready to fight. He had shattered the doors, something we’d struggled with, so I was not going to underestimate his abilities.

But we were prepared, and I was going to take him down.

I shifted my dagger to a reverse grip and braced myself for a fight. A part of me was glad this might be a real fight. My body brimmed with excitement.


Chapter 20


“Not talkative?” Brandon twirled one ax lazily. The man was rough, but he was built with square shoulders, only accented by the fur cloak. He didn’t fit with the two behind him, who looked like they belonged in a corporate office.

The second my eyes moved away from Brandon, he exploded forward, dragging his axes low to the ground and stirring up dust.

Fayeth jumped ahead of me, smashing her shield into him before he could finish his swing. She rebounded off him, sliding back on the smooth stone floor. I saw the light of Charlotte’s heals in the corner of my eyes, but I couldn’t focus on that because Brandon turned and swung for me.

“Got you!” he taunted as another heavy swing seemed to rip the air apart.

[Dodge] pushed me inside his swing, and I activated [Triple Breach]. My dagger punched at his chest three times. On the third hit, I cracked the leather armor, but I did no more damage than that.

Brandon Sayer grinned like he’d already won, and his forehead glowed with an ability before he headbutted me. The next thing I knew, I was feeling the cool stone on the ground while Charlotte healed me, and Fayeth kept Brandon busy.

Des wove spells, doing her best to cover Fayeth, and Felin used ice and storms to protect our tank.

“Did you get the license plate on that bus?” I asked Charlotte, blinking my eyes a few times and touching my head to feel my hair matted down with blood.

“He’s Level 40. Stronger than we expected. Get up. We’ll need you to resolve this.” Charlotte grabbed my arm and helped lift me up.

Bun-bun used that moment to try and take out Brandon’s legs, but Brandon managed to step back and bring his knee forward to send Bun-bun flying. Charlotte caught the rabbit, falling in the process while her hands glowed green to heal the bunny.

I looked around. Apparently, I’d been out for a minute, because gouges scored the castle walls that hadn’t been there a moment ago.

Felin tried to summon lightning to strike our target, but a shield of swirling wind tossed her back when Brandon pointed at her with one of his axes.

“Oh, the assassin is back on his feet. I wonder if he’ll survive another round? Hmm? Your friend nearly lost her head getting you out the first time,” Brandon taunted.

Des threw a shadow bolt at his face to shut him up.

He easily deflected the hit.

“King Sayer, I think it would be best to end this quickly,” Trish said, putting down her drink.

Brandon smirked and blew past Fayeth. Wind whipped at his feet as he kicked off the wall and shot straight for Charlotte.

I asked [Eyes of Wisdom] where he would strike from, and a blue silhouette appeared next to Charlotte. Time was short, so I threw a dagger at the space for his head.

Brandon stopped short, blocking the dagger and giving me an appraising look. “Sorry, the lady wants this wrapped up.”

Purple lighting trickled off my fingertips with my single attack. I kept up [Eyes of Wisdom] asking them where his next attack would be. It gave me half a dozen spots, and I had to step back to avoid them all, only to see more light up on Charlotte.

Damnit.

Throwing three more knives to cover the options, I rushed him again, this time forcing him to accept three of my strikes before he spat a gust of wind that threw me back against the wall.

I didn’t even let the pain register before I was kicking off, rushing him recklessly, just trying to get a few more hits on the incredibly fast fighter. We’d known his class was some sort of elemental fighter. Now we knew more. He had the element of wind.

That element put me on the disadvantage when it came to speed, but thankfully, I was well accustomed to similar situations. I’d been training with Crimson.

Those few hits helped ease the pressure as I pushed into him, using [Dodge] and [Shadow Ambush] to escape from dangerous attacks while Charlotte laid multiple healing over time abilities on me.

“Fine,” Brandon growled. Wind roared around him as his speed soared. He nearly teleported next to me and swung for my chest.

Turning, I took the shaft of his ax rather than the blade. The hit collapsed my ribs, only for Charlotte’s magic to pop them back out as I was blown back.

There was a click as a chain link broke, and I stepped back as all my weights came loose. A heavy thud announced the weights on my legs falling out of my pants and cracking the stone floor.

I reached under my yoroi and undid a clasp before pulling, and a whole body suit of heavy plates and chains came out with my hand.

“Ah. I forgot that this was still on me.” Dropping them for effect, they crashed into the floor, shattering another section of stone. “Let’s see if I can’t entertain you better now.”

With renewed speed, I shot forward. At that moment, I felt as light as a feather and as quick as a bolt of lightning.

Brandon parried two strikes and wound up another spell, only for Fayeth to crash into his side and force him to stop.

“Weights?” Brandon paused, staring at the cracks they’d made in the stone. “Trish, get off your ass and help me.” He burst into action, swinging his axes wildly, creating numerous wind blades that forced us all to back off.

Trish was slow to get off the couch, but she summoned a staff into her hand and knocked it on the ground, creating a barrier around their guest. “I was protecting our new business partner.” She waved her staff back and forth, and several new square barriers popped up all over the room. One even appeared around Brandon.

“Typical, always leaving me to do the cleanup.” He smirked at me. “You’re in for it now.”

An intense sense of danger filled me, and I jumped back as a barrier appeared where I’d just been standing. Sweat beaded down my back. I instinctively knew that if I had been caught by the barrier, it would have cut me in half.

Cubes popped up everywhere around me. These felt less dangerous, but I had to rely on this vague sense of pressure before they appeared.

They quickly blocked me off from the rest of the party.

Fayeth was not as skilled in dodging. Several of the cubes caught up her arms and legs, pinning them in place. As soon as she was immobilized, the barrier around Brandon disappeared, and he shot out like a cannonball of spinning blades towards her.

I understood their fighting style better now. Trish controlled the battle with her barriers and isolated members of our party, while Brandon finished anybody trapped off.

We couldn’t let that happen.

Felin summoned a bubble of ice around Fayeth, but I knew the bubble would only stop Brandon for a moment, if that.

[Metamorphosis] activated, and my skin darkened as my body swelled. The signature ability of my secondary class was a powerful one, adding on my magic stat to my physical stats. My yoroi had some loose cloth to it and stretched with my new form.

All of the training I’d been doing with Crimson was about to pay off several fold. Adding [Sprint] to the mix, I charged through the little barriers that Trish had put up. But rather than going to save Fayeth, I went after the real problem.

Trish glanced away from the battle for a moment, her eyes widening ever so slightly as she saw me charging through her barriers. The little ones broke like glass, scraping my skin, but doing little else to me.

Trish knocked her staff on the ground, and I felt the now familiar pressure swell around me again.

Rather than dodge it, I used [Shadow Ambush] to appear next to her, my arm already cocked back and ready as I appeared. Her eyes flashed, and I could see my massive fist in her eyes as I swung.

A little barrier came up between us and cut my hand, but it didn’t stop me as I hit her squarely in the jaw. Her face collapsed under my fist as I launched her across the room and into the wall.

All her barriers popped like soap bubbles as she bounced off the wall.

I followed her a second later, my fist ready to bury itself into her gut. Only, she wasn’t shocked or even scared. Trish’s eyes met mine like she was ready to eat me alive.

A barrier expanded around her just before I could continue my assault. This one was tougher than the last, and I found myself pushed back as it expanded.

“I’m sorry, sir. It seems you brought along some interesting pests,” Trish apologized to the man as she got her footing under her and wiped a trickle of blood from her lips.

“It remains to be seen if this is my fault or yours,” he answered politically. “I won’t assume they are here for me until we know so with absolute certainty. It does appear that it is time for me to depart.” He stood up within Trish’s barrier.

I couldn’t let him get away.

Yet it seemed Trish had a different opinion. “Nonsense!” She used a touch too much force. “Ray, get more of the nobles. We will get back to business discussion in a minute!” She sounded almost desperate.

Ray spun away as she became a whirlwind as he shot through the gaps in the stone.

It wasn’t time to watch; we needed to push to finish our strategy before Ray got back. I slammed into Trish’s barrier again. It held, and she smirked at me, but I wasn’t out of options.

My hands glowed as I activated [Triple Breach]. The first two strikes didn’t activate the armor penetration, but the third cracked the barrier like it was made of glass.

The look of surprise on her face lasted only a moment before she tried to protect herself once more.

I let her throw barrier after barrier up because there was a secondary purpose for me. Each strike gave me a stack of [Liminal Speed], and I was slowly gaining enough that I would be able to deal with what was coming.

***

Des drew her dagger as Brandon appeared before her like a wraith. The man was fast—faster than Ken before he built any stacks. Yet, after being beaten black and blue by Crimson, he was anything but intimidating.

[Hex of Lethargy] hit him and slowed him down a notch as she activated her own [Metamorphosis]. The change was immediately noticeable.

Unlike Ken, her main stat was her magic, meaning the shift in her stats was significantly larger. She ducked under Brandon’s first strike, her spaded tail coming up and curling around his wrist so that he couldn’t get far.

The man was strong, too; her tail strained to hold him.

“Got you!” Fayeth was once again launched by Felin’s blast, roaring down the hallway to crash into King Sayer.

Des managed to loosen her tail at the last moment, lest it get ripped off with Fayeth’s charge. The petite Elf hit the larger man and smashed him into the wall. The roots added quite a bit of bulk to her. Rather than use her glaive, Fayeth lifted back an armored fist and punched her opponent in the face.

Brandon got his ax up to block the hits, but the roots held on Fayeth’s armor, and she didn’t care about the sharp edge in her way.

“You fell for the same thing he did.” Brandon’s forehead glowed, and he went to smash his head into Fayeth’s.

What he wasn’t expecting was for her root armor to grow up around her head at that instant. She threw her head forward as well.

The two heads colliding made an audible noise that sent a shiver down Des’ spine. Des twirled her hand, calling on her reliable [Shadow Bolt] and hurling it at the man. The ball of dark energy smacked into his side, making him wince.

Brandon seemed dazed from his own headbutt as Fayeth laid into him with a series of punches.

“Get him!” Felin laughed like the current fight was nothing but fun. But everything related to hunting seemed to be fun for her.

She’d be a good addition to the party and Ken’s harem. Des’ lips curled up in satisfaction. Felin’s spear had blue energy wrapped around it as she thrust it into Brandon’s other side.

“Not so tough when you can’t move?” Fayeth clearly had an ax to grind with him after being pinned down by the barriers and pummeled.

Brandon’s forehead glowed again, and Fayeth matched him, looking a little dazed for it, but she held onto him as hard as she could while Charlotte continued to pour healing into her.

Blood ran down Fayeth’s face, and Des felt anger stir in her, melting away her normal calm. [Demon Fire] burned purple in her hands as she hurled it at the stupid man hurting her favorite Elf.

Brandon screamed as the fire seeped through his armor and into his skin. [Demon Fire] wasn’t her strongest spell, but the damage it did over time hurt like an absolute bitch, and her opponent deserved that.

Fayeth was getting battered by Brandon while Felin’s stabs started to produce icicles out of each wound on the other side from where Des was making him burn.

Charlotte was feverishly working to keep Fayeth alive.

“Trish!!!” Brandon screamed at the top of his lungs.

Glancing to the other battle happening, Des felt her lips curl up in satisfaction. Her man was the image of determination as his arms blurred while in [Metamorphosis]. Every few punches, a clear barrier shattered.

Trish was too busy to help Brandon. That was all that much better for Des as she poured more [Demon Fire] into the man’s side.

He flicked a potion out of his CID and tried to bring it to his mouth, only for Bun-bun to jump in the way and make an angry squeal. Thick, red healing potion got all over his fur.

“I will wash it out!” Charlotte seemed fed up.

Bun-bun’s ears dropped, and he took his anger out on Brandon’s face, his little claws digging deep furrows in his cheeks and also giving Fayeth a moment of reprieve.

Though, Des was fairly sure the assist was likely a happenstance. The rabbit was the most selfish creature Des had ever known, although he had his moments of tenderness towards Charlotte.

Brandon puked blood on the rabbit, and Bun-bun disgustedly bounced off, swiping at his face.

The Level 40 fighter looked like he was on his last few breaths.

“Fuck. If I’m going to die, I want to know who this is.” Brandon sagged in Fayeth’s arms.

Felin ripped her hood off. “You’ve offended my pride! We will crush you and all those you call family!” she declared without an ounce of hesitation.

Brandon blinked. “Ne… Nekorian? What the fuck did we ever do to—” He gagged as Fayeth wound up and punched him in the throat with all her strength and that added by her [Living Armor].

“You’ll be dead, and it won’t matter.” Fayeth started bashing him, and Des knew it was over.

Yet, just when Brandon’s head caved in and Fayeth ripped off his CID, wind whipped in the hall, and a whirlwind rushed through to deposit two dozen adventurers.

Everyone froze with the new additions, who looked startled when they found Brandon dead on the ground.

“Brandon!” Ray shrieked and tried to rush to his side, only for one of the nobles to hold Ray back.

The noble responded by turning into a whirlwind and swooping down on him, sucking him up and trying to blow away.

“Ray! Pick me and our guest up!” Trish was barely holding on. Barriers were snapping up as quickly as Ken smashed them down.

Des was fairly sure he was moderating his speed and toying with Trish. His head jerked to the side almost too fast to see to keep track of their own fight. Cocking her hip to the side, she smirked at Ken. Now he would see that it was good that he brought them along. They were a family and stronger together.

Ken met her eyes and then saw the men behind her.

In a flash, he shattered all of Trish’s barriers and slammed the woman into the wall, holding her by her hair, ready to finish her.


Chapter 21


Ihad Trish bloodied in my hands, and then suddenly, I couldn’t feel her.

My hand was… sliding off to the side with a clean cut in it, leaving it hanging by a thread. An incredibly thin barrier was three-quarters through my wrist as Trish threw herself to the side, and a gust of wind swept past my feet, disappearing my prey.

I flashed to the side, faster than the gust of wind, grabbing the old man in a suit. There was a wet squish in my hand as my grip tore right through his shoulder. My demonic fist pulped his muscles and crushed his bones.

I was surprised that his body wasn’t stronger. Was he a low level? With how calm he had been, I had treated him at least as an equal.

I considered the fact that they didn’t want to send someone irreplaceable down here with Brandon Sayer, then a half a dozen other options flitted through my mind before reality forced me to pay attention.

The whirlwind caught up to me and sucked away the man’s corpse. I was sure with that much of his shoulder and chest missing, he wasn’t going to last long, especially if his stamina was so weak that I’d been able to do that in the first place.

I stood there without something to hit as Charlotte’s magic wrapped around my arm, already working to restore my missing hand. If she could bring back people from the dead, what was reconnecting a hand?

Instead, my attention turned to the mass of nobles that had drawn their weapons on my women.

Purple lightning flashed over me as I closed the distance between us in a heartbeat, then blew right past any melee fighters into the back with the healers and casters.

The second the healer turned to see me, my claws were already on their second swipe, and I could see the moment the pain registered and the panic set in. I was several times faster than their reaction time. My claws tore apart two healers in quick succession before they could even start to counterattack.

Arrows flew in the space I’d just been, instead burying themselves in the cast behind me as I shot across the hall, my knee flying into the solar plexus of a caster trying to catch me with an area effect spell.

Their concentration was immediately broken, and I grabbed their head, twisting with all my strength and throwing the corpse into the fighters to slow them down.

It was like someone had let a demon out of hell as I tore through them. In what felt like an eternity, but had likely been less than thirty seconds, I stood still in my demon form, the hallway stacked with bodies.

Des had a hand over her eye to concentrate. “The whirlwind left the castle. It’s on a straight shot from the exit heading towards the thirty-first floor.” She’d done her job and continued to monitor from the sky.

“You all did great.” I nodded and shot off. My stacks wouldn’t last much longer unless I had something to hit.

Still, I was probably faster than her travel skill.

My field of vision was lit up by the purple lightning as I activated [Sprint]. It was complete overkill with my stacks so high, but I felt my stomach lurch with the sudden change in speed.

In no time, I was shooting out a window, landing and bolting the direction that Des had indicated. With every second, I covered an enormous stretch of land, and the whirlwind appeared up ahead.

It was fast when I’d seen it the first time. But with all my stacks at present, it was slow but speeding up.

No.

I was slowing down as stacks started to fall off.

Rather than waste any time, I activated [Arcane Singularity] as soon as I was close enough. I could not let them get away and try to hunt me or my clan. A pulse of clear magic swept out from me before a dark energy swept up all magic around me.

Four figures fell out of the whirlwind as I pounced on Ray, my demonic fists hammering her to stop the sudden decline of my stacks before I pressed a hand to her stomach.

She needed to die. [Arcane Singularity] only lasted ten seconds. I kept my hands on her, not wanting to give her the opportunity to turn into a whirlwind again and fly off. I might not be able to stop her again.

[Mana Implosion] planted a small blue sphere in her gut that sucked up just a trickle of mana before it started to devour her flesh. She’d been using that travel spell for a large number of people, and I knew that that type of ability was often costly in mana.

I jumped backwards just in time to hear a loud thump as my ability tore her apart and destroyed Brandon’s legs, putting the other two figures into a small crater.

Trish gasped and waved her hand to form a thick barrier over her and the older man who was most certainly expired at this point. His eyes were glassy and empty.

“Who the fuck are you!?” she shouted at me.

I smirked, punching her barrier again and finding it surprisingly sturdy. But at the moment, my focus was refreshing my stacks.

Deciding to humor her, I pulled back the hood and let go of [Metamorphosis]. If I was honest, I could feel my own mana was too low. The prolonged use of it had worn me low, and my finisher was not cheap.

“Surprise.” I wasn’t going to let her survive this anyway.

She blinked. “You? We did nothing to you.”

“What about those people?” I waved off in the distance where all the debtors were in shacks and going to wake up tomorrow to farm for her and Brandon.

“That’s business,” she scoffed and spat at the foot of the barrier.

My lips curled up in a huge smile. “I’m an assassin. Thankfully, you understand, this is just my business.”

Her eyes went wide. “You were scouting before. Wait, the Nekorian?”

“We aren’t to be trifled with,” I exaggerated. “Our organization spans the Elves, Nekorians, and Humans. We tried to get in with the Dwarves and Naga, but they are just downright bad customers.”

She frowned at me and didn’t laugh, but that was okay. Not all jokes could be winners.

Then again, I knew I was making jokes to ease the tension of the moment, even within me. I was about to kill in cold blood. The heat of battle was fading, and it didn’t change the fact that I was going to murder her in a moment.

“Who?” She asked. “Was it a competitor?”

I tilted my head. “Competitor? I really hope there aren’t more of these.” My hand rapped against the barrier, keeping my stacks rolling.

Finally, Trish laughed, throwing her head back and howling. “This was some personal vengeance?” She seemed to have read me quite well. “It was that adventurer group that escaped a few months ago, wasn’t it? Fuck me. I told Brandon he should have just killed them when we first got wind of them trying to escape. He was so damned cocky that they couldn’t make it, though.” She spat on his corpse. “Fucking ass.”

The wooziness of my low mana was starting to fade. I could have drunk a potion, but at the same time, I wanted information from Trish the same as she wanted from me. “My question is, who are you? Brandon, Ray, and all the people we saw here? They were easy to track down and get information about. You were another story.”

“Of course I am. This is my operation! I used to be a lawyer, but then SJS used me as a fixer. Creating clear barriers? Ones that can cut off limbs and heads?” Trish snorted. “A reporter causing trouble? Gone. An influencer reporting that Prince Albar paid for her to visit and then went too far? Oh no.” Trish made a convincing face of concern. “Her car ended up in a freak accident. Don’t get me wrong, I tried to pay most of them first.”

“Want to confess to anything more?” I asked, punching the barrier hard enough to make it quake.

“If it buys me another minute of life, sure. I could go on for hours.” She gave a self-deprecating laugh. “You would never understand. Clawing for every inch of ground I made, it turned me into a monster. Or maybe you do understand? Heck, you even turned into a monster! I saw those claws and horns. Kill so many people you became a demon?”

I kept my calm. “No. We scouted you to make sure it wouldn’t be a burden on my conscience to crush you. Killing you will be good for everyone. My question, who was he?” I pointed to the dead older man.

“Prince Albar’s lawyer,” she answered with a sneer of malice. “Spare me and I’ll give you everything. Enough to expose him horribly.”

I shrugged. “We both know that wouldn’t do any good. His family would shield him even if I tried to do something against him legally. He probably has half a dozen of your type cleaning up after him. Thank you, though. I was dangerously low on mana, and I needed that moment of respite before finishing this.”

Her eyes flashed with hope before it was dashed as I shattered her barrier with [Triple Breach]. The world blurred as I reappeared at her side as she put a barrier between herself and where I’d just been.

“So fast,” she breathed. “You toyed with us this whole time?!” Her hand went to her CID and tried to do something.

My blades cut off her arm, and I kicked her knees to drop her down as my blades crossed in a flash of purple lightning, cutting cleanly through her neck and dropping her head to the ground.

Reaching down, I picked up her CID, her staff, and pulled at a chain around her neck. The other end of the silver necklace dangled not a dungeon item but a locket with a picture of a little girl.

Perhaps it would be useful to identify her.

I left the rest for the dungeon to take. In an odd way, it had given me so much. Perhaps I was respecting Felin’s beliefs and sacrificing the bodies to The Great One. Who knows, maybe the dungeon would favor me in the future. Treating the others the same, I rifled through their pockets for a moment, making sure I wasn’t leaving behind any keys to the kingdom, so to speak.

Brandon was a king, after all. Who knew what kind of keys he could have. Sadly, besides the old man, the rest of them just had their gear and their CIDs which were currently locked out.

Someone running made me look up and see Charlotte on the back of a horse-sized Bun-bun.

She skidded to a stop and threw herself off Bun-bun, grabbing me with a glowing green hand. “Are you hurt?” Charlotte was beside herself.

“Just a little light-headed from using a touch too much mana,” I admitted. “Otherwise, they didn’t harm me at all.”

She picked up my hand that had nearly been severed and poked at it. “Do you feel that?”

“Yes, Dr. Charlotte, I’m fine.” Scooping her up, I worked to prove my current vitality to her. “Now, let's get Bun-bun to deliver us back and clean up so Des can portal us out. Last thing we need is to alert the village.”

“They know. Des said they were all cowering in their homes… Uh… must not be the first time they heard fighting from the castle,” she said as I dropped her on Bun-bun’s back.

I took one last look at the bodies and spit on them for good measure. “Assholes. Alright, let’s go, Bun-bun.”

The rabbit tossed his head and chittered at Charlotte.

“What?” I squeezed his sides like you would a horse.

The move only made Bun-bun plant himself more firmly, as if to insist that he wasn’t moving. He continued to say something to Charlotte.

“No. Get moving, Bun-bun,” the healer sighed. “You aren’t some unicorn.”

Bun-bun gasped and turned his head away from Charlotte, his ears pulled together to a single spot on his forehead and said something short to her while he twisted them into a uni-ear-horn.

Charlotte rubbed her face. “He says only beautiful women can ride him. He’s refusing to carry you.”

“Bun-bun.” I had just the thing for this as I pulled out a magical carrot and waved it in his peripheral.

His head snapped to the dangling vegetable and then he turned away with a force of will and huffed.

I didn’t miss the way his eyes lingered even with his head turned. “Eh?” I added another carrot to my hand and waved it.

The rabbit’s expression wavered, and I added a third to strike while the iron was hot. He broke and tried to nibble at them.

“No. After you take us back. I’m not waiting for you to finish. We are in a hurry.”

Bun-bun nodded hard enough that his uni-ear-horn flopped about and split. That was just a split second before he shot off. I had to hold onto his fur and clamp down with my thighs.

Charlotte, seeming used to the bounciness, rode the strides with far more poise, lifting her hips so that she didn’t crash down with each bound. He might be the size of a horse, but he was nowhere near as smooth of a ride.

Bun-bun made it back to the castle in record time, leaping over the wall with ease and sliding into the castle halls, weaving through the doorways and coming to a stop a few inches from running over Fayeth.

The horse-sized rabbit backed up carefully from the Elf.

“Good boy.” I rubbed his neck as I slid off. “Want to shrink him so these carrots last more than a second?” I held them out, and they disappeared down a greedy rabbit’s gullet faster than I could react.

It had been a mistake to even hold them.

“Too late now,” Des chuckled. “I don’t suppose any of you are experts in mana-tech?” She poked at the servers gently like she was afraid they would crumble if she pushed the wrong spot.

“No. Honestly, this is something we should loop my grandparents in to help clean up. I don’t feel ashamed for asking for this sort of help after the job is done.” I glanced at Des.

“Oh, right. My time to shine.” Des smirked and waved her hands. “Portal!”

A rip in the fabric of reality opened up to somewhere I didn’t recognize.

“Ah.” Grandma Hemi came into view. “Grandson, how goes everything?”

“Wonderful, Hemi. There are some servers that seem to be UG-type equipment that connects to CIDs. All their CIDs locked up when they died,” I explained quickly.

Her brows went up, and the kindly old grandmother nodded. “Let me get my tools. Ah, Yui, there’s some mana-tech troubling him after his job. Yes, he finished, just doing clean up. No, tell that old coot that it’s done, and he doesn’t need help. Sorry,” Hemi apologized to me after shouting at her sister wife from somewhere we couldn’t see.

Grandma Yui appeared not long after, carrying a heavy toolbox. “Ah. How’d it go? Tell Grandma all about it.” Yui was trouble. As the healer of the group, you’d think she was the kind, sweet one.

But no, that was Hemi.

Yui was sweet up until you got to know her better. Then you’d realize she was a sadist that used her healing to inflict more pain without killing. She was the torture expert among my grandmothers.

So, when she stepped through the portal and got a look at the hall full of nobles’ bodies, she smiled at the scene and gave me a nod of satisfaction. “Looks like they made you work for it. Loot them already?”

“For what good it served us.” Des handed her a bricked CID.

Yui was followed by Hemi, who took the toolbox from her and opened it up on a shelf by the server before selecting a few screwdrivers and started working the face plates off.

“All of them were like this,” Des explained. “What about Brandon or Trish’s?” she asked me.

I held the two in question out to show they were the same.

Yui was already taking the first CID apart carefully.

“You’d better not have her start with the important ones,” Grandma Hemi warned. “She’s more of a break it to figure it out kind of worker.”

“Just like she is with people,” Fayeth added in a far-too-chipper tone.

Hemi looked thoughtful. “That’s not wrong. We can’t move this, and it might take me a while to work on it. Can you seal the area off?”

“Collapse the hall?” I suggested. “The place seems pretty under-engineered. If we just drop the ceiling in the hall that should keep anyone out.”

“Likely,” Des agreed. “None of the villagers seem remotely interested in the castle. I think it’ll stay that way for a few days, if I had to guess.”

“Plenty of time,” Hemi said, taking out a laptop and uncoiling a cord. “This’ll just take a few hours, I think.” She plugged it into a port she’d exposed and started working.

I had no idea that Hemi was technically inclined. Mostly, she just made me cheesecake and was a kind hand after Grandpa or Yui tortured me with training.

Speak of the devil.

“Hiya, Grandson!” Grandpa poked his head out through the portal. “Who’s my favorite grandson with a whole harem of lovely daughters-in-law. OH! The Nekorian.” He zipped over in front of Felin fast enough that she straightened up in surprise. “A very pretty one. I heard about you from the Dwarven attack, but I haven’t had a chance to properly introduce myself.” Grandpa tried and failed to slick back his unruly hair. “I don’t suppose there are any older Nekorians interested in exploring new territory?”

He completely overwhelmed Felin to the point that she didn’t have anything to say back.

“It’s okay. He takes a little getting used to.” Fayeth put a hand on Felin’s shoulder. “Why don’t you help me smash a few walls? It’ll make you feel better.” She pulled the Nekorian away from my grandfather who reached after her with grabby hands.

I stopped him from continuing to pester either of them. “Enough. Let’s talk.”


Chapter 22


Ipulled Grandpa aside. “How much did you know about this job before you gave it to me?”

“Nothing,” he said with a wide grin. “That’s the fun part. We just pushed our baby bird right out of the nest, and you flew all on your own. Though, you are a lucky bastard, so perhaps I shouldn’t have thought there was any other possibility.”

Sighing, I shook my head. “Tell Grandma Sakura I’m okay when you get back. The thing I need to talk to you about was the backer for this place. You see, SJS Financial Group’s adventurer debtors were being sent here. There were at least a few threads connecting this operation to them.” I paused, waiting for a reaction from Grandpa.

He only shrugged. “They already hate our guts. Sakura tried to shoot the old CEO. She just…” He mimed drawing a bow string, sighting down it and letting go. “Didn’t kill him, though. One of his guards took the arrow—pretty sure he died. After that, I got her out of there, and we killed a few more of their people along the way.” He scratched the back of his head.

I was sure it was more than a ‘few’. “Why did she attack him?”

“Eh?” Grandpa cleaned out his ear with his pinkie. “I forget. Doesn’t matter much; they are dirty as pigs. No, that’s doing pigs a disservice. The few times they tried to hire us and we did our research, we were mostly being asked to kill whistleblowers for companies they had a large financial stake in being successful. This one airline, they asked us to kill like half a dozen whistleblowers about how crappy it had become. Someone killed them still after we turned down the jobs.”

He rambled on, but I was relieved.

For a moment, I had been worried that my grandparents would be upset that I had picked such a large opponent. SJS was the second largest financial institution in the world. To say they had their fingers in a lot of pies was a gross understatement. It would be more accurate to say that they owned the bakery.

“Ah. I’m rambling.” Grandpa had a rare self-aware moment. “Right. Forget the SJS, Sakura would be a better person to talk to about that. Instead, we should get into the important matters.” He leaned forward to whisper to me.

I found myself leaning forward to hear what he said.

“I see you nabbed a Nekorian bride. Grandson, your luck is heaven-defying. First, you stole the Harem Queen away from her harem, and now this? I’m in awe. Then again, it’s only natural since you have one-quarter of my genes.”

What had I expected?

I slapped my face. “Grandpa. First off, there’s absolutely nothing between Heather and me. I thought we went over this.”

“On a first name basis, I see.” He nodded sagely to himself and smiled before winking at me. “I understand. ‘Nothing’ is going on.” He winked again.

I had to set the record straight before this coot went and said things he shouldn’t. The image of him telling Crimson that I was with Heather was quickly followed by Grandpa turning to a smear, only for myself to follow a moment later.

“There is nothing,” I told him, knowing how to get his brain on a slightly different topic. “However, Felin and I are getting much closer.”

“Ah. Young love.” He pulled out a notebook. “There are several magazines that I’ve acquired on the subject of Nekorians. Would you be able to tell me if some of these things are true?”

By ‘magazines’, he meant smut comics. I’d ask why there were Nekorian topics, but then again, Rule 34 likely existed in every reality that contained Humans. Actually, I bet Elves still followed Rule 34.

“No,” I deadpanned.

“Ah. So, do they have spines down there that males use to lock in?” Grandpa asked eagerly.

“No. Females have no spines.” I sighed. “Alright, I’m going to check on Yui.” Using his rather dangerous lover as a shield, I hurried away as he muttered to himself and scribbled on the notepad.

“Grandson. Come to see me work?” Yui had the CID disassembled and two wires soldered onto the circuit inside as she worked.

“Using you as a shield so Grandpa stops asking stupid questions.” I watched as he disappeared from where he’d been standing and reappeared next to Felin with his notepad in hand.

The Nekorian jumped ten feet into the air, her hair standing on end as Grandpa surprised her.

Yui was watching as well. “I see that’s going just as well as you thought it would, right?” She chuckled before going back to work.

“I had no idea you were skilled at this.” I watched her.

“It’s fun to dismantle things. Besides, sometimes we can’t solve everything by killing people. Well, we probably could if we killed enough, but the point is that there is often an easier path,” she mumbled absently before plugging the bricked CID into her own. “And…” She pressed a button.

The other CID didn’t do more than blink, but suddenly, her inventory was being flooded with items from the other.

“Perfect.” She whistled as it kept on filling up.

“They stored quite a bit of information on this thing,” Hemi commented on her work. “Seems they were tracking the conversations from their nobles. They weren’t smart enough or they were negligent enough to not keep their own communications from being recorded.”

I perked up at that information. “We have all of their communications?”

“From their CIDs down here. This thing only has a range of the safe zone. It’s like two-decades-old UG technology. I almost couldn’t find the right dongles to connect it together.” Hemi glanced at Yui’s soldering mess of wires. “Some of us need to be a little more delicate to preserve what’s on this.”

“I stripped its inventory and messages.” Yui rolled her eyes and tossed the CID behind her. “Ken, you’d better get back. Leave the lovely warlock to take us home.”

“We’ll make sure your grandfather doesn’t cause her any problems,” Hemi added.

I glanced at Felin trying to escape Grandpa and nodded. “Des, I’m going to the safe zone above the raid. Stay here and catch up with us when they are done.”

“Best not take any of these CIDs,” Hemi added. “No idea what they are programmed with in terms of tracking or self-destructive properties. I’ll send Ami with everything later.”

I dumped my load, putting Brandon and Trish’s CIDs to the side. “Also, I have this photo.” I sent her a grizzly image after I’d finished with the four corpses elsewhere in the safe zone. “The old man needs an ID. Trish said she was a fixer for SJS. Probably not directly employed, but maybe that’ll help you find her.”

“Good.” Hemi nodded and continued working.

I glanced at Des who confirmed that she had heard what they said. Then I stripped out of my yoroi, checking to make sure I was clear of any blood. Charlotte, Felin, and Fayeth did the same. As for Bun-bun, he desperately needed a bath. That would probably be our first project.

“One portal for Ken to go pretend he was nowhere near these dead people.” Des winked and waved it open to a space on the thirty-first floor within view of the safe zone entrance.

Felin linked arms with me and skipped through, her tail possessively curling around my thigh. “I took you hunting, and now you took me hunting. Your hunting was very fun.” She had a giant smile, showing off her fangs.

Bun-bun was held out in front of Charlotte. She refused to let him on her head at present.

“We will get you a bath,” Charlotte promised.

Bun-bun chittered.

“He wants payment,” Charlotte translated.

“I gave you three carrots.”

The next complaint I didn’t even need translated. It was likely some variant of ‘that was for the ride’.

“Uh-huh. Well, too bad you didn’t get in writing,” I teased the rabbit.

Charlotte groaned as he continued. “He’s promising you that next time he’ll wait until we can stop to hammer out the contract if you want to be that way.”

“Greedy rabbit already made me bargain.” I glared at the rabbit in question as we went up the stairs to the thirtieth-floor safe zone.

He had a smug smile on his little rabbit face.

I reached over and took him from Charlotte’s arms. “Another three carrots and you don’t make bathing you an absolute pain.”

He thought about the deal for a second before nodding sharply.

“Great, let's go to the bar so that we can be visible, and we’ll make you a soapy bucket.” I handed him back to Charlotte.

He hung limp in her hands, gasping before chittering angrily at me.

“He says it wasn’t polite to trick him. A rabbit of his… dignity… should not be bathing in public.” Charlotte clearly did not include everything the rabbit said as he was still going.

“We have to be in public. Look, maybe we can make a little curtain for you. It’ll certainly be something memorable. Anyone there would vouch for our alibi,” I explained.

Bun-bun deflated and made a sad noise at Charlotte.

“He says for two more carrots and a lot of soap in his bath, he’ll do it. Stupid rabbit has expensive taste for his soap.”

The ‘pitiful’ rabbit glanced furtively at the two of us.

I knew he was putting on a show, yet at the same time, he probably earned all those carrots.

“Fine. I’ll even chip in another two magical carrots as a bonus if you do a good job. As for the soap, if you’re running out, it’s on the Nagato Clan for the next batch.” I tried the carrot instead of the stick.

Charlotte chuckled darkly. “Remember you said that when I send you the bill.”

Bun-bun was nodding enthusiastically.

“You all treat this rabbit very well. Are we fattening it up for a hunt?” Felin asked playfully, yet the playfulness did not register with Bun-bun as she flashed her fangs.

He let out a little rabbit scream as we stepped into the safe zone.

Heads turned our direction.

I waved at the strangers all staring at us. “Sorry, teasing our druid’s pet. He’s a noisy one. Come on, Bun-bun.”

He chittered, and Charlotte translated, “You said you wanted attention and to be memorable.” The rabbit chuckled at me.

“Poor Charlotte. Maybe you should take her ability to talk to Bun-bun next time you are with her?” Fayeth offered. “That way, the two of you can go at it directly rather than involving her.”

Bun-bun and I stared at each other for a moment before the rabbit shook his head vehemently, and I had to agree. I didn’t want to hear what he was really saying. Charlotte was absolutely softening his language the entire time. We both knew that. If I could hear him, then I’d probably end up strangling him.

Bun-bun hopped down and led the group towards the bar, apparently trying to disengage with the conversation as a whole.

“Are we really bathing him at the bar?” Charlotte asked.

“Why not? He’s filthy. After he got that health potion on him, he picked up every spec of dirt and dust from the debris that he possibly could,” Fayeth spoke first. “The rabbit could use a little humility.” She rolled her eyes as he jumped into the bar, leaving behind a trail of little, goopy, red paw prints.

“I’ll bet twenty ren that he’s going to make a show of it despite wanting to be ‘modest’,” I scoffed.

“Ken’s right. That rabbit will soak up all the attention,” Felin agreed. “Which is fine. That’s what we wanted.”

I pushed in the door for the bar only to be greeted with Bun-bun leaning back against a chair at the bar with a beer in front of him.

“Bartender, he’s underage.” I pointed at the rabbit.

“We don’t card in the dungeon. You're strong enough to be here? Good enough for me.” He shrugged and went back to cleaning a mug.

The room was watching Bun-bun. The rabbit was an oddity. Even when people had pets from the dungeon, they were normally kept in people’s CIDs. Mostly because they were physically large. Bears, dinosaurs, or much worse.

Bun-bun belched as he put down his empty beer.

I decided to one up him and put down a wooden bucket that was big enough to be a wash basin for him on one of the seats. He didn’t protest, hopping in it as Charlotte pulled out a gold bottle of soap and poured out a generous amount for him.

The rabbit huffed and chittered at Charlotte like she was his servant waving a paw back and forth.

Marin from Trusk was next to us in an instant. “Yes, master rabbit.” She excitedly started massaging soap into his fur.

I did a double-take. “Where did you come from?”

“How could I sit still when there is such a cute animal in front of me!” She squealed and continued to suds the now very pampered rabbit.

Bun-bun was leaning against the edge of the wash basin, melting into the bubbles forming on the surface. At least he was happy.

I took in the bar at large, and all three classes were well represented. Machen waved at me from among his growing harem. There were eight of them around him now. Good for him; he looked happy.

Prince Albar was present, too. His class seemed to be entirely focused on him.

“Ah. This is a post-hunt ritual?” Felin sat at the bar next to me, ignoring Bun-bun’s antics.

The distraction from the prince was welcome. “Sort of.” I guessed going out to eat was something of a common occurrence after a challenging battle. “What can I get you to drink? Normally people get something alcoholic.”

“Do they have alcoholic cream?”

I almost said no before pausing. “Uh. Do you happen to have any Irish cream liquor?”

“A shot?” the bartender asked.

“Best to start there. One for her, and I’ll do the darkest beer you have, and…” I trailed off, looking at the others in my party.

“I’ll do the summer shandy,” Fayeth ordered.

“Just the pilsner for me,” Charlotte added.

Felin’s tail twitched back and forth playfully as she watched the bartender go through the bottles for her drink. “What is Irish cream? Is it better than normal cream?”

“We’ll just have to find out,” I said as the bartender served her a shot.

She frowned at the size of the cup, lifting it up to smell before downing it in one go. “Whew.” Her eyes went wide. “That’s good. Fayeth, why don’t you cook with this stuff?”

“It’s not for cooking.”

“Then you just aren’t creative enough.” Felin slid the empty shot glass back at the bartender. “I’ll take a glass that size.” She pointed to the pint glass he was holding.

“Of Irish cream?” he asked, making sure he got the order right.

“Yeah.” Felin nodded rapidly. “Don’t worry, he’s paying.” She poked me. “You can take it out of my cut of the hunt. We probably bagged quite a bit.”

The bartender shrugged it off and poured our beers before getting her glass ready.

“Uh-oh.” Fayeth watched as Felin greedily took the pint with wiggling fingers. “I think we just unlocked a new vice for her.”

“Is it new if it is adjacent to her love of cream?” I asked.

“That’s a good question.” Fayeth was distracted though as Felin chugged the entire pint of Irish cream liquor in a single go. “Well, it’s about to be a new problem if she keeps drinking like that.”

Felin slid the glass back to the bartender who went back and opened a new bottle.

“We are here to be seen.” Fayeth clinked her glass against mine. “What says ‘I was here’ better than a pampered rabbit and drunken Nekorian?”

“I’m not drunk.” Felin frowned. “It’s just a little alcohol in the cream. This is nothing compared to Nekorian wine.”

I shrugged. She was a grown adult and could make her own decisions. And I had no idea what her metabolism could tolerate.

There was a commotion behind me. Shouting broke out, and I turned to see Prince Albar pushing his classmates aside to get out of the booth like he had somewhere very important to be all of a sudden.

“Sorry, Bun-bun,” I said before getting out of my chair and faking a stumble as I knocked over Bun-bun’s bath, spilling soapy water in Prince Albar’s path and getting Marin’s gauzy white outfit soaked in the process.

She gasped at the water. “It’s like episode fifteen of Wet Wonders.”

I coughed because everybody could now see right through her outfit. Prince Albar’s head shifted to watch, too, right before he slipped on the soapy water, and his feet flew out from under him.

“My bad,” I said as his head made an audible thwack against the ground. “Eh. It’s the prince. You’ll be fine. You have plenty of stats.” I treated it like it was nothing. “Hey Bun-bun, I owe you some new bathwater.”

“You could sell it!” Marin gasped, not at all concerned that her body was on show for everyone in the bar, and most people were looking.

But Machen was not looking, because one of his ladies had her hands over his eyes and scowled at Marin as if she was trying to set fire to the woman with looks alone.

“You fucking bastard.” Prince Albar tried to get up, and I stumbled, slipping slightly and kicked the arm that all his weight was on.

He face-planted back into the puddle with a strangled scream.

“My bad. I was just trying to help,” I said.

“Peasants shouldn’t dare help someone like the prince. He’s more capable than twenty of you combined.” One of his sycophants came up to help him.

Prince Albar thrashed as his classmate tried to help.

Felin, who appeared to now be on her third glass, stuck her tongue out and summoned a harsh breeze with a flick of her fingers. The prince, who was almost to his feet, was knocked down with his classmate again.

“Oh. I get it. It’s like mud wrestling, but with soap and two guys,” I cheered loud enough for the bar to hear.

Marin gasped. “It’s like an episode of my favorite BL comic!”

That woman needed to touch grass. Not everything had to be a reference to other content.

Either way, her commentary was adding fuel to the fire, and the prince looked up at me, his eyes spitting fire. “I’m going to end you.”


Chapter 23


Ismirked back at the prince. “No need to get all testy. It’s not a big deal. Charlotte, just give him a heal, and he will be on his way.” I held my hand down to help him up.

He slapped it away. “Enough of this. I have something important to attend to.”

“When will you be back?” his classmate asked.

“Not long. I’ll be back in a few hours. I have to go out to a dead branch of the dungeon.” The prince likely had his own travel ability—the best money could buy.

Yet his words stuck with me.

“A dead branch of the dungeon?” I asked like an idiot, just to stall him a bit longer.

He was going to Brandon Sayer’s safe zone, and I had no idea how fast he could travel. If he thought it would be only a few hours for a round trip, then I needed to stall him. My grandparents were still there.

“You can’t be that stupid, or perhaps you can be,” he scoffed, and he was the type to take any advantage to talk down to someone, particularly in giving them a lesson. “The dungeon is a branching structure. Somewhere deep down, there is a central point that all the dungeon entrances join up to. The ‘live’ branches, as it were, connect to dungeon entrances on Earth, the Nekorian World, the Elven world, etc. Dead branches don’t connect to a world, but they do join up to one of the live branches at some point. Was that too complex for you?”

“Nope.” I put a hand on his chest and pushed.

The nudge was all it took for him to slip on the soap once again.

“Though, I’d really watch your own footing before talking to people like that.” I took great pride in stalling this man by angering him further.

He drew his saber and kicked off the floor to come at me. I sidestepped the move with ease and lashed out with my foot to make him stumble on the soap again.

“How dare you!” The classmate that had tried to help earlier jumped to fight me, only for Felin’s spear to flash at his throat.

“I’m enjoying a delicacy known as Irish cream tonight. Do not interrupt my drinking.” Felin gave him a very predatory smile while licking her lips.

“Ken, he might be a little more than you can handle,” Marin warned.

The prince didn’t hit the ground with my recent hit. Instead, he used an ability that threw him forward in a slash at me that caused his saber to glow red hot. I stepped back, drawing one of my daggers to block him and let the force of his blow slide him back on the slick ground.

His hit left my hand numb. There had been some serious power in that strike. If he had been on stable footing, I wasn’t entirely sure I could have blocked it.

I flipped out a second dagger and braced myself for a fight. I had to admit, I was curious what he could do. He was the favorite for the DPS competition, which had certainly piqued my interest.

Prince Albar’s eyes flashed in challenge, and his blade glowed again, only this time, it was an electric blue rather than red. I caught the strike with both daggers, and a burst of lightning shot from his blade right towards my head.

The bolt hit me square in the forehead, driving me back.

“Ouch.” I chuckled. “Going to really have to do better than that if you want to faze me.” What I did not mention was the slight numbing in my entire body.

The door slammed open as a bright flash entered the room. As soon as the flash subsided, a broad-shouldered man in a suit and sunglasses was beside me.

“I see you were held up. Allow me to remove the distraction.” The man’s hand moved in a flash and snatched my shoulder with a grip that was like a steel vise.

Pain shot through my shoulder and made me grit my teeth as a table of Trusk students next to us gasped and started to point and talk about the man holding me. I didn’t need their recognition to realize that the man was high level. The power in his grip reminded me of Charlotte’s father.

This was a strength-based, high-level adventurer.

“He was a nuisance. Get rid of him.” Prince Albar sneered at me as he gave the order. “Bye,” he mouthed, seeming satisfied with his power over me in this situation.

The bar exploded in shouts.

“Of course.” The pain on my shoulder exploded, as did the joint under his grip.

Everything else happening in the bar disappeared as my body, despite any training, kicked into panic. I strangled a cry, trying not to bite my tongue.

Then the pain subsided a split second before Crimson’s voice broke the cacophony that had started.

“Who’s this?” She held the big man, who’d just crushed my shoulder, by the scruff of his neck.

Charlotte didn’t wait to see what would happen and threw herself to me and started healing my shoulder. I couldn’t help it; I looked, only to see that my shoulder muscles were pulped and looked like they’d gone through an extruder.

“Can’t you hear me?” Crimson’s voice rose loud enough that the entire bar went quiet. “I asked you a question.” She blew the high-level adventurer’s leg off. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”

The pressure emitting from Crimson had caused everyone at the adjacent tables to pass out and start foaming at the mouth. The rest of the bar wasn’t quiet because of her voice, but because they were standing not far from their potential death.

“Answer me.” She shook the adventurer.

“He works for me, if you’d please let him down.” Prince Albar looked pale, but he was still on his feet.

“So, it’s your fault?” Crimson snorted hot air from her nose before she turned back to the man in her grasp and grabbed his head with both of her hands as she shook him. “Do you realize how hard it was to find a student that could put up with my tortur— er— training?”

God, I wish she’d take this more seriously. I could tell this was an act, but I was pretty sure everyone else in the area thought they were about to die. Well, maybe the prince was stupid enough to think that Crimson wouldn’t turn him into a smear if he interrupted her again.

“This man”—she twisted the high-level adventurer’s head towards me—“is mine. No one else gets to lay their hands on him, capeesh?”

The man gurgled in response.

“I couldn’t hear you. Louder for those in the back.” She shook him like a rag doll.

“I’m sorry,” he eked out through the pain and likely a damaged chest.

“Good. I’m glad you’re sorry.” She set him down on his one remaining knee. “Now you can die in peace.” With a flick of her wrist, she turned him into a red smear.

The bar was so quiet that I could have heard a pin drop.

The only noise was Crimson panting in rage.

“Crimson, you’ve gone too far!” The Royal Academy’s professor charged in behind her.

Crimson looked over her shoulder at him like he was a dead man. “Some high-level adventurer just about killed my star pupil and you want to stop me? Fine. This one is your star pupil. Let me watch you not make a peep as I kill him, too.” She was behind Prince Albar in an instant and snapped his neck like it was a twig. Red lightning crackled out of her eyes.

I paused. Maybe she wasn’t acting.

Crimson was going a touch too far. If that was the case, then I needed to step in and stop this before she went on a killing spree.

The other professor shrieked and tried to get to the prince, but Crimson kicked him back towards the door where Barret from Pendulum caught the man.

“Crimson,” Barret warned.

“What? He didn’t want me to help my student when a high-level was trying to kill him. Now that he is in trouble, it’s a very different story. Fuck some trumped up idiot from his school who just ordered a Level 52 to kill my star pupil. I should go teach all of you a lesson and level Royal Academy, and to make sure I dig out the root of the problem, kill everyone associated with their sponsors.”

Limit Break’s lighting was starting to flow down her shoulders, and she might really lose control and follow through on that threat.

My shoulder was still injured, but at least it wasn’t so bad that I couldn’t move. I stood up and wrapped my good arm around Crimson’s shoulders and pulled her back into my chest.

“I’m fine, see? Feel my heart? It's still beating,” I tried to calm her down. “Charlotte, please revive Prince Albar for me.”

My healer pouted, clearly about to shift with me and continue healing my ruined shoulder, but she nodded and turned to revive the prince. As soon as he was alive, I turned to the other professors, with Crimson pressing herself up against me like she wanted to snuggle me to death.

“Now. One of your students tried to order a high-level to kill me. That needs to be punished. I think we can agree letting Crimson go hog wild on the whole academy is not the answer. It needs to be something satisfying enough for her. If we need an impartial solution, we can loop in the UG for that.” The upper echelon favored Crimson and me enough that they’d be hard-pressed to go too easy on the prince and the Royal Academy.

“That’s fair.” Barret was looking me over appraisingly now. “What about George?” He glanced at the bloody smear on the floor.

That was next.

“Finally, Prince Albar, you have a role to play. I assume you have a revive skill? Perhaps one strong enough to bring him back?”

The prince, having missed half the conversation, was confused why I was the one dictating the next steps, but he looked at Crimson in my arms and was about to shout before his professor clapped him on the shoulder and gave him a meaningful look.

“Yes. Wish,” he intoned the word, and blue sparkles shot from him into the bloody smear, pulling it back together into the form of the high-level adventurer.

George, I guessed was his name, blinked and started to sit up. Sadly, I wasn’t done.

“From my personal experience, Crimson often can’t blow off enough steam on someone. They just can’t really survive her anger. So, I’ll let Prince Albar bring this man back to life as much as he can. We’ll see if his mana holds out longer than Crimson’s temper.” I let go of Crimson.

There were surprised noises all around me.

George wasn’t a stupid man. Stupid men died before they reached the level he had in the dungeon. He flashed and tried to activate his travel skill, but Crimson disappeared before reappearing by the window holding him again.

“This is perfect. Thank you, Ken. Hi, George. You tried to kill my protégé. That made me very upset.” Her fist blurred as it crackled with red lightning and reappeared, now having punched straight through his abdomen. “Thankfully, he gave you a way out. All that has to happen is that your master has to have more mana than I have anger.” She gave him a smile that promised death, repeatedly.

What happened next was a gruesome affair.

George died twenty-three times before Prince Albar passed out from depleting his mana severely with repeatedly reviving him.

No one from the classes so much as blinked. Some of them had likely idolized George. He was one of the strongest adventurers on earth. They got to see the gap between Crimson and the rest of humanity as he tried to escape or fight back every time he was revived.

All of it to no avail.

Crimson caught him like she was playing with someone half her level and destroyed him. It was no contest.

A director of the UG came at one point and begged me to get her to stop, to spare one of the strengths of humanity. The man was a touch too pleading. I got the feeling that SJS had pulled some strings for him to come beg. It didn’t matter. Crimson was venting, and I wasn’t going to stop her.

The area was silent besides Crimson methodically dismantling George before demanding that Prince Albar revive him. When Prince Albar hit the floor, out cold, his professor hurriedly collected him and ran out. No one even bothered about reviving George again.

Barret cleared his throat. “Are we done then?”

Crimson let out a satisfied sigh. “Yeah. I think so.” She faced the UG representative as well as the two remaining professors. “Let’s make sure we don’t interfere with our students' training and progress anymore, okay?”

Barret’s face twitched. “Deal.”

“Alright.” Crimson clapped. “You guys are coming back with me and training. Ken, I can’t believe you let that man nearly kill you. I’m doubling the amount of time we spar every day. Put your weightsuit back on. We are going to get started as soon as we get back!”

The pity in Barret’s gaze was palpable.

“Don’t worry. She doesn’t kill me. She comes close, but I don’t need a revive.” I smiled at him. After the fighting at Brandon Sayer’s and then this situation, I was more than happy to get back to training.

Crimson ripped open a portal and shuffled my party through. “So, why did we pick that fight?” Crimson asked as soon as the portal closed. “Not that I am complaining, it was fun, but [Eyes of Wisdom] told me to stall for time?”

“Ah. George was going to bring the prince to the safe zone where my grandmothers are currently dismantling some tech that Brandon Sayer left behind.” I realized then that Crimson had at least in part been doing all of that to help me.

Crimson made a noise of understanding. “Yeah. That would have gone over terribly. George was all strength stats with abilities to make up for his lack of actual speed. He was also a mass murder. It’s for the best that he’s dead and didn’t reach the safe zone.”

I stared at her for judging someone for being a mass murder.

“What? Alright, time for training. You can fill me in on the details when you are done filling me.” She pulled me by the collar of my shirt towards the tent.

“I thought we were training.” I frowned.

“We are. Stamina training.” Crimson grinned. “Someone needs to put a leash back on my Limit Break. Seeing him hurt you like that really pissed me off. That part wasn’t for show. I wanted to make it crystal clear to those other high-levels watching what would happen if someone touched you.”

Knowing I needed to take control now before we got to the bed, I reached up and snapped her choker. “Who are you dragging around?”

The move stopped her dead in her tracks as I hooked two fingers under the choker and started to pull her instead.

“Sorry, master.” Crimson smiled.

“Oh, you bet you are.” I threw her onto the bed and slapped her ass hard. Her body barely jiggled with how tight that suit held her. “You need to give me more than just words.” I pulled out some silk cord to tie her up.

One mention earlier about how I liked how she looked in the silk cords had led to dozens somehow showing up in my CID.

“I’ll be a good girl, I promise.” Crimson played her part and opened her mouth, licking her lips suggestively.

“You will be once I’m done with you.” I pulled her away to our tent.


Chapter 24


By the time Des returned, Crimson looked completely satisfied and snuggled up against me on the couch.

“Ah. You didn’t have to wait up for me.” She glanced at Crimson who was in bright red sweatpants. “Or was I not the reason you are still awake?”

“Just wanted to make sure you were okay. Crimson got me a little caught up…”

Des pouted. “I wanted to play with her.”

“Can’t,” Crimson said with her eyes closed. “Too tired.”

“Aww. You did her good.” Des plopped down on the couch next to me. “I brought the grandmas back. Everything was fine.”

“Good. We encountered a little trouble…” I went on to detail her about the event with Prince Albar and our sudden concern to stall him.

“That’s good.” Des nodded. “Hemi said some high-levels entered the safe zone at the end and called it quits. She took everything with her and said it would be fine. They have some people in the clan sorting through everything.”

“We’ll only get a cut. Half will go to the clan. We’ll split the rest,” I said.

“Not like I’m dying for money at this point.” She reached over and poked Crimson’s cheeks. “She really did all that? Sounds like she went a little overboard. No wonder she needed you to tire her out.”

“Don’t mind her. She’s faking it. I don’t think I could actually wear out the famed Crimson.” I looked down at the woman nestled up against me.

“Mentally tired from seeing you hurt and then happily rewarded.” Crimson didn’t open her eyes. “Besides, I like this spot.”

Felin threw open the curtain to the tent and marched in proudly with a platter of steaks. “Welcome back, Des. We went and celebrated a hunt. Hic.” Felin hiccupped at the end. “There’s also this delicious cream they introduced me to.”

I noticed that her tail hung low, and her ears were a little droopy since she’d been back from drinking.

Des’ gave a wry smile. “Don’t tell me they let you have the famed Irish cream?”

Felin nodded rapidly, a little heat in her cheeks. “It’s so good,” she slurred. “Is it my turn for a post-hunt celebration?” She glanced at me.

“Probably not now. I need to be at the top of my game the first time. A man has to put his best foot forward,” I said.

Her ears shot up, and her tail started to twist back and forth. “That wasn’t a ‘no’, but a ‘later’. I’m being accepted into the pride. A pride that hunts together, loves together,” she said happily and ran back out to grab more food.

Crimson sniffed before peeking her eyes open and then opening her mouth wide. “Ahhhhh.”

I stared at her.

“Feed me, master.” Crimson brought a little of her play out of the bedroom.

“Just think how those people from the bar would react to seeing this?” Des teased.

“Don’t care.” Crimson puffed out her cheeks like a spoiled brat and hugged me tighter. “Ken’s the one who doesn’t want to make a big deal of it. If all those fuckers knew, they wouldn’t have touched him.”

I patted her head, reached forward to get a steak, and used a knife to cut a thin slice. “If people knew, I’d have a thousand angry men trying to kill me quietly.” I pushed the steak up to her mouth, and she opened it eagerly, sucking the meat down.

“So?” She chewed. “Good training. Ah.”

I slowly cut more strips and fed them to her one by one. Crimson was being a little clingy, but after watching me almost die, I decided it was warranted. I’d go along for tonight.

Felin came back in, this time with Fayeth and Charlotte in tow. All of them were carrying trays of food.

“Glad to see Crimson let you go,” Fayeth said, glancing at the woman in question as I fed her steaks. “I didn’t get a chance before, but thank you for stepping in Crimson. Chances of Ken staying dead were very slim, but he was probably about to die.”

“I would have revived him.” Charlotte nodded with absolute certainty.

The movement of her head caused a fluffy and rotund Bun-bun to fall from her head and bounce on the ground. He paused before deciding it was too much effort to get up. He rubbed his stomach and went back to sleep under the table.

“That rabbit.” I shook my head. “Well, we certainly achieved our goal of putting on a show for everyone. I would go as far as to say it is impossible for someone to say we were anywhere but that bar tonight.”

Fayeth started cutting up a steak for me and putting it on a plate so that I could operate with one hand. “Then what’s next?”

“Me.” Felin grinned.

“For the party,” Fayeth clarified.

“Training. I think just a lot of training. The DPS competition isn’t far out, and I want us all to be prepared to put on a good showing there.” I knew the whole class was chomping at the bit to get into the raid and get out of training.

Yet I didn’t quite think we were ready.

Any time we sank into trying, and failing, the raid was time we’d be falling behind another class that chose to train. Until we were ready to clear the thing, spending too much time in the raid would just put us on the back foot.

“Are we going into the raid after that?” Charlotte voiced the question that was likely on everyone’s mind.

“I don’t think—”

Des cleared her throat and waited for me to stop before answering. “I’m sure Crimson is going to cover this in the lessons that she’s certainly not avoiding by training us all half to death. However, most raids get split. There’s probably a standard split for this one. We identify three waves of difficulty in the raid.”

“Ah. Do a few easy ones to get everyone invested?” I asked.

“Something like that.” She tapped her cheek as she continued. “There will be high-quality gear to help us. It’s also a chance to iron out teamwork, work out kinks in communication and leadership.”

“It’s practice.” I nodded, just a different sort. “That makes sense. If our class’s DPS numbers come out at a point where it makes sense for us to take on some of the bosses, then we can start looking at the easiest bosses after the damage competition.”

Charlotte made a noise of agreement. “That’s good. Our classmates will be happy to put some of their hard work to use.”

“We are still a person down from a twenty-five-person raid,” Fayeth pointed out.

“Think the princess would come for a day if I used portal? Crimson could portal me there first so that I could create them,” Des offered.

I thought about that for a moment. “She’d love to, but I’m not sure if she’d be able to, though. Then again, her Censors work hard to make sure she gets training every day. Perhaps we could get that time. This is a type of training after all.”

“We could use her availability as a limiter on how much time we give the raid,” Charlotte added.

That was a fantastic idea. Though, I knew Ely would try to join us as much as possible if she could. It did require someone’s cooperation, though.

“Crimson, would you mind portaling us to the Elven world soon?” I asked her.

She made a sound of contemplation, and I fed her steak. “Sure. Why not? After you do… twenty hours of weighted sparring with me in the next two days, I’ll portal you.”

“T-t-twenty?” I hesitated. At most, we were doing two hours a day. At top speed, I wasn’t lasting much longer than that.

“Stamina,” Crimson said sleepily, nestling in against me. “We need to keep working on your stamina.” She started snoring softly.

Huh, she actually fell asleep on me.

“I’m impressed.” Des nodded. “Do hard work for us the next few days. We’ll all be doing our hardest to get ready for the damage testing. Because once we tell the others that we could potentially start the raid if we do well enough, that’ll really kick them into gear.”

“Today was hard enough. Let’s fill our stomachs and talk about everything else tomorrow,” Fayeth dismissed any further commentary, and I let it happen as I stopped feeding the glutton sleeping on me and filled my own stomach.

Today had been a hard one.

***

I shot forward, my training blades flashing at Crimson, Neldra, and Miriam. Purple lightning crackled around me like the eye of a storm.

“What is this freak?” Miriam scowled at me and drew a fist back before punching with such concussive force that it didn’t matter if I tried to dodge because anyone in the vicinity would be blown back. “Ha. Can’t touch me if—”

I was behind her like a ghost appearing and smacked her in the back of the head.

She spun, the heel of her foot destroying the floor of the training area at the Elven Palace. “Come fight me to my face.”

She threw the back of her fist to the side. I had to dodge out of the way, my mouth tasting dirt as it hung open. She had actually predicted where I’d attack from.

“Don’t look surprised. She’s spent more time fighting than you’ve been alive.” Neldra chuckled at my expression. “She’s old as dirt.”

“You’re one to talk, Broken Blade.” Crimson had her bag of potato chips held to her stomach as she munched on them with one hand. “That gray hair is quite nice, though, for an old lady.”

“It’s silver,” Neldra scoffed but glanced dangerously at Crimson’s chips and shifted her sheath away from her. “You’re the one who keeps trying to break all of my swords.”

I rapped my swords all over Miriam’s body before jumping back as she stomped. The Royal Censor was freakishly strong. She was also entirely mercenary; Neldra had to bring up her contract and pay to get her to spar me.

Crimson had insisted that I try to fight someone with a different style.

“Fine. If you want to try and play cat and mouse, don’t blame me. Blunty.” Miriam chuckled using the name. “You have a revive ready?”

“Don’t break him too badly.” Neldra tried to sneak a potato chip while Crimson was watching and had her hand swatted away.

“I think I’ve got a hand on your speed.” Miriam smirked.

The woman was wickedly beautiful and had almost been my enemy. She raised a fist and slammed it hard on the ground, creating a shockwave that prevented me from getting close and then kept pounding the ground. The earth beneath my feet quaked, and cracks formed as the earth shifted. Wind and dirt scraped at my face until I raised my arms to block it.

It just kept going as she pounded the ground repeatedly. Each blast of wind pushed me back, and I didn’t have a chance to get close to her.

“You see!” she shouted over the noise she was making. “All I have to do is keep you away long enough for that speed to fall off. It isn’t the first time I’ve seen a stacking buff. Those sorts never last too long.”

Her face was a manic mask of delight as she stared at me through the dust in the air.

I snorted. It was a sound strategy. But all I had to do was keep hitting her occasionally, and I could keep the stacks going forever.

[Shadow Ambush] and [Shadow Phase] activated at the same time as I came out of her shadow and nicked her, using my speed to my advantage and jumping from one piece of broken earth to another, trying to avoid too much damage as I hit her several times.

Miriam’s smile only grew wider as she howled into the air, and a bright golden light was the last thing I saw before I woke up in Crimson’s lap with Neldra standing beside her.

“Got you.” Miriam flashed a smile as she fixed her hair. “Powerful skill, but if that’s all you got, it’s going to be a long time before you can actually challenge me. Brute force wins most battles, even if people don’t like to admit the fact.”

Blunt as usual.

“Did you know she was going to do that?” I asked Crimson.

“Nope. But as someone who’s trained to one extreme and has a ton of experience, she likely has a strong counter for someone who’s too fast for her to hit.” Crimson grinned. “It’s good for you to fight people like her, too.”

I relaxed on Crimson’s thighs. She’d brought Des and me here before sending the Demonic Mage back disappointed when we had to wait for Elysara to finish up her own matters.

We did drop in on her rather suddenly.

“You still did good.” Neldra poked my cheek. “She’s Level 68. That you lasted as long as you did is a win. The princess can’t last that long.”

“What was that about me?” Elysara burst into the training room, glancing at the shattered floor and then at me in Crimson’s lap. “Who fought Censor Miriam?” she asked, slightly annoyed looking.

“I did.” I raised my hand, feeling still a little weak from being obliterated by whatever that last area attack had been.

Her face softened immediately. “Oh no. You hit my Adrel?” She glared at Miriam.

“Crimson and Censor Neldra wanted him to experience a different fighting style. He lasted quite a while with me.” Miriam didn’t back down from the princess.

Ely snorted and sat down next to Crimson before scooting me over to her lap as well. She was radiant as always. Her hair was a bright red that only highlighted the warmth in her sun-kissed skin. Elves didn’t wear very thick clothing; their world was swelteringly hot. They built their homes under the shade of Great Trees.

Thus, her gauzy blue dress did nothing to stop me from feeling her skin on me.

“That’s better.” She started to run her fingers through my hair. “I’m very happy you’ve come to see me, my Adrel.” She smiled sweetly down at me, her blue eyes pinching closed with how wide the smile was.

This was heaven.

I relaxed a moment in her tender care, letting our souls harmonize after being apart for a while.

“It’s been lots of training,” I told her. “Though, I came partially because I wanted to steal you away for our class’s event. We are doing a raid on the thirty-second floor, and we are still down an adventurer. One classmate stopped diving after being revived. The friend that helped them to the surface never came back either.”

“Ah. The other spot is the Nekorian that Neldra told me about?”

I nodded. “It was my hope to invite you to some of our raid attempts. I think we still need to largely focus on training, but we’ll pick the easiest bosses and start to work on them soon.”

Ely hummed for a moment and swayed with a hand on my head to keep me still. “Tish, tell my father that I’m going to start working on the raid with Ken. I’ll need to take you, Neldra, and Miriam with me as guards. Convey that it is vital for me to not stop my diving because he wants to play war hero. Crimson clearly destroyed the current threat.” She put on an imperial air as she spoke.

Her words were not to be denied.

“Don’t get in a fight with your father over me,” I warned.

She shrugged. “He doesn’t get to decide my future.” It seemed they had fought recently. “Besides, we married in front of the Elven people, and our souls are in harmony. Just this small moment brought us back together.” She brushed my hair back. “So if you want me to come join you for a raid, how could I possibly say no? Do you have time for dinner? Or are you in a hurry to head back.”

I thought about Des likely panting for the princess to join us and shrugged. “Dinner sounds nice. Once we go back, there won’t be a lot of alone time for the two of us.”

“You can tell me all about your adventures over dinner.” Elysara grinned and helped me to my feet.

Tish had already disappeared, and I suspected this was just an excuse for Elysara to force her father back to the throne.

I hooked my arm in hers, feeling a warmth spread through my chest as I reconnected with her. My mind wanted to make up a dozen reasons that weren’t soul harmonization that the Elves believed in. Yet another part of me wished that was exactly what I was feeling.

“And you’ll have to tell me all about what I’ve missed here,” I started up what would likely be a long, intimate dinner conversation and a sleepless night.


Chapter 25


“Then you just killed her?” Elysara got to the end of my most recent adventure.

“I was just trying to get information out of her.” My hand wandered under the table to brush aside a bit of her dress so that I could feel her warmth.

We’d sat at the corner of the table together, and somehow, the chairs had shifted from being politely separated to pushed together in the corner. It put her well within arm’s reach.

Elysara smiled at me and looked up through her lashes. “What took you so long to come back here and visit me?”

“Oh? Is that how it is, Princess?” I teased. “Here I thought you were going to be coming to visit me first. Then again, I guess that’s not how it normally works for you, is it?”

She pouted and turned to Tish who was the only Censor in the room. “Please seal the room.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” Tish was barely containing a smile as she stepped out.

“The food was delicious, but I want more. There’s a very specific craving I have.” Elysara got out of her chair and pushed my plate aside so that she could sit on the table in front of me.

The lighting behind her made her seem particularly radiant as her red hair seemed to almost be ablaze as her foot traced up the inside of my leg.

“I wonder what that could be?” I would let her play her games.

“Take it off.” She held out her high-heeled shoes. “If you are going to call me a princess, I’ll show you a princess.”

I chuckled and slipped the shoe off. She had on a pair of stockings today, not normally something I saw on Elves.

“They are for you. When Neldra said you had come, I ran out of the meeting and went to get dressed. Everything I have on was put on for you to take off.” She bit her lip, and her foot pressed down against my crotch.

As if it took offense to it, my cock rallied and pressed back against her.

“Unzip it for your princess.” She licked her lips.

Elysara was so beautiful, I barely heard her words. Instead, my hands wandered up the soft stocking, feeling her slim, toned legs.

“You’re beautiful,” I said in a daze.

She smiled and leaned down to cup my face and kiss me. Her lips were soft as they slid across mine in a feather-light dance, drawing them closer and closer until we were pressed together as hard as we could.

“Pants, down,” Elysara growled as soon as we broke the kiss.

I wasn’t one to refuse a royal order.

They slid down with only a little resistance before my cock sprang back up at full mast, ready for anything.

“So big.” Her feet both cupped it, and her soft stockings rubbed up and down my length. “Do you like this? Neldra got me some more human media.”

I had a brief flash of wondering what she’d gotten a hold of before letting the thought go and allowing the soft warmth to caress me. “There’s something I’d like a lot better.”

“I can guess what that is.” She stopped and pushed my chair back before she slid down to stand in front of me. “But I want you to see what I wore for you.”

My lips were dry with anticipation as my hands slid under the strappy dresses that Elves favored and pulled it up over her. Somewhere, she’d gotten a set of scandalous lingerie, complete with crotchless panties and a garter belt. It looked like something out of a wet dream.

“Wow,” I breathed, taking her in once again.

Ely blushed and bit her lip. “It was worth it then. Now your turn.”

She leaned down on me, her hands wandering under my shirt and tracing my abs with gentle fingers as she pried my shirt off me.

“Much, much better,” she groaned and leaned in to kiss at my chest, then my abs, softly leaving a trail of wet patches down until she reached my cock that was harder than ever.

There, she planted a whisper-soft kiss before sliding her lips over it and making a wet seal around the head and sucking on it while her tongue drew shapes.

“Oh,” I groaned and ran my fingers through her hair and pushed her down further. My cock twitched in her mouth as she went down on me, swallowing it in its entirety in a single go.

Ely hummed in satisfaction and pulled up just an inch before drawing herself slowly back down on it, her tongue pushed hard against it, creating friction along the whole length.

“What the heck did Neldra get you? I need to send you more,” I moaned.

She laughed, and then in earnest, she started to bob on my cock as it twitched against her throat each time she took it to the full depth. I guided her up and down, but her hands weren’t idle.

She softly traced the inside of my thighs in a way that made my skin prickle with excitement and made me even more sensitive inside her mouth before she gently caressed and massaged my balls like she was coaxing my load out of them.

“I won’t last much longer,” I warned.

Her fingers splayed along the sensitive regions of rarely touched flesh as she bobbed until my cock tensed in warning.

Elysara sucked hard enough that her cheeks pressed in. She met my eyes with her own that were filled with devotion as I pumped my seed down her throat.

“Ah.” She came off after getting her fill and wiped a clump off her pouty pink lips before sucking it off, too. “If my Adrel is going to visit so rarely, then I need to savor as much of this particular dessert as I can.”

She reached down and coaxed my cock to make sure it would stand hard before she straddled me. “Don’t you think?”

“No arguments from me.” I held onto her slim hips and guided her down as she let out a sigh of satisfaction.

“So full,” she groaned. “The rest of your Adrel will be there tomorrow?”

“Yes,” I answered as she sank down on my lap and started to rotate her hips slowly. “Des is excited to meet you.”

“Mmm. I want you all to myself tonight. Tomorrow we can play with others. I’m a pampered princess after all.”

She gasped with a slight tremble as she rode me. Her sex was swollen enough that we weren’t going anywhere until we were both satisfied.

***

Crimson opened the portal for us, and I stepped through first with Elysara and her Royal Censor entourage.

“Oh! That’s where they’ve been.” Kendra wiped sweat from her forehead and drained a sports bottle. “Des nearly killed the caster group with how ferociously she trained yesterday. Welcome, Princess.” She bowed.

“Pleasure to meet all of you. Pink hair… Harley?” Elysara smiled.

“Kendra. Harley’s hair is straight, and I’m not falling to my knees to worship you and try to turn you to the dark side.” Kendra laughed off the wrong identity.

“Dark side?” Ely whispered to me.

“Don’t worry about it.” I pulled her away as Crimson closed the portal and started bickering with Neldra almost immediately.

Those two got along well.

Elysara’s eyes shifted to the woman coming to our group. “You must be Des.” She smiled coyly. “I’m told you’ve been looking forward to my visit.”

“Terribly so.” Des smirked and extended a hand.

The two met with more tension vibrating between them than I expected.

It felt like if I were to drag them both to the bedroom, there would be an explosive battle for dominance. They both gave in to me, but I could see it wasn’t going to be that easy with them together.

“Coming through.” Fayeth broke the tension without realizing there was any, grabbing her friend in a large hug. “Ely! I’m so glad you’re joining us.”

“How could I not? Our Adrel came all the way to collect me.” She shrugged helplessly. “Even if I’m an Empress, I can’t say no to my Adrel.”

I didn’t miss that when she mentioned she was an Empress, she shot Des a prideful smirk.

“If you are going to join us, you should train with the class. Don’t want them thinking that you’re not really part of this,” Des challenged her.

Elysara gave her a sly smile. With a few taps of her Elven CID, she was in a bright blue workout outfit and pulling back her hair. “I’m up for training. The question is if you can keep up?”

Des scoffed. “Magic training.”

“Can do.” Elysara sprouted a fan of fox tails behind her and grew a spiraling horn from her forehead.

Des whimpered slightly, seeing Elysara’s ability to change her appearance. “I hope your skills are just as impressive.”

“What’s with them?” I asked Fayeth, glancing over at a group of classmates who looked anything but happy.

I frowned. While Penny was a shy woman, she was normally quite chill. Selene, too. She was always peppy.

“Eh.” Fayeth glanced at them. “Nothing, just new competition in the class for them to worry about.”

“Ah. Yeah. Ely might do quite well in the DPS contest. Penny and Selene shouldn’t worry, though. Tanks and healers are judged by different metrics.”

Fayeth gave me a look like I had grown a second head.

I smirked. “Kidding. I understand.”

She let out a sigh. “I was worried that you’d be clueless like those anime characters.”

“Clueless in what to do about Penny and Selene, absolutely. As to their feelings, no,” I said as Felin came up to me, sniffing.

“Sex. You had lots of sex.” She pressed up next to me, her nose continuing to twitch over my shoulder.

“That’s what Adrels do when they reconnect,” Fayeth said.

Felin smiled with her sharp fangs catching the light. “I will be Adrel then.” She nodded with finality.

“That’s not— never mind.” Fayeth waved away whatever she was going to say. “Good luck, Felin.”

The Nekorian only grinned wider. “When do we reconnect?” she asked me.

“Later. I missed some training and have some catching up to do.” I slipped on my weights and glanced at the Royal Censors that Elysara had brought with her. After fighting Miriam, I now realized I should get some different experience rather than continuing to fight Crimson all the time.

***

It was a few days later, and I sat down on the ground, my stacks starting to fade off as I upended a bottle of water and squeezed it down my throat.

“That was pretty good.” Tish grinned at me.

I let out a heavy sigh. She leaned far more on magic than the others and could make it almost impossible to dodge her. It forced me to use my abilities to escape, which on their own could not last long. “It was a good experience for me. I’ll have to think on my next strategy for when we spar again tomorrow.”

“Ah. I almost forgot how hard you train. Don’t let me hold you up from another of your ladies.” Tish winked at me and disappeared into a shadow.

I turned around expecting one of my harem, only to find Penny fretting behind me, unsure if she should approach. Tish’s words seemed to spur her into action.

“Ken, can I have a minute with you?” the tall woman asked.

My first impression of her was rather imposing. She’d been spurred rather harshly by her father, someone who’d never really broken into the ‘high-level crowd’ despite trying for years. Penny, in trying to challenge me, had brutalized Charlotte to get my attention. Only after defeating her in the semi-finals did she change.

My thoughts ground to a halt as I remembered that I had used [Charm] on her then.

No, those effects were temporary. I dismissed the odd thought.

I’d gotten to know her more, only to realize she had a massive crush on me. Said crush seemed to make it hard for her now.

“Sure, Penny. I think that’s exactly what Tish was offering. What can I do for you?” I stayed seated to keep the atmosphere relaxed and not spook the woman.

“Uh. Um…” Penny hesitated. “You see… My father’s guild disbanded last week.”

My eyebrows rose at that. It wasn’t easy for a Level 42 to lose their guild. “What happened?”

She kicked at the ground with the toe of her boot. “Two of the five officers were related to some of the Kaiming enterprises.” She quickly jerked her head back up to meet my eyes. “They didn’t do anything to you or your family. Just… they took money at some point from Kaiming, connecting them into the giant web.”

I sighed. “So. They weren’t active participants in any Kaiming plot, but financially, they were connected to them?”

“Yes, exactly!” Penny nodded. “Anyway, UG cleaned house. Their investments were part of my father’s guild’s treasury and when they were ripped away… well, you get the picture, right?”

I did. Only now after managing some of the Silver Fang’s money did I understand how much of a guild’s foundation was in such investments. Taking a big chunk out of that could truly destabilize a guild.

That fact made me think of SJS and just how much damage they could deal. A guild was hard to scale down quickly. If I had to guess, her father had tried it unsuccessfully. Or, he might have lost his best earners in the process.

“Okay, thanks for telling me. But what did you need?”

“My mother wants to try and set up in a dead branch and start over.” She glanced around us. “Like this one?”

I blinked at her. “I don’t own this branch.”

“No! They just need some capital to get started and maybe some lower-level adventurers to do some work while they get things rolling.” She continued to fidget.

“You want Silver Fangs to help them get back on their feet?” I asked.

A second realization occurred to me. If they came here, they’d likely set up in the twenty-fifth or perhaps the thirtieth-floor safe zone. I still hadn’t brought the UG to clean up Brandon Sayer’s mess. In all likelihood, it could even be restarting as we spoke.

I had been hoping for it to cool off first. The people would still be there. Even the SJS would have trouble moving hundreds of people through the dungeon.

If her father came here and discovered them, though…

“Sure. We’ll help.” It provided a nice layer between Silver Fangs and the discovery. And I needed to make sure we finished helping the people on the thirtieth-floor safe zone.

“Really?!” She perked up. “Thank you so much.”

“Look, I don’t know all of what they need, but Silver Fangs can put out a loan as well as some physical help to get them started,” I said with a smile.

“Yeah. They’d pay it back in full given time. Right now, they just have themselves and the best of their previous guild. Something like this rather untapped event would be a huge boon for them to restart. Of course, after we are done training.” Penny squeezed out a bright smile.

I returned the smile. “Then we’ll have to become business partners soon. My butler should be arriving any day now. She’ll be able to handle the numbers. If you can get what your parents need together, I can help you hammer out a contract once she’s here.”


Chapter 26


As if mentioning Ami’s name had summoned her, my butler arrived not long after. And soon after that, the ink was drying on a contract with Penny as I leaned back drinking tea.

“Thank you, again.” Penny bowed low. “My father will be thrilled.”

“It’s just business. Upholding your end of the bargain will be enough.” I smiled and made sure it reached my eyes.

Silver Fangs had the resources, and this would be a decently solid investment. Better to put the money to use rather than hoard it. Hopefully, her father would run his new guild a little more cautiously. It wasn’t the only guild to collapse with the dismantling of Kaiming, but hopefully, that was done.

“Still. Thank you.” Penny flashed a beaming smile.

“After you graduate, do you think you’ll move into their guild?” I asked, making conversation.

“What? No. Absolutely not.” She blushed and tapped her fingers together. “I don’t want to be my father’s subordinate. I’d never leave his shadow. Rather… rather I’d like to be a part of Silver Fangs for the long term, not just through the school years.”

“Oh.” I nodded, half-expecting such an answer. “Then thank you. I know we are low level, but we’ll rise.”

She nodded emphatically; her blue hair had grown out a little. When I had first met her, it was short, cropped in line with her jaw. But now it dusted at her shoulders. The new length made her look a little more womanly, and a little less of a knight. I liked the change.

She bit her lip and nodded, her eyes roving over me.

I wondered if I had stared too long. It would be cruel to encourage her too much.

“I’ll get going.” She bowed to me and Ami quickly and hurried out.

Ami glanced at me. “You know she’s head over heels for you.”

It wasn’t a question. “I know. What am I going to do about it? My party is full.”

Ami gave me a bland stare and then shuffled the papers before adding the stack to her CID and pulling the bag she’d brought down with her open. Inside was a brick of a device that she set down on the table.

I had only seen the one that Grandpa hid under his bed next to his magazines before. That one was ancient, unlike the one in front of me. “Did Silver Fangs buy this?”

“No.” Ami shook her head. “It’s from the safe zone. Hemi extracted it from the server intact. We’ll use it in the future.”

Her hand brushed the surface, and a display like the CIDs lit up. The thing was a vault. Basically, it was an unconnected CID storage, with far more room than an individual CID.

Right now, it was full of items, and I leaned over the screen and started tapping. “This is everything from the safe zone?”

“Indeed.” Ami nodded. “I’ve done a preliminary sorting of what I believe you’d want to keep versus sell.”

“Thank you.” I swiped through, seeing how she’d divided the inventory. “More important than the loot, what can you tell me about the information you collected? Actually, wait.” I paused and typed out a quick message to the rest of my party. “They’ll be here shortly.”

Ami used that time to lay out teacups and brew tea.

Crimson came in first and took the tea graciously before sitting down and pairing it with potato chips. Sakura would shudder. “Ami’s here, so there’s an update on the SJS situation?” Crimson munched on a chip.

“There’s a situation?” Elysara stepped in with Des in tow. The two of them looked far less contentious at present than when we’d stepped through the portal.

“Wait for the others,” I said, seeing Fayeth coming through the open tent flap. She was with Felin and Charlotte.

Des plopped down next to me, and Elysara took the other side.

I contained a sigh. They were still in a competition—it was just a little less obvious.

Charlotte came in with Felin and Fayeth.

The Nekorian spotted that both spots next to me were taken and pouted. “We should have hurried.” She still eyed my lap and licked her lips.

“Don’t get between those two,” Fayeth warned. “Not until they work their kinks out.”

“Literally,” Crimson piped up from the side.

Charlotte ignored everything being said and sat down on the arm of the sofa, placing Bun-bun on the table. “Maybe we should get to the meeting? What was Penny doing here?”

“Getting a loan and some manpower from Silver Fangs to restart her father’s guild. Apparently, it was a casualty of Kaiming being scrubbed off the face of the earth and the financial markets,” I answered and glanced at Ami. “Alright, so let's get down to it. What information were my grandmothers able to get?”

Ami set down the teapot and folded her hands in her lap. “SJS is involved in the camp.”

“We knew that,” Des interrupted. “Trish’s blatant admittance to Ken was obvious, and Prince Albar trying to rush over confirmed it.”

“It’s always good to double check. I could poke holes in those two.” I put a hand on Des’ leg. “Go on, Ami. I’m more interested in what deal was being negotiated as we raided them.”

“It would seem that Prince Albar bought a great sum of debt from high-level adventurers in a bid to expand the operations,” Ami said.

“Do we know who?” Charlotte asked quickly. No doubt she wanted to try and save them from the same fate.

Ami shook her head. “The sales were private. We could get a look at it during the next quarterly statement, assuming it’s held by SJS and not privately by the prince. By then… it’ll probably be too late.”

Another thought was occurring to me as she spoke. “Penny’s father? The others in his guild?”

Ami nodded. “Perhaps.”

“We just made a decent investment. I don’t want him to disappear. If he’s restarting a guild, he’s going to open recruitment. I want one of ours in there to keep an eye on it.”

Even though she was wearing a mask, I could tell Ami was smiling. “Yes, sir. That seems prudent.”

“Look at you being the big bad boss.” Crimson grinned at me. “He should be paying down the debt, or at least keeping up with his payments if he’s restarting. From what Ami said previously, it was largely people delinquent on their payments.”

I let out a sigh. “Right. I’m just getting a little concerned about the investment all of a sudden. So, Prince Albar wanted to ramp up operations and we just squashed them. Penny’s father should make a rather organic discovery, and the UG can swoop in…” I trailed off at the look that Ami was giving me.

“Your grandfather went to scout the place the day after… It’s gone. From the damage present, he estimated there was a large explosion. The castle was largely destroyed and is now in the process of being absorbed by the dungeon. He described the destruction as having destroyed the whole safe zone.”

I swallowed. “They probably moved everyone?”

“Unknown. The timing makes it unlikely but not impossible. We can’t be sure when they destroyed the safe zone, but we can be sure that if anyone was alive and in that space prior to the explosion, they are likely now dead.” Ami dipped her head in a moment for the dead.

Charlotte let out a hissing breath. “They… they just killed them all?”

“Likely.” Ami nodded. “Relocating all of them would be difficult and possibly attract too much attention. If Prince Albar had another set of people to collect, he may prefer to completely start over.”

I glanced at Crimson, wondering if he also just threw a tantrum because a certain someone made a fool of him. That seemed like the prince. Then again, I couldn’t put it on Crimson. It wasn’t like it was remotely reasonable for him to kill them all.

“Fine.” I leaned back. “How many times a year do we get asked to assassinate the prince?”

Almost all their brows shot up. The only one who seemed unsurprised was Felin, but she likely was used to more savage methods when challenged.

Ami paused and frowned. “I’m unsure. However, I could see it happening. Your grandparents would likely screen such requests.”

“Why? They don’t get along with SJS,” I said.

“Because he’s likely not viewed as a real problem.” Ami shrugged. “He’s inconsequential to the grand scheme. A brat with too much money and not enough sense.”

Des hissed, “Ami, I had no idea you were so brutal.”

“This SJS is SJS Financial Group?” Elysara tapped at her CID. “We have several deals with them at present.”

“Really?” I asked, my interest piqued.

Elysara shrugged. “We need many things, Ken, and though you have some metal supply deals, there’s a lot more flowing between our people. I’ll just have to squeeze them if they give me an excuse.” She smiled devilishly.

“Oh. I cannot wait for the prince to step in it.” Des rubbed her hands together and then pressed herself into my side. Her breasts swallowed up my shoulder.

“Alright, calm down, everyone. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” I patted the air to refocus the meeting. “Ami, check with my grandparents if we’ve gotten any requests to remove the prince’s head. I think that would be interesting.”

Ami nodded. “As for what else we found. It doesn’t need to be said that what happened down there was cruel and abusive towards the prisoners. Yet Sakura doesn’t believe there’s enough to do anything more. We have a bunch of messages of a place that no longer exists and of people who are dead.”

“It’s all completely suspect with no solid backing.” I thought about that. “At least we got the job done and quite a bit of wealth from it.”

“Money never hurts,” Elysara agreed. “You also removed a problem and stopped people from growing through their unscrupulous means. It’s a victory,” Ely tried to console me.

“Well, then. I think we should focus back on training.” The DPS competition was just around the corner. It would be another opportunity to meet the prince and see if I couldn’t make him regret his life choices a little more.

***

“You’ve been avoiding me.” Bellaire tapped her manicured nails on a small camera as she found me sitting on the ground and chewing through half a dozen trail bars.

“I don’t know if I’d say that.” Washing them down with water, I jumped back up to my feet. “But is now really a good time?” I squinted at her.

“You’re going to get too wrapped up in this raid business next.” She pursed her lips. Today the social media queen was in a powder blue wrap dress and high heeled boots.

She was not dressed for adventuring. She was also not wrong.

“Okay. So, just an interview with me and Felin?” I hoped that was the answer.

Bellaire gave me a knowing look. “How can we miss the future Empress of the Elven people? Not to mention a broader appeal might be best.”

I groaned. “Let me get dressed and then maybe after…”

She held out an outfit fresh from the dry cleaner for me. “Just fix your hair a little. Elysara and Felin are getting dressed as we speak.”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. This stuff was harder than staring down a giant monster trying to turn you into a little adventurer pancake. “Fine.”

Snatching the outfit, I went back towards our tent, and Bellaire followed after me.

“You’re going to watch me change like you are afraid I’m going to run away?” I deadpanned.

“Oh, we are set up in your tent.” She smiled like she had me cornered, which she did.

I shrugged off my irritation and understood that while she’d come down to this floor of the dungeon, it was to do things like this. I paid her to do these things.

Which was why I needed to get this done.

My party’s tent had been turned into a small studio. There were four chairs arranged in a setup with three on one side and one set apart, but all such that they could be on camera from a single angle.

Bellaire’s two assistants were moving around half a dozen stands that were illuminating the setup until every shadow was banished.

“Ken. I’m glad she found you.” Elysara gave me a finger wave as I stepped in and froze.

“Yep. Just give me a minute.” I hurried deeper into the tent to the bedroom and tore off the plastic to see what I was dealing with.

The sight of a suit made me groan, but I hurried regardless. Just need to get this over with.

In short order, I had on the dress pants, shoes, and the dress shirt.

The tie was giving me a little trouble, enough that I threw it to the side. “No tie, it’s too stuffy anyway.” Slipping on the jacket, I fidgeted with my collar, hoping it didn’t look too pressed.

“You look good.” Des slipped into the bedroom, careful with the flap behind her as she drank me in. “Really good.”

“It feels like it’s not me.” I fussed with the collar a little more.

Des slipped up next to me and corrected the collar before running her hands over my shoulder and then flattening the lapel. “It’s part of what people expect from a guild master. You can’t show up in your training clothes.”

“Cri—” I was about to argue.

“You aren’t Crimson. Not yet.” She pecked me on the cheek. “Now go get them.” She smacked me hard enough on the butt to push me forward.

I shot her a glare, but she was all smiles.

“You got this.” She gave me a double thumbs-up. “And I get to peel you out of that after.” Des winked at me.

I was going to hold her to that.

Clearing my throat and forcing myself not to adjust the collar again, I stepped back out to the main area of our tent.

“Just sit here.” One of Bellaire’s assistants helped Felin into a chair. She was wearing a stylish olive leather jacket and jeans.

“What is this for?” Felin asked before the assistant attacked her with a powder brush. The Nekorian sputtered and shot out of the chair, flipping one eighty and landing on one of the director’s chairs to hiss at her. “Do not attack me!” Felin’s claws came out and tore the cloth to shreds.

The assistant looked like her life had flashed before her eyes.

“She’s not attacking you.” Elysara sat down in the chair that Felin had vacated. “They are just doing a little makeup to make sure you look your best. We’ll have to sit next to Ken, and the better he looks, the better his pride is perceived as.” She sat patiently as the same assistant switched out her equipment and started putting a darker powder on Elysara.

All of the Elves had that golden tan.

Felin crawled down from the chair. “They’ll mess up my stripes,” she argued, but there wasn’t much heat to it.

“It’s fine, Felin. For me?” I encouraged her, knowing that this whole thing hinged on me being able to help keep her calm through all of this.

She came up to where Ely was getting her makeup done.

The assistants were practiced and quickly went through a light layer on the princess before descending on me, putting powder on my face and pulling a few eyebrow hairs.

“Ouch!” I blurted out when they ripped out a chunk of nose hairs.

“It hurts?” Felin said.

“Uh… No. Just surprised me is all. That and I don’t think they’ll do that to you,” I offered.

The one closest to her, looked her over. “It won’t be needed, and we’ll be careful of the stripes.”

Felin nodded with a serious face. “I like them. They make my eyes pretty.”

“They do.” I smiled at her while they finished up with me by quickly styling my hair.

Felin had blue tiger stripes all over her skin. There were two stripes on each of her cheeks, and then they merged together on her forehead. All a pretty blue that was close to her eye color.

They finished up with me and switched to Felin, carefully at first and then they resumed their normal quickness.

“They are doing a good job avoiding the stripes,” Bellaire commented. “You have such light skin so it’s easy. I haven’t met many Nekorian’s. Do they all have such wonderful stripes?”

“Nope. My stripes are the best. To answer your question, maybe half have stripes of some kind.” Felin wobbled her hand.

“Not bad,” I commented, encouraging the Nekorian during the strange moment.

“I’m the best.” She grinned, showing off her teeth as the assistants stepped back to reveal Felin with her hair slightly tamed and an extremely light layer of makeup.

“You are.” I smiled and got up to take her hand and lead her over to the set of three chairs.

“Wonderful. Get comfortable.” Bellaire swept into her own chair and crossed her legs, sitting up straight but relaxed.

I did my best to mimic that feeling, only with a confident smile on my face rather than one so pretty.

“Alright, they’re going to start filming here.” Bellaire pointed to where the assistants were adjusting the lighting in slight ways that didn’t even seem to make a difference before checking with a camera pointed between us and then setting up a second and third camera to get angles on Bellaire and us separately. “I want you all to try and avoid looking at the cameras directly. Just focus on me.” She pulled her hair back over her shoulder.

“Makes sense.” Ely nodded.

Felin shrugged. “I don’t really want to look towards the lights. This is for the pride.” The last seemed more to herself than as part of answering the question.

“I’ll be fine.” I smiled at Bellaire and rubbed Felin’s hand. “Can I look at the others when they’re talking?”

“That would be great; otherwise, you look like a psychopath. We can edit, but you’d be surprised how this ends up more cuts than clips we can use.” Bellaire turned to Felin. “So, you were talking about your stripes and about half of Nekorian’s have them?”

It was a softball question to try and loosen Felin up.

“Yes. I like my stripes quite a bit. They run in the family.” She almost touched her face and then stopped, her eyes shifting towards the assistants warily. “I didn’t touch it.”

“You’re fine.” Bellaire assured her and continued. “Everyone is dying to know how you ended up in Silver Fangs.”

She pointed at me. “This one. He smelled really good when I met him in a tavern. I got curious, and then I hunted him through the dungeon.”

I patted her hand and chuckled. “She means she followed our group. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about Nekorians it’s that they are full of curiosity.”

“What’s it like having a Nekorian in the party?” Bellaire switched to me.

“Interesting,” I said to buy myself some time. “Actually, the first time we met she came over because she caught me staring. I’d never seen a Nekorian before, and I was wondering how good those ears were.”

“Very good.” Felin cut in.

“It would seem so, because she listened into our conversation before coming over and bothering me for the rest of the night.” I squeezed her hand. “Anyway, she’s joined my Haylon class for training, and I’ve learned Nekorians start training in the dungeon a few years before we do. She’s actually a little ahead of the rest of our class.”

“When do they start?” Bellaire continued the conversation with a smile.

“Thirteen,” Felin stated proudly.

“You aren’t still thirteen are you?” Bellaire teased.

“No. I’m nineteen,” Felin clarified. “Before I unlocked my class, though, we learned to hunt on the first floor. It is tradition.”

“Wow, entering the dungeon at such a young age and killing monsters. Were you alone?” Bellaire leaned forward.

Felin nodded her head rapidly. “Yes. You have to learn to survive or the Great One won’t bless you.”

There was a confused look from our host.

Ely stepped in. “Nekorian’s worship The Dungeon as ‘The Great One’. It’s easy to understand why you’d say the dungeon was alive and thinking. It has an intelligence with how it acts in many ways.” She defended the Nekorians.

“Right, like how monster’s enrage is a fairly smart mechanic. Five people all have to be engaged in the combat, and it takes into account healers healing the fighters and such,” I piled on.

“That’s very interesting. Who knows maybe we’ll have a few converts among humanity. Especially if it helps them go woo a Nekorian.” Bellaire laughed softly.

Felin nodded along with her. “It very well might. Many Nekorian’s believe disrespecting the Great One will lead to poorer outcomes for classes and opportunities within its depths.”

“It’s not hard to believe. There’s a small cult that worships RN Jesus among humanity as the god of luck.” Bellaire made a joke that went completely over the Nekorian’s head.

Still, she went along with it. “Yes. There may be your god of luck, RN Jesus. Who’s to know? Perhaps at the very bottom of the dungeon are a bunch of these gods playing cards and watching Neighbors.”

I chuckled. “As you can see they take it seriously. Oh, Felin is a shaman. It’s a Nekorian class, and one of the things they do is cover for what we use CID’s for.”

“Oh? How’s that?” Bellaire continued the conversation.

“They use a tattoo with special ink to make your stat page on your back,” I explained.

Bellaire’s smile became a little strange, and she licked her lips. “Why don’t you show us an example?”

I shrugged and quickly went to unbutton my dress shirt and shucked both of them off, before showing my back to the camera.

“Oh wow,” Bellaire said, but her eyes were on my chest. “That is an impressive… tattoo.”

“Eyes off my man.” Elysara jumped in and laughed good naturedly. “Do you realize how hard it is to get time with him already?”

“You were ruling in your father’s stead and came all the way from the Elven World to participate in training with Ken, right?” Bellaire had a side conversation while Felin went around to my back and showed for the camera.

She touched the tattoo and muttered something under her breath, and I felt the same itchy feeling that had happened before.

“Hold onto that thought.” Bellaire stood up and stepped around to see it for herself. “Oh, wow. Look at that, it’s your full stat sheet. We’ll blur out what you don’t want the world to see, but look.” She gestured for the ‘crowd’ to view my back.

“Alright.” I grabbed my shirt to put it back on.

“It’s a shame. You could do the rest of the interview without it.” Bellaire laughed.

“Uh. No, thank you.” I felt more awkward than ever before to be shirtless. Not that I really should. All the training I did with Crimson had turned my chest and abs into something that most would assume were edited effects.

“So, you both came here for The Silver Fangs.” Bellaire picked back up the conversation. “How’s the guild been to both of you?”

“Great.” Ely took the lead while Felin and I retook our seats. “Ken and the rest of the guild have been more than welcoming.”

“Oh, come on. Spill the tea. Ken’s here, but he can’t do anything on TV.” Bellaire leaned over conspiratorially after she sat back down.

“No really. We’ve set up numerous trade deals through the UG thanks to Ken and Crimson’s support,” Ely added. “The rest of the guild has been super helpful during training, and I’ve made some new friends that I think will be around for a long time.”

“Mistress Crimson isn’t part of Silver Fangs, is she?” Bellaire knew the answer to that question but shifted her focus to me.

“Actually, she has joined Silver Fangs.” I smiled. “She squeezed me for a good deal, but how could I turn down The Mistress Crimson?” I shrugged helplessly. Really I couldn’t say ‘no’ to her, especially when she was such a good guild member turning in so many items for her rewards.

“That’s impressive. As far as I know, Crimson has never joined a guild.” Bellaire gasped.

“It has a few perks that she takes advantage of,” Elysara added. “She trades directly with the Elves because of Ken. Really, it was a perfect way for him to try and recruit a few powerful adventurers. For someone who seems like a Dungeon-head, he’s remarkably good at some of this.”

“I’ll say,” Bellaire continued, “though, I’m disappointed that there’s no tea to spill. So, let’s switch gears. Felin, how’s sleeping with Ken?”

I choked.

Felin perked up. “I’ve joined his pride, and it’s great.” Her tail snuck out of the chair and coiled around my wrist. “He really likes my tail.”

Bellaire leaned in. “In a sexual way?”

“No.” I tried to play it off. “She doesn’t take well enough care of it, and I’ve found Nekorian tails, at least hers, are very sensitive. I wash it and massage it.”

Felin’s brows pinched down, but she followed my lead. “It’s very lovely. My tail has never been more pampered.”

“Yes, we do our best to take care of each other in the guild.” I tried to bring the conversation back on course.

“I’m sure.” Bellaire’s wry smile told a different story.


Chapter 27


“Idid good.” Felin pounced on me as soon as Bellaire and her assistants cleared out. “I am the best pride member.”

“You’re great.” I rubbed the top of her head.

The Nekorian’s eyes pinched into two happy lines. “Feels good. Should we play with my tail now?” Said appendage played at the hem of my pants.

“I promised to peel Ken out of that suit once we were done.” Des had watched the whole thing and now came over to join us.

“Felin should get that honor. She did great, especially the back half where she got quite animated about Ken’s good points,” Ely said. “Maybe you could ask Des for lessons.”

“I know how it works. Unless there are more tricks than a lack of barbs?” Felin tilted her head as her tail continued to play at my waist.

“Nothing else I know of besides enough stamina to tire you out.” I smirked.

It seemed that Nekorian romance was fairly simple, because she scooped me up and threw me over her shoulder before springing into the bedroom.

“Think she needs help?” Ely’s voice came through the flap.

“Na. I’m more worried about Ken once the kitty figures out there’s an unlimited tap of cream,” Des said before the flap fell back into place.

Felin tossed me on the bed and landed on my lap. “Cream?”

“You already saw it.” I pointed down to my balls.

“Oooh.” Felin leaned down and pulled her hair back to kiss my lips. “Maybe I should try it this time.”

I kissed her back. They were surprisingly gentle kisses for how aggressive she was. My hands found her slim hips and pressed our waists together, holding her to me with one arm while the other ran firm fingers along her tail.

Felin let out a low, mewling growl as I worked her tail and kissed me more aggressively. Her hot breath washed over my face and mingled with my own.

Her hips started to grind against me. “Ken. My heat is right on the edge.”

“So? Does that mean it’s time to explore it?” I asked. It was her choice. At this point, I considered her part of the party.

Felin bit her lip and shook her head. “I want to feel you first.” Her hand came down and pulled my pants down to free my cock.

“You are rushing things a bit.” I rolled her off me and pushed off my hands before throwing my shirt and jacked beside it. “Let me make sure this is better for you.” I slowly pulled off her jacket.

She needed to learn to savor things. If she did sex like she did cream, then perhaps there was something for me to teach her.

Felin’s eyes watched me carefully but didn’t resist as I slowly stripped her of her tops and revealed her breasts.

“You know, these stripes are very attention-getting.” I softly traced the ones that curved along her breasts. The skin was just as smooth as any other part of her.

I couldn’t feel the stripes, but they were fun to play with. The ones on her breast pointed towards her nipples, and when I brushed those she gasped. “Oh? Never had anyone play with these?”

“No. You just stick it in.” Felin’s tone melted into soft panting as I cupped her breasts and slowly kneaded them while my thumbs ran circles around her rapidly hardening nipples. “Ah. That.” She moaned.

I leaned down, licking the hard tip before kissing it and drawing her soft flesh into my lips and sucked.

“Wha-what are you d-doing!” She cried out at the end and wrapped her arms around my head, holding me there despite her words.

“Making you feel good,” I said around a mouthful of breast and decided to speed things up before she crushed me.

Palming her through her pants, I cupped her sex and ground my palm where her clit should be. Well, I’d find out soon enough.

“Yes. That’s nice. Make me feel good, Pride Leader.” Felin relaxed and let me play with her.

Her moans turned into soft cries as I swapped breasts and massaged her through her pants.

“I think you’re almost ready.” Giving her chest a parting kiss, I sat up.

Her eyes were hazy and half-lidded as she watched me peel off those jeans. “I’m ready? I haven’t made you feel good yet.” She pawed weakly at me, trying to pull me down.

As soon as I had her pants halfway off, her scent hit me hard. It was a pleasant earthy sweetness but strong enough for me to pause. “Oh, Felin, you smell delicious.” Peeling off the pants her panties came next, revealing a completely hairless sex.

“What does that even me--?!” She gasped.

I didn’t question it and just dipped in with my tongue, running it along her folds for a moment before teasing her clit with a few circles and returning.

“Oh. It’s so good, and you haven’t even stuck it in.” Felin’s fingers dug into my hair and shifted me around as her hips wiggled like she was trying to get my tongue deeper in her. “I need more. I need you.”

Lapping at her clit for another moment, I lifted myself up, blinking away a slightly strange feeling and lined myself up. I was rock hard from listening to her enjoy me so far. However, I’d be gentle.

“Yes.” She cried out, and her legs wrapped around my hips, thrusting me all the way in in one go. “That’s it. You make me feel so full. Fuck me.”

Felin’s paradise wrapped around my cock in a slick sheath as she impatiently started to rock against me.

“Remember you asked for this,” I reminded her and held her down on the bed as I began to thrust.

Each time I drove myself in my nerves sparked with pleasure. I felt so incredibly sensitive inside her.

Felin grabbed my head and stared at me with hazy eyes before she kissed me fiercely and pulled her hip up against me, using her legs to force me in and out with her incredible strength. “More. I need more. No barbs; this is great.”

Working together, we crushed our hips together with fierce abandon.

Her slick channel squeezed down on me, making every thrust pure bliss.

My head jerked forward and pressed against her face as she sloppily kissed me, continuing to drive herself over my cock. Her hot, heady breath washed over me.

She was so incredibly flexible and twisted her body this way and that, playing with the angle.

“Good.” She broke the kiss, still coaxing me in and out. Her eyes were completely out of focus like she wasn’t seeing what was in front of her, and saliva clung to her lips as she gave me a look of pure need.

“Yeah?” I was a little worried about her.

She reached down between us, scooped up two fingers of her juices, and shoved it in my mouth.

It was almost like honey, and it hit me suddenly. My cock became unbreakable steel, and I felt like I had all the energy in the world.

I pinned her hips to the bed and sat up, driving into her like I was trying to nail her to the bed. My own peak was rising quickly, and I felt even more sensitive than before.

Wanting her to come with me, I used [Delirious Pleasures] on Felin.

“Yes!” Felin screamed and came. Her juices squeezed out, filling the tent with a sweet air.

I took in a deep breath, loving it and felt myself twitch inside of her, only to flip her on her side, not satisfied with how deep I could go. I put her leg on my shoulder as I shoved myself back into her silken bliss. “Felin, so good.”

“More. More. I need you to keep going.” Felin’s eyes were locked on mine.

Part of my brain tried to tell me that this wasn’t normal. That something was happening.

That part was quickly shoved away as I erupted inside Felin only to lift her up and put her on the edge of the bed and start round two right away.

***

I groaned, feeling hungover.

“He’s awake.” Des snickered.

“What happened?” I held my head and sat up. Wasn’t Felin in here with me?

“She’s in another tent. Crimson had to separate you two. We were getting concerned after twelve hours.” Des sat down on the bed.

“Twelve?”

“Without stop,” Des clarified. “Like, zero stopping. You two just kept going. It was kind of hot for a while but concerning as it went. At least we know what Nekorian heat does to people.”

“Hmm?” I touched my lips, tasting something a little musky. I could have sworn it was the sweetest thing ever last night. “So, is Felin okay?”

“She’s fine. Well, Crimson knocked her out and tied her up.” Des shrugged. “Get some rest, and we’ll get back to everything this afternoon. Crimson won’t let you slack off.”

I lay back down feeling very drained and promptly fell back asleep with a smile on my face.

***

Ken Nagato

Class: Emperor

Secondary Class: Demon Lord

Level: 31

Experience: 91%

Strength: 118

Agility: 240

Stamina: 181

Magic: 129

Mana: 134

Skills: Dark Strike, Earth Stomp, Charm, Metamorphosis, Sprint, Absorb, Discharge, Dark Blades, Shadow Arm, Camouflage, Shadow Ambush, Elemental Shield, Portal [Special] [Restricted], Mana Burn, Hydra [Elysara], Cleave [Fayeth], Spell Mirror, Dungeon’s Blessing, Blades of Shadow, Mana Implosion, Shadow Wave [Desmonda], Revive [Charlotte], Shadow Phase, Dodge, Liminal Speed, Eyes of Wisdom [Crimson], Delirious Pleasures, Triple Breach, Arcane Singularity, Static Swords

My stats had grown some with the training, but my leveling had slowed down drastically at Level 30. Then again, we were above the level of the event. My stats might be slowing down simply because we were farming lower-level monsters.

I stretched as we settled in at the thirtieth-floor safe zone for a night of rest. We’d taken the afternoon off to make sure we were all at our prime for the competition the next day.

The inn was nice, with big suites for parties.

Des and Ely continued to be like paired magnets. Tension was building up between them anytime they were in a room together. The current moment was no exception. They were playing chess, and I thought they were going to start breaking pieces with how hard they slammed them down.

“Going to do anything about that?” Charlotte asked, coming over to check on me. She put her hand on my back as I stretched and probed me with magic.

My body wasn’t really human anymore. The dungeon and leveling had stuffed my body with so much mana that I was almost more mana than man at this point.

“Pretty sure there’s a silent battle for dominance. Des is loving it despite the tension. She wants to play with a princess, but Elysara is an empress, and she’s not going to give in easily. Best that I don’t spoil either of their fun.”

Charlotte frowned. “That’s fun?”

“To them.” I shrugged and glanced at the door. Fayeth and Felin had gone out for food and likely drinks. They weren’t back yet.

“They’ll be fine.” Charlotte touched me with glowing hands in a few spots. “You’re good. Nervous about the competition?”

“Me? Nervous? No. Not really about the competition. If anything, I’m just worried I won’t match up to Crimson’s expectations.” I sat down to work on my glutes.

Charlotte raised an eyebrow and waited for me to continue.

“She spends a lot of time training me. I can’t help but feel some pressure of responsibility.” It was only natural.

That, and there was my own relentless drive to push forward. It wasn’t easy being Crimson’s protégé. I was a reflection on her in many ways. Though, she’d certainly shrug off anybody’s opinion she didn’t like.

The door opened, and Neldra let in Fayeth and Felin. Both were carrying takeout bags. Felin’s had several wine bottles, while Fayeth held the food. Neldra slipped in with them and took up a post in the corner that was anything but inconspicuous. She took guarding Ely very seriously.

“Oh. This looks good.” Des pulled the bag of wines from Felin and fished a bottle opener from her CID to remove the cork.

Fayeth laid out the food on the table. “Too bad they wouldn’t let me use the kitchen at the inn.”

“You don’t have to make dinner every night.” Ely laid a hand on her friend and fished out more of the containers to help her lay them out.

“So. How much has everyone put on Ken for the betting?” Des asked around.

“All I have.” Felin grinned.

“Plenty.” Ely smiled at me.

I felt the pressure increase on me again. Everyone was putting their money on me, though the odds had evened out substantially from the early betting that we’d done.

“Don’t add pressure to him,” Charlotte admonished the rest of the group. “I’m more concerned how you’re going to keep up, Des.”

“Hey, Miss I-am-a-healer, damage dealing can be hard.” Des stuck her tongue out.

“I have my own part in the competition. They’ll make me heal for an extended period.” Charlotte puffed out her cheeks.

“It’ll all be fine,” I added to the group, trying to settle them down. They seemed a bit more worked up than usual. “We’ll all do our best and then hit the raid for the first time after.”

I looked around at the lovely ladies of my party and smiled. “Tonight, we should celebrate.” I grabbed the wine bottle from Des and tipped it back, drinking straight from it.

“Yeah. Party tonight and fight tomorrow.” Des handed Ely a bottle.

I had a feeling she was going to try to get her opponent drunk tonight.


Chapter 28


The next day, my class and the others pushed down to the thirty-second floor easily enough. With all four colleges represented and their students clearing the way, the monsters were incredibly scarce.

Still, the floors were interesting. As always, they got larger the farther down they were in the dungeon. Each floor we passed had a massive river winding past a mountain, but it was never the same river and mountain. The landscape around the river was lush and slowly faded away to arid desert.

The thirty-second floor was different. The mountain had huge spires of crystals jutting out from it, and the land shifted such that the river came impossibly out of a cave at the base of the mountain.

That’s where we all ended up with the professors and a group of UG personnel. With over a hundred students, the place quickly became lively.

“Attention!” Barret stepped up on a box and shouted loudly.

His voice had a commanding quality that made everyone turn. The Pendulum students snapped in his direction, and their hands clapped at their waists in unison.

Suddenly, I was feeling better that circumstances led to me not being a part of Pendulum.

“Alright.” Barret nodded now that he had everyone’s attention. “As you can see behind me”—he gestured to where several UG staff were working—“we are setting up a scoreboard to keep you all entertained.” He smirked. “Students will go in one at a time and fight a raid monster under our supervision. There are two pairs of UG tanks and a healer to hold the raid monster still for you to show off just how much damage you can deal. Of course, should something go wrong, we’ll intervene. After all, we have the famous Mistress Crimson here with us. You are all as safe as you can be in the dungeon.”

I smirked at Crimson. He really put her on the spot.

She caught my eyes with a glare of warning.

“Anything goes. Do as much damage as you can,” Barret continued. “These numbers will assess if your class is ready to enter the raid. They will also apparently settle a large number of bets.”

Some of the students chuckled at that and eyed their counterparts. The biggest pot was on who would win, but there were plenty of side pots for lesser rivalries. My own betting odds rose with the number of bets placed on me, yet I still remained in fourth as if taunting people to put more money on it. I’d gotten in at a much better ratio and wasn’t putting any more down.

“Without much further ado, please check your CIDs. You’ll each be getting a random number between one and one hundred. That’s the order you’ll enter.”

Slightly off-sync chirps rippled through the crowd of students.

I looked down at my own CID. “98. Guess I’ll get to see how everyone does,” I read it off for my party.

Des wrinkled her nose. “2. Oh well. Setting a high bar isn’t nearly as fun as crushing the winner, but it will have to do.”

“Oh, who said you’d last very long?” Ely showed her CID with the number 5 on it.

Of course, with Fayeth present, they were sending the message out to the Elves, too.

“23,” Charlotte read.

“24.” Felin grinned at her. “Do not worry. You are the healer.”

“Are you going to be taking the healing test?” I asked Felin.

She shook her head. “I rarely heal. Mostly provide protection and buffs. For this, I’ll show off my damage.” The Nekorian puffed herself up.

I turned to the last member of our party.

Fayeth sighed and showed her CID. ‘100’. “Last. Don’t think it’s going to be that impressive.”

“There’s a bracket for tanks,” I offered.

She shook her head. “I do better with area attacks than single targets. If you are going to bet on the tanks, bet on Penny or Helen.” She paused. “Helen has been pretty quiet.”

I realized in that moment, that the fiery redhead had actually taken a step back since her mother had admonished her outside the UG meeting. “Guess she has. I’d put money on Penny over Helen. Penny’s pretty good with that greatsword, and I have a hard time thinking Helen’s mace and magic can match up to it.”

Our conversation was interrupted by a bellow from Barret. “Number one, you are up.”

A lanky man with glasses stepped out of the Trusk College huddle, and once all the eyes were on him, he pushed up his glasses. “Watch. I’m going to be the highest damage on that board.” He struck a pose, pointing at the scoreboard being erected.

“Of course he is. He’s going to be the only name.” Des rolled her eyes. “I’m actually going to enjoy crushing his score.” She rubbed her hands together.

“Well, if it’s going to take, what? Five to ten minutes for each and we have a hundred people…” Fayeth trailed off while she did the math. “I’m going to start cooking.” She pulled out her mobile kitchen and set it up.

Elysara poked around it, helping her out as Neldra and Tish set up chairs for us.

“Being with a princess is nice,” Felin said, plopping down in a chair.

***

Des watched Fayeth cook as more of their class settled up around them, starting to gossip and wait their turn.

Des could feel the nervous energy bubbling up inside of her. It was normal; her parents’ training helped her refocus the energy towards the challenge ahead. This was just her body’s natural response to the oncoming event. It was ramping itself up so that she could be at peak performance.

The change in perspective helped her be calm despite the nervous energy rushing through her.

Heads turned, and she followed the gazes to the scoreboard as the previous student’s name flashed on the board.

Simon Steadwalt: 112 DPS

“That seems low,” Ken said, his brows furrowing in a cute way.

“We can’t all be insane monsters,” Fayeth added. “You’ve had DPS meters evaluate you before, when you were training with Crimson and Director Amato was evaluating you?”

Ken scratched his head. The man was too modest. “Yeah, but Crimson moves a lot. It’s not a fair comparison.”

Des frowned at his modesty. Wouldn’t that make it harder for him to deal damage?

“Next!” Barret boomed from the doorway.

“Good luck.” Ken waved at her. The others did so as well, but she didn’t stay behind to grace them with her replies.

Instead, she hurried, ready to get the moment over with. This was worse than presentations.

“No need to be nervous.” Barret smiled at her as she got close, and then he squinted. “Renard?”

“That’d be me.” Des smiled.

“Ah. I know your mother. Terrifying woman. Even if you weren’t related to her, you’ll be safe during the assessment.” Barret led her into the raid.

The cave shortly turned into a giant pair of bronze doors much like a boss room. Beyond them was a whole world.

“It’s bigger on the inside,” Des said, walking through the doors. There was a courtyard with massive limestone walls. Beyond that, there was another mountain and plenty of tall trees trying to climb over the walls.

“Yep. This way,” Barret directed her to a corner of the courtyard where there was a set of chairs along with all the equipment needed to record her damage. A UG tech had a stand with a laptop.

“We’ll go get another.” A man with a heavy shield and a woman with a powerful staff headed off into the next area.

“Des.” Crimson waved her fingers at her. “Do us proud. Ken’s going to be looking forward to your numbers. Just hit the bug as hard as you can.”

“Bug?” Des asked, looking where the two had run away. “When does the timer start?”

“As soon as you deal any damage, the timer starts. I’ll kill it when time is up,” Crimson said.

Des nodded. The situation could be gamified a little. She could start with her heaviest and slowest spell, even chug a potion beforehand. Actually…

She had a spell she rarely used because it was almost impossible for Fayeth or Ken not to step in it. [Hellfire Pit] activated, and her hands burned with fire before she threw it on the ground. It did a decent amount of damage.

The professors didn’t even react to her spells. She figured they expected something like this.

“Incoming!” The tank who had run off earlier had gold dust flying off his feet as he rushed back, seeing the pool of fire and circling it.

Yet Des stopped paying attention to him and instead turned to see the giant beetle clicking its mandibles. The appendages looked more like they belonged on a piece of industrial equipment than an animal.

The beetle itself was as long as a bus and just as wide, towering over the tank and her on six legs. Each of the legs thumped on the stone, and she was sure if they weren’t in the dungeon, its weight would reduce all the stone to powder.

With a start, she started channeling a ball of dark shadows. It was going to hit her [Hellfire Pit] first if she didn’t start this spell. It took a whole six seconds to cast, which was a lifetime in a fight.

Yet it would make a big splash for a first strike.

The spell loosened from her hand to strike the beetle in what felt like an insignificant splash compared to the size of its body.

Des followed up. Both of her hands glowed as she started to cast a number of damage-over-time abilities, stacking them up on the monster. There was no need to be at all supportive with her curses, switching to throwing her trusty [Shadow Bolts] as soon as she finished. She quickly reapplied her curses when her CID chirped to let her know the timers had fallen off.

She lost herself in trying to be as precise as she could, not leaving any gaps between her spell casting. Even as she started to wobble on her feet from mana exhaustion, she kept it up. She only stopped when Crimson appeared in front of her, the monster exploding into black smoke the same instant.

“Good job.” Crimson put a hand on her shoulder to keep her from toppling over. “I assume you got all of that?” she asked the UG tech.

He lifted a thumb at her. “All good. It’ll be on the scoreboard in a moment.”

“Go celebrate.” Crimson was being remarkably kind as Des walked back out.

***

I waited for Des’ purple hair to pop back out of the doors with bated breath. Even though she might not win the competition, I knew the woman had enough pride to get hurt should she do poorly.

The scoreboard flickered with an update at the same time as she walked out.

Desmonda Renard: 581 DPS

I let out a breath. She had crushed the Trusk student, and from what I gathered in the conversations around me, she was well above average for our levels.

“Damn.” Penny was reading the same numbers everyone else was. “She might hold the top spot for a while.”

Glancing back at Des, she was turning away from the scoreboard with a smile on her face and a strut to her step. She at least liked her numbers.

“Good job!” Charlotte shouted excitedly.

“Thank you. I need a glass of wine. Now that I’m done, I might as well enjoy myself.” She pulled a bottle from her CID and sat down to pour a glass.

“Good point. Crimson can just portal us back afterwards.” Kendra eyed the bottle.

“She won’t portal us if we do poorly!” Harley whined. “That evil woman would make us fight our way back, stripped of all our gear.”

The rest of the class thought about that and shrugged it off. We’d been training like we were crazy the entire time anyway. Each and every one of them would put their all into the fight. However, afterwards it was clear that they wanted to celebrate.

“So. Think you’ll hold that spot for long?” Elysara sat down next to Des. Her Censors had vanished, but I was sure they weren’t really that far.

“Certainly past the fifth contestant.” Des grinned, competitiveness sparking between the two women. “Let’s make a bet and settle this.”

“Oh, you think you’ll win?” Ely didn’t back down.

Des rolled her eyes. “Of course that’s what I’m betting will happen. No, the bet is that when we eventually both share a night with Ken, that I’m above you in the pecking order.”

Felin leaned over to whisper to me. “Are you going to do anything about that? Seems like the moment for a pride leader to assert his dominance.”

“Nope. I know when to let them settle their own pecking order.” I did my best to ignore the slight barbs they threw back and forth at each other. It seemed that I was still in charge as a whole, but those two would be battling for their own spots.

“Ken Nagato.” A voice I’d rather not hear addressed me as Prince Albar swaggered over, his overly large saber slapping on this thigh as he moved.

“Ah. What do I have the pleasure of seeing you today? Are you here to summon your high-level bodyguard to kill me again? Oh wait. That’s right, he’s long dead.” I smiled as his face screwed at the mention of our prior encounter.

It seemed the loss of that servant was actually rather large. Still, if he or his organization was responsible for killing everyone at the safe zone, then I didn’t really give a shit about annoying him.

Elysara put her hands on my shoulders. “Ah. This is the one you mentioned before.”

“Another Elf.” The prince rolled his eyes.

“Watch your tongue!” Fayeth snapped at him as he disrespected Ely.

“Regardless.” The prince pushed past that potential argument. “I’ve come to offer you half of your bet back if you’d like to pull out. The offer is only good for the next minute.”

“Huh?” I made an ugly face at him. “Why would I do that? I’m going to ruin you and the Royal Academy for putting my odds so low.”

“Don’t joke.” He laughed good naturedly but obviously forced. “Here I am trying to do you a favor after realizing that you are relying on Crimson for everything.”

I looked up at Elysara. “Can you believe he thinks it all comes from Crimson?” My Elven princess was wearing an Elven dress which was actually quite revealing.

“Shame.” She shook her head. “You have other bets with him, right?”

“That one is for the raid, not the DPS competition.” I knew she was talking about the one where Crimson had me bet her. “This is just the bets I’ve placed on the competition.”

“Don’t worry. You’ll beat him. Besides, you are so much better than him. I bet his dick is tiny with the way he compensates.” Ely kissed the top of my head.

The prince had a foul expression when I unfortunately changed my view from the pretty Elven princess to him. I’d much rather stare at Ely.

“I’m so happy that your Elven slut supports you,” the prince sneered.

I deadpanned.

“Oh. What was that? You're incapable of pleasing women so you must lower yourself to insulting them?” Elysara cupped her ears as if she couldn’t hear him.

The prince fumed, and I wondered how stupid he could be to insult the princess to that extreme.

But then a thought hit me. He had no idea what Elysara looked like, and her Censors were conveniently hiding somewhere nearby while she provoked him. I glanced at her out of the corner of my eyes, realizing she was enjoying herself and baiting him.

It clicked.

She likely couldn’t simply cancel deals with SJS. No, but if one of their representatives here made a scene with her, it could be justification to alter them or outright cancel those deals.

“Elven slut.” The prince spat at my feet. “Are those pointed ears as useless as they seem?”

“I’d be careful if I were you,” I warned him. “You know nothing about this woman.”

“She’s cheap enough for you to afford. I can see that.” The prince decided to dig his own grave. Far be it for me to stop him.

“I’m very cheap. He didn’t pay a penny,” Ely laughed. “You really hate, Ken, don’t you?”

“He had Crimson kill my man and embarrass me in front of everyone.” The prince’s eyes had a fire in them. “I want to crumble his entire world and get a picture of his face as he realizes the mistake he made in crossing me. To make it better, he’s part of the Nagato Family, the last heir. Oh, my father would happily fund their fall.”

I gave him a flat smile. “Shame. Want to keep pissing this Elf off?” I hooked a thumb at Ely.

“She’s not worth my time,” the prince said with conviction. “In fact, why don’t I just deal with that slut.” He put his hand on his sword.

I wanted to shake my head. He was almost making it too easy.

Prince Albar really seemed to really have trouble containing his anger towards me. He clearly had never trained with my grandmothers or grandfather. Now they could be frustrating.

An oppressive force crushed down on everyone present.

Ely was completely calm, and I wasn’t bothered by this sort of bloodlust.

The people behind the prince fell to their knees.

Surprisingly, the prince stayed on his feet, but several pieces of gear glowed brighter as he grabbed his saber with white knuckles. It seemed he didn’t have the strength to draw it.

“I go for a short break to pester Crimson and this is what I come back to?” Neldra swaggered forward and eyed the prince. “Who the fuck are you, shit stain, to talk to Princess Elysara like that?”

It was obvious to everyone present that a grave mistake had been made.

“Aunty. We aren’t in Elven territory. You can’t go around killing everyone and their family because you are a Royal Censor here.” Ely said the statement so casually that I almost vomited blood.

“The Royal Family’s honor is paramount, even here. I’ll ask the UG if I can kill them all first?” Neldra played along.


Chapter 29


The prince gave Neldra a sneer. “You don’t want to touch me.”

“I would have to spend a year washing my hands to feel clean again,” Neldra agreed. “So please don’t bother the next Elven Empress and her husband. Our people are quite fond of them. They are like a romance story come to life.”

The prince turned to me. “So, will you take my offer?”

“No.” I smiled. “I will not. Rather, I look forward to crippling whoever was stupid enough to rank me so low on the betting. There’s going to be endless satisfaction as I spend that money.”

“I’m done here then.” Prince Albar turned around stiffly and left his followers on the ground.

A few of them had passed out, foaming at the mouth all over the ground.

“He’s got some balls to walk away from that.” Neldra frowned. “Is he the favorite in the betting?”

“Yup. Also, I think he doesn’t really even understand that he could be in danger. Apparently, it is such a foreign concept that it doesn’t get through to him. Or he’s just that stupid.” I shrugged.

“I don’t think he’s stupid. Blinded by arrogance? Perhaps,” Elysara said with a smile. “Going to open a bottle of the good stuff when you come back victorious.” She kissed me on the head and glanced up at the scoreboard.

Number three had finished and fell far below Des. The fourth person was already inside, and Ely nodded firmly, heading that direction.

Neldra trailed after her. I doubted the overprotective Censor would let Ely go in the cave on her own.

“So. Do you think she’s going to put a collar on you?” I teased Des as soon as Ely went in.

She snorted into her wine, spraying red droplets over her face. “No. I’m going to have her licking me while you ram into her. She’s going to be sweet between us,” Des sighed and wiped at her face before taking another drink.

“She really wants her turn fucking a princess with her demon tail. Des talked about it all night when you were with Ely,” Fayeth said.

“No, I didn’t,” Des pouted.

“You were really drunk. Something about Ken leaving you out and how you were going to get back at him and the princess.” Charlotte tapped her chin as she looked up and tried to recall what had been said.

“Bun-bun. I give you permission to silence her.” Des glared at the rabbit.

The rabbit glared back and then angrily chittered at her while slapping Charlotte’s forehead.

“Stop.” Charlotte used her forearm to protect her head. “You are hitting me, not her.”

“He’s too cowardly to hit me.” Des leaned back and crossed her legs with a smirk.

At that, Bun-bun launched himself from Charlotte’s head and tackled Des, knocking the chair back with both of them in it. Des held onto the wine glass, but all the red wine shot straight up into the air before crashing back down.

Bun-bun squealed like a dying pig as the red wine stained his white fur.

“That’s what you get.” Des pried the squirming rabbit away, half-stained.

“You realize Charlotte’s going to have to wash that out,” I said.

“No, I’m not. He’s going to have to do it himself.” Charlotte crossed her arms.

Bun-bun meekly gave a few squeaks.

“I don’t care if your arms are short. Maybe we can just let it shed out,” she offered.

The way Bun-bun’s jaw dropped and hung low at her counter made me feel bad for him. “It’s alright, lil guy.”

He threw me a scandalized gasp and chittered.

“He’s self-conscious about his size.” Charlotte rolled her eyes.

“Look, the board flickered.” Fayeth was paying more attention to it than the rest of us.

“I wonder who’ll win.” I played out a drum roll on my thighs.

Des stared at it with an uncomfortable intensity. Elysara’s name flashed up under Des with 523 DPS. It was not really that much lower.

The Demonic Mage threw her hands in the air as Elysara walked out and shouted at her, “I win!”

The princess just shook her head and checked the scoreboard before walking back to us. “You win.”

“Don’t concede like that. It takes away the fun.” Des pulled out a glass and poured her some wine.

***

I continued to sit around and talk about the scores with the others as I waited for my turn. Des was feeling pretty proud that she stood at the top of the charts, but her confidence wavered when Machen headed into the assessment. He was the first of the favored bets.

“I’ll bet he doubles you,” Elysara offered Des. “We’ll cancel out my debt if I win.”

Des and she had polished off two bottles at this point. “Deal. He won’t double me.”

Machen emerged and waved to the crowd of Pendulum students. The ladies gushed over him, and a small swarm of women went and congratulated him while the men all stared daggers at him.

Machen Smith: 1271

Des let out a cry of disbelief. “That’s just not fair. How does he do that much damage?”

“Probably let him tank the monster and the healer kept him alive.” I knew berserkers were famously powerful, but it was still impressive to see the numbers. “His group likely has a different composition, too. He’s probably got an extra healer and no tank so that he can soak up the damage and increase his power.”

“Might not be able to hit near that number in an actual boss fight. He’s tanky, but can he handle a boss?” Fayeth pushed.

“Some can,” Neldra chipped in. “They get the entire raid built around them, though. They need support to help reduce damage and increase their own. If the strategy is maximizing a berserker, might as well go all the way.”

“No wonder all those guys look upset with him.” Des swirled her wine. “Bet those girls don’t mind, though.”

I chuckled at how my high school friend had changed. “Good for him. But we are only just starting. Prince Albar is still the favorite, with Marin a close second.”

Many of the students were finishing up with the test and moving onto the next part of the day, which appeared to be drinking.

***

Crimson sat on the bleachers, bored out of her mind. The berserker had been passable, yet Barret wouldn’t shut up even now.

“You saw that, right? He clobbered that monster. Too bad he didn’t have his whole support team. The class has really built around him. Well, half the class has.”

“I can’t imagine which half.” Crimson rolled her eyes. “Still, we have some other impressive students coming up.”

“Yes, I want to see the prince.” Trusk’s professor nodded. “Rumor is he has the perfect class for his situation.”

Crimson frowned at that comment. She hadn’t really bothered to look up the other students’ classes. Ken was going to obliterate them regardless.

A blonde student in mostly white with a Trusk patch on her sleeve waltzed in. She had an effortless grace and beauty.

Damn her.

“You’ll see now.” Her professor bragged to the rest of them.

“See what? She doesn’t look like much.” The Royal Academy professor crossed his arms, bitter about nearly everything that had happened so far.

“Do I start now?” Marin glanced up at the professors.

“Go ahead, honey,” the Trusk professor said as the tank and healer moved off to the side.

Marin clasped her hands before her and started casting a long spell.

Crimson could feel the mana coming off the student. Three large, complex magical diagrams appeared around her. One was above her and the other two were on each side.

Pressure oozed out of each one.

At the same time, draconic heads poked out of the diagrams and slowly started to push through. The heads were big enough to snap a person in two. But their bodies continued to push out of the portals. The white one took flight from the portal above Marin. Its torso was the size of a car while its neck and tail about doubled its length, and a pair of massive, webbed wings spanned out on either side.

“Ha!” Trusk’s professor shouted. “Even bigger than I remember. They grow with her magic stat.”

“Fly!” Marin shouted, and the other two dragons took off. Soon there was a white dragon, a black one, and a gold one circling her in the air. “Attack!” She pointed toward the bug as soon as it came into view.

All three dragons shot down from the sky, torching the bug with their breath attacks.

Crimson couldn’t help but nod at the ability. It was potent. More to the point, Trusk had trained the girl right. All of her focus was on raising her magic stat, with some slight bleed over into her mana. Each of those dragons was probably slightly weaker than a damage dealer at her level.

The beetle lit up like a bonfire, and the dragons swooped in to tear at its shell.

“Not bad,” Barret admitted.

“The power of a summoner is that they add onto their existing strength,” the Trusk Professor preened at Marin’s performance.

Marin kept going, not done yet. She waved her hand, summoning pink bubbles with tufts of hair on the top of their heads that bounced with them as they hopped along the ground.

“Fuzzy soap bubbles?” Crimson wasn’t familiar with the spell.

“Eh. She’s made it her own.”

A trail of pink, bouncing bubbles reached the beetle, and the first one slammed into the monster, popping just like would be expected, only for the fire from the dragons to ignite a gas in the air with explosive results.

The explosion shook the dust off the walls around them.

“They are filled with gas?” Crimson asked.

“Yes.” The professor pushed up her glasses. “It’s a cheap spell with a paralytic gas that appears to be quite flammable.”

The noise didn’t stop as the trail of bouncing bubbles continued to detonate one after the other for the next five minutes. The area of attack potential of this combination was quite high. Really, it wasn’t shining in this context.

The timer finished, and Crimson obliterated the bug with a wave of her hand. “Well done.”

“Thanks!” Marin jumped up and pumped a fist in the air. “Alright, going to go get out there for the number.” She rushed out.

“Excitable, that one.” Barret laughed good naturedly before looking over at the UG tech. “What are we looking at?”

“Err… 1718 DPS, sir,” the tech answered.

Barret clicked his tongue. “Seems that my student lost after all.”

“Don’t fret. Her strategy was just superior.” Trusk’s professor laughed.

“It doesn’t matter. Prince Albar will crush them all.” The Royal Academy professor laughed. “You’ll find yourself just fighting over second place.”

“More like third. That is, assuming he can beat those dragons,” Crimson added. “None of these fights so far have held a candle to Ken. He had an assessment by Director Amato almost two months ago. I have a solid idea of what sort of output he can produce.”

“Sure,” the Royal Academy professor snorted. “You have no clue how badly Prince Albar is going to crush this whole competition.”

“That’s why you keep having to say it, right?” Crimson was really tired of the other professors. It was like they had failed on their own and were now shoving their pride onto their students.

That was nothing like what Crimson was doing. She was pushing Ken until he became her equal. The thought made her smile. One day, purple and red lightning would tear through the depths of the dungeon together.

“You will see.” She sat back and pulled out a bag of chips.

The talk between the professors continued. Barret slowed down how much he was praising Machen, and the Trusk professor was on top of the world after Marin’s performance.

Truth be told, Crimson was curious what the prince would be able to do. She knew the family, and they were generally useless louts. If the prince had zero ability, then this was going to be an embarrassment.

“Alright, alright. Keep the line moving.” Barret motioned for the next to get out, and Crimson watched as Prince Albar strutted in with the kind of swagger that only an ass of a man could pull off.

“Prince, a large beetle monster will be brought for you to show how much damage you can deal. The test does not start until you deal any damage. Use that to your advantage.” His professor hurried to explain more than had been to most students.

“Thank you, Professor.” Prince Albar bowed slightly. “All of you, thank you for witnessing my test. I’m afraid that if you weren’t all here, people would doubt the veracity of my numbers.” He puffed his head out and drew the large saber at his side. “Please get me my monster so that I might show my future bride my prowess.”

Crimson rolled her eyes. If it wouldn’t cause an international incident that would take her away from Ken, she’d absolutely turn this boy into a stain on the floor.

Sadly, attacking another school’s student would then get Headmistress Marlow and the UG president up her ass for months. And it would probably be an annoyingly tedious amount of paperwork.

The beetle came into view, and Prince Albar took up a fighting stance as his equipment all started to give off a magic glow.

“Hmm?” Barret held his chin and tapped his foot. “What’s his class?”

“He looks like Christmas decorations.” Crimson laughed.

“No. He’s an artificer,” the professor told them with a giant grin. “He can equip more gear than your average adventurer, and he can increase the stats that they give him. For someone who can deck himself out in the highest quality gear, it is the perfect class.”

By the time an adventurer was in the 40s, almost half of their total stats came from gear. He really would have a massive advantage stat-wise if he could bear more stats without burning out his mana channels. To then amplify them again would be powerful.

Crimson had to hold her chin and reappraise him. He actually could beat Marin given that combination.

Prince Albar, glowing like a neon sign, flashed forward with an ability before fighting. Each swing of his weapon was another ability. He rotated through multiple debuffs before throwing just about every element there was at the monster.

Crimson grimaced as Prince Albar started using a series of abilities that she was famous for using. This fucking punk wanted to be her.

But his ability was nothing compared to [Limit Break].

However, as Crimson watched, she realized that if Prince Albar ever used all his buffs out of the gate against Ken, before Ken could get his stacks up, the prince actually stood a high chance of winning.

“Impressed?” the Royal Academy professor gloated. “He has over 1000 stats worth of gear on and can temporarily pull out another thirty percent from them. Add on his base stats, and he’s on par with an actual Level 40! Your student has no chance.”

“All I see is a giant pile of gold that just got washed out of the sewers.” Crimson smiled at the professor. “When my student comes, you’ll see what hard work really looks like.”

The prince barely knew how to use the abilities beyond just hurling them all at the monster. There was a particular lack of finesse as he fought with the brute force of stats and more skills than he had time to master.

***

I waited outside. Machen and Marin had really surprised me, and now Prince Albar was inside fighting.

“He’s gonna blow it,” Des tried to comfort me.

“That would be a shame. My hope is that he makes me push myself,” I said as casually as I could. There was a little pressure riding on my shoulders, but I wasn’t going to focus on that. I needed to keep my head in the game.

The task at hand was always what required your full focus.

“Uh-huh. Want me to take the edge off?” Des’ finger crept up my thigh.

I swatted her hand away. “Not now. I need to focus. As soon as I see his score, I’m going to meditate until my turn.”

Des pouted and drank more of her wine before turning to Elysara. “You wanna give it a go?”

“I think he needs to stay focused on his turn. However… after, he’s free game.”

“Perfect,” Des purred into her wine glass and locked eyes with me over the rim.

I sighed and waited for the score to come up. The scoreboard flickered like prior updates.

Prince Albar: 2198 DPS

His name flashed into first place, knocking Marin and Machen down a spot. He’d blown Marin away.

The crowd of students burst into cheers and curses. There was a lot of money riding on his score, and people had either just won or lost. A few of Trusk’s students were wailing about their queen and how he must have cheated.

Meanwhile, Royal Academy students as well as a few pockets of others were cheering as Prince Albar strode out with a smile on his face.

The prince walked into the area, scanning the crowd until we locked eyes. ‘Too late to back out now,’ he mouthed to me as he was swarmed by other students.

I rolled my eyes and didn’t respond, instead crossing my legs and focusing inward. I steadied my breathing, entering into a meditative state my grandparents had taught me time and time again. I wanted to make sure that I was at my peak before it was time for my turn.


Chapter 30


Iblew out a breath as Charlotte shook my shoulder. “You’re up.”

“Thank you.” I flowed out of my meditative pose and walked to the raid.

The rest of the Haylon class cheered for me, while many of the other students seemed to think the betting was over with Prince Albar’s score. It didn’t matter. What mattered was the challenge ahead of me and my own performance.

The moment all washed over me like a receding tide as I stepped through the raid doors.

“Ah. Welcome.” Barret had a practiced smile. “Crimson won’t stop talking you up, so best not to disappoint her.”

I nodded to him. “Of course.” I bowed to Crimson. “How does this work?”

She lazed on metal bleachers that didn’t belong in the dungeon raid at all. “They bring a monster, and you kill it.” She crossed her arms under her chest; her look told me all I needed to know. Win.

I drew a short sword and a dagger, twirling them to warm up. “Alright, I’m ready when you all are.”

“The tank already went to get the first.” Crimson flashed me a smile.

“The first?” the Royal Academy’s professor spat. “You think he’ll actually finish the monster? It’s a raid monster, meant for twenty-five players to defeat.”

Crimson ignored him and stared at me.

I got the message loud and clear. Crimson wanted to see a spectacle. I trusted her and nodded back. A spectacle I’d deliver. All of this training wasn’t for nothing.

A large man came rushing around the stone wall. I hadn’t really taken in my surroundings, focusing instead on the task at hand.

Behind the man lumbered a giant beetle. Its six feet pounded on the limestone floor as it caught up to him with a pair of mandibles that looked capable of crushing a car.

With no time to waste, I shot off towards the beetle as it approached. Its hard exoskeleton seemed the perfect target for [Triple Breach] as I started my damage in full force, activating [Sprint] so that I could stay on the beetle as I hammered away.

Purple lightning raced down my arms from each strike as my speed rapidly increased.

Crimson wanted me to show off, so I dumped each of my attack abilities one after the other, pushing my stacks higher right off the bat and then activating [Metamorphosis].

My muscles swelled, and despite the increased size, I sped up. My clawed hands replaced my weapons as I worked through a form that was meant for clawed weapons.

I pushed myself as hard as I could, my muscles aching with effort. They didn’t affect my performance, those aches were almost becoming second nature after training with Crimson week in and week out.

A five-minute fight might as well be a marathon, but the first thirty seconds would greatly change the curve of my damage thanks to the way [Liminal Speed] worked. Purple lightning crackled off me with such force that it scorched the limestone floor beneath me.

Finally deeming me the real target, the monster turned away from the tank and swiped at me. It felt like the monster was moving in slow motion, and I deftly dodged out of the way, only to return to the spot where [Triple Breach] had cracked its armor.

The tank tried to get aggro back, but I continued to pull it off him.

“Ignore the monster. Get him another one!” Crimson shouted from the stands. She certainly appeared happy as she excitedly kicked her feet.

I was left with the giant beetle as it tried to smash me with its legs or hook me with its mandibles. The shiny black limbs spelled death if I failed to dodge even one.

Thankfully, I was too fast for it, dodging out of the way mostly with my incredible speed; a few times, I used [Dodge] for the simplicity the ability provided.

It was a simple monster, an easy ‘tank and spank’ as some called it. Thus, a large amount of my anti-mage abilities were useless. Though, that wasn’t what was important right now. Killing the beetle as fast as I could was all that mattered. My damage ramped up to incredible levels, and the beetle was now showing signs of damage.

The tank brought the other one, and it loomed like a taunt for me to finish my current one.

A glance at the professors showed that they were suitably impressed, and Crimson had a giant grin on her face. At least she was happy. I couldn’t care less about the other professors’ feelings.

My claws tore through the beetle, and on the next hit, there was no resistance as I stumbled forward into smoke. The tinkle of mana crystals hitting the floor confirmed it was dead.

Not wasting another second, I rushed the new beetle and tore into it. This time I had plenty of stacks right from the start. I immediately felt like I was making headway on the monster’s health.

In what felt like no time, there was a buzzer just as I punched, and the second beetle puffed into a cloud of black smoke.

I turned to the professors, having to squint to see through the lightning around me.

“Unbelievable.” The Royal Academy professor gasped and pointed a finger at me. “What did you do to cheat?”

“If you can’t tell, does that mean he’s better than you?” Crimson laughed and slapped her knee. “Ken, show him your fist to prove that they are real.”

My stacks were running out, and she wanted me to make an impact… so I didn’t hesitate, nearly teleporting in front of the professor.

“She told me to,” I told him as I cocked my fist back and activated [Liminal Speed].

The world around me shattered and everything froze. Still in my demon form, I smashed fist after fist into the Royal Academy Professor’s face. He was frozen in time as each blow slightly deformed his face.

My smile grew each time. He had a very punchable face. Each punch devoured a stack, but I had built up enough. By the time my stacks were low, I dropped the ability, saving enough in case I had to dodge a counterattack.

The world knit itself back together, and the Royal Academy’s professor flew back off the bleaches, ripping the top level with him and crashing into the stone wall behind him as his head popped like a melon.

The area was silent for a moment as I realized I had just killed one of the professors in what looked like an instant to all of them.

That silence was broken by Crimson as she fell off the bleachers laughing. “You fucking killed him.”

It seemed I wasn’t in any danger, and I released [Metamorphosis], feeling my body shrink back down, and the chains on my weights rattled with the shift. “I didn’t think that would do that much. I punch you like that all the time.”

Crimson was holding her stomach. “Yeah. I’m Level 57 and tougher than nails. He’s just an average Level 44. You could probably out DPS him.”

The Trusk professor pushed up her glasses. “I didn’t even see him move. You, Barret?” She waved her hands, and a bird-shaped green glow shot out to land on the dead professor’s body.

“No. I lost track of him during his assessment.” Barret stared at me.

He was decently famous, a duelist class and Level 52.

“It seems you have an incredible student,” the Trusk professor acknowledged.

Barret was still focusing on me. “What do you think about a transfer?” he asked suddenly.

Crimson’s laughter stopped dead.

I smiled at him. “Once upon a time, I would have jumped for joy at the prospect. You might not remember, but I tested with Machen.”

“Oh, I remember. It seems my eyesight isn’t as keen as I thought.” Barret seemed to understand it was his loss.

Crimson had picked me up that day after he had turned me down.

“Well, I can’t imagine training with anyone other than this psycho.” I hooked a thumb at Crimson.

“I’m not that bad.” Crimson rolled her eyes.

I reached under my uniform and unhooked my weights. The chains rattled as they slid down my body and fell out the bottom of my pants leg with a boom that cracked the dungeon stone underneath me.

“You wouldn’t even let me take these off for the assessment.”

Crimson smirked. “Can’t let everyone see just how awesome you are yet. Also, I’m now going to increase your weights for training.”

I groaned.

“What happened?” the Royal Academy’s Professor sounded out of it as he reached back to push off the wall and slipped on the slick blood. “Blood? My blood? I died?!” He jumped to his feet in outrage. “You told your student to attack me, and he killed me?”

“He did.” Barret pointed at me. “Crimson didn’t lift a finger. I think I’m starting to understand why I couldn’t get any information from the UG on your student, Crimson.”

She stuck her tongue out. “The Scaredy Cat locked his information down tight after he fought at the beginning of the school year.”

Barret grunted. “You shouldn’t call the UG President that.”

“You knew who I was talking about?” Crimson grinned.

“Are we just going to ignore a student attacking a professor?” the Royal Academy professor decided to try and make it an issue.

“If you want to press charges, then I’ll just make your next death more permanent.” Crimson shrugged and gave the man a glare that caused his legs to actually shake.

“We are almost done. How about we move on?” The Trusk Professor tried to salvage the situation before turning to the UG tech. “Was your system able to detect him during the whole fight?”

The tech had been quiet and focusing on his laptop while the professors bantered. “Unfortunately, during the fight with the second beetle, we started to miss his attacks between frames. However, given we have an estimate of the beetle’s total health from the first one he defeated, we can just double that?”

Crimson winked at me.

“That’s fine.” Barret seemed to be in charge of the assessment. “What does that come out to?”

The tech’s fingers danced over the keyboard. “9021 DPS.”

Trusk’s professor let out a whistle. “At Level 30, he’s nearly a raid on his own.”

I dipped my head towards the professors. “This was a rather ideal fight for me. I’m sure others excel at multiple targets, higher bursts, or even able to take more damage. I still have much to learn and strive for.”

Barret cursed. “How did you train him, Crimson? He’s not so bad.”

“Huh? I just nearly kill him day in and day out.” Crimson shrugged. “You know, when he did a really good job, I made him some heart stoppers and health potions and trained him until he ran out.”

I flashed back to when Crimson had given me those potions that had kept me awake and full of energy for an entire day of training. “Wait, those were called heart stoppers?!”

She chuckled. “You’re fine. I had a revive if we ever needed it.”

“It’s a miracle you haven’t broken him.” The Trusk professor gave me a look like she was trying to peer inside my head to see if I was still sane.

“Oh. That’s all his grandparents. Old-school adventurer types.”

As if that explained it all, Barret made a sound of understanding.

“Alright, head on out. We’ll post the score, and I’m sure you want to enjoy the looks on everyone’s faces. I want to finish this.” Barret rubbed his back like an old man.

“Thank you all.” I dipped my head again, enjoying the angry glare from the Royal Academy professor, and headed out past the UG tech, tanks, and healers who were giving me new, respectful gazes.

Outside the raid, most of the students had already started to party. Those they deemed significant had already gone. That, or they had run out of patience now that they were done.

Haylon, however, had scooted forward, many with drinks in hands as they watched the scoreboard with my exit. Prince Albar was off to the side, trying to pretend he wasn’t paying attention either.

The scoreboard flickered, and his attention jerked to it.

Ken Nagato: 9021 DPS

Haylon’s reaction was explosive as they screamed. One and all of them rushed me in congratulations.

“Ken! You stomped them! They are all terrible hunters compared to you,” Felin squealed, caught up in the excitement, bouncing up and down.

“Only nine thousand? Couldn’t push into the five digits?” Des teased me with a smile and planted a kiss on my cheek.

“We are going to crush this raid!” Harley jumped on my back, her hands going over my eyes as she threw her weight around and threatened to topple me over. “Healers! Look! We will destroy this raid if you follow me and Ken! Harley’s Healers is a subdivision of the Silver Fangs, and we are recruiting.”

“Get off him.” Penny lifted Harley and plopped her to the side before the rosy cheeked tank smashed into me in a drunken hug. “You did fantastic. I always knew you were incredible.”

She used a little too much strength, and I felt my ribs ache.

“Penny,” I wheezed.

“Say my name again.” Penny’s eyes were blurry with a few too many drinks.

“Off him.” Fayeth pried Penny off with Des’ help.

“No way! It’s impossible—no, inhuman. There’s no way it could be so high!” a loud voice caught everyone’s attention.

I turned to see Marin staring at the board with her finger shaking as she pointed.

“It’s… it’s… IT’S OVER 9000!” she screamed at the top of her lungs.

I smacked my palm to my face. “Of course someone is going to say that.”

The other Trusk students started to do their own renditions of the joke.

Felin glanced at them and then turned to Fayeth. “Is there significance to the number?”

Fayeth shrugged and glanced at me for an answer.

“It’s a human… joke? They are quoting a famous anime,” I sighed.

“Well, congratulations for joining whatever elite club being over nine thousand entails.” Elysara kissed my cheek. Her Censors parted the crowd as she moved through.

Really, I had no idea how Prince Albar could have missed that she was a princess. Authority just oozed off her. She didn’t need a crown to look like royalty.

Bright red hair got up in my face as Helen scowled at me. “G-good job.” She took a second to work the words out.

“He’ll be carrying us in the raid with that sort of damage. Say it bolder,” Penny egged on Helen.

“Hush.” Helen was clearly embarrassed. She’d been avoiding me since her mother had scolded her. “I look forward to raiding with you,” she finished and pushed Penny off her before escaping into the crowd.

Marin pushed herself up to me. She was shorter than I expected up close. “You are like, super strong then?”

“I guess so.” I scratched the back of my head.

“Does Haylon take transfers?” she asked in full seriousness.

“No! Our Queen!” Several Trusk students always seemed to be following her.

“There aren’t any spots in Class A,” I answered in full seriousness, unsure if she’d really do it.

“Oh.” She stuck her tongue out and scratched the back of her head. “I was just joking.”

“Our Queen!” Trusk students cheered. “Long live Queen Marin!” They quickly reabsorbed her into their group.

I really had no idea what to do with the Trusk students.

Charlotte shoved a drink in my hand. “Well done. Time to celebrate.”

There were some cheers nearby after that statement.

“We need to wait for Fayeth to finish, and then I’m going to get Crimson to make a portal to the safe zone,” I said the words loud enough for the other Haylon students to hear.

It quickly passed from person to person, and my classmates were hurrying to pack up and get ready for the portal. None of them wanted to make Crimson wait.

I stayed by the entrance for Fayeth and locked eyes with Prince Albar through the crowd. Lifting up a hand high enough that he could see, I rubbed my thumb over the tip of my index finger.

He knew the move. I was waiting for him to pay me.

The prince’s face became a mask of fury before he jerked himself away like it was a force of will and started to lead his class back through the dungeon, likely heading to the safe zone on his own.

“The look on his face when we beat him there.” Des leaned on me. “I’m going to enjoy it. Maybe be ready to snap a picture.”

“Share it with me when you do?” I smirked.

This was a major blow to the prince, and I’d just have to follow it up with winning the bet with him on the raid. For now, though, it was time to celebrate the end of the DPS test and understand how deep into the raid we’d be cleared to go.


Chapter 31


Des snapped a picture of Prince Albar as he stepped into the bar.

We had gotten there ahead of him, and the Haylon students were already well into their celebration for the night. The class was spread throughout a handful of tables.

“Got ’em!” Des laughed from the bar and showed me the picture as the prince stormed over to me.

“What do you want?” I leaned back in my chair and smiled at him, mostly because I knew it would annoy the shit out of him to see me happy.

“Payment for bets will be given out over the next few days. I’ll have it all moved through the UG’s system.” The prince’s face was beautifully stiff.

“Perfect. In that case, I’ll think of it like the drinks are on you tonight.”

Des laughed and slapped my arm. “Tonight, we should celebrate after, too. Maybe see if Crimson wants to join us.”

The prince’s face twitched at the mention of Crimson.

“Those aren’t conversations for public.” I patted her on the thigh.

“Oh. Right, he’s still here. What else do you want, Second Place?” Des was enjoying needling him.

“Be careful.” Prince Albar narrowed his eyes on Des.

My jovial mood evaporated in an instant. Threatening me and threatening Des were two very different situations. “Have a nice day. I’m here to celebrate and you are ruining the mood.”

He turned in a huff and retreated to his followers for shelter. I caught his professor coming in the door, and he flinched when our eyes met.

“Enjoy being a badass.” Des leaned on me.

“Are you enjoying taunting them? Where are your morals? They are just poor weaklings.” If she was going to have fun, then so was I.

“I’m half demon, which means half the time I get to be a jerk.” She kissed me on the cheek. “The other half of the time, I get to drag you away to bed and fill it with lovely ladies,” she whispered. “Penny seems delicious tonight.”

I glanced over at the frost knight who’d been vaguely staring in my direction and quickly turned away, her already rosy face turning bright scarlet. She was still dressed for adventuring, with tight black pants and a white top with a few pieces of armor over it.

Personally, I thought she looked better like this than last time when she wore the dress.

“You’re staring. Is that a yes?” Des’ hot breath tickled at my ear.

“No. She’s drunk. Besides, I thought a certain princess was on the menu tonight,” I countered.

Des licked her lips. “Who says she wasn’t already included? More bodies, more fun.”

I laughed. “You are insatiable.”

“Yup.” Des didn’t deny it, but her gaze shifted to the two Elves talking next to us, particularly Ely.

“Hmm?” The princess must have noticed the gaze because she turned to face us. “What would you two be talking about? I resolved my debt to you, Des.”

Des grumbled under her breath, something about not losing, before she perked up. “We can decide things tonight.”

“Oh?” Elysara twirled a lock of red hair with her finger. “Do we get to decide things tonight? I was thinking—”

“More cream!” Felin hit the back of my chair, and I had to grab onto the table to not fall over.

“Ken.” Felin slammed down a bottle of Irish cream in front of me. “Drink with me. I beat Des. I won the hunt.”

I extracted the Nekorian off my back and plopped her in my lap. “You did.” I rubbed the top of her head, and she purred like a motorboat.

The purr went all the way down her spin and vibrated in my lap.

“Oh. She does purr.” Elysara was interested in Nekorians.

“Only when she’s drunk,” Des pointed out and slid Felin’s shot glass that she had forgotten down the table.

“Not drunk.” Felin struggled with unscrewing the bottle, and I saw the moment where she decided she was going to bite the cap off.

Before she could, I stole it away from her and twisted it off to pour her a drink. “No. Not at all. But you did good. Surprisingly good. Fifth place overall.”

“I’m the best.” Felin grinned and slugged back a shot. “Your turn.” She poured another and handed me the shot.

I indulged her and drank it. A shot of Irish cream was not exactly my norm. It was sweet and creamy, with a decent punch at the end. I went to turn the bottle and see how much alcohol was in it, but Felin swiped it away to pour herself some.

“It’s not that strong, but it’s really cheap. Burns a little, doesn’t it?” Des teased me.

“Why would anyone drink this straight?” I coughed.

“Because they love cream!” Felin threw her weight to the side and rocked my chair on one leg before she brought it back from the brink just before it fell over.

“You’re going to knock us over,” I warned.

She then threw her weight to the other side as her blue-striped tail batted me in the face, only to bring the chair back the other way as we almost tipped. “No way. Besides, you are fast enough just land on your feet.”

“Her balance is incredible.” Elysara watched with wide eyes.

“That she’s drunk makes it even more impressive.” Des watched without helping.

“I beat you both! Ken’s lap is mine!” Felin growled at the two before trying to pour another shot while rocking our chair back and forth. She managed to pull the maneuver off without spilling a drop and did another shot. “I’m the victor!”

Barret clapped loudly and settled the bar, which had now filled with all four schools celebrating. “Alright, everyone, calm down.” His eyes locked onto mine as Felin continued to sway our chair back and forth.

I clamped down on Felin’s waist to stop her from swaying. “I know you heard that.”

Her ears twitched under my breath. “Duh.” She settled down and turned to Barret.

“Wonderful. I’m sure all of you have started researching the raid as it is, but I’m going to provide some additional details to help all of you.” Barret cleared his throat. “The raid is divided into four levels of difficulty.”

The bar was silent for the first time. We all knew that information could mean life or death in the dungeon, and we were all dungeon junkies to have made it this far. Nobody else would have sacrificed what it took to reach this depth.

“The dungeon itself is split into three wings. For now, we’ll say the direction you’re facing when you enter the dungeon is north. There’s the east wing, the west wing, and the north wing. They have other names, but those won’t make much sense until you see them.” Barret paused, and a few hands shot up.

One Trusk student didn’t wait to be called on. “Both of the side wings have three bosses each. Which is easier?”

“Neither,” Barret said quickly. “The first three bosses of the north wing are the easiest, followed by the two side wings and then the final three in the north wing. Those final three are extremely difficult, and there is a minimum DPS requirement that we are placing on all of your groups. It’s important to note that exceeding those requirements will make it significantly easier.”

“Don’t slack off. Got it,” Des muttered in her own interpretation.

“We have Ken, though.” Felin swayed, rocking the chair onto the legs again.

“For the four sections, we will require: Twelve thousand, fifteen thousand, twenty thousand and twenty-five thousand DPS for those who wish to enter the raid,” Barret explained. “The upper ends are necessary because your DPS assessment was the best-case scenario for many of you. These bosses will test your abilities in ways you can’t imagine right now. You won’t hit those perfect numbers in reality, so we are overcompensating.”

Crimson got up from where she was sitting with my classmates at another table. “That means you will follow instructions, and we will have teachers with you to provide revives in the worst-case scenarios. Tomorrow, we will allow the first group into the raid.”

Students dutifully nodded their heads when Crimson spoke.

“That said, you all did wonderfully. Tonight, we celebrate!” Crimson lifted a mug of beer and drank it in front of everyone, reigniting the celebration.

Barret shook his head as if there was more he wanted to say, but he was smart enough to realize that it was going to be difficult to rein the students back in.

Felin put a shot glass to my lips, and I downed another shot of Irish cream. She twisted in her seat and pressed her lips to mine as she started to purr again.

“Get him, Felin,” Des encouraged her.

“I will. I will hunt him.” The Nekorian performed an acrobatic move as she lifted her legs, spun in my lap, and dropped them around me to face me. “More cream is the answer.” She abandoned the shot glass and took a drink from the bottle before she kissed me in the new position.

“What’s to hunt?” I teased, grabbing her leather-clad ass, my fingers brushing against the base of her tail. “Maybe I’m the one hunting you, and you’ve fallen into my trap,” I teased.

“No!” Her tail went rigid before coiling around my leg like a python. “I am the hunter,” she growled.

It was cute.

I rubbed the top of her head, and she nipped at my arm. The bite was painful enough for me to open my mouth just as she shoved the bottle of cream into my mouth and poured.

“Got you! Now drink.” Felin’s tail playfully lashed at my sides.

“While this is incredible to watch, maybe we don’t get Ken too drunk. Otherwise, there will be fun for no one.” Des extracted the bottle of cream from my mouth.

Thankfully, I wasn’t drinking, but I had to swallow a mouthful of the stuff.

Felin gave us both a big soulful stare with her blue eyes.

“She’s really got the pitiful cat look down,” Ely commented from the side.

“Damn right, I do.” Felin drained the rest of the bottle and stood up. She took one step and fell down.

“You okay?” I asked, hurrying to help her up.

But she was completely dead weight, and her eyes were closed as she snored softly.

I got two hands on her and lifted her up. “Des, don’t suppose you’d be willing to help me get her to bed.” I was hoping Des got the actual ask within the question, which was to sneak out of the bar and portal back to our camp on the twenty-eighth floor.

She seemed to get the gist as she got up in a hurry. “Nekorians can be a pain. Ely can help us, too.” Des didn’t wait for an answer and dragged the princess from her seat.

Three Censors stood up as Ely was dragged from her seat to follow.

Des paused. “I’m not planning on doing anything untoward. Well, maybe I am. But she’ll like it, I promise.”

“They are part of the package,” I warned Des, hoisting Felin onto my shoulder.

Des blushed and covered her mouth. “I didn’t know you were into that sort of play, Ken.”

“Hush and keep moving.” I headed out of the bar, but the noise followed us outside as I headed down the street with my small group.

People kept turning and looking at me strangely.

“Don’t worry. She’s a friend.” Carrying a passed-out Nekorian was causing the looks to be full of judgment to the point I even felt a little disgusting.

“Let me.” Neldra went to lift Felin off my shoulder, but the Nekorian hissed in her sleep, and her claw came out, nearly costing me an eye. “On second thought…”

Felin cuddled back into me once Neldra let go.

“Just duck down this alley and make a portal out of sight. We don’t want anyone connecting the ability with Des just yet.” I turned down the lane between buildings.

“Yeah, taking the passed-out woman down the alley. No one is going to think that’s strange.” Des rolled her eyes.

“Whatever. I’m not doing anything bad. Open the portal.” I looked over my shoulder to make sure no one was checking on us.

Des ripped open a portal in the space in front of us.

Tish looked around the edges of it. “So, Her Majesty will get this once she sleeps with you again and remembers to pick a new skill? Could one of us get it? Seems useful.”

Elysara huffed. “If I have it, why do you need it?”

“Because we can’t be portaled around by our charge all the time. That wouldn’t look right. Besides, who doesn’t want an ability like that?” Tish offered a flimsy excuse while winking at me.

“Well, if you’d like I might be able to help,” Des offered, her eyes roving over the Elven Censor.

I pushed Des through her portal. “Really? Are you my pimp now?”

“I could be. All for the low, low price of a fun time,” Des called over her shoulder at the Censors.

Rather than humor her, I continued to nudge her into our tent.

Des giggled the whole way. “Come on, you should relax. Why not enjoy your incubus abilities and use them to increase your strength?” She brushed up against me, her hot breath on my neck. “Don’t tell me you haven’t thought about pulling Neldra’s ponytail and plowing her face into a pillow.” She let out a soft sigh. “That would be incredible to watch the uptight woman turn into your little cock sleeve.”

“She heard that, you know?” Elysara came behind us and tapped her ears. “They are a little more than show.”

Des was bold enough to wink at Neldra as she leaned on me, squishing her chest on my arm. “Maybe I wanted her to hear, or maybe I wanted you to know what you are in for.”

“You lost the second bet.” Ely smirked. “Who said I’m not going to be the one having him turn you into a puddle.”

“Oh, he does that on a regular basis.” Des kissed my cheek. “Put the sleepy kitty down.” Her fingers trailed off my arm, leaving a faint fading warmth. “Then come to the bedroom. Don’t take too long.” She snatched Ely’s hand and hurriedly dragged her away.

The Royal Censors were staring at me.

“What? I cannot control her. She wants to fill my bed to the brim. Take it all with a grain of salt.” I walked away as they echoed my last words with confusion.

Right. That was a very human phrase. Hopefully, they didn’t get the wrong idea as they tried to work out ‘with a grain of salt’.

I hoisted Felin off my shoulder and onto the pile of cushions she called a bed. She clung to me tightly. Even in her sleep she was clingy.

“Night, Felin. Good hunting,” I whispered.

She pawed at me. “Sleep with me. I want my pride’s alpha,” she murmured. “I’m part of a pride now,” she said the last with a dopey smile on her face.

I lay down with her in the pile of pillows and turned her over so that she was the little spoon. I refused to be the little spoon. Wrapping my arm around her, I enveloped her in my body and warmth.

Her tail twitched happily against me, and her breathing deepened. Though, every time I let out a breath, it must have tickled her ears because they twitched.

I kissed the side of her head. “Welcome to the pride, Felin.”

“Mmm,” she murmured and clung to my arms, taking a deep breath of my scent.

An idea came to me, and I wiggled out of my shirt. I put the article of clothing right in front of her face. Felin buried her nose into it and inhaled like she was sucking the scent out if she could. The move seemed to be my escape as she curled around my shirt, rubbing her cheeks against it.

Extracting my arms carefully, I got out of the cushion pile as Felin continued to snuggle my shirt. I had two other ladies waiting for me. After the assessments, Des was absolutely going to want to celebrate a certain way.

What better way than breaking in a princess?


Chapter 32


Iwas already shirtless when I walked past the Censors still trying to puzzle out what ‘with a grain of salt’ meant.

Tish’s eyes caught on my chest.

I was a far cry from being embarrassed with people looking at me, but the way her cheeks dusted with a little blush made me look away. All this training had an effect on my body.

Despite Fayeth’s valiant efforts to fill me with delicious food, I barely had an ounce of fat on me. Training stats didn't necessarily have an effect on the body, but I was still running around with heavy weights strapped to every part of me. That had an impact.

Pulling back the flap to the bedroom, I stopped dead and slowly closed it behind me.

Elysara’s class allowed her to take on aspects of different monsters that she’d encountered in the dungeon. Specifically, she could take on up to three at once. Right now, she certainly had some demons loaded up. A pair of dark horns curled away from her brow, while a thin whip-like tail swished behind her.

Most noticeably, there was a faint eerie glow to her blue eyes. Despite how attention grabbing they were, her eyes barely pulled me away from the stockings and crotchless panties.

“He likes it,” Des purred and strutted to me, pressing herself against me and taking my hand and pressing two of my fingers into her. “What about me?” She batted her lashes and pouted her full, pink lips at me.

I kissed her as she drove my fingers into her wet warmth. It came as no surprise that she was more than ready as my finger slipped easily into her depths.

She groaned and ground her hips on me. “Yes. I need you in me.”

She stared up into my eyes with the one that wasn’t covered, her bangs moving to the side and showing me the eye in which the pupil had shifted to a heart. It was constricted with need.

“That’s a beautiful eye.” Elysara came to my other side and claimed her arm, pulling it down and sinking my fingers into herself. “Uh. I really missed this.”

I didn’t know what was going on, but I was game to continue whatever they had planned.

My fingers curled inside of them, rubbing at their sensitive spots. Ely moaned, and her breath was sweet like fruit ripe for the picking. She didn’t hold onto my arm, instead grabbing my head and bringing my lips to hers.

Des wasn’t idle either, her hands wandering over my chest, fingers playing over every inch of me like delicate silk. “It’s hot. I want to see you make her beg.” Des kissed at my neck sloppily, making wet noises with each kiss.

“No, you’ll be our plaything tonight.” Ely couldn’t help but finish her statement with a sharp inhale as I ran my knuckle over her clit. Elves were easy like that. Their clit was at the entrance to their sex. It even swelled enough that it was difficult to pull out until they were satisfied.

Des claimed my lips while Ely spoke, her eyes nearly glowing as she pulled my breath from my lungs with the passion behind her kiss.

A hand, I was not sure whose, jerked down my pants, and my cock sprang out. I was focused on Des, whose eyes crinkled in delight as a warm hand curled around my shaft and pumped softly.

“He seems more than ready. I can feel it straining to be in you.” Ely pulled my fingers out and sank down to her knees. “Let me get it ready for you.”

Des broke the kiss to watch Ely take me into her mouth. My head moved past her red lips and deep enough to create a bulge in her throat.

“Yes,” Des whispered. “Get on your knees, Princess, and worship it.” Tentatively, she put a hand on Ely’s head and rocked her onto me. “Like this. I know it best.”

Ely moaned around my cock, slurping as she pulled her cheeks in and folded her tongue around me.

I grunted and grabbed one of her horns, jerking her on and off me.

Des slipped me out of her and moved my hand to the other horn. “Take a firm grip with this one. Fuck her face.” Des kissed Elysara’s neck and slid her hands around to play with the princess’ breasts.

Ely bucked with whatever Des did but sucked herself back onto me and continued to give me everything she had.

“That’s it.” Des bit her lip and played with Ely as I slowed down and just enjoyed the two of them. “He’s watching.”

Ely’s eye flitted up from where she was looking down at Des’ hands. Her eyes locked on mine and slowly twisted her head as she drew out only to twist slightly as she swallowed me again. Her eyes narrowed and rolled up as she savored every inch of me.

My cock twitched in her mouth, and I grew even harder watching her enjoy me so much.

“She’s a natural.” Des pulled her back. “But I’m getting the first load of the night.” She swallowed me in a smooth, practiced motion and moaned over me, her hot breath tickling my balls.

“Not a chance.” Ely grabbed the roots of Des’ hair and shoved her all the way down on me, holding her there. “You think I did all that work for you to steal my cream? You’re worse than the Nekorian.”

Des choked on me, sputtering as Ely held her there.

In a quick motion, Ely pulled her off and kissed my shaft, her tongue licking over the length. “All mine.”

Des came around the side and started to kiss my balls, her wet lips finding the base and massaging it with her tongue.

I groaned and grabbed both by their hair, shoving them on either side. “I was almost there.”

Ely moved to the head, swallowing just the tip and rolling her lips over the sensitive ridge before Des came up, and they practically made out over the head of my cock.

It felt incredible. The soft, slick pleasure of both of them sent fireworks of pleasure through my hips and up my spine as I held both of them there.

“Come for me.” Des’ voice offered silken promises.

“For me. I want you.” Ely’s breath tickled at my head that was about to blow as they started trading the tip back and forth for several sucks.

My balls clenched, and I held both of their faces in front of me as I dumped my load over both of them. I groaned in pleasure and relaxed with the release.

“Come here.” Des grabbed Ely and kissed her, sucking my cum off her lips. “So much better off you.”

Ely wasn’t one to be outdone in the moment and started to lick my cum off Des’ breasts.

The two beautiful ladies cleaning each other off had me ready for round two in a heartbeat, but I hesitated. I wasn’t sure which one to pick. If I started with Ely, I couldn’t stop until she was satisfied. As for Des, she was never satisfied.

I smirked and scooped both of them up by the waist and carried them over to the bed. “You two. If you are going to fight so much, then there’s one clear solution. I’m just going to take the lead.” I threw them both down on the bed.

Des bounced as her body shook invitingly. The leaner Elysara flipped onto her side with a look that begged for me to pick her first.

“Well, I’m having trouble. You are both delectable.” I crawled between them and put a hand on each before deciding to do Des first.

In a flash, I pulled Des onto her stomach and lifted her hips. “Ely, why don’t you go up in front and give me something beautiful to look at while I give Des what she needs.”

My cock slid into Des’ slick sex.

It welcomed me in like a familiar lover.

I groaned, still a little oversensitive from just orgasming. “That’s it. Ely, you might not be as thick as Des here, but I think you are lovely.”

Elysara lifted Des’ face using her hair and pressed the woman’s face against her slit. “Oh. Your tongue is good.” She shifted Des until she was where she wanted her. “Yes, I can’t quite compare.” She hefted her chest. If I had to guess they were C cups, but her frame was slender, and they looked larger.

She didn’t stop, though, keeping eye contact with me as she played with her bare nipples, cupping them and playing her fingers over them. Each pass was a tantalizing reveal.

Meanwhile, I drove myself into Des, enjoying her sex just as much as ever. Her ass bounced each time I bottomed out in her with a slap of flesh. Des moaned into Elysara as the Elf’s eyes glazed slightly under the skilled woman’s tongue.

“Yes. You two are beautiful.” I continued to drive myself into Des. Her folds clung to my cock with each stroke, dragging pleasure from me every time.

Ely was closer than she let on, and Des’ tongue was quickly driving her to her limit. The Elven redhead clamped her thighs around Des and held on as she rode out her first orgasm.

And Des, true to form, never let up. If anything, the woman was insatiable and pushed Ely past her peak onto another.

“Oh. Oh,” Ely cried out, her body wracked with twitching pleasure as Des ate her out.

Watching her come undone did it for me. I felt myself swell even more inside of Des before my own release rushed up on me, and I pushed myself all the way into her before painting her insides with my seed.

I panted as spots dotted my vision with how hard I had cum.

Des groaned and pulled herself off me, giving Ely a break. “That was fantastic. Now I get to share a princess with you.” She rolled off to the side and grabbed Ely.

The Elf was relaxed from her orgasm, and Des hefted her with the ease of an adventurer and hugged the Elf as she sat back against the headboard. “Come here, Ken.” Des started to kiss Ely’s neck and play with her breasts. “I want to feed you a princess.”

Ely moaned under Des’ ministration. “Fuck, that feels good.”

Des continued to kiss along her neck, punctuating her words. “I know. Going to get you hooked on us. Ken, hurry, she's so ready.”

The position was a little awkward, but I managed to slip myself into Ely’s sex. Her swollen clit at the entrance gave me some resistance but let me slip past given how wet she was from Des.

Ely kissed me with half-lidded eyes, and Des continued to play with her breasts and over her body. I pushed all the way in and had to drop my hips to pull back. Though, I couldn’t quite get all the way out before thrusting back in.

“That’s it. I want to feel you cum all over him,” Des encouraged Ely. “Oh. That’s right, Ken, you need to show her your new skill.”

I stroked myself inside of Ely while raising an eyebrow at Des. “Sure she can handle it?”

“No. But that’s half the fun.” Des leaned around the Elf and kissed me. “Make her scream.” Des bit her lip.

I thrust in again, activating [Delirious Pleasures].

Ely gasped and looked up at me like she was having a divine revelation. She cried out and came from that thrust, her whole body shuddering. The skill wasn’t done yet, though. I pulled back and rammed into her again.

Her juices flooded over around my cock and down my balls as each thrust made her cum. “This is incredible.”

I cupped her face and kissed her deeply as she came again and breathed out the sweetest breath. “Beg for it.”

“Ken. Fuck me,” Ely cried out, clinging to me as Des continued to play with her body.

I shifted, pulling Ely’s hips away from Des and started driving myself faster and deeper into her.

Des took the princess’ face and kissed her as she activated [Metamorphosis], her tail coming around and playing with her thighs.

Ely looked out of it, and Des looked like a succubus devouring her prey as I made the princess cry out, again and again.

Finally, I came, and the skill deactivated.

“That was incredible.” Ely’s gaze was distant, and she touched my cheek. “I think I’m a little worn out, though.”

I kissed her and picked her up, putting her to the side because my first love looked about ready to devour me. She wasn’t going to be done yet.

As soon as Ely was safely to the side, Des tackled me, her mouth sealing itself over my cock as she sucked Ely and my mixed juices off me.

“So good.” She backed off for a second before her currently longer than normal demonic tongue coiled itself around my cock and pumped it. Then it all disappeared back into her mouth, and she bobbed on me.

I grabbed her horns out of a sense that I might be able to hold her back if I needed to. She was clearly worked up after bringing Ely into the bed with us, evident by the way that I found myself cumming into her mouth less than a minute later.

Panting on the bed, I stared up at her as she straddled me and returned to her human form.

“So good.” She wiped a dollop off her lips and sucked it off her finger. “Think she’ll wake up soon?” Des angled my cock into her sex and sank back down on it with a groan. “Use the skill. I want to make you as strong as I can. That means feeding you all the women you can stand.”

Her hips started to shake as she bounced on me. I grabbed her dangling breasts and kneaded the soft flesh.

Des leaned back but didn’t stop grinding me deeper into her sex. “Harder. I want you to show Tish what it would be like.”

“Huh?” I looked back over my head to see the flap for this partition close. “Wait, she was watching?”

“Do you like that?” Des bounced on me. “Pretty sure you made Ely squeal like a pig enough that they were just doing their job. Right?”

“Shut up,” Tish’s voice came from the other side.

Elysara had cried out quite a bit.

Des laughed and rode me.

I enjoyed the break, holding onto her hips and thrusting gently up into her as she rode me to my next peak. Her pussy clamped down on me and drained me of everything I could give her over the next few hours.

Elysara woke back up, and we went another round. This time, I used [Absorb] to change out the skills we had from each other. Though we hadn’t been apart long, our strengths had changed enough for something new.


Chapter 33


“Thank you for having us.” The President of the UG was at my campsite when I woke up. He accepted coffee from Fayeth as I sat down.

“You’re welcome here anytime. To what do I owe the pleasure?” I hid my concerns behind a smile.

I could not help but notice the timing. I wondered if they knew we were responsible for the assassination.

“Cozy place you have here right next to the event,” he commented rather than getting to the point. “Crimson really knows how to pick the places.”

Elysara came and sat down next to me while Tish worked to get her something to drink. “I guess the question is if you are here to see my husband or me?” She was quick to point out the new relationship between us since this summer.

The President of the UG was a big man covered in scars. Though, Crimson often called him a scaredy cat and people knew who she was referring to when she used that term.

I had seen him fight once when the Naga had attacked. All those scars lifted off him to become winged warriors like Valkyries. They fought in formations, and he’d been successful against the Naga where many other high-level adventurers had faltered.

“A bit of both. I caught Crimson at the bar last night and secured a portal over here.” He gave us a goofy smile. “But I have business with both of you. First off, I wanted to thank the Elves for holding back the Naga again, but I also wanted to remind you of our agreement to share information.”

Ely leaned against me, showing her affection rather freely in front of him. “The Naga have pulled back their assault, and we’ve moved up our forces to hold the entrance to the seventieth-floor safe zone. It’s a small group of elites led by my father. As I understand it, they’ve had minimal encounters with them since forming. Ever since Crimson destroyed their forces, they have been less aggressive.”

“She also tore through their area of the dungeon. Maybe she spooked them,” I offered.

“Or they think there’s a way directly to the human side of the dungeon,” the UG President offered and rubbed his chin. “At least the offensive that had the Elves worried this summer has died down. I wish we could offer more than trying to send Crimson.”

Ely held up his hand. “It is fine. Crimson is an extreme outlier. I understand.”

Crimson sat down next to me, eating potato chips, and slowly slid over until our hips were pressed together.

I found myself comfortably enclosed with both of them against me. There was really no option except to put my arms behind and around them unless I wanted to feel claustrophobic.

That only made them press closer.

“Ken is making waves. One of these days, he might be up there with me as an outlier.” Crimson smiled. “As for the Elves, if they need help, they can request it through Ken. Maybe next time, I’ll bring him and show him how to fight the Naga.”

I swallowed. She’d take me to see the Naga?

“Thank you, Crimson.” Ely nodded. “If we need it, I’ll request it through the Silver Fangs?”

“That would probably be more appropriate.” Crimson smiled at me.

The three of us were solving our problems without the UG. The organization would love to be the source for the Elves’ needs, but the President stayed quiet as the two ladies spoke.

“I’m glad you two can work that out.” He coughed into his hand to reinsert himself to the conversation. “I noticed that you requested to pull out of some of our trade deals.”

Ah. That was part of this.

Ely nodded. “A representative of SJS Financial Group treated me rather poorly. I’m weeding out the deals that work with them directly or indirectly. The pain of that is that they seem to have their hands in all of it.”

The UG President winced. “Yes, they do. Perhaps we could get their CEO here to make amends?”

“Did they send you here to do that?” I frowned. It was distasteful that SJS had so much influence.

“I’ve had a few people suggest it to me. Holding together the UG is my job, which means giving a number of people influence, while trying to drive the whole behemoth forward in a way that betters adventurers.” The President shrugged. “I think keeping relations with the Elves stable qualifies.”

“The CEO, that would be Prince Albar’s father?” Ely asked. “Personally, I don’t see the value in having someone’s father apologize. However, Prince Albar made it clear that he holds extreme disdain for the Elves. I can only assume that he learned it from somewhere.”

“His father would prostrate himself to not lose those deals,” the UG President offered.

“Uh-huh.” Ely was unamused. “I’m sure that’s so he can hide his sneer while he does it. I have no faith in them changing their ways after experiencing Prince Albar firsthand.”

The President was about to argue when the flap to our tent opened up, and Ami stepped in.

“President. Master.” She bowed to both of us but ignored the ladies. “Ken, would you like to step aside for something?”

“It’s okay. You can speak here.” I wasn’t expecting her to implicate me in a crime.

She inclined her head. “A friend of the clan reached out and let us know that Prince Albar attempted to pay them for a hit on you.”

The President of the UG groaned and covered his face.

“Ah. He also put one out on the princess.” Ami’s eyes were smiling, though even after spending time with her, I could barely tell with the mask on that she was enjoying the situation.

“What?!” The scarred man stood up in shock. “Please, Princess. We will not tolerate this.”

Ely smiled lightly. “Consider all trade with the Elves cut off until this problem is resolved. He is representing one of the largest players on your side of the table. For him to take such action has spoiled all relations.”

“What about my trade deal?” I asked, already knowing the answer but enjoying making a point.

“Oh. Of course, that’s still going on. I’m not letting you escape, and you are family with Elves at this point. Completely different.” Elysara waved away the comment.

“Sounds like you are in a pickle.” Crimson crunched a chip. “I’ll run any critical deals through the Silver Fangs and the Nagato Clan, but both entities are going to take… three percent.”

I watched as his eyes drifted to the side, clearly doing the math.

“Two,” he countered. “Only the critical ones, and I’ll make sure they don’t involve SJS. At least, not at the moment.”

“Fifteen percent for anything that involves them,” Ely added.

I raised an eyebrow in question.

“Squeezing money out of them is more painful than killing those types.” She smiled until her eyes squinted, but there was no joy in it.

“We should take you back home,” Neldra said, interrupting.

“Are you not enough to stop me from being killed?” Ely batted her lashes at her aunt. “Besides, if I die, just revive me. There’s not much here that can stop you from doing that.”

Neldra’s jaw tensed, and she blew out a heavy breath. “When did you become so willful? It must be this one’s fault.” She glared at me, but there was no heat behind it. “Oh well. If something happens to her, it’ll just shatter relations between Humans and Elves. I’ll probably have to draw my sword and do something about that.”

“No weapons in the house.” Crimson turned her head up to face Neldra as she purposefully bit another chip.

My mind had already sped forward, working through the current situation. I would not accept any situation where Ely was under attack. “What if we bring this out into the open? If Ely cuts the purse strings, people are going to have a lot of questions. Powerful investors are all over these deals. Don’t let SJS make anything up, or better yet, don’t let them pin it on you. We have credible evidence that Prince Albar attempted to put out a hit on the next Empress of the Elves and her husband.”

“You open the opportunity for someone to try and frame it on them then,” Neldra added.

I shrugged. “Someone was already trying to kill her. I’m saying taking care of that problem seems the most prudent.”

“Neldra, we are trading a certainty for a possibility. I think that’s a move in the correct direction.” Ely made her decision. “That is, of course, if you’ll run the story.” She turned back to the President of the UG.

“Of course, but that opens the door to more detailed negotiations of what deals are still happening.” He smiled.

Ely grunted. “Sure. Give me something in writing, and we can work from there.”

The man shifted his attention to me. “Then there’s the reason I came here. It seems the safe zone below this area is completely wiped free of anyone. There were several reports of dangerous activity there.”

“If there were reports, then why ask me?” I huffed, annoyed at the UG.

“Because they were never a priority, at least that’s the report I got. Truthfully, it stinks of hands in the UG.” He shrugged.

I wanted to hate that he knew the situation had not been completely fair but could shrug it off. Yet it was clear that with an organization the size of the UG, along with the fact that it was fractured from its inception, the UG had always been a tangled mess to manage.

“I’m afraid I know nothing about the safe zone. Well, except that Penny’s father asked for a loan to get himself set up there. I figured they’d welcome someone big moving in, honestly.” Even if I trusted him, there was no reason to discuss what happened on a job.

“Hmm. I had hoped with your proximity that you’d know more.”

“We visited that safe zone. Kind of a bleak place and didn’t return.”

The President of the UG leaned back and rubbed his chin. “Bleak how?”

“A bunch of people without CIDs living outside a castle with people who have CIDs,” Ami cut to the chase. “It was my job to scout the safe zone before my master entered it.” She gave a plausible explanation.

As always, Ami knew how to expertly make a comment without incriminating us.

“I had her get a few names and investigate it. Ami?” I held out my hand.

She pulled out a folder from her CID.

I intended to play the situation as if I didn’t have this information until just now. “You’ve gone over it? What are your thoughts?”

“They all had significant debt to SJS Financial Group as well as were considered missing. I included information on the other missing people but have not had a chance to compare that to the residents of the safe zone. Sounds like I never will.” Her acting was impeccable.

“Shame,” I muttered and flipped through it before handing it to the UG President, eyeing him. “You don’t seem surprised at all.”

“Ever heard of the phrase ‘follow the money’?” he scoffed as he started to flip through. “It starts to feel like all the crimes roll up in some way to the ones that hold all the money. Damn, there are a lot of these. All of them are missing?” he asked Ami.

“Yes, sir. It could be other reasons, but it's quite the coincidence.” She shrugged. “I was going to advise my master to steer clear of the safe zone after my investigation.”

He grumbled something about not reporting it to the UG and flipped through several more times before sighing. “Mind if I take this? I’ll get the news to pick up the attempted hiring of an assassin and have someone send agreements your way.” He rubbed his forehead. “Do I need to worry about you, Crimson?”

“Nope. I’m happy teaching my class. Well… I guess if there is trouble with my class, then maybe there will be trouble.” She smiled too nicely at him. “There’s no point for me to go solve this, though. Ken will just kill anyone they send.”

I enjoyed her confidence, however, there were certainly ways to kill me. “We’ll be going into the raid and then back here. Neither of those situations make it easy for them to get us,” I said with calm confidence.

“We’ll be there,” Neldra added in. “No chance she leaves my sight when there’s this threat on her.”

“Oh. Does that mean we get to watch next time? Humans are so prudish, but she was screaming last night.” Tish had some sort of roll in her hand that she was munching on.

“Conversation for when we don’t have guests,” Neldra said. “He’s Human and might not appreciate your openness.”

“Sorry, sir. I hope I didn’t injure your sensibilities,” Tish gave a half-hearted apology to the president of the UG.

He grunted. “I think this is my cue to head out. Too much to do and too little time.”

“When you are done hiding behind that desk, maybe you’ll join the rest of us diving the dungeon,” Crimson teased him.

He smirked back at her. “Oh. You seem to be the one hiding behind your students, no?”

“I’m waiting for a suitable team that can keep up with me.” She put her head on my shoulder. “Ken already spars with me. It’s interesting fighting someone who’s even faster than me.” She waved her hand and opened a portal in a clear dismissal.

The President of the UG nodded his head in thanks and stepped through before Crimson closed her fist and the portal snapped closed.

“Two questions. Why do you always call him a scaredy cat or coward?” I asked.

“Oh. That goes back to when we did a Level 52 raid. He was adamant about being the one to wait by the door. Des’ father organized the raid, and the only way he’d join was if he got to wait by the door and escape if things went south.” Crimson chuckled. “So, among the high-levels, it's a bit of a joke.”

“He’s a summoner, so it doesn’t matter much where he stands?” I asked.

“No, but that doesn’t mean it’s acceptable. He did a great job on the raid and provided revives multiple times. Still makes him a coward.” She popped another chip in her mouth.

“Sounds more like a healthy dose of survival, but I understand. The rest of us are a little nuts with how we put our lives on the line.”

“It takes a certain type to dive the dungeon,” Crimson agreed. “The second question?”

“When do we go into the raid?” That was on everyone’s mind.

“Training today and tomorrow. Then I’ll portal everyone to the raid and go in with you all. The one who breaks her sword all the time can go, too.” She smirked at Neldra. “But you don’t get to advise or help. Maybe revive because it’s tedious.”

Two days of training and then we’d be thrown into the raid. “We just get the day at it?”

“Yep. Then you’ll rotate out with the other schools. One day each. So you’ll get a stab at it every four days. I’d recommend you guys do as much as you can each time, and then just return and focus on training. It’s going to give you guys about the best gear you can find unless you are over-leveled and spending daddy's money. Just an example.”

I smirked at the idea of Prince Albar begging his father for more money right now. “Good, that leaves us time to settle the accounts from the betting. I really hope we snuck in enough bets while my odds were low to break any potential earnings, maybe even reach into his pockets.”

“I got fantastic odds,” Crimson chuckled darkly. “It was free money, and he had the gall to think of me like an object.”

Her reminder hit me, and I nodded. There was no time to waste sitting around and enjoying breakfast with a bet like that hanging over my head. “Right. Well, we can’t sit around all day. More training. Tish, I want to fight you more.”

“Your funeral.” Tish shrugged and winced at whatever expression Ely was making. “I have revive. Worst case, I just use it.”

“He dies all the time, don’t worry about it,” Crimson egged her on.

“Yeah. Well, let’s try and not kill me.” I dusted off my pants. “Ami, please inform my grandparents of what transpired here. I’ll be busy.”

Equipping my weights, I went back to training. There was no way I was taking a day off and risk losing the lead I had already built.


Afterword


Hey Everyone,

Thanks for reading Dungeon Diving 202. I often get asked how long the series will go, frankly, I’m not sure. There’s clearly plenty of runway left on this series. I also look at how many people are continuing the books as a gauge if people would like me to wrap it up and move to the next, but we still have a strong number of people reading.

Which means I have to figure out what I’m doing for this raid, because it’s been a concern of mine on how to write it. Fighting the same boss multiple times only to move onto the next is a very easy way to bore people. Who knows, maybe I’ll throw a lovely wrench in the whole thing.

The webcomic for the series is coming along and we’ve already started recording for the Audiobook.

I’ve had to take a few breaks this year with the arrival of my 2nd child. With some added time taken away from my work I’ve been debating if I am going to start scheduling in more breaks or what I want to do with it. Going to try and give it a run from DD 202 through RD 2 a book a month and see how tight it feels.


Please, if you enjoyed the book, leave a review.

Review Dungeon Diving 202

I have a few places you can stay up to date on my latest.

Monthly Newsletter

Facebook Page

Patreon
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The Dungeon is a place of magic and mystery, a vast branching, underground labyrinth that has changed the world and the people who dare to enter its depths. Those who brave its challenges are rewarded with wealth, fame, and powerful classes that set them apart from the rest.

Ken was determined to follow the footsteps of his family and become one of the greatest adventurers the world has ever known. He knows that the only way to do that is to get into one of the esteemed Dungeon colleges, where the most promising young adventurers gather.

Despite doing fantastic on the entrance exam, when his class is revealed, everyone turns their backs on him, all except for one.

The most powerful adventurer, Crimson, invites him to the one college he never thought he’d enter. Haylon, an all girls college.

Ken sets out to put together a party and master the skills he'll need to brave the Dungeon's endless dangers. But he soon discovers that the path ahead is far more perilous than he could have ever imagined.
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https://www.facebook.com/groups/WesternWuxia
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